Call for Action 
On February 18, 2010, the White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) asked for public comment on proposed steps for modernizing and reinvigorating the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  The proposed measures are designed to assist Federal agencies in meeting the goals of NEPA, increase transparency, and ease implementation.  In response to CEQ’s call for public comment on the proposed steps, we offer the following comments and recommendations.  

We heartily commend CEQ for seeking to modernize and reinvigorate NEPA.  Such action is long overdue.  In doing so, it is critically important to recognize and reaffirm NEPA’s commitment to sustainability.  While the steps proposed by the CEQ may be necessary and beneficial, particularly with respect to concerns about greenhouse gas emissions and climate change, it’s important for the Administration to address the broader issue of sustainability.

Background

The global warming and climate change (GWCC) issue is only one of a number of very serious environmental challenges that humanity faces today, and it results from the broader problem of globally unsustainable anthropogenic activity.  It is very important that we consider the GWCC challenge in this broader sustainability context, because a solution designed for one problem can easily exacerbate another (e.g. biomass production may reduce greenhouse gas emissions, but may exacerbate other environmental concerns).  

The Federal government needs to view GWCC and all our environmental challenges, through the broader ‘lens’ of sustainability.  To do so, we must establish and conduct regular environmental sustainability assessments and begin reporting on progress toward a more sustainable national future.  This sustainability planning activity does not currently exist, even though it was clearly a goal of the original NEPA legislation.  With sustainability measurement, planning, and progress reporting, we can better determine whether we are fulfilling our responsibility as trustees of the environment for succeeding generations (NEPA Title I, Sec. 101, item 1.).

As President Obama noted on the 40th anniversary of NEPA, “Our Nation's long-term prosperity depends upon our faithful stewardship of the air we breathe, the water we drink, and the land we sow. With smart, sustainable policies like those established under NEPA, we can meet our responsibility to future generations of Americans, so they may hope to enjoy the beauty and utility of a clean, healthy planet.”
Recommendations

We ask the CEQ to consider and adopt the following specific recommendations:

A. Resume annual reporting to Congress on the state of the Nation’s environmental quality (EQR), as originally conceived and required by NEPA Sec. 201 [42 USC paragraph(?) 4341].

B. Pursuant to the Federal Reports Elimination and Sunset Act, redesign the EQR to be more concise.

(continued)
C. Ensure that the annual report covers all five requirements of NEPA Title II Sec. 201, and in particular addresses item (3) of NEPA Sec. 201, with respect to “the adequacy of available natural resources for fulfilling human and economic requirements of the nation…..”  

D. Redesign the annual EQR to specifically address three questions of critical importance to our nation:

1. Are we (the U.S. and the world as a whole) on a sustainable course?
2. If not, what does a sustainable future scenario look like for the nation?
3. What is required to transition to this more viable future scenario?
E. Direct or encourage Federal agencies, including the National Science Foundation, to develop the science of sustainability and the design of sound metrics, so that Congress and the relevant Federal agencies can better address sustainability in the broadest possible context.  

By themselves, these recommendations will not put the Nation on a path toward sustainability, but they are critical to developing the appropriate policy framework.  We look forward to working with you in modernizing and reinvigorating NEPA and reaffirming the Nation’s historic commitment to environmental sustainability. 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A list of endorsing individuals and organizations will be provided by the May 24th comment period deadline.

