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March 2, 2010

Council on Environmental Quality

Attention:  Terry Breyman

722 Jackson Place, NW

Washington, DC 20503

Comments on the Proposed National Objectives, Principles and Standards for Water and Related Resources Implementation Studies

Dear Mr. Breyman:

We are pleased to submit our comments on the Proposed National Objectives, Principles and Standards for Water and Related Resources Implementation Studies (Principles).

Our organizations make these comments based on our experiences with efforts to protect and restore the irreplaceable environmental and economic values of the Everglades.  Large scale restoration efforts are filled with challenges and needs that we believe will be well served by the proposed Principles. 

We begin by commending the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) for recognizing the importance of protecting and restoring our environment as we plan and develop our water resources.  We wholeheartedly agree with Chair Nancy Sutley’s statement issued upon the release of this proposal on December 3, 2009, that read in part:  “America’s streams, rivers, wetlands, estuaries, lakes and coasts support billions of dollars in commerce, provide drinking water for millions of Americans, help protect communities from the effects of floods and storms, and supply needed habitat for fish and wildlife, among other benefits.”  

We applaud these proposed Principles, as they place environmental benefits on a par with economic benefits, and encourage Federal water planners to carefully examine what Americans value most:  our environment, our communities, as well as our economy.  The proposal implicitly recognizes that a healthy environment and vibrant communities translate into a sounder economy.  This is surely the case with America’s Everglades.  Not only are the Everglades an international natural treasure, they are the source of water for millions of people and draw visitors from all over the world.  Indeed, Florida is one of the most popular tourist destinations in the world.  Florida Governor Charlie Crist recently stated that the tourism industry in Florida employs over a million people and that one job is created in Florida for every 85 visitors to the State. In 2008, tourism returned $3.9 billion in tax revenue and had an economic impact of over $65 billion.  

We are pleased that these proposed Principles recognize that environment and social considerations are more complex than just monetized value.  Indeed the proposal calls for the consideration of both monetary and non-monetary benefits to justify and select a project that has the greatest net benefits.  The non-monetary benefits might capture increased fish and wildlife benefits, biodiversity, environmental restoration and protection, mitigation of global climate change, or any number of environmental and social goals that are important to Americans.  These proposed Principles ensure that future water projects will better reflect America’s priorities and values.

We are especially gratified that the proposed Principles specify that consideration should be given to non-structural alternatives, recognizing that sometimes building traditional structures might not be the best solution.  

We also congratulate CEQ on not only an enlightened water resources policy, but also for basing that policy so solidly on the state-of-the-art water resources planning tools and practices.  We congratulate CEQ for soliciting and accepting input from career-service water resources planners as well as the public.  

The proposed Principles incorporate most of the lessons learned in our attempts to restore the Everglades, both what has worked and what has not.   Throughout the proposal we found many provisions and statements that we strongly support, based on our Everglades experience.  These include:

Water resource planning will demonstrate the protection and restoration of natural ecosystems and the environment while encouraging sustainable economic development. The planning will avoid adverse impacts to the natural ecosystems whenever possible and fully mitigate any unavoidable impacts.

The planning will utilize the best available science, practices, analytical techniques, procedures and tools.

Planning will address risk and uncertainty, including the effects of climate change and future development.

The planning process shall formulate alternatives, including identifying the no action alternative, as well as nonstructural and structural alternatives, and combinations thereof to ensure that all reasonable solutions are considered.

Planning standards will account for ecosystem services, recognizing that ecosystem processes and functions describe biophysical relationships that have value regardless of whether humans recognize the benefits.

Planning standards must recognize that ecosystems can be valued not only for the services they provide to humans directly or indirectly, but for other reasons, including intrinsic natural values such as biodiversity.

Planning must explicitly account for the interconnectiveness within ecosystems, recognizing the importance of interactions between many target species or key services and other non-target species.

We support the effort to make the planning process more transparent and friendly to input from all interested parties.  We are hopeful that burdensome processes such as unnecessary compliance with the Federal Advisory Committee be avoided wherever possible.  

Again we applaud this proposal to apply much improved water resource planning for all federal agencies.  We encourage the adoption of this proposal and urge that there be a minimum of opportunity for an agency to by-pass these Principles.  We encourage CEQ to make it a priority for the federal agencies to get planning practice and regulation to conform to these new Principles.  

We thank you for allowing us to comment on these proposed changes to water resource planning.   We offer our congratulations, and our unqualified support.
Sincerely,
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