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INFORMATION

Ref: Discussion of Environmental Streamlining Suggestions from Federal Agencies

Issue:   What suggestions do the federal agencies that participated in the Commission’s environmental
streamlining workshop -- Federal Highway Administration (FHwA), U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA), U.S.Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), and U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (F&WS) –
make toward environmental streamlining?

Recommendation:   Staff recommends that the Commission continue to try to synthesize a package of
recommendations to federal agencies for federal environmental streamlining, from written suggestions
submitted and discussion at the meeting involving Commissioners, staff, and federal agency
representatives that attend the meeting.

Federal Agency Suggestions:   The Commission wrote to all four federal agencies reiterating Vice
Chairman Hallisey’s request from the Commission workshop, for each agency to submit independently
by April 16 its ideas for environmental streamlining.  The responses build upon consideration given to
environmental streamlining since the passage of TEA-21 in 1998.  Letters came from FHwA, EPA, and
F&WS during April 20-24;  these three letters are attached, and summarized below.  The Corps said
its suggestions would be the same as presented at the workshop in February (where it had neither
handouts nor a slide/powerpoint presentation) but it would consider putting them in a letter;  to date no
letter has come in, so staff has interpreted its suggestions from notes taken at the workshop.

In summary, FHwA made the following seven suggestions:

• do a detailed process analysis of the steps involved in NEPA and CEQA, to pinpoint
redundancies, conflicts, and obstacles, as a first step to understand streamlining opportunities;

• use limited staff more efficiently and meaningfully, by grouping projects in a nearby area for joint
analysis and review;

• set project schedules in consultation with environmental agencies, so as to build in the time those
agencies will want for their reviews;

• coordinate transportation and environmental planning to expose environmental issues early;
• improve the scope, content, and communication in environmental studies, and clearer and more

concise environmental documents;
• expand programmatic agreements among various federal agencies for specified tasks or types of

impacts or projects; and
• expand Caltrans role in environmental work for local agency projects.

In summary, EPA made the following eleven suggestions:
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• expand and improve mapping of environmental resources;
• define critical habitat areas and protect them as open space;
• build environmental protection into transportation planning, including better coordination with

local general planning;
• get environmental and local agencies involved earlier, at the transportation planning stage;
• consider fully the growth implications of projects and the environmental implications of that

growth;
• work with federal agencies to develop guidelines for mitigating the impacts of growth induced by

transportation projects;
• give serious consideration to a broad range of project alternatives, starting through the regional

transportation plan, for old controversial projects and projects near environmentally sensitive
areas;

• define and use environmental performance measures during evaluation of project alternatives;
• consider transit and other VMT-reducing options more strongly for projects in non-attainment

areas;
• train staffs of cities, counties and regional agencies more thoroughly about federal and state

environmental requirements; and
• focus streamlining efforts on selected key, high priority projects.

In summary, F&WS made the following five suggestions:

• establish a single point of contact in each federal agency involved in environmental reviews;
• lay out priorities for state projects to guide environmental study and review priorities;
• develop regional mitigation banks for critical habitat, covering several projects;
• increase staffing levels to handle the increased workload from transportation projects; and
• begin consultation about impacts at the earliest stages of project development.

In summary, in the absence of a written response from the Corps, staff can discern four suggestions
from the Corps presentation in February:

• expand nationwide and blanket permit agreements, aimed at making and holding early
commitments;

• seek a least environmentally-damaging alternative as a preferred alternative whenever feasible;
• increase staffing levels or streamline procedures to match higher workloads; and
• delegate approvals insofar as possible to state and regional water resources agencies.

Staff Observations:   Most of these suggestions focus on long term activities – planning, nationwide
agreements, mapping, training – that will require major commitments of will, resources, and time to bear
fruit.  Only a few offer much promise of progress for the several hundred projects already in the STIP
and SHOPP, already well past the planning stage, mired in a sluggish review process, a factor in $800
million in STIP project delays each of the last two years.

This main observation in no way diminishes the value of long term actions.  Staff endorses the
suggestion, made by three agencies, for all federal agencies to get engaged up front, at the planning and
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project study report stages.  It offers the promise to cure many ills of the current reactive process, and
head off the confrontations that are building between continuing growth and development and
environmental quality and preservation in this state.  It offers enormous streamlining potential for future
projects still approaching the STIP, via up-front discussion and agreement about project purpose and
environmental interactions.  However, it will require a significant commitment of resources, both from
the environmental agencies and the regional agencies and Caltrans that do transportation plans, for long
enough to yield results;  that in turn may require reassessment of how transportation planning resources
are deployed.  Beyond this joint planning effort lies much difficult discussion and negotiation about who
will be responsible for dealing with and paying for environmental protection measures identified through
the plans.

In fact, EPA’s focus ranges beyond transportation to development and growth and its environmental
impacts, a focus that sits at the heart of environmental challenges now facing this state, and a focus that
transportation needs to consider too.  However, the onus for studying, reporting, and mitigating the
impacts from growth and development rests with those local agencies with authority to plan for and
approve developments.  Transportation may have to do a better job of describing the connection among
transportation improvements and development and the resulting impacts from growth, but EPA should
understand that transportation improvements rarely induce or cause growth in today’s urban California,
rather transportation investments react to expectations and plans for growth, and may at most change
the timing of growth in one area versus another.

The limited number of ideas aimed at existing STIP and SHOPP projects is more disappointing.  For
these projects, the few suggestions include single points of contact in agencies, focus on selected key
projects as streamlining models, grouping of related projects, more artful alternatives specifically
including preference for least environmentally-damaging options, and better-scoped studies and better-
written documents.  F&WS’s suggestion for a program manager and expediter in each agency ought to
be tried if all agencies think it offers promise in tracking and moving projects quicker.  The Corps’
suggestion to favor least-environmentally damaging alternatives is good advice for all federalized
projects, since federal policy -- unlike CEQA -- allows mitigation only as a secondary option.  A
couple of these suggestions -- grouping of projects, early agreements -- will end up hollow without the
cooperation of all involved federal environmental agencies, which perhaps EPA could facilitate.  All of
these ideas may prove useful and important;  some of them are simply best practices, obviously not
always followed.

Unfortunately, none of these ideas -- except possibly the idea of a single point of contact to manage and
expedite reviews -- really get at the inordinate amount of time spent getting consultations arranged,
reviews done, and decisions made, a major complaint from the state side.  The notions that need for
more staffing, undetected opportunities to combine or overlap steps, and poor quality studies and
documents are the reason reviews take so long, and longer timelines would yield fewer late documents,
discount the need to focus on expediting decisions on the vast majority of straightforward projects, in an
arena where truly controversial and significant projects are rare and avoidance of risk (even where risk
and controversy are minimal) seems to have higher value than expedited delivery of improvements to the
taxpaying public.
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Agencies should beware ideas that would help some projects at the expense of others, an undesirable
consequence;  grouping of projects may be one such idea, depending on whether it plays to the shortest
or longest schedule.  In a state as big as California the Commission cannot set relative priorities from
one part of the state to another;  in addition, with timely delivery as big as a concern as it is, as a
practical matter any project that can find its way through and out of the environmental review process
gains priority.  With $1.5 billion in unspent funds and record levels of urban congestion, the Commission
needs to find ways to get far more projects through the process, not ration those going through to only
the highest priority ones.

Finally, the Corps’ suggestion to delegate approvals to state and regional agencies seems to match the
Commission’s preferred strategy for streamlining, since presumably the state can exert more leverage to
gain cooperation and streamlining over state and regional agencies than federal ones.  In practice,
however, the expected ability to expedite decisions has not yet widely materialized.

Attachments (3)




















