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

Comments are highlighted. Excerpts are included for easy reference to the parts of the document to which the comments apply.

2. Planning Standards 
6  A. Protect and Restore Natural Ecosystems and the Environment while 7 Encouraging Sustainable Economic Development 
The economic and environmental 18 outputs are inextricably linked and both must be considered if the desired outputs 19 are to be sustained.  

Lines 18 and 19 imply an ambiguous and suboptimal planning process -- first identify the desirable subset of economic and ecological outputs and then sustain them. At what level should the outputs be sustained? Current levels may be above or below optimal. Once these standards are set, there is no allowance for tradeoffs, say allowing a tiny sacrifice in a marginally desirable output to allow a more valuable output to be substantially increased above its minimum sustainable level.
Proposed Principles and Standards 
22 The watershed approach provides a flexible perspective for managing water 23 resource quality and quantity within affected drainage areas or watersheds. The 24 watershed approach allows problems, needs and opportunities to be addressed 25 in a holistic manner, including the interdependency of water uses, competing 26 demands, and the desires of a wide range of stakeholders. The watershed 27 approach is based on: 28 

29 (a) Sustaining water resources;
The objective of sustaining water resources is ambiguous and inevitably suboptimal once the ambiguity is removed. Suppose for example that the sustainable yield of a groundwater aquifer is taken as that which will not lead to suppressing the yield in the long run below its maximum sustainable yield. It is well known that maximum sustainable yield is not necessarily optimal because of extraction costs. Even if maximum sustainable yield is the optimal steady state, there are many transition paths, some of which have higher net benefits than simply extracting MSY until the aquifer head declines to the MSY level.  

K. Ensure Environmental Justice for Low Income, Tribal and Minority Communities 
8 Evaluation methods shall eliminate any biases in analyzing projects affecting low-9 income communities by fully reflecting the benefits and costs (monetized and non-10 monetized) of alternatives to low-income communities. 
12 Planning studies shall identify any disproportionately high and adverse public safety, 13 human health or environmental effects of projects on minority, tribal and low-income 14 populations and decision makers shall seek solutions that would eliminate or avoid 15 disproportionate adverse effects on low income, tribal or minority communities. In 16 addition, specific efforts shall be made to provide opportunities for effective 17 participation by minority and low-income communities in the planning process, 18 including identifying potential effects and mitigation measures in consultation with 19 affected communities and improving the accessibility of public meetings, documents, 20 and notices.
A well-established principle of Public Finance is that while provision of justice is an important role of government, it should not be sought within every project (Harberger's Journal of Political Economy article on Basic Needs; Musgrave's Journal of Economic Literature article on benefit-cost analysis). Projects should not be blocked, nor made cost ineffective in a self-defeating pursuit of project justice. Rather projects and policies should be win-win in total, including compensation schemes. If a minority community's basic needs can be better pursued outside the project than within the project, that should be considered before automatically sacrificing environmental and economic benefits.
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