[image: image1.png]




NATIONAL




WATERSHED





COALITION


June 17, 2013

Re: Comments Regarding:  Principals and Requirements (P&R) for Federal Investment in Water Resources—Draft Guidelines
The National Watershed Coalition is a nonprofit organization made up of national, regional, state, and local organizations, associations, and individuals, that advocate dealing with natural resource problems and issues using watersheds as the planning and implementation unit. 

The Coalition:

· Advocates using total resource management principles in planning, and believes the USDA assisted watershed programs are among the best planning and implementation vehicles available for wise water and land management.
· Represents the concerns and needs of watershed project sponsors at the national level.
· Offers assistance on watershed planning when requested, sponsors biennial national watershed conferences and other specialty resource conferences.
· Believes proper care of our nation’s natural resources a top national priority.
Just a month ago President Obama issued the following memorandum [excerpt]:

May 17, 2013

MEMORANDUM FOR THE HEADS OF EXECUTIVE DEPARTMENTS AND AGENCIES

SUBJECT: Modernizing Federal Infrastructure Review and Permitting Regulations, Policies, and Procedures

Reliable, safe, and resilient infrastructure is the backbone of an economy built to last. Investing in our Nation's infrastructure serves as an engine for job creation and economic growth, while bringing immediate and long-term economic benefits to communities across the country. The quality of our infrastructure is critical to maintaining our Nation's competitive edge in a global economy and to securing our path to energy independence. In taking steps to improve our infrastructure, we must remember that the protection and continued enjoyment of our Nation's environmental, historical, and cultural resources remain an equally important driver of economic opportunity, resiliency, and quality of life.

Sadly and most perplexing, the proposed P&R simply builds more layers of bureaucratic complexities running totally contrary to the President’s goals in his memo of May 17, 2013 and the Executive Order, issued on March 22, 2012 in an attempt to foster “Improving Performance of Federal and Review of Infrastructure Projects.”

Coordination and consultation between federal agencies was already supposed to occurring, but has obviously not been happening in actual practice at the watershed-scale.  What actions will CEQ be implementing to ensure this actually happens?

Implementation of P&R in every program, in every federal agency that “directly, indirectly, affect water quality or water quantity, including ecosystem restoration or land management activities"  will grind said programs and projects to a standstill, thus thwarting the President’s goals and all hope of turning around the bureaucratic morass that currently exists.

For projects and programs that have a demonstrated a long track record of success to restore, protect and conserve natural resources, realistic thresholds that can fast-track projects to accelerate job creation need to be developed.  Additionally, these same programs and projects that mitigate natural disasters should be given priority and accelerated to help avoid or reduce the expenditure of billions of dollars currently being spent on disaster relief and recovery after natural disasters.  Preventative measures will always be less expensive in the long run, while protecting fragile environmental assets, saving lives, property and infrastructure.

For most citizens, it is easy to recognize the distinction between water resource development projects and ecosystem protection and restoration projects. If P&R is implemented, there should be “fast-track” process for ecosystem protection and restoration projects.  

Programs and projects that involve the following should be exempt from P&R:

· Operations and Maintenance of existing projects

· Projects that involve existing infrastructure to include modifications to ensure dam safety and major rehabilitation or replacement of facilities that have exceeded the useful life, particularly with life, property and the environment are at risk.

· Projects where the primary project purpose is to restore the natural function to the watershed.  Examples would include floodplain restoration/easements, wetland restoration/easements, water conservation measures that restore surface and groundwater, measures to restore native vegetation such as the establishment of trees, grasses, etc.

· Programs and projects that mitigate climate change

· Emergency actions where there is imminent threat to life, property and /or the environment.

The thresholds in Tables 1 & 2 for financial considerations are impractical and absurdly low.  Every voluntary conservation program in the Farm Bill would be adversely impacted if the currently proposed version P&R was implemented.  Implementation of these threshold levels would effectively terminate voluntary conservation of natural resources on private lands.

All inconsistency and conflict between P&R and NEPA must be resolved and eliminated, or an additional layer of bureaucratic analysis processes will be created.  It is clear that the NEPA statute should the driver, not P&R which lacks any legal standing for that task.

Chapter III, c.—Exactly how will all federal agencies implementing programs within  a given watershed ensure that the cumulative effects of all water resource activities are evaluated?

Chapter III, 6.—Interagency Consistency--How will CEQ ensure and monitor all activities across the country to ensure this occurs?

We request the opportunity to review and comment on the Guidelines and procedures that each agency will draft regarding their procedures to apply the new P&G to their agency-specific missions and further request a 90-day comment period.

Sincerely, 
Charles M. Easterling, PE

National Watershed Coalition Chairman

Albuquerque, New Mexico
Phone 405.627.0670          Fax 405.258.2561          nwchdqtrs@sbcglobal.net          www.watershedcoaltion.org

