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1. Introduction

Rona Spellecacy, AICP, CEP, PMP 1
NAEP President 2021–2023
This 2021 Annual Report of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) Working Group (Annual NEPA
Report) has been prepared for the benefit of the members of the National Association of Environmental
Professionals (NAEP) and for submittal to the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) to be shared with
federal agency liaisons with whom NAEP members work to ensure adherence to the stated legislative
purpose of NEPA:
“To declare a national policy which will encourage productive and enjoyable harmony between
man and his environment; to promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate damage to the
environment and biosphere and stimulate the health and welfare of man; to enrich the
understanding of the ecological systems and natural resources important to the Nation; and to
establish a Council on Environmental Quality.”
(Pub. L. 91–190, § 2, Jan. 1, 1970, 83 Stat. 852.)
The purpose of the Annual NEPA Report is to improve environmental impact assessment practice
through a retrospective review of the 2021 environmental impact statements (EISs), evaluation of the
average timeline for preparation of EISs, consideration of legislative activities undertaken by Congress in
relation to NEPA, and summary of “lessons learned” from the decisions issued by the U.S. Circuit Courts
of Appeal.
This fifteenth Annual NEPA Report aligns with the mission of the NAEP, which is to be the
interdisciplinary organization dedicated to developing the highest standards of ethics and proficiency in
the environmental professions. Our members are public and private sector professionals who promote
excellence in decision-making considering the environmental, social, and economic impacts of those
decisions.
The Annual NEPA Report is provided to inform regulators and practitioners in their environmental
practices related to NEPA and for the continuous improvement of NEPA practice. This report is made
possible by NAEP’s NEPA Working Group, whose members volunteer their time and energy to keep
NAEP membership up to date on the state of NEPA practice. There are several NAEP Working Groups
designed to facilitate networking and information sharing with focus on a technical discipline of interest
to NAEP members. I encourage all NAEP members to get involved in these groups and Be Connected to
your fellow environmental professionals.
Many thanks to NEPA Working Group Chair Chuck Nicholson, the more than 100 environmental
professionals who participate in NAEP’s NEPA Working Group, and the contributions to this Annual
NEPA Report provided by Chuck, James Gregory, Piet deWitt, Carole deWitt, and P. E. Hudson.

1

ronalee.spellecacy@hdrinc.com
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2. The NEPA Working Group in 2021
Charles P. Nicholson, PhD2
Chair, NAEP NEPA Working Group

The mission of the NAEP NEPA Working Group is to improve environmental impact assessment as
performed under NEPA.
The NEPA Working Group is pleased to present this fifteenth annual report. The 2021 Annual NEPA
Report of the National Environmental Policy Act Working Group (Annual NEPA Report) contains
summaries of many of the latest developments in NEPA as well as the NEPA Working Group’s activities
in 2021. The most significant NEPA development during 2021 was probably the passage of the
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA), commonly referred to as the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law,
in November. It contains several NEPA provisions that focus mostly on transportation projects. These
include codifying the One Federal Decision process introduced in former President Trump’s Executive
Order 13807 in 2017 and rescinded by President Biden in early 2021. The NEPA provisions in this law are
described in more detail in Chapter 5.
At the Executive Branch level, President Biden issued Executive Orders (EO) 13990 and 14008 in early
2021 that addressed NEPA and related environmental review processes. These orders included
increased emphasis on the effects of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and effects on minority and lowincome populations. EO 13990 also directed agencies to review regulations issued between 2017 and
2020 and take action to address those that conflict with the environmental objectives of the Biden
Administration. In response to this, the CEQ initiated a review of its regulations on implementing NEPA
issued in August 2020 and announced a two-phase process of revising them. The Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking for the limited Phase I revisions was published on October 7, 2021. NAEP, primarily with
input from the NEPA Working Group, submitted generally supportive comments on the proposed
revisions.
Meanwhile, the number of EISs issued during 2021 (175) was a new recent low, continuing the trend
from 2020. The reasons for this are not clear and could, in part, be attributed to Covid-19 work
slowdowns. The passage of the IIJA in late 2021, with increased funding for transportation and other
infrastructure projects, could result in more EISs and reverse this trend. And, as in 2020, the average
preparation time for both draft and final EISs decreased.
The Annual NEPA Report is prepared and published through the initiative and volunteer efforts of
members of the NAEP’s NEPA Working Group. The NAEP’s NEPA Working Group supports NEPA
practitioners through monthly conference calls, networking opportunities, educational opportunities,
outreach with CEQ, and projects such as this Annual NEPA Report. Highlights of 2021 activities included:

Questions concerning this report should be directed to:
Charles P. Nicholson, PhD, PO Box 402, Norris, TN 37828-0402; cpnicholson53@gmail.com

2
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Discussion of NEPA regulations and practices with the incoming Biden Administration CEQ
Transition Team
Discussion of Biden Administration executive orders, particularly EO 13990 and 14008
Discussion of litigation over the 2020 CEQ NEPA regulations
Discussion of the CEQ Notice of Proposed Rulemaking on Phase 1 revisions to the 2020 NEPA
procedures
Discussion of NEPA measures in the IIJA
Discussion of the article “The Inanity of the No Action Alternative in an Environmental
Assessment” published in NAEP’s Environmental Practice Bulletin
Review of significant court rulings on NEPA cases, including Center for Biological Diversity v.
Bernhardt on the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management’s (BOEM’s) analysis of downstream
GHG emissions from offshore oil production; Institute for Fisheries Resources v. FDA on the
impacts of escaped genetically engineered salmon; Western Watersheds Project v. Bernhardt on
changes to definitions of impacts between the draft and final EISs and indirect impact analysis;
Fisheries Survival Fund v. Haaland on NEPA reviews for offshore wind lease sales; and Vecinos
para el Bienestar de v. FERC on alignment of the study areas for environmental justice impacts
with study areas for other resources
Review of interesting Notices of Intent (NOIs) to prepare EISs and recently released draft and
final EISs

The NEPA Working Group has approximately 125 active members. We hold monthly conference calls in
which we discuss emerging developments in NEPA such as new regulations, guidance, legislation, court
rulings, projects, and studies. Monthly conference calls are normally held at 2:30 p.m. (Eastern) on the
second Wednesday of each month, and all NAEP members are welcome to participate. To be added to
the NEPA Working Group email list and call reminders, sign up on the NAEP website at Member Center /
My Profile / My Features E-Lists:
https://naep.memberclicks.net/index.php?option=com_community&view=profile&task=app&app=elists
&userid=2000830294 - e-lists
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3. Just the Stats
James Gregory 3

In 2021, Notices of Availability (NOAs) for 175 EISs were published in the Federal Register. Of the
published notices, 97 were draft EISs (including supplemental draft EISs) and 78 were final EISs
(including supplemental and revised final EISs). Information regarding these documents is available
through the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) online EIS database, available at:
https://cdxapps.epa.gov/cdx-enepa-II/public/action/eis/search. The database contains links to the EISs
and EPA’s comment letter for EISs on which they commented.

3.1

2021 Published EISs

The 175 EISs published in 2021 was notably less than the 254 EISs published in 2020, which was in turn
less than the 315 published in 2019. Table 3-1 presents a summary of the total number of EISs published
by year for the past 10 years.
Table 3-1. EISs published from 2012 through 2021.
Year

Number of EISs Published

2021

175

2020

254

2019

315

2018

323

2017

257

2016

312

2015

381

2014

384

2013

377

2012

404

During 2021, 37 agencies published at least one EIS and three agencies published at least 15 EISs (Table
3-2), a decrease from the five agencies that published at least 15 EISs in 2020. The U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers (USACE), Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), and U.S. Forest Service (USFS) were
the agencies that published the most EISs (26, 22 and 22, respectively) that year. Notably, the Bureau of
Land Management (BLM), the agency that published the most EISs in 2020 (48) and 2019 (64), published
only 8 in 2021.
Four state agencies with delegated NEPA authority (Arizona Department of Transportation, California
Department of Transportation, California High-Speed Rail Authority, and Utah Department of

3

James W. Gregory, Jacobs, 2020 SW 4th Avenue, Suite 300, Portland, OR 97201-4973; james.gregory@jacobs.com
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Transportation) were lead agencies for EISs published in 2021. Table 3-2 shows draft and final EISs filed
in 2021 by lead agency.
Table 3-2. Draft and final EISs published in the Federal Register in 2021 by lead agency.

Page | 5

Lead Agency

Number of EISs

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

24

Federal Energy Regulatory Commission

22

U.S. Forest Service

22

Federal Highway Administration

13

Bureau of Land Management

8

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

8

Federal Railroad Administration

7

United States Air Force

7

Bureau of Ocean Energy Management

4

California High-Speed Rail Authority

5

National Marine Fisheries Service

4

U.S. Coast Guard

5

Nuclear Regulatory Commission

4

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

4

Bureau of Indian Affairs

3

Federal Aviation Administration

3

Federal Transit Administration

3

United States Army

3

Bureau of Reclamation

2

California Department of Transportation

2

General Services Administration

2

Western Area Power Administration

2

National Park Service

1

Arizona Department of Transportation

1

Bureau of Prisons

1

Department of Agriculture

1

Department of Defense

1

Department of Health and Human Services

1

Department of Treasury

1

Department of Veterans Affairs

1

Federal Energy Management Agency

1
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Lead Agency

Number of EISs

Missile Defense Agency

1

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

1

Natural Resources Conservation Service

1

Rural Utilities Service

1

Surface Transportation Board

1

Tennessee Valley Authority

1

United States Postal Service

1

United States Navy

1

Utah Department of Transportation

1

Total

175

In 2021, five departments (Defense, Transportation, 4 Interior, Energy, and Agriculture) were responsible
for more than three-quarters of all EISs published. However unlike in past years, the Department of
Interior (DOI) agencies did not collectively publish the largest share of EISs. In 2020, Interior agencies
prepared one-third of all EISs published; this year, however, they were responsible for about 12% of the
EISs (attributable largely to the reduction in EISs published by BLM). Departments of Defense and
Transportation agencies published the largest share of EISs. Figure 3-1 shows the EISs by department,
with the departments responsible for publishing large numbers of EISs broken out separately.

2021 EISs by Department
Other
15%

Agriculture
14%

Energy
17%
Defense
21%

Agriculture

Interior

Transportation

Interior
12%

Transportation
21%

Defense

Energy

Other

Figure 3-1. Draft and final EISs published in 2021 by department.

4

Includes EISs by state transportation agencies.
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3.2

Geographic Distribution of EISs Published in 2021

The geographic breakdown of draft and final EISs by state and territory is shown in Table 3-3. As has
been the case in prior years, many more EISs were prepared for actions in California (27) than in any
other state. 5 Consistent with the overall reduction in EISs published in 2021 compared to previous years,
this was a lower total for California than in 2020 (42) and 2019 (60). Ten EISs were from Louisiana and
eight were from Oregon. Six EISs addressed regulatory, programmatic, or other actions, and 34 EISs
were listed as involving multiple states.
Table 3-3. Draft and final EISs published in 2021 by state and territory.

5

State/Territory

Number of EISs

State/Territory

Number of EISs

California

27

New Mexico

2

Louisiana

10

Pennsylvania

2

Oregon

8

Virginia

2

Arizona

7

Alabama

1

New York

6

District of Columbia

1

Texas

6

Hawaii

1

Alaska

4

Illinois

1

Maryland

5

Minnesota

1

Montana

5

Missouri

1

Nevada

5

North Carolina

1

Colorado

4

North Dakota

1

Idaho

4

Nebraska

1

South Carolina

4

New Hampshire

1

Utah

3

New Jersey

1

Wyoming

4

Oklahoma

1

Connecticut

2

Tennessee

1

Washington

3

Vermont

1

Florida

2

Wisconsin

1

Georgia

2

West Virginia

1

Kansas

2

Programmatic/Regulatory/Other

6

Multistate

34

Based on EISs for which one state was identified in the EPA EIS database.
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4. Preparation Times for Environmental Impact Statements
Made Available in Calendar Year 2021
Piet deWitt and Carole deWitt 6

4.1

Highlights of 2021
•
•
•

4.2

It was the fifth consecutive year that the annual average preparation time for final EISs from all
agencies combined was less than the longest average in 2016.
Agencies issued the fewest draft and final EISs since we began our record in 1997.
It saw the highest proportion of draft EISs with a preparation time of 1 year or less since 1997.

EIS Numbers

In calendar year 2021, federal agencies made available through NOAs published in the Federal Register
by the EPA 99 draft and draft supplemental EISs (i.e., draft EISs) and 80 final and final supplemental EISs
(i.e., final EISs).
The number of draft and final EISs made available in 2021 was the lowest for the period 1997–2021. The
largest number of draft EISs made available in any year from 1997 to 2021 was 320 in 2003. The 99 draft
EISs made available in 2021 supplanted the previous low of 110 drafts in 2020. The average number of
draft EISs made available in a year has decreased since 2003 at an average rate of 12.3 documents per
year as determined by linear regression. The coefficient of determination (R2) for this regression is 0.96.
For the period 1997–2021, the average number of draft EISs made available in a year was 226 ± 65
(mean ± one standard deviation).
The largest number of final EISs in our study period was 306 in 2004. The 80 final EISs in 2021 was 35
fewer than the previous low of 115 final EISs in 2017. Since 2004, the number of final EISs made
available in a year has decreased at an average rate of 9.1 EISs per year, with an R2 of 0.86. For the
period 1997–2020, the average number of final EIS made available in a year was 196 ± 48.

4.3

Final EISs

In calendar year 2021, 25 agencies made 80 final EISs available to the public. Agencies in the
Departments of Defense, Transportation, Agriculture, and the Interior prepared 75% of those final EISs.
One final supplemental EIS had no NOI for its supplementation, and one final EIS was withdrawn and
later reissued. For these reasons, they are not included in our preparation time calculations. Our 2021
sample includes 78 final EISs (97.5% of our final EIS population).
In 2021, final EISs prepared by all agencies combined had an average preparation time (from the Federal
Register NOI to the EPA NOA for the final EIS) of 1,678 ± 1,589 days (4.6 ± 4.4 years; see Table 4-1 “ALL”
“NOI to Final EIS”). The 2021 average was 85 days shorter than the 2020 average of 1,763 ± 1,528 days
(4.8 ± 4.2 years). For the period 1997–2020, the longest annual average preparation time for final EISs
6

Piet and Carole deWitt, 12 Catamaran Lane, Okatie, SC 29909; pdewitt0815@gmail.com and cdewitt0613@gmail.com
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was 1,864 ± 1,259 days (5.1 ± 3.4 years) in 2016, and the shortest annual average was 1,166 ± 899 days
(3.2 ± 2.5 years) in 2000. The 2021 average is 186 days less than the 2016 average and 512 days (1.4
years) more than the 2000 average.
Table 4-1. Preparation times in calendar days for final and final supplemental EISs made available in
calendar year 2021. See the Acronyms and Abbreviations list on page ii for abbreviations of agencies
not mentioned in the text.
NOI to Draft EIS

Draft EIS to Final EIS

NOI to Final EIS

Agency

n

%

Mean

s.d.

Med

Mean

s.d.

Med

Mean

s.d.

Med

Min

Max

ALL

78

100

1,100

1,381

587

578

565

378

1,678

1,589

1,136

100

7,707

BEP

1

1.2

357

210

567

BIA

1

1.2

308

84

392

BLM

4

5.1

424

299

396

520

434

357

943

712

753

367

1,900

BOEM

2

2.6

809

5

809

249

35

249

1,057

30

1,057

1,036

1,078

BOP

1

1.2

467

1,337

1,804

BOR

1

1.2

210

126

336

FAA

3

3.8

650

195

612

560

553

273

1,210

741

885

686

2,058

FERC

8

10.3

118

257

27

133

90

98

251

345

127

100

1,102

FHWA

6

7.7

2,329

2,200

1,242

832

392

774

3,161

2,305

2,292

1,317

7,442

FRA

6

7.7

1,949

1,423

2,195

649

494

622

2,598

1,285

2,849

536

4,312

FTA

2

2.6

3,178

2,269

3,178

761

611

761

3,939

1,658

3,939

2,766

5,111

FWS

1

1.2

357

217

574

GSA

1

1.2

245

238

483

HHS

1

1.2

246

924

1,170

MDA

1

1.2

532

189

721

NOAA

3

3.8

1,531

2,767

700

550

5,415

NPS

1

1.2

161

189

350

NRC

1

1.2

1,271

462

1,733

NRCS

1

1.2

2,693

231

2,924

STB

1

1.2

499

280

779

USA

2

2.6

650

250

650

326

74

326

976

325

976

746

1,205

USACE

12

15.4

1,362

1,948

641

752

890

567

2,114

2,043

1,197

658

7,707

USAF

4

5.1

469

269

437

248

153

210

717

383

615

378

1,260

USFS

13

16.7

1,207

1,052

990

915

533

784

2,122

1,266

1,793

597

5,693

WAPA

1

1.2

459

1,806

517

691

231

961

183

2,222

690

Note: n = number of EISs in sample; s.d. = standard deviation; Med = median; Min = minimum; Max = maximum

The draft EISs for the 2021 final EISs required an average of 1,100 ± 1,381 days (3.0 ± 3.8 years) to
prepare following the publication of their NOIs in the Federal Register (see Table 4-1 “ALL” “NOI to Draft
EIS”). The 2021 average is 131 days shorter than the 2020 average of 1,231 ± 1313 days (3.4 ± 3.6 years).
The 2020 average was also 278 days (0.8 year) shorter than the longest annual average 1,378 ± 1,103
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days (3.8 ± 3.0 years) in 2016 and 390 days (1.1 years) longer than the shortest annual average
preparation time of 710 ± 666 days (1.9 ± 1.8 years) in the year 2000.
The 2021 average time for preparing the final EIS from the draft EIS was 578 ± 565 days (1.6 ± 1.5 years)
(see Table 4-1 “ALL” “Draft EIS to Final EIS”). The 2021 average was 46 days longer than the 2020
average of 532 ± 597 days (1.5 ± 1.6 years). The 2021 average was also 30 days shorter than the longest
average of 608 ± 623 days (1.7 ± 1.7 years) in 2018 and 189 days longer than the shortest average of 389
± 379 days (1.1 ± 1.1 years) in the year 2000.
In 2021, nine EISs were completed in less than 1 year. Seven of those EISs were prepared by FERC. The
average preparation time for these EISs was 129 ± 33 days. Each of these EISs had an Environmental
Assessment (EA) prepared and issued prior to its NOI. This unusually short preparation time is largely a
result of FERC having previously prepared EAs for several natural gas transmission and storage projects.
FERC subsequently determined that it was unable to determine the significance of the climate change
impacts and therefore prepared EISs for these projects that incorporated the previously prepared EAs.
There is sufficient information to calculate the preparation times for six of the seven EAs. The EAs had
an average preparation time of 172 ± 33 days. Thus, the total NEPA review time for these seven projects
exceeds the preparation times for the EISs by themselves and should include the time required to
prepare their EAs. We have not calculated this, but note that the complete NEPA review time is not
reflected in the short EIS preparation times for these projects.
The five historically most prolific EIS-preparing agencies made available 36 final EISs in 2021, 46% of our
sample. The EISs from these agencies required an average of 2,112 ± 1,760 days (5.8 ± 4.8 years) to
complete. The 2021 average was 119 days longer than the average for 2020, 1,993 ± 1,766 days (5.5 ±
4.8 years). The 42 final EISs prepared by agencies other than the five most prolific required an average
of 1,307 ± 1,338 days (3.6 ± 3.7 years) to complete.
In 2021, three of the five most prolific EIS-preparing agencies (USFS, Federal Highway Administration
[FHWA], and BLM) established new low numbers of final EISs made available in a year. USFS established
new high average times for preparation of draft EISs, final EISs from draft EISs, and total preparation
time. BLM established a new low average time for the preparation of its draft EISs. The National Park
Service (NPS) tied the lowest number of EISs (1) made available in a year and established new lows for
the preparation of draft EISs, final EISs from draft EISs, and total preparation times.
The year 2021 was the fifth consecutive year with an annual average EIS-preparation time for all
agencies combined that was less than the 2016 average. The annual average EIS preparation time for all
agencies for these 5 years in 1,737 ± 62 days (4.8 ± 0.17 years). During these 5 years, annual average
preparation times have decreased at the rate of 32 days per year, which is equivalent to the rate of
increase for the period from 2000 to 2016.
In 2021, all agencies combined established new high final EIS completion rates for the intervals: 1 to 2
years, 8 to 9 years, 14 to 15 years, 20 to 21 years, and 21 to 22 years (see Table 4-2). Federal agencies
also established a new low completion rate for the 6-to-7-year interval. Many of these changes may be
attributed to the very low number of final EISs in 2021.
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Table 4-2. A comparison of 2021 final EIS completion rates with the average final EIS completion rates
for the period 1997 through 2020.
1997–2020

Standard
Deviation

Lowest
Completion
Percentage
(Year)

Highest
Completion
Percentage
(Year)

6.7

3.4

0.7 (2018)

14.9 (2001)

21.8

22.7

5.0

13.7 (2015)

30.3 (2000)

2 to 3

15.4

18.6

2.5

15.2 (2008)

24.5 (2009)

3 to 4

9.0

13.5

2.9

9.3 (2004)

19.5 (2019)

4 to 5

10.3

10.1

2.3

6.2 (2002)

16.4 (2012)

5 to 6

10.3

7.3

1.9

4.3 (2017)

10.6 (2011)

6 to 7

0.0

6.1

1.9

3.0 (2001)

10.7 (2006)

7 to 8

3.8

4.1

1.5

1.5 (2000)

7.0 (2013)

8 to 9

7.7

3.2

1.6

1.3 (2002)

6.7 (2012)

9 to 10

0.0

2.3

1.4

0.5 (2000)

6.0 (2015)

10 to 11

1.3

1.6

1.1

0.4 (4 years)

3.8 (2014)

11 to 12

2.6

0.75

0.61

0.0 (7 years)

1.6 (2 years)

12 to 13

0.0

0.95

0.94

0.0 (5 years)

3.9 (2019)

13 to 14

0.0

0.46

0.54

0.0 (9 years)

2.3 (2013)

14 to 15

2.6

0.51

0.56

0.0 (12 years)

1.6 (2 years)

15 to 16

1.3

0.29

0.50

0.0 (16 years)

1.8 (2016)

16 to 17

0.0

0.23

0.44

0.0 (17 years)

1.5 (2018)

17 to 18

0.0

0.15

0.25

0.0 (17 years)

0.7 (2018)

18 to 19

0.0

0.20

0.40

0.0 (19 years)

0.9 (2017)

19 to 20

0.0

0.03

0.12

0.0 (23 years)

0.6 (2013)

20 to 21

1.3

0.09

0.24

0.0 (20 years)

0.9 (2016)

21 to 22

1.3

0.02

0.10

0.0 (22 years)

0.5 (2010)

Completion
Interval in
Years from NOI

2021
Completion
Percentage

Average
Completion
Percentage

0 to 1

11.5

1 to 2

4.4

Draft EISs

In calendar year 2021, 25 agencies made 99 draft EISs available to the public. As with draft EISs, this was
the lowest number of draft EISs made available in any year from 1997-2021. Four agencies—FERC, USFS,
USACE, and FHWA—produced nearly half of the 2021 draft EIS population. One draft supplemental EIS
had no NOI published in the Federal Register and is not included in our preparation time calculations.
Our sample of 98 draft EISs is 99% of the total 2021 draft EIS population.
The 2021 annual average draft EIS preparation time for all agencies combined was 879 ± 1,121 days (2.4
± 3.1 years) (see “ALL” in Table 4-3). The 2021 average is 328 days lower than the highest average 1,244
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± 1,240 days (3.4 ± 3.4 years) observed in 2019 and 206 days higher than the lowest annual average of
710 ± 666 days (1.9 ± 1.8 years) observed in 2000. The 2021 average is also 29 days lower than the 2020
average of 908 ± 972 days (2.5 ± 2.7 years).
Table 4-3. Preparation times in calendar days for draft and draft supplemental EISs made available in
calendar year 2021.
Agency
ALL
BIA
BLM
BOEM
BOR
DOD
DVA
FERC
FHWA
FRA
FTA
FWS
GSA
MARAD
NOAA
NRC
RUS
TVA
USACE
USAF
USCG
USFS
USN
USPS
WAPA

n

% ALL

Mean

s.d.

Med

Min

Max

98
2
5
3
1
1
1
14
10
5
1
3
1
2
9
3
1
1
11
3
3
13
2
1
1

100
2.0
5.1
3.1
1.0
1.0
1.0
14.3
10.2
5.1
1.0
3.1
1.0
2.0
9.2
3.1
1.0
1.0
11.2
3.1
3.1
13.3
2.0
1.0
1.0

879
1,759
1,171
451
6,674
578
1,096
179
1,888
1,931
1,495
423
164
908
1,014
321
221
365
516
639
329
703
641
183
459

1,121
2,052
1,418
344

494
1,759
564
414

16
308
150
127

6,674
3,210
3,636
812

261
1,508
1,398

53
1,268
1,683

16
198
361

963
4,979
4,193

120

357

350

562

83
477
45

908
900
308

849
388
284

967
1,680
371

369
340
179
448
233

358
632
303
513
641

53
303
165
192
476

1,339
982
520
1,757
805

Note: n = number of EISs in sample; s.d. = standard deviation; Med = median; Min = minimum; Max = maximum

USACE established a new low draft EIS number and a lowest annual average preparation time for the
period 1997–2021. The NPS did not make a draft EIS available in 2021.
The five historically most prolific EIS-preparing agencies made available 39 draft EISs in 2021, 40% of our
sample. Draft EISs produced by these five agencies required an average time of 1,014 ± 1077 days (2.8 ±
3.0 years) to complete, 135 days longer than the average for all agencies combined. All other agencies
combined had an average draft EIS preparation time of 789 ± 1150 days (2.2 ± 3.2 years).
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In 2021, all agencies combined established a new high draft EIS completion rate for the 0-to-1-year
interval (i.e., 1 year or less) and for the 20-to-21-year interval (see Table 4-4). Federal agencies
established a new low completion rate for the 1-to-2-year interval.
Table 4-4. A comparison of 2021 draft and draft supplemental EIS completion rates with averages for
the period 1997 through 2020.
1997–2020
Preparation
Interval in
Years from NOI

2021
Preparation
Percentage

Average
Preparation
Percentage

Standard
Deviation

Lowest
Percentage
(Year)

Highest
Percentage
(Year)

0 to 1

38.8

25.6

6.2

13.9 (2013)

37.0 (2000)

1 to 2

20.4

28.1

3.7

21.9 (2005)

37.5 (2017)

2 to 3

16.3

16.7

2.7

12.0 (1999)

22.5 (2012)

3 to 4

9.2

10.2

2.5

6.2 (2001)

15.3 (2018)

4 to 5

6.1

6.5

1.7

2.5 (2000)

9.4 (2010)

5 to 6

1.0

4.0

1.6

1.7 (2017)

7.9 (2005)

6 to 7

1.0

3.2

1.3

0.7 (1998)

5.1 (2015)

7 to 8

1.0

1.5

0.7

0.3 (2005)

2.8 (1997)

8 to 9

1.0

1.3

1.0

0.0 (3 years)

4.2 (2017)

9 to 10

2.0

1.0

0.8

0.0 (2 years)

2.9 (2019)

10 to 11

0.0

0.4

0.6

0.0 (12 years)

2.0 (2014)

11 to 12

1.0

0.5

0.5

0.0 (7 years)

1.7 (2015)

12 to 13

0.0

0.4

0.5

0.0 (11 years)

2.5 (2013)

13 to 14

1.0

0.2

0.5

0.0 (18 years)

2.1 (2019)

14 to 15

0.0

0.3

0.4

0.0 (14 years)

1.7 (2017)

15 to 16

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.0 (16 years)

1.7 (2017)

16 to 17

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 (21 years)

0.4 (2002)

17 to 18

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 (22 years)

0.3 (2003)

18 to 19

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 (21 years)

0.5 (2012)

19 to 20

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 (22 years)

0.7 (2016)

20 to 21

1.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 (21 years)

0.7 (2 years)

4.5

Draft and Final EIS Preparation Time Ranks

Table 4-5 ranks the agencies that made available draft and/or final EISs in 2021 from the longest
average preparation time to the shortest average time.
Five agencies appeared in the 10 longest averages for both draft and final EISs: Federal Transit
Administration (FTA, 1 and 5), FHWA (2 and 3), Federal Railroad Administration (FRA, 4 and 2), National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA, 5 and 8) and USFS (6 and 10). Prior to 2021, both
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NOAA and USFS had appeared in the 10 longest average category only once each. USFS first appeared in
this category in 2020.
Two agencies appeared in the 10 lowest averages for both draft and final EISs: FERC (25 and 24) and
USFWS (19 and 17).
Table 4-5. Annual average EIS-preparation times in calendar days for final and draft EISs made
available in 2021 arranged in descending order.
2021 final EISs

2021 draft EISs

Rank

Agency

n

Mean

Rank

Agency

n

Mean

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

FTA
FHWA
NRCS
FRA
NOAA
USFS
USACE
BOP
NRC
FAA
HHS
BOEM
USA
BLM
STB
MDA
USAF
WAPA
FWS
BEP
GSA
BIA
NPS
BOR
FERC

2
6
1
6
3
13
12
1
1
3
1
2
2
4
1
1
4
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
8

3,939
3,161
2,924
2,598
2,222
2,122
2,114
1,804
1,733
1,733
1,170
1,057
976
943
779
721
717
690
574
567
483
392
350
336
251

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

BOR
FRA
FHWA
BIA
FTA
BLM
DVA
NOAA
MARAD
USFS
USN
USAF
DOD
USACE
WAPA
BOEM
FWS
TVA
USCG
NRC
USA
RUS
USPS
FERC
GSA

1
5
10
2
1
5
1
9
2
13
2
3
1
11
1
3
3
1
3
3
1
1
1
14
1

6,674
1,931
1,888
1,759
1,495
1,171
1,096
1014
908
703
641
639
578
516
459
451
423
365
329
321
283
221
183
179
164

Note: n = number of EISs
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5. NEPA Legislation in the First Session of the 117th Congress
Charles P. Nicholson, PhD7

5.1

Introduction

The 117th Congress convened on January 3, 2021, with the Democratic Party retaining its majority,
although reduced, in the House of Representatives. Once all new senators were sworn in on January 20,
2021, the Senate was effectively split 50-50 between Democrats and Republicans. By the end of 2021,
almost 200 bills containing the phrase “National Environmental Policy Act” and/or addressing the NEPA
review process had been introduced. Because many of the bills were introduced in both the House and
Senate or were later incorporated into other bills, the number of unique bills addressing NEPA was
closer to 150. Only a handful had become law. A few of the bills that became law were appropriation
bills that funded the CEQ and other agencies and did not address NEPA compliance processes. A few
others stated that particular actions were subject to NEPA requirements and did not impose non-routine
review requirements. An additional 74 bills, including 21 identical or very similar bills introduced in both
chambers, mentioned NEPA but did not propose any changes to NEPA compliance processes. The
remainder of this article reviews the more substantive legislation addressing NEPA that was introduced
in 2021. Several of the bills mentioned below were introduced in one or more previous Congresses.

5.2

Enacted Legislation

The most substantive bill that was introduced in 2021 and became law is the Infrastructure Investment
and Jobs Act, H.R.3684 (Public Law (PL) 117-58. This law, also known as the Bipartisan Infrastructure
Law, reauthorizes Department of Transportation (DOT) federal-aid programs and provides funding for a
variety of other infrastructure and resiliency projects. It also contains several titles and sections that
address NEPA compliance processes. While it does not amend NEPA, it codifies the One Federal Decision
process introduced in the now-rescinded E.O. 13807 and establishes time limits for EAs and EISs, page
limits for EISs, and a 90-day limit for completing authorizations following issuance of a ROD, for surface
transportation projects. It also directs the Secretary of Transportation to review FHWA Categorical
Exclusions (CatExs) that could accelerate project delivery if available to other agencies and requires the
other agencies to publish notices of proposed rulemaking to adopt those identified CatExs within 1 year.
Other provisions of H.R. 3684 include the establishment of a NEPA metrics reporting program within
DOT, adoption of FHWA-prepared NEPA documents by federal land management agencies for
transportation projects on federal lands, and extensions to the agreement periods of NEPA assignments
to states under 23 U.S. Code (USC) 327. It amends 23 USC 123 to authorize states to relocate utilities
before the environmental review process is completed for a transportation project, provided the
impacts of the relocation have been determined to not be significant and the early relocation does not
influence decisions on the overall transportation project. Other provisions include the establishment of
the Interagency Infrastructure Permitting Improvement Center within DOT and CatExs for oil and gas
gathering lines on federal and Indian lands, and wildfire fuel breaks on National Forest System and
PO Box 402, Norris, TN 37828; cpnicholson53@gmail.com
Any opinions and conclusions in this article are those of the author and do not represent those of HDR, Inc.
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public lands. It permanently reauthorizes Title 41 of the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation Act
(FAST-41), which would otherwise have expired in December 2022 and makes a few other changes to
provisions of FAST-41 on the recommended performance schedule; the preparation of a joint, single EIS
by the lead, cooperating, and participating agencies; and measures to increase the project information
on the Permitting Dashboard.
H.R. 3684 incorporates numerous other introduced bills which did not become law, including several
with NEPA provisions. One of these is the NEPA Data Transparency and Accountability Act, H.R.4739
and S.715, although its NEPA metrics reporting program would have been government-wide and not
restricted to DOT. H.R.1812, the One Federal Decision Act of 2021, is largely incorporated into the IIJA,
as are several of the NEPA provisions of S.1931, the Surface Transportation Reauthorization Act of
2021, and the similar S.1953, with the same name. A few of the NEPA provisions of the Undoing NEPA’s
Substantial Harm by Advancing Concepts that Kickstart the Liberation of the Economy (UNSHACKLE)
Act, S.717 and H.R.3814, are also incorporated into IIJA. The wildfire fuel break CatEx was included in
the Energy Infrastructure Act, S.2377. The establishment of the Interagency Infrastructure Permitting
Improvement Center within DOT was included in S.2016, the Surface Transportation Investment Act of
2021.

5.3

Proposed Legislation

This section summarizes substantive bills introduced but not enacted into law during the first session of
the 117th Congress. The bills are organized by NEPA topic. Only five of these bills received a committee
hearing and only three were passed by either the House or the Senate.

The 2020 CEQ Regulations
Several bills would codify revisions in the 2020 CEQ regulations. Some of them addressed “streamlining”
provisions and are described below in that section. One substantive bill codifying part of the 2020
regulations does not fit into the categories below. H.R.2515, the Building United States Infrastructure
through Limited Delays and Efficient Reviews (BUILDER) Act of 2021, would enact some of the
provisions in the 2020 CEQ NEPA regulations into law by amending NEPA to state that the “detailed
statement” must address reasonably foreseeable environmental effects with a reasonably close causal
relationship to the proposed agency actions. The alternatives must be reasonable in number, technically
and economically feasible, within the jurisdiction of the agency, meet the agency purpose and need,
and, where applicable, meet the goals of the applicant.

CEQ NEPA Guidance
The Climate Leadership and Environmental Action for our Nation's (CLEAN) Future Act, H.R.1512,
codifies Section II and III of CEQ’s 1997 “Environmental Justice Guidance under the National
Environmental Policy Act” into law and the Environmental Justice For All Act (S.872 and H.R.2021)
codifies the guidance in its entirety into law.
Conversely, S.717 and H.R.3814, the UNSHACKLE Act, would prohibit federal agencies, including CEQ,
from reissuing CEQ’s 2016 final guidance on consideration of GHG and climate change in NEPA reviews
or substantially similar guidance.
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NEPA Assignment / Delegation
S.719 and H.R.4336, the NEPA State Assignment Expansion Act, amends NEPA by adding a new section
authorizing agency heads to enter into written agreements with states to assign and for states to
assume any federal NEPA responsibility, as well as review responsibilities under other federal
environmental laws except Clean Air Act conformity requirements, for projects in the state. The
agreements have 5-year terms and require periodic audits. The Reducing Environmental Barriers to
Unified Infrastructure and Land Development (REBUILD) Act, H.R.644, is similar, except the NEPA
assignment of projects subject to approval by the Secretary of the Army is limited to USACE projects.
Four other bills addressed more limited NEPA assignments. The American Energy First Act, H.R.4334,
authorizes the Secretary of Interior to delegate authority for oil and gas permitting on federal land to
qualifying states. S.1214, the State Grazing Management Authority Act, requires the USFS and BLM,
upon request by a state, to enter into agreements for the state to manage grazing allotments on eligible
federal land and assign NEPA responsibilities for the allotments to the state. H.R.3370 and H.R.1047, the
Broadband Permitting Modernization Act, requires the Secretaries of Agriculture and Interior to
establish a program under which states and tribes may assume NEPA responsibilities for broadband
facilities on operational rights-of-way on National Forest System, public, and Indian lands. The Native
American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Reauthorization Act of 2021, H.R.1503, states
that if federal funds do not exceed 49 percent of the total cost of a tribal housing project and the
recipient tribe has assumed all responsibilities for environmental review, the tribe’s compliance with the
NEPA project shall be deemed to fully comply with federal agency review requirements for the federal
funds.

Judicial Review
S.716 and H.R.3813, the NEPA Legal Reform Act, states that a plaintiff may pursue NEPA litigation only if
the plaintiff has personally suffered, or will likely personally suffer, a direct, tangible harm because of
the NEPA process. It establishes 150-day statute of limitations on filing NEPA claims. A motion for a
temporary injunction or restraining order requires showing of likely irreparable harm and a motion for
permanent injunction requires clear and convincing evidence that the plaintiff has suffered irreparable
injury and other remedies are inadequate to compensate for the injury.
S.362, the Federal Permitting Modernization Act of 2021, prohibits a court from issuing a temporary
restraining order or preliminary injunction for a NEPA claim unless the court determines that the
environmental review “has failed substantially and materially to comply with the requirements of NEPA”
and cannot be cured by supplementation or mitigation.
The Resilient Federal Forests Act, H.R.4614, would require that a court, in deciding on injunctive relief
in a case involving USFS and BLM forest management activities, consider the short- and long-term
impacts of both undertaking and not undertaking the action and any injunction cannot exceed 60 days.
The Secretaries of Agriculture and Interior are also required to establish a discretionary arbitration
program as an alternative dispute resolution process.
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The Recognition of Local Interests in NEPA Decision Making, H.R.692, requires that NEPA litigation
must be filed in the U.S. District Court for the area where the action is proposed to be carried out or the
U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia.

Categorical Exclusions
As in previous sessions of Congress, several bills would establish statutory CatExs or require
departments and agencies to review available CatExs and establish new CatExs where determined
necessary. Unless stated otherwise in the following descriptions of these bills, the consideration of
extraordinary circumstances during the application of the new CatExs is not required.
S.717 and H.R.3814, the UNSHACKLE Act, would, among other things, allow an agency to use another
agency’s CatEx without further approval, subject to consideration of extraordinary circumstances.
Three bills address CatExs for energy-related actions. S.2949, “A bill to amend the Energy Policy Act of
2005 and the Geothermal Steam Act of 1970 to describe the scope of activities subject to a presumption
of the applicability of an exclusion under the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969,” establishes a
CatEx for specified geothermal resource actions, subject to acreage limits, on areas with approved land
use plan for such activities. The Enhancing Geothermal Production on Federal Lands Act, S.2824 and
H.R.5350, categorically excludes geothermal exploration and test wells on federal lands, subject to
consideration of extraordinary circumstances. The American Energy First Act, H.R.4334, in Sec. 103
categorically excludes oil and gas activities on lands where the United States does not own the surface
and owns less than half of the mineral estate. Sec. 108 categorically excludes, with no consideration of
extraordinary circumstances, oil and gas development activities on National Forest System and public
lands where the surface disturbance would be less than 20 acres and the area was previously reviewed
under NEPA for oil and gas activities. It also categorically excludes, with consideration of extraordinary
circumstances, specified geothermal exploration projects on areas not exceeding 5 acres.
The Connecting Communities Post Disasters Act of 2021, S.835, categorically excludes, and exempts
from National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) compliance, construction and rebuilding of
communication facilities in a presidentially declared major disaster area.
Several bills proposed CatExs for land and natural resource management actions. The Commonsense
Coordination Act, H.R.4623, establishes a CatEx for specified forest management activities on National
Forest System and public lands carried out jointly with another agency and for which the other agency
has an applicable CatEx. And, more substantively, it would amend NEPA to authorize agencies to
establish CatExs without further substantiation if another agency has categorically excluded the action.
The CatExs would be exempt from judicial review.
H.R.4614, the Resilient Federal Forests Act, is a lengthy bill that, among other things, addresses NEPA
compliance for a range of forest management activities on National Forest System and public lands. It
would establish CatExs for specified forest management actions developed through a collaborative
process on National Forest System and public lands on areas up to 30,000 acres; fireshed management
actions within designated areas; creation of early successional habitats up to 10,000 acres; specified
actions for outdoor recreation, infrastructure construction and repair, hazardous fuel reduction, range
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improvement, and drought mitigation; and salvage operations in response to catastrophic events on
areas up to 10,000 acres. Many of these proposed CatExs are also the subject of other, more narrowly
focused bills including the Salvaging American Lumber Via Action with Greater Efficiency (SALVAGE)
Act (H.R.4574), the Healthy Forests for Hunters Act of 2021 (H.R.4584), the Wildfire Prevention and
Drought Mitigation Act of 2021 (H.R.4518), the Protecting and Restoring Our Trees by Enhancing
Conservation and Treatments (PROTECT) Act (H.R.4516), the Forestry Improvement to Restore the
Environment (FIRE) Act of 2021, H.R.2585, the Proven Forest Management Act of 2021 (H.R.4231), the
Forest Improvements through Research and Emergency Stewardship for Healthy Ecosystem
Development and Sustainability (FIRESHEDS) Act (S.2436 and H.R.4664), and the Stop Causing
Alarming Tree, Air, and Soil Trauma Resulting from Obstructive Progressives’ and Hypocritical
Environmentalists’ Schemes (CATASTROPHES) Act 8 (S.2698 and H.R.4573).
The Active Forest Management, Wildfire Prevention and Community Protection Act, H.R.4302, also
categorically excludes several forest management activities. The consideration of extraordinary
circumstances is not mentioned for most of the CatExs. One of the CatExs, for management of electric
utility lines rights-of-way, is exempt from extraordinary circumstance procedures, Section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act (ESA), Section 106 of NHPA, and other applicable laws. The Clearing Lines along
Electrical At-Risk (CLEAR) Zones Act, H.R.940, would establish a similar CatEx for rights-of-way
management.
S.2150 and H.R.4082, the Wildland Fire Mitigation and Management Commission Act of 2021, directs a
commission established by the act to, within 1 year, make policy recommendations on potential CatExs
for wildfire prevention, mitigation, and management activities. The National Prescribed Fire Act of
2021, S.1734 and H.R.3442, requires the Secretaries of Interior and Agriculture to develop CatExs for
specified prescribed fire activities on federal lands and publish notices of the proposed CatExs within 2
years. Consideration of extraordinary circumstances is required.
Grazing management on National Forest System and public lands is addressed by S.1214, the State
Grazing Management Authority Act, which categorically excludes numerous grazing allotment
management practices, and S.1264 , the Resiliency for Ranching and Natural Conservation Health Act,
which categorically excludes the renewal of grazing permits and leases on National Forest System lands
if terms remain the same and the issuance of temporary grazing permits or leases in response to natural
events and disasters. It does not mention the consideration of extraordinary circumstances.
The Simplifying Outdoor Access for Recreation (SOAR) Act, S.1229 and H.R.3670, like bills of the same
name in previous sessions, directs the Secretaries of Interior and Agriculture to, within 1 year, evaluate
and, if determined appropriate, establish CatExs for actions associated with the issuance of special
recreation permits. The consideration of extraordinary circumstances would be required. S.1874 and
H.R.3527, the Recreation Not Red Tape Act, contains similar provisions.

This bill has one of the longest and most attention-seeking titles of legislation introduced during this session, at least among
NEPA bills.

8
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The Surpassing Temporary Obstructions at Ports and Guaranteeing Resources to Increase the Nation's
Commercial Health (STOP the GRINCH) Act, 9 S.3252, would categorically exclude the designation of
plots of federal land within 150 miles of a U.S. port for temporary use for the storage and transfer of
shipping containers. The consideration of extraordinary circumstances is required.

NEPA Streamlining
The Rebuild America Now Act, S.1254, is a lengthy bill that addresses a wide range of NEPA compliance
topics and codifies some of the new provisions in the 2020 CEQ NEPA regulations. Topics include
preparation of EISs and EAs by project sponsors, EIS and EA preparation and decision-making time limits,
a 300-page limit for environmental documents, the role of lead and cooperating agencies, CatExs for
transportation projects for emergency projects and projects of limited federal assistance, a permittee
bill of rights, and judicial review of energy-related actions. It authorizes a project sponsor to prepare an
EIS or EA with oversight, independent evaluation, and approval and adoption by the lead agency. Except
for a supplement or court-ordered EA or EIS, no more than one EIS and one EA may be prepared. Other
provisions address limits on the comments by cooperating agencies, restrict the range of alternatives,
and require analysis of the effects on employment. It establishes time limits of 2 years for an EIS and 1
year for an EA and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). Default comment periods on EISs and EAs
are 30 days unless the project sponsors and agencies involved agree on a different deadline.
S.717 and H.R.3814, the UNSHACKLE Act, would establish time limits for completing the NEPA process,
including a 1-year limit for the issuance of a CatEx finding, FONSI, or NOI to prepare an EIS. An EIS must
be completed within 1 year of the issuance of the NOI. Failure to meet the time limits may result in
penalties including reductions in the account for salaries and expenses of the office of the head of the
lead federal agency. Permits and authorizations must be issued within 90 days of the completion of the
NEPA process. Only one EIS or 1 EA/FONSI may be prepared for a proposed action. S.721 and H.R.4335,
the NEPA Accountability and Enforcement Act, contains the same NEPA time limits and penalty as S.717
and H.R.3814.
H.R.5376, the Build Back Better Act, contains several NEPA provisions specific to funding for increasing
NEPA capacity at the USFS, DOI, Department of Energy (DOE), and FERC, as well as on reviews for
particular program areas and actions. This bill passed in the House but has failed to advance in the
Senate.
The Surface Transportation Advanced through Reform, Technology, and Efficient Review (STARTER)
Act 2.0, H.R.3341, contains several streamlining provisions for transportation projects, a few of which
are incorporated into the IIJA. Other provisions include amending NEPA to incorporate the requirements
in the 2020 CEQ NEPA regulations and establishing word limits of 75,000 for an EIS and 37,500 for an EA,
subject to lead agency approval of a new word limit. Significance is defined to consider only reasonably
foreseeable effects with a reasonably close causal relationship to the proposed action and may not
consider cumulative effects.
H.R.1845, the American High-Speed Rail Act, authorizes the advanced acquisition of passenger rail
right-of-way prior to completion of the environmental review of the rail project, subject to completion
9

Another contender for the longest and most attention-seeking title.

Page | 20

Annual NEPA Report 2021
NAEP NEPA Working Group

of an environmental review of the acquisition and determination of no significant adverse impact. The
purchase cannot limit the range of reasonable alternatives or prevent an impartial decision on an
alternative.
S.3046, the Root and Stem Project Authorization Act of 2021, would authorize the NEPA review of a
collaboratively developed “Root and Stem” forest management project (authorized by Section 604 of
the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003) on National Forest System and public lands to be
conducted after the contract with the eligible entity conducting the project is signed.
The Accessing America’s Critical Minerals Act of 2021, H.R.2604, would require the Secretary of Interior
to establish a coordinated permitting process for critical mineral projects on federal lands, including
timelines and performance goals. It would establish an 18-month time limit for permitting a project that
is the subject of an EA and a 2-year time limit for a project that is the subject of an EIS unless the project
sponsor agrees with a longer time limit. The lead agency is prohibited from addressing agency or public
comments that were not submitted during a public comment or consultation period or as otherwise
required by law. The lead agency must also allow a state, project sponsor, or other appropriate entity to
assume federal environmental review responsibilities. The National Strategic and Critical Minerals
Production Act of 2021, H.R.3240, contains similar provisions except that it sets a 30-month time limit
for the NEPA review. The Energy Infrastructure Act, S.2377, requires the Secretaries of Agriculture and
Interior to establish schedules and permitting performance goals and take other measures to facilitate
the authorization of critical mineral-related activities on federal land and report to Congress on those
measures and the results of their implementation.
H.R.4740 and S.718, the NEPA Agency Process Accountability Act, would amend NEPA by adding a new
Section 105 on Agency Process Reforms. It would, among other things, prohibit consideration of
alternatives that are not technically or economically feasible for the project sponsor or are not within
the jurisdiction of the federal agency. Only a single EA or EIS could be prepared for a proposed action,
and an agency would be authorized to use a CatEx approved by another agency, CEQ, or Congress,
subject to consideration of extraordinary circumstances. Agencies could adopt an environmental review
prepared by a state or a third party with agency oversight and independent evaluation, and the
responsibilities of lead and cooperating agencies are defined. It also incorporates the NEPA metrics
provisions in H.R.4739 and S.715.
S.2245 and H.R.1482, the 504 Credit Risk Management Improvement Act of 2021, would require the
Administrator of the Small Business Administration, within 180 days, to issue rules to clarify the
procedures for an eligible certified development company to comply with NEPA.
The Modernize Nuclear Reactor Environmental Reviews Act, H.R.1559, similar to H.R.7817 in the 116th
Congress, directs the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to submit a report within 180 days on efforts to
facilitate efficient, timely environmental reviews of nuclear reactors, including through expanded use of
CatExs, EAs, and generic EISs. It also requires the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) within 3 years to
establish an optional generic EIS for use in nuclear reactor licensing. The Clean Energy Future Through
Innovation Act of 2021, H.R.4153, also requires that NRC report to Congress on recommendations to
improve compliance with NEPA for licensing of advanced nuclear reactors. It also sets a 12-month
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deadline for issuance of the draft EIS for a nuclear energy plant license and a 24-month deadline for
issuance of the final EIS. It also states that the NRC NEPA review for a combined construction permit and
operating license for a site for which an early site permit has been issued shall be a supplement to the
early site permit EIS. H.R.1578, the Nuclear Licensing Efficiency Act, contains the same provision on
supplementing the early site permit EIS and directs the NRC to initiate the rulemaking on this within 1
year.
The American Energy First Act, H.R.4334, and the Public Land Renewable Energy Development Act of
2021, H.R.3326 and H.R.3330, directs the Secretary of Interior to update the programmatic EISs on
geothermal leasing, solar energy development, and wind energy development as part of the process of
designating renewable energy development areas on public lands. H.R.4334 also states that any
additional NEPA review for a proposed renewable energy project must be completed within 1 year and
the document must not exceed 150 pages.
The Climate Leadership and Environmental Action for our Nation's (CLEAN) Future Act, H.R.1512, sets
a 3-year time limit on hydropower licensing by FERC.
S.69 and H.R.522, the Conservation Funding Protection Act, requires that NEPA reviews of individual
sales of oil and gas leases in the Gulf of Mexico be completed within 1 year and programmatic reviews of
multiple sales be completed within 6 months. Permitting decisions for exploration, development, and
production activities in the lease sale areas must be made within 75 days of the receipt of the
application.
The Resilient Federal Forests Act, H.R.4614, requires that an EA on forest salvage and restoration
activities for a larger-scale catastrophic event must be completed within 60 days from the conclusion of
the event. Additional time limits are 30 days for public scoping and comment, 15 days for filing an
objection, and 15 days for the agency response to the objection. The Trillion Trees Act, H.R.2639,
requires the Secretary of Agriculture to prioritize the NEPA review of the designation of priority
landscape-level areas for wildfire mitigation activities over the completion of other NEPA reviews. The
Secretary must, with 5 years, complete a programmatic EIS for wildland-urban interface protection
activities on public lands. If a proposed wildfire-related action in a priority area requires additional NEPA
review, the Regional Forester must rely on the analysis in previously completed NEPA reviews.
S.3355, the Dredging to Ensure the Empowerment of Ports (DEEP) Act, requires the Secretary of the
Army to propose a new nationwide permit under CWA Section 404 for federal and non-federal dredging
projects. The NEPA review of the proposed permit must be completed within 2 years and cannot consist
of more than one EIS or EA.
The Water Supply Permitting Coordination Act, H.R.4915, establishes the Bureau of Reclamation as the
lead agency for the NEPA review of new surface water storage projects on lands under DOI and
Department of Agriculture jurisdiction in states in which the Bureau operates. It also establishes
approval deadlines of 1 year when the project is the subject of an EA and FONSI and 1 year and 30 days
after close of the DEIS comment period for a project subject to an EIS. The Necessary to Ensure
Expeditious Delivery of (NEED) Water Act, H.R.4018, requires the Secretaries of Commerce and Interior
to complete the NEPA review of permit decisions of water transfer requests associated with voluntary
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crop fallowing from the Central Valley Project and State Water Project (both in California) within 30 days
of receiving a request.
S.3100 and H.R.6258, the Advancing the Quality and Understanding of American Aquaculture
(AQUAA) Act, states that the NEPA review of a proposed offshore aquaculture activity be conducted
through a single, consolidated review with NOAA as the lead agency. The National Ocean Exploration
Act, S.381, requires the establishment of a publicly accessible, centralized digital document archive
containing, among other things, NEPA documents and associated geospatial data for ocean-related
actions that is overseen by the Ocean Policy Committee.
The Federal Permitting Modernization Act of 2021, S.362, amends FAST-41 to require the final EIS to be
issued within 30 days of the closure of the draft EIS public comment period. It also authorizes a project
sponsor to prepare the draft EIS, subject to lead agency guidance, independent evaluation, and approval
and adoption. The lead agency must publish the approved draft EIS within 30 days of receiving it.
S.1499 and H.R.2895, the Reinventing Economic Partnerships And Infrastructure Redevelopment
(REPAIR) Act declares that agencies, to the full extent of the law, must conduct concurrent NEPA
reviews of projects funded by the Infrastructure Financing Authority established by the act.
H.R.1616, the Promoting Interagency Coordination for Review of Natural Gas Pipelines Act, establishes
FERC as the lead agency for the NEPA review of authorizations under the Natural Gas Act. Participating
agencies must give deference to FERC on the scope of review. Concurrent reviews are required when
multiple agencies are involved, and deadlines are prescribed for responding to applications and issuing
authorizations.
The previously mentioned CATASTROPHES Act, S.2698, authorizes a lead agency to adopt the
cumulative impact analysis in an EIS or EA for a different project in the same geographic area if the
impact analysis is applicable to the proposed action. The lead agency may adopt a state environmental
document prepared under substantially similar process.

Expanded Public Involvement
The Public Engagement Opportunity on Public Land Exploration (PEOPLE) Act of 2021, S.2170, expands
public involvement and NEPA review requirements for mineral leasing actions by amending the Mineral
Leasing Act to require a public comment period of at least 30 days, including for lease sales for which a
determination of NEPA adequacy, based on a previously prepared NEPA document, is issued.

Expanded Review Requirements
H.R.479, the California Central Coast Conservation Act, establishes a moratorium on oil and gas leasing
on public land on the Central Coast of California until BLM issues a supplement to its 2019 final EIS that
considers the effects on several specified resources including GHG emissions and climate, seismicity, and
low-income communities, communities of color, and indigenous communities. The EPA Administrator
must comment on the supplemental EIS, including on the sufficiency of the impact analysis, and identify
any avoidable significant impacts. H.R.456 and H.R.5936, the California Land Preservation and
Protection Act, contains similar provisions for BLM’s Bakersfield Field Office area.
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The Marine Access and State Transparency (MAST) Act, H.R.629, states that the designation of a
national monument by the President is subject to NEPA. This requirement has been the subject of
numerous bills introduced over the last decade.
H.R.2115, the Safe and Accountable Federal Energy Review (SAFER) Pipelines Act of 2021, directs FERC,
during the development of the EIS for a proposed interstate natural gas pipeline, to consider the
cumulative impacts of other existing and proposed interstate natural gas pipelines in the same state as
well as within 100 miles of the proposed pipeline. It also directs FERC to require monitoring for 5 years
to confirm that identified environmental impacts have been mitigated.
The Environmental Justice For All Act, S.872 and H.R.2021, requires that the NEPA reviews of proposed
actions with the potential to cause negative environmental or public health impacts on an
environmental justice community include a community impact report. In the review of an action that
may affect an environmental justice community, direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts must be
considered and there must be a public scoping period of at least 90 days with opportunities for multiple
hearings and other expanded community involvement measures. The Environmental Justice Act of
2021, S.2630 and H.R.2434, contains some of the same requirements.
Two appropriations bills contained very specific NEPA provisions. H.R.4372, the Department of the
Interior, Environment, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act, 2022, requires the Secretary of
Interior to prepare an EIS prior to approving an operating permit for oil and gas operations within Big
Cypress National Preserve. The Labor, Health and Human Services, Education, Agriculture, Rural
Development, Energy and Water Development, Financial Services and General Government, Interior,
Environment, Military Construction, Veterans Affairs, Transportation, and Housing and Urban
Development Appropriations Act, 2022, H.R.4502, requires the Secretary of Interior to prepare an EIS
prior to approving any oil and gas operations in Big Cypress National Preserve. While not an
appropriation bill, the Migratory Bird Protection Act of 2021, H.R.4833, also requires the preparation of
an EIS by USFWS before issuing a general permit for incidental take of migratory birds by specified
commercial activities.
The Climate Leadership and Environmental Action for our Nation's (CLEAN) Future Act, H.R.1512,
amends Sections 3 and 7 of the Natural Gas Act to require consideration of direct, indirect, and
cumulative effects on climate change in NEPA reviews.

Reduced Review Requirements
S.717 and H.R.3814, the UNSHACKLE Act, would prohibit federal agencies from considering the effects
of a proposed action on climate change, as well as alternatives that are not technically or economically
feasible to the project sponsor or outside the jurisdiction of the agencies.

Alternatives
The Resilient Federal Forests Act, H.R.4614, states that an EIS or EA prepared for a collaborative forest
management activity need only address the proposed action and no action alternative, and for the no
action alternative, the Secretary “shall consider whether to evaluate” its effect on forest health,
potential losses of life and property, habitat diversity, and related topics.
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The Restoring Environments, Soils, Trees, and Operation to develop the Rural Economy (RESTORE) Act
of 2021, H.R.2612, requires the Secretary of Agriculture to address only the proposed agency action and
the no action alternative in an EA or EIS prepared for a collaboratively developed National Forest System
forest landscape project designed to reduce wildfire risk or restore forest ecological health. An EIS is not
required to comply with 40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] § 1502.11(g) or 1502.17 on submitted
information, data, and alternatives. H.R.4569, the Action Versus No Action Act, expands the
requirement in H.R.2612 on addressing only the proposed action and no action alternatives to all
collaboratively developed forest management activities on National Forest System and public lands. As
in H.R.4614, the evaluation of the no action alternative must consider its effect on forest health, loss of
life and property, habitat diversity, wildfire, insect and disease potential, and timber production.
H.R.2348, the Advancing Conservation and Education Act, states that EAs and EISs for state-federal land
exchanges in western states need not address more than the proposed action and no action
alternatives.
S.1911, the Gros Ventre and Assiniboine Tribes of the Fort Belknap Indian Community Water Rights
Settlement Act of 2021, states that an EIS or EA on the acquisition and conveyance of identified federal
land parcels associated with the settlement is required to analyze only the proposed action and no
action alternatives.

Not Major Federal Actions
A few bills declare that specific actions are not major federal actions under NEPA. These include the
Resilient Federal Forests Act (H.R.4614) for the preparation of a forest plan by USFS or BLM; the
Colorado River Indian Tribes Water Resiliency Act of 2021 (S.3308) and the Gros Ventre and
Assiniboine Tribes of the Fort Belknap Indian Community Water Rights Settlement Act of 2021
(S.1911) for executing the subject water use agreements; and the Restoring Community Input and
Public Protections in Oil and Gas Leasing Act of 2021 (H.R.1503) for the issuance of any regulation to
establish a higher national minimum acceptable bid for oil and gas leasing on federal lands.

NEPA Exemptions
Three bills exempt specified forest management activities from the requirements of NEPA. These are the
Resilient Federal Forests Act (H.R.4614) for the designation of fireshed management areas on National
Forest System and public lands established through joint agreements with states; the previously
mentioned FIRE Act (H.R.2585) for the conversion of a previously approved timber sale on National
Forest System lands to a salvage sale following a wildfire; and the Energy Infrastructure Act (S.2377) for
specified wildfire and disaster-related emergency actions on National Forest System lands.
The Broadband Competition and Efficient Deployment Act (H.R.1141), Coastal Broadband Deployment
Act (H.R.1039), Timely Replacement Under Secure and Trusted for Early and Dependable (TRUSTED)
Broadband Networks Act (H.R.1053), Brownfields Broadband Deployment Act (H.R.1084), Wildfire
Wireless Resiliency Act (H.R.1073), Connecting Communities Post Disasters Act of 2021 (H.R.1050),
Reducing Antiquated Permitting for Infrastructure Deployment (RAPID) Act, (H.R.1074), Proportional
Reviews for Broadband Deployment Act (H.R.1043), and Wireless Broadband Competition and
Efficient Deployment Act (H.R.1056) all exempt various telecommunications service facilities subject to
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Federal Communications Commission (FCC) approval from NEPA and NHPA compliance. H.R.3435, the
American Broadband Act, combines the provisions of these bills into a single bill. These bills are similar
to bills introduced in recent previous congresses. H.R.1069, the Streamlining Permitting to Enable
Efficient Deployment of Broadband Infrastructure Act of 2021, exempts the permitting of specified
facilities on public rights-of-way or requiring a federal easement from NEPA review.
The Combustion Avoidance along Rural Roads Act (CARR) Act, H.R.939, would exempt certain wildfire
mitigation activities on National Forest System, public, and NPS lands from NEPA and ESA compliance.
The Federal Land Freedom Act of 2021, S.2394, would authorize states to assume control of energy
development and production on most federal lands. All state actions related to energy resources on
these lands would be exempt from NEPA compliance, as well as from ESA and NHPA compliance.
H.R.5399, the National Security and Federal Lands Protection Act, exempts U.S. Customs and Border
Protection actions on lands managed under jurisdiction of the Departments of Interior and Agriculture
and within 100 miles of international land borders from compliance with NEPA and numerous other
laws.
H.R.1588, the Hydropower Clean Energy Future Act, exempts specified small hydroelectric projects
from FERC licensing and review under NEPA.
The untitled S.820 and the very similar Paving the Way for Rural Communities Act of 2021, H.R.2413,
exempt federally funded projects that are not in metropolitan statistical areas from NEPA, as well as ESA
and NHPA, compliance.
H.R.6141, also untitled, exempts specified development actions on Navajo lands from compliance with
NEPA and other federal environmental laws if the actions are approved by Navajo Nation environmental
regulatory bodies.
The Asuncion Valdivia Heat Illness and Fatality Prevention Act of 2021, S.1068, declares that the
promulgation of an interim final rule on occupational exposure to excessive heat is not subject to NEPA.
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6. NEPA Case Law—2021
P.E. Hudson, Esq. 10

This paper reviews decisions on substantive NEPA cases issued by U.S. Courts of Appeal in 2021 and
explains the implications of the decisions and relevance to NEPA practitioners.

6.1

Introduction

In 2021, the U.S. Courts of Appeal issued 18 substantive decisions involving implementation of NEPA by
federal agencies. The 18 cases involved four different departments and two independent agencies.
Overall, the federal agencies prevailed in 13 of the cases, did not prevail in four cases, and prevailed on
one NEPA claim but not the other NEPA claim in one case, with a total prevail rate of 72 percent (75
percent if the partial cases are included). The U.S. Supreme Court issued no NEPA opinions in 2021;
opinions from the U.S. District Courts were not reviewed.
For comparison purposes, Table 6-1 shows the number of U.S. Court of Appeals NEPA case decisions
issued in 2006–2021, by circuit. The number of decisions issued in 2021 is below the 2006–2021 annual
average of 23 decisions. Figure 6-1 is a map showing the states covered in each circuit court.
Table 6-1. Number of U.S. Courts of Appeal NEPA cases decisions, by year and by circuit.
U.S. Courts of Appeals Circuits
Year

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

2006
1

2008

1

1

1

2009

1

3

1

2010
1

2012

2

2013

2

2

1

8th

9th

10th

1

1

11

1
2

1

1
1

2

2014

3

1

D.C.

TOTAL

6

1

23

8

2

3

15

2

13

3

2

24

1

13

2

2

27

1

12

4

1

23

1

14

1

12

3

2

1

28

1

9

2

1

3

21

1

2

5

10

2

3

22

1

6

2

4

14

14

1

7

27

13

1

8

25

9

35

1
1

1

2

2
1

11th

12

1

2016
2018

7th

1

1

2011

2017

6th

3

2007

2015

5th

1
1

3

2

1

1

16

1
3

10 Questions concerning information in this paper should be directed to:
P.E. Hudson, Esq., Office of Counsel, Naval Facilities Engineering Systems Command Southwest, 740 Pacific Highway, San
Diego, CA 92132; pam.hudson@navy.mil
Note: Any views in this article are the author’s personal views and not necessarily the views of the Navy, the Department of
Defense, or the federal government.
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U.S. Courts of Appeals Circuits
Year

1st

2nd

3rd

2019

4th

5th

6th

1

2020

1

1

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

D.C.

TOTAL

1

1

9

2

1

6

21

1

19

2021

1

1

TOTAL

10

9

7

17

10

13

7

3%

2%

2%

5%

3%

4%

2%

2

1

2

6

2

6

183

32

2%

50%

9%

24
5

18

12

55

361

3%

15%

Figure 6-1. Map of U.S. Circuit Courts of Appeal.

6.2

Statistics and Overview of Cases

Federal agencies prevailed in 72 percent (75 percent if the partial opinions are included) of the
substantive NEPA cases brought before the U.S. Courts of Appeal.
Both the DOI (BLM, NPS, and BIA) and the Department of Defense (DOD; USACE) were involved in five
cases. 11 The DOT (Federal Aviation Administration [FAA] and FHWA) was involved in four cases. The

The NPS, DOI was a co-defendant with FHWA, DOT in Protect Our Parks, Inc. v. Buttigieg, 10 F.4th 758 (7th Cir. 2021), in
which the agencies prevailed.

11
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Department of Agriculture (USFS) was a defendant in three cases. Both the FERC and FCC were
defendants in one case each.
The DOI prevailed in all but one of its five cases. The DOD prevailed in all but two of its five cases. The
DOT prevailed in three cases out of four (in the case where it did not prevail, it partially prevailed on one
NEPA claim but not the other). The Department of Agriculture prevailed in all three cases. FERC did not
prevail in its only case, while FCC prevailed in its only case.
Of the 18 substantive cases, two cases involved a CatEx, six involved EAs, five involved EISs, and five
cases involved federal actions for which there was no NEPA document.
Of the four cases in which agencies did not prevail, one involved an EA (Standing Rock Sioux Tribe v. U.S.
Army Corps of Eng’rs, 985 F.3d 1032 [D.C. Cir. 2021]), one involved an EIS (City of Los Angeles v. Dickson,
No. 19-71581, 2021 WL 2850586, -- Fed. Appx. --- [9th Cir. Jul. 8, 2021], not for publication), and two
involved the lack of a NEPA document (The Coalition to Protect Puget Sounds Habitat v. U.S. Army Corps
of Eng’rs, No. 20-35546, No. 20-35547, 843 Fed. Appx. 77, 9th Cir. Feb. 11, 2021, not for publication; and
Sovereign Inupiat for a Living Arctic v. Bureau of Land Mgmt., No. 21-35085, No. 21-35095, 2021 WL
4228689, 9th Cir. Feb. 13, 2021, not for publication). The one case in which the agency only partially
prevailed involved a CatEx (City of Los Angeles v. Dickson, No. 19-71581, 2021 WL 2850586, -- Fed. Appx.
--- [9th Cir. Jul. 8, 2021], not for publication). The agencies prevailed in the other 13 cases.

6.3

Trends

The following relates some trends and interesting conclusions from the substantive 2021 cases.
Assessment of Impacts: Twelve 12 of the cases examined one or more challenges to assessment of
impacts (including greenhouse gas impacts and cumulative impacts). The courts tended to focus on
the deference afforded to the agency when they upheld the impact assessment analysis.
Categorical Exclusion: Two cases scrutinized the application of CatExs to projects based on the
potential for impacts, including the consideration of extraordinary circumstances:

12

•

City of Los Angeles v. Dickson, No. 19-71581, 2021 WL 2850586, -- Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Jul.
8, 2021), not for publication (finding that the FAA failed to address the record evidence
indicating that there was a dispute over the potential effects of the amended flight arrival
routes in the initial environmental review, in contravention of its own procedures; thus, the
FAA's application of a CatEx was arbitrary and capricious).

•

R. L. Vallee, Inc. v. Vermont Agency of Transp., 20-2665-cv, 2021 WL 4238120, -- Fed. Appx. -- (2d Cir. Sep. 17, 2021), not for publication (upholding agency’s application of a CatEx for a
planned construction project centered on a highway interchange near Colchester, Vermont,
and stating that that congestion relief alone did not amount to a significant impact on travel
patterns).

Cases were counted only once even if multiple claims were adjudicated within that case involving impact assessment.
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Direct impacts: Eight cases considered challenges to assessment of direct impacts.
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•

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 985 F.3d 1032 (D.C. Cir. 2021)
(holding that several serious scientific disputes existed, thereby rendering the effects of the
USACE’s easement decision for the Dakota Access Pipeline “highly controversial”).

•

National Audubon Soc’y v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 991 F.3d 577 (4th Cir. 2021) (applying a
deferential standard of review and holding that the USACE collected a broad range of data
drawn from the facts and objectives of the coastal North Carolina shoreline erosion project,
historical statistics and records, computer analyses, and opinions of other specialized
agencies, and it analyzed the data to make judgments ultimately based on its own special
expertise under the numerous criteria imposed by NEPA).

•

Sierra Club v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 997 F.3d 395 (1st Cir. 2021) (agreeing that the
USACE assessed the baseline environmental conditions adequately in its EA both in a
standalone section and in discussing the environmental impacts of the project, which
discussed baseline environmental conditions along the entirety of the Central Maine Power
Corridor, part of a high-voltage direct-current transmission line from Quebec to
Massachusetts; the court upheld the 164-page EA, which adequately analyzed the impacts
of the USACE permits on wetlands, as well as surrounding forest land and wildlife, and
declined to find the project “controversial”).

•

Vecinos Para El Bienestar De Law Comunidad Costera v. Federal Energy Reg. Comm’n, 6
F.4th 1321 (D.C. Cir. 2021) (sustaining Petitioners’ environmental justice claims because
FERC’s decision to restrict the analysis of the impacts on air quality to communities in census
blocks within 2 miles of the liquified natural gas terminal project sites—without an
explanation—was arbitrary).

•

Protect Our Parks, Inc. v. Buttigieg, 10 F.4th 758 (7th Cir. 2021) (confirming that the agencies
complied with NEPA by studying the various impacts of tree removals for a Chicago highway
project to air quality and migratory birds, including consideration of the unique
characteristics of Jackson Park).

•

Center for Cmty. Action & Envtl. Justice v. Fed. Aviation Admin., 18 F.4th 592 (9th Cir. 2021)
(rejecting the petitioners’ contentions that the FAA’s geographical boundaries for the study
areas for an air cargo facility at the San Bernardino airport resulted in a failure to
“appropriately capture the true environmental impacts of the project” such as air quality
and socioeconomic impacts; the Ninth Circuit also rejected the petitioners’ assertion that
the FAA failed to consider the project’s ability to meet state and federal air quality
standards).

•

Gallatin Wildlife Ass’n v. U.S. Forest Serv., No. 19-35528, 848 Fed. Appx. 298 (9th Cir. May
18, 2021), not for publication (stating that deference to the USFS scientific methodology in
its analysis of the viability of bighorn sheep in the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest
was warranted).
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•

The Coalition to Protect Puget Sound Habitat v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, No. 20-35546, No.
20-35547, 843 Fed. Appx. 77 (9th Cir. Feb. 11, 2021), not for publication (criticizing the
USACE’s citation to a limited scientific study of the effects of one type of shellfish on one
natural resource, where the study did not consider a wide range of environmental stressors
and did not justify—without further explanation—the USACE’s much broader determination
that issuing a permit for the aquaculture of at least five types of shellfish will have
insignificant and minimal effects on the full aquatic environment).

•

Swomley v. Schroyer, D.C. No. 1:19-CV-01055-TMT, 2021 WL 4810161 (10th Cir. Oct. 15,
2021) (disagreeing with residents’ contention that the USFS’ proposed logging project in the
White River National Forest is “controversial among area residents and visitors’ because it
“would gravely impact the recreational, aesthetic, and economic interests of residents”).

Indirect Impacts: Two cases involved assessment of indirect impacts, and both weighed challenges
to greenhouse gas impacts:
•

Vecinos Para El Bienestar De Law Comunidad Costera v. Federal Energy Reg. Comm’n, 6
F.4th 1321 (D.C. Cir. 2021) (stating that FERC was required to address petitioners’ argument
concerning the significance of 40 CFR § 1502.21(c), and that its failure to do so rendered its
analyses of the projects’ greenhouse gas emissions deficient; FERC must explain whether 40
CFR § 1502.21(c) calls for it to apply the social cost of carbon protocol or some other
analytical framework, as “generally accepted in the scientific community” within the
meaning of the regulation).

•

Swomley v. Schroyer, D.C. No. 1:19-CV-01055-TMT, 2021 WL 4810161 (10th Cir. Oct. 15,
2021) (rejecting residents’ claim that the analysis involving cumulative effects on GHG
emissions and climate change was arbitrary and capricious; it also rejected the residents’
argument that the inadequacy of climate change impacts was controversial).

Cumulative impacts: Five cases considered the adequacy of the agency’s cumulative effects
assessment:
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•

Center for Cmty. Action & Envtl. Justice v. Fed. Aviation Admin., 18 F.4th 592 (9th Cir. 2021)
(criticizing the unfounded conclusions by the Center for Community Action (CCA) that the
FAA needed to conduct a better cumulative impacts analysis; the Ninth Circuit stated that
the CCA could not identify any specific cumulative impacts that the FAA failed to consider,
and that suggested that there were none).

•

Friends of the Clearwater v. Higgins, No. 20-35623, 847 Fed. Appx. 394 (9th Cir. Feb. 4,
2021), not for publication (holding that USFS was not required to engage in a fine-grained
analysis of all historical details of past actions related to a proposed timber harvest and road
project, especially for an EA where the NEPA regulations allow for an aggregate method of
analyzing cumulative impacts).

•

The Coalition to Protect Puget Sound Habitat v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, No. 20-35546,
No. 20-35547, 843 Fed. Appx. 77 (9th Cir. Feb. 11, 2021), not for publication (rejecting the
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USACE’s analysis when it acknowledged the negative effects on the environment from
aquaculture activities but did not explain adequately why those effects were insignificant or
minimal; the Ninth Circuit found that several of the USACE’s reasons were illogical).
•

R. L. Vallee, Inc. v. Vermont Agency of Transp., 20-2665-cv, 2021 WL 4238120, -- Fed. Appx. -- (2d Cir. Sep. 17, 2021), not for publication (disagreeing with the contention that FHWA's
decision improperly categorized a nearby development as a cumulative impact rather than
an indirect effect of the interchange project).

•

Swomley v. Schroyer, D.C. No. 1:19-CV-01055-TMT, 2021 WL 4810161 (10th Cir. Oct. 15,
2021), not for publication (rejecting claim that the analysis involving cumulative effects on
GHG emissions and climate change was arbitrary and capricious).

Alternatives Considered: Two cases involved challenges to the sufficiency of the alternatives
considered, and the courts upheld the agencies’ selection of the preferred alternative in each case:
•

National Audubon Soc’y v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 991 F.3d 577 (4th Cir. 2021) (discussing
that because the agency was able to compare all alternatives in the same light, it
appropriately selected the preferred alternative that was the least environmentally
damaging practicable alternative).

•

Friends of the Capital Crescent Trail v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, No. 20-1544, 855 Fed.
Appx. 121 (4th Cir. May 13, 2021), not for publication (affirming that the agency evaluated a
range of project alternatives for a D.C-area mass transit project that had been considered by
expert agencies and the public over a period of years, including the three rapid bus options
and the transportation management option, all of which contemplated upgraded bus
service and rejected these alternatives both because they would not adequately advance
the goals of the project and because the Purple Line, the preferred alternative, would have
lesser impacts on wetlands).

Federal Action: Four cases contemplated whether an agency should prepare an impact assessment
(federal action):
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•

Natural Res. Defense Council v. McCarthy, 993 F.3d 1243 (10th Cir. 2021) (opining that
where the relevant BLM Resource Management Plan designates an area as open to offhighway vehicle use, lifting a temporary closure order of that area under 43 CFR § 8341.2(a)
is non-discretionary and does not require NEPA analysis).

•

Sierra Club v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 997 F.3d 395 (1st Cir. 2021) (acknowledging that the
USACE could reasonably rely on the negligible percentage of the entire project that is within
USACE jurisdiction to conclude that the USACE did not have “sufficient control and
responsibility to warrant Federal review” of the entire project and rejecting Sierra Club’s
argument that that the cumulative federal involvement tips the scale toward major federal
action).

•

Environmental Trust Health v. Federal Communication Comm’n, 9 F.4th 893 (D.C. Cir. 2021)
(rejecting the argument that NEPA required the FCC to issue an EA or EIS regarding its
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decision to terminate a notice of inquiry regarding the adequacy of its 1996 Radio
Frequency (RF) guidelines because there was no ongoing federal action regarding its RF
limits).
•

Fisheries Survival Fund v. Haaland, No. 20-5094, 2021 WL 2206426, 858 Fed. Appx. 371 (D.C.
Cir. May 20, 2021), not for publication (finding that an offshore lease for a windfarm off the
coast of New York did not trigger BOEM’s NEPA obligations because it would not result in
irreversible and irretrievable commitments of resources to an action that will affect the
environment 13).

Remedies: Three cases involved application of remedies:
•

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 985 F.3d 1032 (D.C. Cir. 2021)
(agreeing with the reasoning of the U.S. District Court, namely that the appropriate remedy
for the USACE's unlawful action is vacatur—the standard remedy for NEPA violations—but
reversing the court's granting of an injunction requiring the Dakota Access Pipeline to be
shut down.).

•

Vecinos Para El Bienestar De Law Comunidad Costera v. Federal Energy Reg. Comm’n, 6
F.4th 1321 (D.C. Cir. 2021) (considering in the selection of a remedy, the D.C. Circuit found it
reasonably likely that on remand the FERC could redress its failure of explanation regarding
its analyses of the projects’ impacts on climate change and EJ communities and remanding
to FERC without vacatur).

•

Sovereign Inupiat for a Living Arctic v. Bureau of Land Mgmt., No. 21-35085, No. 21-35095,
2021 WL 4228689 (9th Cir. Feb. 13, 2021), not for publication (ordering the continuation of
a temporary injunction on certain construction activities related to the Willow Master
Development Plan, a major oil and gas development project in the National Petroleum
Reserve-Alaska, concluding that the appellants raised a serious question in contending that
the Naval Petroleum Reserves Production Act applies only to actions challenging the sale or
issuance of the leases themselves, and that it does not extend to challenges to later
production site specific actions taken on the leased lands).

The issuance of the lease was the subject of an EA and FONSI, and any future development of the site by the lessee would
require approval by BOEM.

13
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6.4

Details of Cases

Each of the substantive 2021 NEPA cases, organized by federal agency, is summarized below.
Unpublished cases are noted (9 of the 18 substantive cases in 2021 were unpublished). Although such
cases may not have precedential value depending on the court, they can be of value to NEPA
practitioners.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
Friends of the Clearwater v. Higgins, No. 20-35623,
847 Fed. Appx. 394 (9th Cir. Feb. 4, 2021) (not for
publication).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Cumulative impacts, public involvement.
Facts: Environmental organizations, (collectively,
Friends) challenged the USFS’ EA involving timber
harvest and road construction in the Brebner Flat
Project in Shoshone County, Idaho. The district court
denied organizations’ motion for a preliminary
injunction to prevent timber harvest and road
construction; the Ninth Circuit affirmed.
Decision: Friends argued the district court erred in its
assessment of Friends’ likelihood of success on the
merits of their NEPA claims. Friends claimed that the
USFS failed to analyze adequately (a) the cumulative
effects of the Project on elk, and (b) the efficacy of the
chosen mitigation measures for elk.
Friends contended that USFS was required to disclose
in the EA historical declines in the elk population in
the project area due to past activities such as logging
and road building. The court disagreed, stating that
USFS was not required to engage in such a finegrained analysis of all historical details of past actions,
especially for an EA where the NEPA regulations allow
for an aggregate method of analyzing cumulative
impacts. 36 C.F.R. § 220.4(f) (providing that
cumulative effects analyses need not “catalogue or
exhaustively list and analyze all individual past
actions”); see also Cascadia Wildlands v. BIA, 801 F.3d
1105, 1111–13 (9th Cir. 2015).
Friends argued that the misstatement in the EA that
the “project area . . does not include . . . the [St. Joe]
[W]ild and [S]cenic [R]iver corridor” constituted a
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“failure to fully inform the public,” that deprived the
public of an opportunity to “offer meaningful
comments” on the agency's analyses in violation of
NEPA. The district court weighed the effect of the
agency's misstatement on public participation and
concluded that the EA's single sentence incorrectly
stating the scope of the Project did not so drastically
undermine public participation as to render the
USFS's action unlawful. See Drakes Bay Oyster Co. v.
Jewell, 747 F.3d 1073, 1090–91 (9th Cir. 2014). We
agree.
The Ninth Circuit held that because the district court
did not err in its assessment of Friends' likelihood of
success on the merits of their NEPA claims they did
not address the remaining Winter factors for each of
Friends’ claims. Winter v. Natural Res. Def. Council,
Inc., 555 U.S. 7, 129 S.Ct. 365 (2008)).
Gallatin Wildlife Ass’n v. U.S. Forest Serv., No. 1935528, 848 Fed. Appx. 298 (9th Cir. May 18, 2021)
(not for publication).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Impact Assessment.
Facts: Conservation organizations (collectively,
Gallatin) challenged that the agency failed, in its EIS,
to properly evaluate the viability of bighorn sheep in
the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest by
utilizing a flawed coarse filter methodology in
determining that domestic sheep grazing did not pose
a significant threat to the viability of bighorn sheep.
The lower court granted summary judgment for the
agency and denied Gallatin’s motion for injunction;
the Ninth Circuit affirmed.
The Ninth Circuit stated that deference to the USFS
scientific methodology in its analysis of the viability of
bighorn sheep was warranted. See Idaho Wool
Growers Ass'n v. Vilsack, 816 F.3d 1095, 1108 (9th Cir.
2016) (applying the arbitrary and capricious standard
in holding that the USFS’ methodology in assessing
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bighorn sheep viability was sound). In conducting a
coarse filter analysis, the USFS considered threats
from domestic sheep grazing to bighorn sheep,
including disease transmission; it discussed impacts
of domestic sheep grazing on bighorn sheep viability;
and it adequately delineated the reasons why the
coarse filter methodology was employed in lieu of a
fine filter analysis. See id (explaining that “[t]he USFS
is owed greater-than-average deference as it relates
to its choice of technical methodologies”).
Although the FEIS mentioned that a fine filter analysis
“was conducted for . . . species identified by the public
as having viability concerns,” the FEIS elaborated that
only two species met the criteria for conducting a fine
filter analysis as identified through public
comments—the northern goshawk and the great gray
owl. Contrary to Gallatin's assertions, the court found
that USFS did not commit to conducting a fine filter
analysis for every species identified in public
comments as having viability concerns, nor was it
otherwise compelled to utilize the fine filter analysis
for those species.
Swomley v. Schroyer, D.C. No. 1:19-CV-01055-TMT,
2021 WL 4810161 (10th Cir. Oct. 15, 2021) (not for
publication).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Impact Assessment (Fungi, Climate Change,
Cumulative), flyspecking.
Facts: Twenty-one residents living near the project
filed a petition for review of USFS’ approval of a
timber project in the White River National Forest in
Colorado. The Tenth Circuit affirmed the lower
court’s judgment for the agency.
In 2018, the USFS issued a Final Decision Notice
approving a timber project (the Project) in the White
River National Forest. The USFS prepared an EA,
concluding the Project was unlikely to significantly
affect the environment. Twenty-one residents living
near the Project disagreed.
The Project authorized logging on 1,631 acres of
forest within the White River National Forest, less
than 10% of the total acreage the USFS considered for
the Project. The Project Area is a lodgepole pine,
aspen, and mixed conifer forest. The EA noted tree
“species composition within the [Project Area]
landscape is relatively diverse, [but] age-class
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diversity and structural diversity is more
homogenous.” When describing the environmental
effects of foregoing the Project—the No-Action
alternative—the USFS stated the “lack of young forest
within the area landscape could make the area more
vulnerable to large-scale insect epidemics and
drought induced mortality. As fuels continue to
increase, there would be increased risk of a large,
severe wildfire.” The EA noted that severe wildfire
can aggravate a problem posed by a potentially
changing climate: If snowmelt ends earlier and the
surrounding trees are also dead, it is possible that
wetlands would have even faster drying time.
The Project called for using the “clear-cut with leave
tree” treatment method on 1,061 acres of forest. This
treatment would harvest all lodgepole pines over five
inches in diameter but leave aspen and mixed conifer
species on the landscape. Another 198 acres would be
treated through a “coppice” method, in which all the
merchantable trees would be harvested, and the nonmerchantable trees would be either felled or burned.
The remaining 369.6 acres would be treated through
a “group selection” method that “create[s] small
openings, a quarter acre to an acre in size, to create
an environment suitable for conifer regeneration.”
These openings “would be dispersed throughout” the
Project Area and would not collectively exceed 25–
30% of the acreage treated with this method. Id. The
Project would require “[a]pproximately 9 miles of
temporary roads . . . to access cutting units,” which
involves “road maintenance (blading, drainage,
surfacing, curve widening)” activities as necessary.
The Project had three purposes: (1) provide
commercial forest products and/or biomass to local
industries; (2) increase tree age/size class diversity at
the stand and landscape scales, thereby increasing
forest resistance and resilience to disturbances, such
as future bark beetle outbreaks, fires, and other
climate-related mortality event, and; (3) provide
snowshoe hare habitat in both the stand initiation
structural stage and in mature, multi-story conifer
vegetation to benefit the Canada lynx, a federally
threatened species.
The USFS engaged with stakeholders within one year
of listing the Project in its Schedule of Proposed
Actions; it included a 60-day scoping and comment
period, receiving 39 comments including one from
the Residents which, among other things, raised
concerns about climate change, mycelium fungi, and
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the broader impact of the Project. The USFS
addressed these concerns directly in its formal
response to comments and agreed to analyze certain
issues in subsequent specialist reports.
The USFS prepared an EA in August 2017, and
considered two alternatives, the no action and
proposed action alternative. The EA considered two
alternatives: (1) the “No Action” alternative and (2)
the “Proposed Action” of moving forward with the
Project. Under their procedures, the USFS issued a
draft notice in December 2017, where during the 45day pre-decisional period, it received twelve
objections. The Residents filed an objection that again
raised their concerns about climate change,
mycelium, and the Project's environmental impact,
and the USFS responded. On April 20, 2018, the USFS
issued the Project's final Decision Notice, including a
FONSI.
Decision: The Residents argued the USFS violated
NEPA by failing to: (1) consider the Project's impact
on climate change: (2) adequately consider scientific
data on the Project's impact on mycelium; and (3)
prepare an EIS.
Climate Change Impacts. Residents claimed the USFS’
failure to consider and discuss the Project's indirect
and cumulative effects on GHG emissions and climate
change was arbitrary and capricious. The Tenth
Circuit dismissed this claim because the Residents
failed to brief this issue on appeal, under F.R.C.P. 28.
Residents attempted to submit extra-record evidence
and did not cite or rely on the administrative record;
the Tenth Circuit claimed that the Residents
“presented arguments divorced from legal or factual
predicates.”
In their brief Residents cited to websites,
photographs of unrelated projects, links to data from
advocacy group websites, links to Wikipedia articles
discussing wildfires, and links to media articles
describing the biomass plant receiving the Project's
timber. The court opined that these materials do not
raise concerns neglected during the Forest Service's
NEPA review. See Nance v. Sun Life Assur. Co. of Can.,
294 F.3d 1263, 1269 (10th Cir. 2002) (stating extrarecord evidence need not be considered).
Mycelium Impacts. The USFS also found the Project's
effect on mycelium was insignificant and did not
warrant further review. Residents challenged this
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conclusion, arguing the agency failed to ensure their
analysis had “scientific integrity” as required under
NEPA. 40 C.F.R. § 1502.24. The Tenth Circuit also
rejected this claim due to inadequate briefing finding
that the Residents did not prepare a record enabling
judicial review of this claim.
The Residents alleged three studies independently
show that clearcutting causes significant negative
impacts on mycelium and the environment and
alleging the USFS actively choose to ignore the results
of these studies in favor of other data, and thus
violated NEPA. But Petitioners did not include the
studies in their appendix, and the court could not
determine whether the agency's decision runs
counter to the evidence that was before it. Without
the disputed studies, the Tenth Circuit could not
determine whether USFS’ interpretation of the
studies was arbitrary or capricious.
Significance of Impacts. The court rejected the
Residents’ first claim that the climate change impacts
because it was inadequately briefed; it also rejected
the argument that the lack of climate change impacts
was controversial, citing to 40 C.F.R. § 1508.27(b)(4).
The court found the Residents were mistaken. “If
alleged noncompliance with NEPA rendered a project
controversial, this factor would be reduced to
surplusage.”
Residents argued the Project was controversial
because it “leaves considerable uncertainty about the
Project's effects that should be addressed in an EIS.”
The court found this uncertainty, however, was
merely Petitioners’ claims about climate change and
mycelium repackaged in a different form. Based on
the inadequate record and briefing, the Tenth Circuit
found both claims meritless, meaning they do not
create sufficient controversy to require an EIS.
Lastly, Residents contended the Project is
“controversial among area residents and visitors”
because it “would gravely impact the recreational,
aesthetic, and economic interests of residents.” The
court stated controversy in this context does not
mean opposition to a project, but rather a substantial
dispute as to the size, nature, or effect of the action.”
Hillsdale Envtl. Loss Prevention, Inc. v. U.S. Army Corps
of Eng'rs, 702 F.3d 1156, 1181 (10th Cir. 2012). Again,
the court reiterated that there was no substantial
dispute about the effects of this action given
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Petitioners’ inadequate briefing. The Tenth Circuit
affirmed the district court's order.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe v. U.S. Army Corps of
Eng’rs, 985 F.3d 1032 (D.C. Cir. 2021).
Agency did not prevail
Issues: Impact Assessment (Controversy), Remedy.
Facts: Indian tribes challenged the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers’ (the Corps) issuance of an EA and
easement for the Dakota Access oil pipeline to cross
beneath federally regulated reservoir on the Sioux
Tribe reservation on the Lake Oahe crossing site that
provided tribes with water resources. The lower
court: (1) required that the Corps prepare an EIS; (2)
vacated the easement pending the preparation of an
EIS; and (3) ordered that the pipeline be shut down
and emptied of oil. The D.C. Circuit affirmed in part
(that an EIS was required, and the easement should
be vacated) but reversed the order requiring the
pipeline to be shut down and emptied of oil.
The Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), nearly 1,200 miles
long, is designed to move more than half a million
gallons of crude oil from North Dakota to Illinois each
day. DAPL crosses many waterways, including Lake
Oahe, an artificial reservoir in the Missouri River
created when the Corps constructed a dam in 1958.
The dam's construction and Lake Oahe's creation
flooded 56,000 acres of the Standing Rock
Reservation and 104,420 acres of the Cheyenne River
Sioux Tribe's trust lands. The Tribes rely on Lake
Oahe's water for drinking, agriculture, industry, and
sacred religious and medicinal practices. As the
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe explained:
Lake Oahe is the source of life for the Tribe. It
provides drinking water for over 4,200 people
on the Reservation. It is the source of water for
irrigation and other economic pursuits central
to the Tribal economy. And it provides the
habitat for fish and wildlife on the Reservation
upon which tribal members rely for
subsistence, cultural, and recreational
purposes. Moreover, the Tribe's traditions
provide that water is more than just a
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resource, it is sacred—as water connects all of
nature and sustains life.
In December 2015, the Corps published and sought
public comment on a Draft EA finding that the
construction
would
have
no
significant
environmental impact. The Tribes submitted
comments voicing a range of concerns, including that
that the Corps had insufficiently analyzed the risks
and consequences of an oil spill. The DOI raised
concerns involving the pipeline's potential impact on
trust resources. The EPA registered its concern that
the Draft EA lacked sufficient analysis of direct and
indirect impacts to water resources, though it
requested additional information and mitigation in
the EA rather than preparation of an EIS. The EPA
supplemented its comments to note that, while it
agreed with the Corps that there was “minimal risk of
an oil spill,” it worried, based on its “experience in
spill response,” that a break or leak could nonetheless
significantly affect water resources.
On July 25, 2016, the Corps published its Final EA
and a Mitigated FONSI. Shortly after the Final EA's
release, Standing Rock sued the Corps for
declaratory and injunctive relief. Dakota Access and
the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe intervened on
opposing sides, and Cheyenne River filed a separate
complaint adding additional claims. The tribes
submitted letters raising concerns about the EA's
spill risk analysis; the tribe also submitted an expert
review of the EA from an experienced pipeline
consultant who concluded that the assessment was
“seriously deficient and [could not] support the
finding of no significant impact, even with the
proposed mitigations. Following the Corps' internal
review, the Assistant Secretary stood by her prior
decision, but concluded that the historical
relationship between the affected tribes and the
federal government merited additional analysis,
more rigorous exploration and evaluation of
reasonable siting alternatives, and greater public
and tribal participation and comments.
During the ensuing review, both Standing Rock and
the Oglala Sioux Tribe submitted additional
comments and analysis. The Corps solicited Interior's
opinion on the pipeline, Interior's Solicitor responded
with a recommendation that the Corps prepare an
EIS, and the Secretary of the Army for Civil Works
issued a memorandum directing the Army not to
grant an easement prior to preparation of an EIS.
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Two days later, a new administration took office, and
the government's position changed significantly. In a
January 24 memorandum, the President directed the
Secretary of the Army to instruct the Corps and the
Assistant Secretary for Civil Works to expedite DAPL
approvals and consider whether to rescind or modify
the Notice of Intent to Prepare an EIS. The Army in
turn concluded that the record supported granting an
easement and that no EIS or further supplementation
was necessary.
The Corps granted the easement on February 8, 2017.
The district court denied injunctive relief but
concluded that the Corps' decision not to issue an EIS
violated NEPA by failing to adequately consider three
issues: whether the project's effects were likely to be
“highly controversial,” the impact of a hypothetical oil
spill on the tribes’ fishing and hunting rights, and the
environmental justice effects of the project and
remanded the matter to the agency to address those
three issues.
The Corps completed its remand analysis in February
2019, and the parties again moved for summary
judgment, with the tribes arguing that the Corps
failed to remedy its NEPA violations and pressing
several other non-NEPA claims. The district court
concluded that “many commenters in this case
pointed to serious gaps in crucial parts of the Corps’
analysis,” demonstrating that the easement's effects
were “likely to be highly controversial.” It remanded
to the agency for it to complete an EIS but reserved
the question whether the easement should be
vacated during the remand. Following additional
briefing, the court concluded that vacatur was
warranted and ordered that “Dakota Access shall shut
down the pipeline and empty it of oil by August 5,
2020.”
The Corps and Dakota Access appealed the district
court's order remanding for preparation of an EIS, as
well as its separate order granting vacatur of the
pipeline's Mineral Leasing Act easement and ordering
that the pipeline be shut down. While this appeal was
pending, a motions panel denied the Corps' request
to stay the vacatur of the easement but granted its
request to stay the district court's order to the extent
it enjoined the pipeline's use.
Decision: In considering the Corps’ and Dakota
Access’ claims that the impacts were not highly
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controversial, the court stated the standard: A
decision is “highly controversial,” under National
Parks Conservation Association v. Semonite, if a
“substantial dispute exists as to the size, nature, or
effect of the major federal action.” 916 F.3d 1075,
1083 (D.C. Cir. 2019). “Something more is required for
a highly controversial finding besides the fact that
some people may be highly agitated and be willing to
go to court over the matter.” Id.
The D.C. Circuit rejected the Corps’ first argument
that because its efforts to respond to the tribes’
criticisms were not superficial. The decisive factor is
not the volume of ink spilled in response to criticism,
but whether the agency has, through the strength of
its response, convinced the court that it has
materially addressed and resolved serious objections
to its analysis.
The D.C. Circuit rejected the Corps second argument,
distinguishing National Parks, that the “opposition
here has come from the tribes and their consultants,
not from disinterested public officials.” But the tribes
are not, as Dakota Access suggested at oral argument,
“quintessential . . . not-in-my-backyard neighbors.”
“Indian tribes within Indian country are,” the
Supreme Court has declared, “a good deal more than
private, voluntary organizations.” Merrion v. Jicarilla
Apache Tribe, 455 U.S. 130, 140, 102 S.Ct. 894 (1982).
Rather, they are “domestic dependent nations that
exercise inherent sovereign authority over their
members and territories” and the resources therein.
Oklahoma Tax Commission v. Citizen Band
Potawatomi Indian Tribe of Oklahoma, 498 U.S. 505,
509 (1991). The D.C. Circuit emphasized that the
tribes’ unique role and their government-togovernment relationship with the United States
demand that their criticisms be treated with
appropriate solicitude.
The court then examined the four disputed facets of
the analysis that the lower court found involved
unresolved scientific controversies for purposes of
NEPA's “highly controversial” factor.
DAPL’s Leak Detection System. The D.C. Circuit
agreed with the lower court that the Corps failed to
address adequately the controversy involving the
Leak Detection system. The D.C. Circuit found that the
tribes’ criticism regarding the potential for
undetected slow pinhole leaks was not evaluated,
and the Corps did not explain why it was not – stating
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that the leaks would be found. The tribes pointed to
several examples where slow leaks were not found
quickly, leaded to substantial harm. The D.C. Circuit
concurred that the Corps did not sufficiently address
this, and other concerns raised by the tribes that
would show it had resolved the controversy.
DAPL’s Operator Safety Record. The D.C. Circuit
agreed that the Corps' decision to rely in its risk
analysis on general pipeline safety data, rather than
DAPL's operator's specific safety record, rendered the
effects of the Corps' decision highly controversial.
The tribes’ retained an expert explained that
“[Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety
Administration] data shows Sunoco,” DAPL's
operator, “has experienced 276 incidents in 2006–
2016,” which the expert described as “one of the
lower performing safety records of any pipeline
operator in the industry for spills and releases.”
The D.C. Circuit criticized the Corps’ focus on
defending the DAPL’s operator performance record
(rather than general pipeline safety data). In reply,
the Corps emphasized that “70% of [DAPL's]
operator's reported accidents on other pipelines
were minor and limited to the operator's property.”
The Court found that did nothing to address the
“[t]wo central concerns” on which the district court
based its decision: “(1) the 30% of spills—about 80 of
them—that were not limited to operator property;
and (2) the criticism that the spill analysis should have
incorporated the operator's record.” The Court
rejected the Corps’ second argument, that it had no
need at all to address the operator safety controversy
because it focused on the operators’ safety practices.
Winter Conditions. The tribes’ claimed that the Corps
did not evaluate the effect winter conditions would
have on a potential spill and provided experts,
explaining that shut-off valves might be more prone
to failure and response efforts hindered by freezing
conditions. The experts explained that “winter
conditions create significant difficulties” because,
among other things, “workers require more breaks
and move slower due to the bundling of clothing,”
“daylight hours are shorter,” and “slip-trip-fall risk
increases significantly.”
The Corps argued that it had no need to engage in a
quantitative evaluation of a winter spill scenario
because its non-quantitative response was adequate;
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but the Corps emphasized in its brief that “no one has
identified any way to calculate exactly how much
more difficult” a clean-up would be during winter.
The D.C. Circuit found that the Corps never stated
that it applied its technical expertise to consider
whether it was possible to identify such a method,
especially when the tribes’ experts stated this would
be an issue. The court reasoned that had the Corps
considered the problem and concluded that no
comprehensive analysis was possible, that might have
amounted to “successfully” resolving the
controversy.
Worst Case Discharge. The lower court considered
the “largest area of scientific controversy” to be “the
worst-case-discharge estimate for DAPL used in the
spill-impact analysis.” The regulations set forth a
detailed formula for calculating the worst-case
discharge, 49 C.F.R. § 194.105(b)(1); the idea is to
calculate the maximum amount of oil that could
possibly leak from the pipeline before a spill is
detected and stopped. According to the Corps they
did not have to complete that analysis because “an
accident leading to a full-bore rupture of the pipeline
is extremely unlikely” and, in any event, no statute or
regulation required the Corps to calculate the worstcase discharge at all.
The Corps estimated that, for purposes of a worstcase discharge, it would take 9 minutes to detect a
leak and 3.9 minutes to close the shut-down valves
(although the tribes’ argued due to technical
malfunctions and human factors, it could be hours).
The D.C. Circuit stated that although the Pipeline and
Hazardous Materials Safety Administration formula
did not require the Corps to model a complete
doomsday scenario in which every possible human
error and technical malfunction occurs, it agreed with
the district court that the Corps' failure to explain why
it declined to consider any such eventualities leaves
unresolved a substantial dispute as to its worst-case
discharge calculation.
In sum, the D.C. Circuit held that several serious
scientific disputes existed, thereby rendering the
effects of the Corps’ easement decision “highly
controversial.”
Regarding the vacatur, the Court of Appeals agreed
with the reasoning of the district court, namely that
the appropriate remedy for the Corps' unlawful
action is vacatur, the standard remedy for NEPA
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violations. The D.C. Circuit did reverse the district
court's granting of an injunction requiring the DAPL to
be shutdown.
National Audubon Soc’y v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs,
991 F.3d 577 (4th Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Impacts, alternatives.
Facts: National Audubon Society (Audubon Society)
challenged the Corps' issuance of a permit to Town of
Ocean Isle Beach, North Carolina (the Town) to
construct a “terminal groin” jetty — a jetty extending
seaward perpendicular to the shoreline — to arrest
chronic erosion of its beaches.
The lower court granted summary judgment to the
Corps and town and the Fourth Circuit affirmed.
Ocean Isle Beach is a barrier island located in
Brunswick County, North Carolina, that is 5.6 miles
long and 0.6 miles wide with a long history of
suffering chronic erosion, putting 238 parcels of land
and 45 homes at risk of loss. To date, 5 homes have
been lost, as have some 560 feet of streets and
related utility lines. Currently, renourishment is
conducted on behalf of the Town under a federal
program that dumps an average of roughly 400,000
cubic yards of sand on its beaches every three years.
After retaining an engineering firm, the Town applied
to the Corps in May 2012 for a permit under the CWA
to construct a terminal groin at the east end of the
island; the groin would be 1,050 feet long with 300
feet landside to anchor it and 750 feet extending
seaward from the shoreline. The proposal submitted
to the Corps also included a plan to dredge the
Shallotte Inlet every five years and place the dredged
sand on the west side of the groin to maintain a
permanent sand fillet there.
After a comprehensive, years-long study, involving
input from numerous agencies and comments from
the public, the Corps issued a FEIS on April 15, 2016,
in which it evaluated the environmental and
economic costs of each alternative. It relied mainly on
the output of the Delft3D model, a sophisticated
model which considers water and sediment flows in
the context of water level, tides, currents, waves, and
wind. The Corps also considered the costs and
environmental effects of dredging sand from
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Shallotte Inlet, nourishing the beach, and building
permanent structures like the groin.
Decision: The Audubon Society argued first that the
Corps did not accurately portray the economic costs
and environmental effects of each alternative
because it mixed its sources of data in considering
each alternative.
While projections of environmental effects were
based on the direct output of the Delft3D model,
projections of economic costs were adjusted based
on historical rates of erosion. Under Alternative 1, for
example, the Delft3D model indicated that the
erosion of sand was estimated to be 24,000 cubic
yards per year, while the historically observed rate
was 91,000 cubic yards per year. The Corps used the
first number to calculate environmental effects, while
it used the latter number to calculate economic costs.
As a result, the Audubon Society insists, the Corps
effectively projected “two shorelines for each
alternative,” using the less-eroded shoreline to
predict environmental effects and the more-eroded
shoreline to estimate economic costs with the
consequence that, as it contends, it was “impossible
for the public or the agency to evaluate each
alternative as a coherent package of economic and
environmental impacts.”
The Fourth Circuit found the Corps' use of differing
data was justified and, in any event, immaterial. The
Corps' approach reflected its judgment about the
suitability of the data and the tools available for
making the assessments. The Delft3D model provided
an initial baseline for both types of effects. Yet the
Corps was able to calculate more accurate economic
costs based on historical rates of erosion because it
had available the necessary data to calculate the
volume of sand that would need to be renourished
periodically, the primary cost of each alternative. By
contrast, environmental effects were more dynamic
in nature owing to the complexity of coastal waters.
This relative lack of certainty led the Corps to qualify
those environmental effects “should be interpreted
with caution,” though the data were still adequate to
reveal “trends” and “relative differences.” And
because no reliable historical data for habitat acreage
was available, the Corps was unable to make the
same adjustment for environmental effects that it
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had made for economic costs, which the Court found
to be an appropriate judgment.
The Corps used the same data derived from the
Delft3D model to measure the environmental effects
of each alternative. Likewise, in determining
economic costs, it used the same source of data for
each alternative. The Fourth Circuit upheld this
portion of the Corps’ analysis.
The Audubon Society argued the Corps similarly erred
by calculating 30 years of economic costs for each
alternative but considering only up to 5 years of data
in determining environmental effects. But, again, the
Corps provided a reasonable explanation for doing so,
and it consistently applied its approach to each
alternative.
The Corps modeled each alternative's quantitative
environmental effects for an initial period of 3 years,
and 5 years for Alternative 5, because those periods
fell immediately before each alternative's second
scheduled beach-nourishment event. By measuring
environmental effects at the time before a planned
beach nourishment, the Corps was able to compare
“apples to apples,” whereas reporting results at a
different uniform period would have skewed results
because one alternative, having just received
nourishment, would have looked deceptively
favorable in comparison to another alternative that
had not yet received the scheduled nourishment.
The Corps explained that quantitative data of
environmental effects after the initial 3-year period
could only be speculative. See Town of Cave Creek v.
FAA, 325 F.3d 320, 331 (D.C. Cir. 2003) (finding a
shortened quantitative model “was perfectly
reasonable” given “the difficulties and uncertainties
involved in modeling” over a longer period).
The Fourth Circuit discussed that the Corps followed
its initial quantitative results with a rigorous
qualitative analysis of each alternative's likely longterm environmental effects. In that qualitative
analysis, the Corps expressly acknowledged potential
long-term effects of the terminal groin that the
Audubon Society insists the Corps “ignored.” It noted
that the groin was proposed to be “semi-permeable”
or “leaky” so that seawater, sand, and small marine
animals might pass through it. The Delft3D model
found that the sand would accrete on the groin's west
side for the first year and deprive sand from the east
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side, but “following [that] initial year of adjustment,
the shoreline response east of the [groin] [would]
stabilize[ ]” and begin to accrete sand and regain
volume for the betterment of wildlife habitats.
In addition, the Corps included in its analysis a series
of minimization and mitigation efforts designed to
reduce the adverse environmental effects with
respect to Alternative 5, anticipating those effects
over the full 30-year life of the project. For example,
the Town and Corps would be required to monitor the
beach habitat and erosion rates and to take corrective
measures as necessary, including modifications to the
groin.
Finally, the Corps justified using a different set of data
— adjusted historical costs — to compute the
economic costs over a 30-year period because those
data enabled the Corps to calculate the economic
costs in a relatively mechanical manner. But the
important fact remains that the economic costs were
computed uniformly for each alternative. The court
upheld the Corps’ analysis.
Finally, the Audubon Society contended that the
Corps failed, with respect to Alternative 4, to model
beach nourishment events in tandem with targeted
dredging. That failure, the Audubon Society argues,
“made it impossible to meaningfully compare
Alternative 4 to the other alternatives.”
The Fourth Circuit stated that the Corps explained
both the purpose and result of its analysis. It modeled
Alternative 4 for a total of 6 years, the first 3 matching
Alternative 1's rate of erosion to establish a baseline
for Alternative 4 and the next 3 years modeling the
effects of strategic dredging. That two-step process
permitted the Corps to measure the effect of targeted
dredging in isolation from the effects of other
interventions. The component of Alternative 4 that
increased beach nourishment was otherwise
observable in the Corps' analysis of Alternative 3,
which did not include targeted dredging. In this
fashion, the Corps was able to compare Alternative 4
to Alternative 3 for purposes of assessing both
alternatives. And in doing so, it found that Alternative
4's repeated dredging caused the intended “build-up
of material on the west side of Shallotte Inlet,” which
the Corps expected to “continue to result in positive
shoreline impacts along the east end of Ocean Isle
Beach.”
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The Fourth Circuit held this was a reasonable
explanation involving distinct components of a
complex policy choice, and the Corps was able to
compare all alternatives in the same light, ultimately
finding Alternative 5 to be the least environmentally
damaging practicable alternative.
Sierra Club v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 997 F.3d 395
(1st Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Federal Action, Segmentation, Impacts, Public
Comment.
Background: Environmental organizations (Sierra
Club) appeal from the district court's denial of
preliminary injunctive relief barring construction of
Segment 1 of a planned five-segment electric
transmission power corridor in Maine. This was part
of a larger project which would run from Quebec,
Canada to Massachusetts.
The corridor would be built by Central Maine Power
(CMP). Sierra Club challenged Corps’ decision, after
consideration of an EA, to issue a permit authorizing
CMP to take three actions in Segment 1: (1)
temporarily fill certain wetlands, (2) permanently fill
other wetlands, and (3) construct a tunnel under the
Kennebec River.
Sierra Club alleged that the Corps was required to
issue not merely an EA, but an EIS. Sierra Club argued
that the Corps failed to properly apply its own
Appendix B regulations. They argued (1) the scope of
the Corps' EA was too narrow, (2) the Corps failed to
account for baseline environmental conditions in its
EA, (3) the Corps underestimated the intensity of
environmental impacts from the project and should
have conducted an EIS, and (4) the Corps failed to
provide adequate opportunity for notice and
comment.
The lower court granted summary judgment against
the agency but allowed the activity to continue. The
Ninth Circuit affirmed.
Discussion: The First Circuit found that Sierra Club did
not meet its burden that the Corps’ application of
Appendix B factors was arbitrary and capricious
because Corps applied each of the Appendix B factors
with a reasoned discussion before reaching its
conclusion.
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The First Circuit considered that the Corps’ decision
that its permitting jurisdiction over waters of the
United States constituted only a small part of
Segment 1 and an even smaller part of the overall
project. The Corps found that less than 2% of the
overall corridor required a Corps permit.
The First Circuit found the Corps also properly
considered the cumulative effect of the activities of
other federal agencies: FERC had in 2018 allowed
CMP to enter service contracts; USDOE issued a
Presidential Permit for the Canadian border crossing;
FWS's analysis was incorporated into the Corps' EA;
and FERC's analysis related solely to consumer rates.
The First Circuit reiterated that Sierra Club did not
show a likelihood of success that the Corps'
conclusion that the overall project (rather than the
portion involving the Corps’ permit) was not a major
federal action was arbitrary or capricious.
The Corps lists four factors, according to Appendix B,
that should typically be considered in determining
whether sufficient federal control exists. Sierra Club
focused the first listed factor, “[w]hether or not the
regulated activity comprises ‘merely a link’ in a
corridor type project.” Sierra Club argued that the
examples in Appendix B did not address dispersed
regulated activities or the import of multiple “links.”
The First Circuit found that the Corps could
reasonably rely on the negligible percentage of the
entire project that is within Corps jurisdiction to
conclude that the Corps did not have “sufficient
control and responsibility to warrant Federal review”
of the entire project.
Sierra Club challenged the Corps' conclusion that only
1.9% of the project is within the Corps' jurisdiction,
suggesting that the proper figure is 17%. The Court
accepted the Corps argument, that both the 1.9%
figure and the 17% figure were well under the 60%
figure referenced in Appendix B's examples. See
Appendix B § 7(b)(3) (“[I]f 30 miles of [a] 50-mile
transmission line crossed wetlands or other ‘waters
of the United States,’ the scope of analysis should
reflect impacts of the whole 50-mile transmission
line.”).
The court rejected Sierra Club’s arguments that the
cumulative federal involvement tips the scale. The
Corps rationally concluded that the involvement of
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other agencies here did not rise to the level of
cumulative involvement sufficient to trigger Appendix
B's federalization theory.
The court rejected Sierra Club’s remaining challenges
that: (1) the Corps failed to adequately assess the
baseline environmental conditions in Segment 1 in its
EA, (2) apart from any argument about cumulative
federal control, the Corps improperly “segmented” its
own EA from the USDOE's analysis, (3) the Corps
should have conducted an EIS, and (4) the Corps failed
to provide adequate opportunity for notice and
comment.
The Corps assessed the baseline environmental
conditions in its EA both in a standalone section, and
in discussing the environmental impacts of the
project. The Corps correctly incorporated the whole
of MDEP's environmental analysis, which discussed
baseline environmental conditions along the entirety
of the CMP Corridor.
Sierra Club’s next claim that the Corps improperly
“segmented” its environmental analysis from
USDOE's separate assessment. The Court found this
argument waived because it was not raised in the
lower court. IF the court did consider this, the CEQ
regulations direct agencies to coordinate in preparing
an “impact statement.” 40 C.F.R. § 1508.25(a)(1). CEQ
does not impose similar requirements on EAs and
Sierra Club did not provide any other source of
authority for such a requirement.
Sierra Club claimed that the Corps should have
conducted an EIS because “[t]he [corridor] will have
significant impacts not only to aquatic resources but
also the surrounding forest and wildlife.” The Corps
issued a 164-page EA, which analyzed the impacts of
the Corps permits on wetlands, as well as surrounding
forest land and wildlife. The Corps' conclusions
matched MDEP's own detailed environmental
analysis. The Corps considered factors relating to the
“intensity” of environmental impact pursuant to CEQ
regulations. 40 C.F.R. § 1508.27(b).
Sierra Club stated that “Segment 1 . . . will run
through more than 800 aquatic resources, and will
establish new, fragmenting electrical infrastructure
through the Western Maine Mountains.” Plaintiffs
argue the Corps “failed to consider the effects from
forest fragmentation.” The court rejected this and
accepted the Corp’s impact assessment.
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Sierra Club claimed that the project is scientifically
“controversial” and therefore required an EIS. Cf.
Hillsdale Env'tl Loss Prevention, Inc. v. U.S. Army Corps
of Eng'rs, 702 F.3d 1156, 1181 (10th Cir. 2012). Sierra
Club argued that they have submitted a series of
affidavits from experts who disagree with portions of
the Corps' EA analysis. Many of these claims rely on
plaintiffs' unsuccessful argument that the Corps was
obligated to consider the environmental effects along
the entirety of Segment 1. The Court rejected these
claims. The Corps considered and responded to
criticisms of its methodology and conclusions in its
EA, and its analysis accords with the detailed position
of MDEP.
Sierra Club finally claimed the Corps failed to provide
adequate opportunities for notice and comment
before issuing the final FONSI. But the “Corps did
provide public notice and held a public hearing as part
of its EA review process. The Corps' public hearing
complemented other public hearings associated with
the [CMP Corridor] but overseen by other agencies.”
As the district court noted, the Corps has discretion
under CEQ rules as to whether it opens the final
FONSI to 30 days of public comment. CEQ regulations
require agencies to provide for public involvement
“to the extent practicable,” 40 C.F.R. § 1501.5(e), and
hold or sponsor NEPA hearings “whenever
appropriate or in accordance with the statutory
requirements applicable to the agency,” id. §
1506.6(c). A 30-day comment period is only required
if an EIS would ordinarily be required, or if the
agency's proposed action is “without precedent.” 40
C.F.R. § 1501.6(a)(ii). The First Circuit concluded that
neither condition was present.
The Coalition to Protect Puget Sound Habitat v. U.S.
Army Corps of Eng’rs, No. 20-35546, No. 20-35547,
843 Fed. Appx. 77 (9th Cir. Feb. 11, 2021) (not for
publication).
Agency did not prevail.
Issues: Impacts, Cumulative impacts, Remedy.
Facts: Environmental organizations (collectively, the
Coalition) challenged Corps' issuance of nationwide
permit authorizing discharges, structures, and work in
waters of Puget Sound related to commercial shellfish
aquaculture claiming violations, inter alia, of NEPA.
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The district court granted summary judgment in favor
of organizations but allowed many of the aquaculture
activities to continue while applications for
individualized permits were filed. Aquaculturists
intervened and appealed.
Decision: The Ninth Circuit found that the district
court correctly held that the agency abused its
discretion, 5 U.S.C. § 706(2), by failing to explain
adequately its conclusions that the 2017 version of
NWP 48 will have “no significant impact” pursuant to
NEPA, and “will have only minimal cumulative
adverse effect on the environment,” 33 U.S.C. §
1344(e)(1). See Bair v. Cal. Dep't of Transp., 982 F.3d
569, 577 (9th Cir. 2020).
The Corps expressly acknowledged the negative
effects on the environment from aquaculture
activities but did not explain adequately why those
effects were insignificant or minimal and that several
of the Corps’ reasons were illogical. For example, the
Corps explained that many other sources caused even
greater harm to the aquatic environment than
aquaculture, which is a reason that suggests there is
a cumulative impact. See 40 C.F.R. § 1508.7 (2017).
Similarly, the Corps responded to a concern about
pesticides with the irrelevant explanation that the
Corps does not regulate pesticides. The Ninth Circuit
criticized the Corps’ citation to a limited scientific
study of the effects of one type of shellfish on one
natural resource. That study did not consider a wide
range of environmental stressors and did not justify
— without further explanation — the Corps’ much
broader determination that at least five types of
shellfish will have insignificant and minimal effects on
the full aquatic environment.
The Ninth Circuit discussed that the district court
crafted an equitable remedy. After briefings on the
remedy, the court carefully crafted a hybrid remedy
that reasonably balanced the competing risks of
environmental and economic harms.
The court allowed many aquaculture activities to
continue while applicants seek an individualized
permit from the Corps, and the court permissibly
accepted the good-faith compromise reached by
some parties. The Intervenors requested full vacatur,
allowing nearly 900 aquaculturists to continue their
operations in full without any further review by the
Corps. Particularly because vacatur is the
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presumptive remedy, and because aquaculturists
may seek individualized permits, the Ninth Circuit
upheld the lower court’s remedy.
Friends of the Capital Crescent Trail v. U.S. Army
Corps of Eng’rs, No. 20-1544, 855 Fed. Appx. 121 (4th
Cir. May 13, 2021) (not for publication).
Agency prevailed.
Issue: Alternatives.
Facts: Friends of the Capital Crescent Trail and two
residents of Montgomery County, Maryland,
(collectively, Friends) challenged the Corps’ issuance
of a Section 404 permit, for a mass transportation
project to connect the Maryland suburbs of
Washington, D.C, specifically the light rail option
known as the Purple Line, which is planned to extend
16 miles through the Maryland suburbs and to
connect to existing mass transit options, including the
Washington Metrorail.
Friends asserted the Corps unreasonably relied
exclusively on alternatives for the project evaluated
during a prior environmental review process and
failed to consider certain unspecified bus alternatives
that may have created a lesser environmental impact.
This case involves the lengthy planning process for a
mass transportation project to connect the Maryland
suburbs of Washington, D.C. After years of receiving
public comments and evaluating various alternative
proposals, the Maryland Transit Administration
(Maryland) and the Federal Transit Administration
(collectively, the transit agencies) selected a light rail
option known as the Purple Line.
In a comprehensive opinion, the district court
concluded that the Corps’ decision to issue a permit
was not arbitrary or capricious and rejected Friends’
contention that the Corps should have considered
additional hypothetical alternatives, given the
relatively minor impact the project would have on
nearby wetlands. The Fourth Circuit agreed with the
district court's analysis and affirmed the court's
judgment.
Discussion: Friends contended that the Corps acted
arbitrarily and capriciously in granting the Section 404
permit without considering alternatives other than
the eight options reviewed during the NEPA process.
Although the specific nature of the Friends’ preferred
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alternative was not entirely clear, the Friends
generally asserted that the Corps should have
considered other bus service configurations, or
“some different mix of guideway and transit mode
choices,” including options that would not require the
widening of bridges or roads.
The Fourth Circuit discussed that Friends did not
challenge the Corps’ conclusion that the Purple Line
would cause the least environmental impact of all the
rapid bus and light rail options that were considered
in the NEPA process. The Fourth Circuit criticized that
Friends’ did not dispute that the transportation
management and no-build options failed to advance
the purposes of the project. The lower court
concluded that “it was not at all unreasonable for the
Corps to incorporate the NEPA alternatives analysis
and focus on those alternatives the [transit agencies]
had found potentially feasible, rather than trying to
‘reinvent the wheel’ by proposing or demanding
novel alternatives that no party has yet clearly
outlined.” Friends of the Cap. Crescent Trail v. U.S.
Army Corps of Eng'rs, 453 F. Supp. 3d 804, 817-18 (D.
Md. 2020).
The Fourth Circuit agreed that the “permanent
aquatic impacts” of the Purple Line are “quite minor,”
totaling less than a half-acre of impacted wetlands
and less than one linear mile of impacted streams. In
addition to these relatively minor aquatic impacts,
the Corps concluded that required mitigation
measures would provide a net gain in protected
wetlands in the area.
The Fourth Circuit reasoned that these circumstances
did not require the Corps to “reinvent the wheel” by
expanding its review beyond the NEPA alternatives.
See Hoosier Env't Council v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs,
722 F.3d 1053, 1061 (7th Cir. 2013) (“If another
agency has conducted a responsible analysis the
Corps can rely on it in making its own decision.”).
There is no evidence in this case that the Corps merely
“rubber stamped” the NEPA analysis, or that the
Corps otherwise abdicated its duty under the Clean
Water Act. Rather, upon its review of the draft and
final environmental impact statements, the Corps
concluded that the transit agencies had conducted a
“comprehensive” analysis of project alternatives and
had provided the information necessary to assess the
“tradeoffs of impacts versus benefits” of the
proposals.
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The Fourth Circuit agreed with the Corps’ assessment
that the analysis of alternatives conducted during the
NEPA process was comprehensive. The transit
agencies selected the eight project options for
detailed study based on the agencies’ expertise in
transportation planning, after considering and
receiving public comments on a “wide range of modes
and alignments.” The transit agencies thereafter
engaged in a lengthy and thorough analysis of the
eight alternatives, which process was upheld by the
D.C. Circuit. Friends of the Cap. Crescent Trail, 877
F.3d 1051.
The Fourth Circuit concluded that the Corps did not
act arbitrarily or capriciously in failing to consider
proposals not in the record, namely, unspecified
alternative bus options that the Friends appear to
favor. In arguing that the Corps failed to consider
their preferred alternatives, Friends pointed to
general objections the Corps received regarding the
Purple Line project, including comments advocating
for “upgraded bus service,” “increasing express bus
service,” and “adding additional and alternative bus
routes.”
The Corps was presented with a range of project
alternatives that had been considered by expert
agencies and the public over a period of years,
including the three rapid bus options and the
transportation management option, all of which
contemplated “upgraded bus service.” The Corps
rejected these alternatives both because they would
not adequately advance the goals of the project and
because the Purple Line would have lesser impacts on
wetlands.
Given the minimal aquatic damage caused by the
Purple Line, and the Corps’ thorough review of the
eight options presented, the Fourth Circuit would not
require the Corps to opine on new, hypothetical mass
transit configurations not presented to the Corps.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
Natural Res. Defense Council v. McCarthy, 993 F.3d
1243 (10th Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed.
Issue: Federal action.
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Facts: NRDC challenged BLM’s decision to reopen
area designed for Off-Highway Vehicles (OHV) that
previously was temporarily closed in Factory Butte
Area in Utah due to impacts to endangered species.
The lower court granted the motion for the agency,
dismissing the action for failing to state a claim; the
Tenth Circuit affirmed.
In 2006, the BLM closed a portion of the Factory Butte
area in Utah to OHVs due to their adverse effects on
the endangered Wright fishhook cactus. The BLM
lifted that closure order in 2019 and re-opened the
area to OHV use but did not perform any kind of
environmental analysis under NEPA before doing so.
As a matter of background, the Factory Butte area,
located on federal public lands in Wayne County,
Utah, is home to the Wright fishhook cactus. The
Wright fishhook cactus has been listed as an
endangered plant species under the Endangered
Species Act since 1979. The Factory Butte area is not
only where the Wright fishhook cactus is located, but
the area is also host to many visitors using crosscountry OHVs like motorcycles, all-terrain vehicles,
and four-wheel drive trucks.
In 1982, the BLM approved the Henry Mountains
Management Framework Plan for roughly 1.9 million
acres of land, including the Factory Butte area.
Despite OHV use in the area causing “unsightly scars”
such that “undue and unnecessary degradation” may
have been occurring, the 1982 Management
Framework Plan designated the Factory Butte area as
open for cross-country OHV use.
In 2006, a BLM survey of cacti species in the area
indicated that OHV use was negatively impacting
threatened and endangered species of cacti,
specifically the Wright fishhook cactus. Based on this
information, the BLM's authorized officer
“determined that OHV use in the area is causing or
will cause adverse effects to threatened and
endangered plant species.” The BLM accordingly
invoked its authority under 43 C.F.R. § 8341.2(a) and
closed 142,023 acres of the Factory Butte area to
cross-country OHV use. The closure order was to
remain in effect until the conditions threatening the
cacti species were sufficiently addressed or until the
BLM's Richfield Field Office completed its new
comprehensive resource management plan.
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In 2008, the BLM's Richfield Field Office released a
Proposed Resource Management Plan (RMP) and a
FEIS. The Proposed RMP designated three crosscountry OHV “play areas,” where cross-country OHV
travel would be allowed: 5,800 acres around Factory
Butte, 2,600 acres in Swing Arm City, and 100 acres in
Caineville Cove Inn. The Proposed RMP explained that
the 2006 temporary closure order of the Factory
Butte and Caineville Cove Inn areas would remain in
effect.
In April 2019, the BLM submitted a memorandum to
the FWS requesting concurrence and stating that the
BLM had complied with the requirements of the 2010
biological opinion and additional conservation
measures. BLM further expressed its intent to move
forward with rescinding the 2006 temporary closure
order and opening the Factory Butte area to crosscountry OHV use.
On May 20, 2019, FWS accepted the proposed
changes and concluded that opening the Factory
Butte area to cross-country OHV use was not likely to
jeopardize the Wright fishhook cactus. BLM did not
conduct an environmental analysis under NEPA or
provide the opportunity for public comment before
lifting its closure order.
Decision: The issue in this case boiled down to
whether BLM's decision to lift a temporary closure
order under 43 C.F.R. § 8341.2(a) was a nondiscretionary action, such that environmental
analysis under NEPA is not required.
NRDC argued that: (1) BLM retains discretion to lift
the temporary closure order even after it determines
the “adverse effects are eliminated and measures
implemented to prevent recurrence,” and (2) the
BLM's determination that “the adverse effects are
eliminated and measures implemented to prevent
recurrence” is also itself discretionary, thus triggering
the threshold for NEPA.
In contrast, BLM argued NEPA analysis is not required
at any point because the agency has no discretion to
temporarily close an area, and no discretion to keep
the closure order in place once the requisite
determination has been made. Additionally, the
determination that “the adverse effects are
eliminated, and measures implemented to prevent
recurrence” is not an open-ended act of discretion;
rather, just like the initial determination that OHVs
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are “causing or will cause adverse effects” in the first
place, it is a judgment triggering mandatory action
under the regulation (43 C.F.R. § 8341.2(a)).
For the first argument, the Tenth Circuit examined the
language of the regulation. The relevant part of the
temporary closure regulation reads:
[W]here the authorized officer determines
that off-road vehicles are causing or will cause
considerable adverse effects . . . the authorized
officer shall immediately close the areas
affected to the type(s) of vehicle causing the
adverse effect until the adverse effects are
eliminated and measures implemented to
prevent recurrence.
43 C.F.R. § 8341.2(a).
NRDC alternatively argued that the BLM's
determination that “the adverse effects are
eliminated, and measures implemented to prevent
recurrence,” 43 C.F.R. § 8341.2(a), is itself a
discretionary act requiring NEPA analysis.
The Tenth Circuit discussed a case that recently
expanded on this seemingly metaphysical distinction
between judgment and discretion in National Wildlife
Fed’n v. Sec’y of the U.S. Dep’t of Transp., 960 F.3d
872 (6th Cir. 2020). In that case, the Sixth Circuit
explained that the clearest case of discretion is where
an agency doesn't have to act—for instance, if a
statute says ‘may’ rather than ‘must’ or ‘shall.’ ” Id. at
876. Thus, under the Sixth Circuit's view of the
Supreme Court's decision in Home Builders, if an
“agency is required by [law]” to take a certain action
once specified “triggering events have occurred,” the
action is not discretionary, even though the agency
may exercise some judgment in determining whether
the “triggering events have occurred.” National Ass’n
of Home Builders v. Defenders of Wildlife, 551 U.S.
644, 650–51, 127 S.Ct. 2518 (2007).
The court looked to another analogous case, where
the court held that the reasoning of Home Builders
controlled. National Wildlife Fed’n v. Sec’y of the U.S.
Dep’t of Transp., 960 F.3d 872 (6th Cir. 2020); Home
Builders, 551 U.S. at 650–51. In that case, once the
relevant agency determined, in its judgment, that an
operator of an oil pipeline demonstrated that it met
six enumerated statutory criteria to address the risk
of a potential oil spill, the agency was required to
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approve the oil pipeline's response plan under the
Clean Water Act. Id. at 877.6
Relying upon the above analysis from Home Builders
and National Wildlife Federation, the court concluded
the BLM's determination of whether “the adverse
effects are eliminated, and measures implemented to
prevent recurrence” more closely resembles
judgment than it does discretion. Accordingly, when
that determination is made, the BLM need not
conduct environmental analysis before lifting a
temporary closure order.
NRDC contended that Home Builders and National
Wildlife Federation are distinguishable because, in
their view, those cases merely involved an evaluative
judgment of whether another party had satisfied
enumerated statutory criteria. This case is different,
the Plaintiffs urge, because the “BLM's role is not
simply evaluative: the agency must itself formulate
and implement protective measures before lifting a
closure,” which are discretionary acts that “form an
inseparable part of the agency's ultimate decision.”
But even accepting that the BLM must itself formulate
and implement protective measures, the court found
that it does not make the subsequent decision to lift
a temporary closure order discretionary.
The BLM does not have “discretion to impose terms
and conditions” on its decision to lift a temporary
closure order. RESTORE: The North Woods v. U.S.
Dep't of Agric., 968 F. Supp. 168, 175 (D. Vt. 1997)
(holding that NEPA applied to a land exchange
because the Forest Service possessed “discretion to
impose terms and conditions on the transaction and
to approve or disapprove the transaction based on
the acceptability of the lands to be acquired”). And as
discussed above, this is plainly not a case where the
agency was “authorized, but not required, to make” a
certain decision, and therefore possessed total
discretion to act. Friends of Columbia Gorge, Inc. v.
U.S. Forest Serv., 546 F. Supp. 2d 1088, 1102 (D. Or.
2008) (holding that NEPA analysis was required).
Unlike the situations described, an environmental
analysis here would not influence whether the BLM
lifts a temporary closure order. Section 8341.2(a)
mandates lifting a temporary closure order when the
BLM, in its judgment, makes the requisite finding that
“the adverse effects are eliminated, and measures
implemented to prevent recurrence.” The BLM's
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mandatory decision to lift the temporary closure
order does not trigger the need for a new EIS.
The court also opined that the determination
triggering the closure order is not discretionary, then
neither is the determination triggering the reopening; it disagreed with the Plaintiffs' asymmetrical
reading that § 8341.2(a) operates as a one-way
ratchet where the BLM exercises judgment when
implementing a closure order, but exercises
discretion when lifting one.
The court stated its reading of the regulation makes
sense within the larger statutory and regulatory
scheme. Section 8341.2(a) serves as a mechanism to
temporarily close public lands. The closure is exempt
from NEPA analysis to allow the agency to act quickly
and “timely comply with its statutory mandate [under
FLPMA] to ‘take any action necessary to prevent
unnecessary or undue degradation of the lands.’ ”
Carpenter, 463 F.3d, 1136 (quoting 43 U.S.C. §
1732(b)). Likewise exempting the re-opening from
NEPA analysis enables the BLM to timely comply with
its countervailing statutory mandate under FLPMA to
“manage the public lands . . . in accordance with the
[RMP],” 43 U.S.C. § 1732(a), which, in this case,
designated the Factory Butte area as open to crosscountry OHV use.
The court held the regulation's text and place in the
overall land management scheme, the decision in
Utah Shared Access All. v. Carpenter, 463 F.3d 1125
(10th Cir. 2006), as well as instructive Supreme Court
precedent and out of circuit guidance dictate the
result here: where the relevant RMP designates an
area as open to OHV use, lifting a temporary closure
order of that area under 43 C.F.R. § 8341.2(a) is nondiscretionary and does not require NEPA analysis.
Stand Up for California! v. U.S. Dep’t of the Interior,
994 F.3d 616 (D.C. Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Segmentation, Public Comment.
Facts: Nonprofit organizations and individuals
(Standup!) challenged agencies’ (DOI and BIA)
decision to acquire land in trust on the Wilton
Rancheria’s (Wilton’s) behalf so that it could build a
casino on a 30-acre plot in Elk Grove, California.
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The case follows a seven-year effort by the DOI to
acquire land in trust on behalf of the Wilton Rancheria
Tribe to build a casino. After the DOI finalized the
acquisition of a parcel of land in Elk Grove, California,
Stand Up! asserted DOI failed to adhere to its NEPA
obligations when it selected the Elk Grove location.
The D.C. Circuit affirmed the grant of summary
judgment for agencies
After over forty years of lengthy proceedings,
lawsuits, requests, and a settlement agreement
involving Wilton, in November 2016, DOI requested
comment from interested parties about a potential
casino in the Elk Grove location. The list of notified
parties included the State of California, the City of Elk
Grove, and Stand Up. Stand Up responded that
transferring title to the Elk Grove location would
moot multiple pending state-court challenges seeking
to prevent the acquisition and urged the DOI to delay
title transfer. The DOI denied Stand Up's request and
then published its final EIS, which identified the Elk
Grove location as the preferred alternative. On
January 19, 2017, the DOI issued a ROD that
constituted the final agency action to acquire the Elk
Grove location in trust on Wilton's behalf.
Discussion: Stand Up argued the DOI should have
prepared either a supplemental EIS or a new EIS after
it selected the Elk Grove location as the site for the
casino.
An agency must prepare a supplemental EIS if (1)
“[t]he agency makes substantial changes in the
proposed action that are relevant to environmental
concerns,” or (2) “[t]here are significant new
circumstances or information relevant to
environmental concerns and bearing on the proposed
action or its impacts.” 40 C.F.R. § 1502.9(c)(1)(i)–(ii).
An agency may also prepare a supplemental EIS if it
determines that doing so would further NEPA's
purpose. 40 C.F.R. § 1502.9(c)(2).
In Marsh v. Oregon Natural Resources Council, the
Supreme Court evaluated whether NEPA required an
agency to prepare a supplemental EIS after finalizing
the EIS. 490 U.S. 360, 109 S.Ct. 1851 (1989). The D.C.
Circuit has held that “[t]he overarching question is
whether an EIS's deficiencies are significant enough
to undermine informed public comment and
informed decisionmaking.” Mayo v. Reynolds, 875
F.3d 11, 20 (D.C. Cir. 2017).
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The D.C. Circuit concluded that the DOI was not
required to prepare a supplemental or a new EIS
when it selected the Elk Grove location. The DOI’s
identification in the final EIS of a preferred action
among the alternatives it had assessed did not result
in a serious change in the environmental landscape.
Nor did the fact that the DOI buttressed its analysis in
the final EIS further Stand Up's argument. To support
its argument that new information affecting the
environmental analysis came to light, Stand Up
pointed to the hundreds of pages of analysis that the
DOI included in the appendix of the final EIS, but
Stand Up failed to point to anything in these pages
that suggests a significant development, thereby
requiring supplementation.
Moreover, nothing prohibited DOI from buttressing
its analysis between the draft EIS and the final EIS. In
the final EIS, the agency must “respond to comments”
and “discuss . . . any responsible view which was not
adequately addressed in the draft” EIS. 40 C.F.R. §
1502.9(b); see also id. § 1503.4(a) (permitting the
agency to respond to comments by modifying
alternatives including the proposed action and
supplementing, improving, or modifying its analyses
in the final EIS). The agency must only be sure that the
new analysis is not based on new information that
paints “a seriously different picture” of the impact of
the project.
The D.C. Circuit found that DOI’s decision to select the
Elk Grove location did not fail to properly notify the
public of its plans. “Publication of an EIS, both in draft
and final form, also serves a larger informational role”
and “provides a springboard for public comment.”
Robertson v. Methow Valley Citizens Council, 490 U.S.
332, 349, 109 S.Ct. 1835 (1989). But the designation
of the Elk Grove site as the preferred alternative did
not deprive the public and interested parties of the
opportunity to meaningfully comment on or evaluate
the proposal because: (1) DOI listed the Elk Grove site
as an alternative proposal; (2) DOI extensively
analyzed the Elk Grove site in its draft EIS. The DOI
also published the draft EIS online and made it
available in the Galt public library, which is only a few
miles away from Elk Grove; (3) the DOI’s inclusion of
the Elk Grove site triggered public comment,
including by Stand Up.The D.C. Circuit found the DOI
satisfied its public notice requirements and was not
required to prepare a supplemental or a new EIS.
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The D.C. Circuit rejected Stand Up’s argument that
DOI made City of Elk Grove a cooperating agency too
late in the process; however, once the City of Elk
Grove requested to become a cooperating agency,
the DOI granted that request. It also rejected the
argument that the turnaround time between the
close of the final EIS's comment period and the
issuance of the ROD is impermissibly short (2 days).
The D.C. Circuit stated that while it may have been
unusual for the DOI to have moved so quickly to issue
the ROD, that short turnaround in and of itself is
insufficient to invalidate the decision.
Sovereign Inupiat for a Living Arctic v. Bureau of
Land Mgmt., No. 21-35085, No. 21-35095, 2021 WL
4228689 (9th Cir. Feb. 13, 2021) (not for publication)
Agency did not prevail.
Issue: Remedy.
Facts: Sovereign Inupiat for a Living Arctic and
environmental organizations (appellants) filed
emergency motions for an injunction pending appeal,
seeking to enjoin construction activities related to a
proposed oil and gas production operation (known as
the Willow Project) located in the National Petroleum
Reserve-Alaska.
Decision: The district court initially denied appellants
preliminary injunctive relief, concluding that
appellants’ NEPA claims were likely time-barred by 42
U.S.C. § 6506a(n)(1). This statute barred “judicial
review of the adequacy of any program or sitespecific [EIS under NEPA] concerning oil and gas
leasing in the National Petroleum Reserve-Alaska”
unless a claim is filed within 60 days after notice of
the EIS is published.
The district court interpreted § 6506a(n)(1) to broadly
apply to all activities associated with the commercial
development of oil and gas resources in the National
Petroleum Reserve-Alaska. The court concluded that
§ 6506a(n)(1) is ambiguous as to whether it applies
only to leasing decisions themselves or also to later
development decisions. But the district court then
reasoned, in part, that the statute's use of the term
“site-specific [EIS]” indicated that Congress likely
intended § 6506a(n)(1) to apply more broadly,
because at the time the statute was adopted in 1980,
site-specific EISs were used to evaluate the
environmental impacts of later stages of
development, such as exploration and production.
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Later, the district court granted a temporary
injunction pending appeal, concluding that appellants
had shown a likelihood that they will suffer
irreparable harm absent injunctive relief. The district
court also concluded that at least one of the claims
challenging BLM's compliance with NEPA in reviewing
and approving an EIS for the Willow Project may have
a likelihood of success on the merits if it is determined
that the claim is timely.
The Ninth Circuit concluded that appellants raised a
serious question in contending that § 6506a(n)(1)
applies only to actions challenging the sale or
issuance of the leases themselves, and that it does
not extend to challenges to later production actions
taken on the leased lands.
The plain words lend support to that contention. The
statute's reference to “site-specific” EISs does not
mean that it necessarily extends beyond challenges to
leasing decisions, because site-specific EISs can be
required for some leasing decisions. It was known by
1980, when § 6506a(n)(1) was enacted, that an
agency contemplating a multi-stage project was
required to perform both a programmatic EIS in
connection with an overall development plan, as well
as an EIS for any anticipated site-specific
environmental impacts associated with individual
development projects, and that such a site-specific
analysis had to be done at the time the agency made
a commitment of resources. See Env't Def. Fund v.
Andrus, 596 F.2d 848, 852 (9th Cir. 1979). Congress
accordingly could well have been referring only to
leasing decisions when it referred to programmatic
and site-specific EISs in § 6506a(n)(1). At the very
least, appellants’ contention that the statute does not
apply to their challenges raises a serious question.
The Ninth Circuit similarly concluded that the
appellants would suffer irreparable harm in the
absence of an injunction, and that at least one of its
NEPA claims is likely to succeed if timely.
Fisheries Survival Fund v. Haaland, No. 20-5094,
2021 WL 2206426, 858 Fed. Appx. 371 (D.C. Cir. May
20, 2021) (not for publication).
Agency prevailed.
Issues: Ripeness (some argument of NEPA trigger
(federal action)).
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Facts: Appellants, organizations of fishermen and
seaside municipalities, challenged the Bureau of
Ocean Energy Management's (BOEM) decision to
issue an offshore lease for a windfarm off the coast of
New York.
The D.C. Circuit initially reviewed the agency’s
decision involving “ripeness” – when agency's NEPA
obligations mature only once it reaches a critical stage
of a decision which will result in irreversible and
irretrievable commitments of resources to an action
that will affect the environment.” Center for
Biological Diversity v. Department of the Interior, 563
F.3d 466, 480 (D.C. Cir. 2009). The Ninth Circuit
explained that the issuance of an energy lease
triggers NEPA unless the lease “reserves both the
authority to preclude all activities pending submission
of site-specific proposals and the authority to prevent
proposed
activities
if
the
environmental
consequences are unacceptable. The Ninth Circuit
found the lease in this case satisfied both
requirements. First, the lease declared that it “does
not, by itself, authorize any activity within the leased
area.”
The lease thus “reserved both the authority to
preclude all activities pending submission of sitespecific proposals”—a site assessment plan (SAP) or
construction and operation plan (COP)—and “the
authority to prevent proposed activities”—by
rejecting the SAP or COP— “if the environmental
consequences are unacceptable.” Accordingly, the
D.C. Circuit found the lease did not trigger the
Bureau's NEPA obligations.
Appellants relied on Public Employees for
Environmental Responsibility v. Hopper (PEER), which
reached the merits of a NEPA challenge to an offshore
windfarm lease. 827 F.3d 1077, 1083 (D.C. Cir.
2016). PEER, however, never mentioned, let alone
evaluated, the ripeness of the NEPA claims. The
closest it came was its observation that “[t]he Bureau
does not contest that issuing a renewable energy
lease constitutes a major federal action.” Id.
Appellants contended that post-lease developments
demonstrate that the lease issuance was a significant
enough event to trigger NEPA. They observe that
some states and private entities had entered into
agreements in anticipation of the wind farm's
construction. Appellants also cited to a 2019
statement made by the BOEM in connection with
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another project that they interpret as indicating the
Bureau's belief that eventual approval of the wind
farm “is reasonably foreseeable.” The Court
emphasized the apparent expectations of third
parties, and even the BOEM itself, hardly constitute
an “irreversible and irretrievable commitment of
resources,” the critical issue for NEPA ripeness

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

Protect Our Parks, Inc. v. Buttigieg, 10 F.4th 758 (7th
Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed.
Issue: Segmentation, Impacts.
Facts: Citizens group and city residents (Protect our
Parks) challenged an EA prepared by the National
Park Service (DOI) and Federal Highway
Administration (DOT) in connection with construction
of Obama Presidential Center on land in Jackson Park
in Chicago, Illinois. The Seventh Circuit affirmed lower
court’s denial of preliminary injunction.
In 2016, the City of Chicago and the Barack Obama
Foundation selected Jackson Park in Chicago as the
location for the Obama Presidential Center. The
Center, consisting of a museum, public library, and
other spaces for cultural enrichment and education
related to the life and presidency of Barack Obama,
will take up about 20 acres of the park and require
that the City close several nearby roadways. NPS
approved the City's plan to build in the park on the
condition that the City expand nearby spaces for
public recreation. The FHWA approved construction
of new roadways to make up for the roadways the
City was to close. Both agencies together performed
an EA and concluded that their decisions would have
an insignificant effect on the environment.
Decision: Protect Our Parks's theory was that the
agencies unlawfully “segmented” their review under
the NEPA. Protect Our Parks insisted that the agencies
found no significant environmental impact only by
separating the federal decisions—whether to
approve the conversion of recreation property and
whether to expand the roadways—from the state
decision to build the Center in Jackson Park. If the
agencies had considered alternative locations,
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Protect Our Parks argued, then they would have
found building elsewhere to be the least
environmentally harmful option.
The Seventh Circuit gave significant deference to the
agencies and noted that segmentation refers only to
the situation that arises when an agency arbitrarily
separates related federal actions from one another.
The Center is a local project, and the federal
government has no authority to fix its location.
Without federal involvement we do not even reach
the issue whether the federal government
segmented its actions. See Old Town Neighborhood
Ass'n Inc. v. Kauffman, 333 F.3d 732, 735 (7th Cir.
2003). That is because the NEPA requires an impact
statement only for “major Federal actions,” which the
relevant regulations define to mean actions that are
“potentially subject to Federal control and
responsibility.” 40 C.F.R. § 1508.18 (2019).
Environmental harm that federal agencies do not
cause is irrelevant. See Highway J Citizens Grp. v.
Mineta, 349 F.3d 938, 954 & n.3 (7th Cir. 2003).
Moreover, the agency's actions must be both a
factual and a proximate cause of the asserted harm.
See Dep't of Transp. v. Public Citizen, 541 U.S. 752,
767, 124 S.Ct. 2204, (2004). The NPS’ approval was a
factual cause of the Center's placement in Jackson
Park because construction could not start without its
approval, but the agency's limited authority
prevented it from being a proximate cause of any
damage resulting from the Center. NPS “shall”
approve conversion that meets the criteria of 54
U.S.C. § 200507; it need not assess “the
environmental impact of an action it could not refuse
to perform.” Pub. Citizen, 541 U.S. at 769, 124 S.Ct.
2204; see also Sauk Prairie Conservation All. v. U.S.
Dep't of the Interior, 944 F.3d 664, 680 (7th Cir. 2019)
The court found the causal link between the Center
and FHWA’s actions was even more tenuous.
Constructing the Center is not an effect of the FHWA's
approval, but the predicate condition for it. The City
has the authority to close the roadways to build the
Center without federal approval. If the Center were
not built and the roadways were not closed, then the
FHWA would have no new road construction to
approve or disapprove.
The Seventh Circuit opined that despite the former
arguments, the agencies did consider the full
environmental impact of the Center's construction
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(as an “indirect” effect of the Park Service's decision
to approve conversion) and concluded that it was not
“significant.” “If an agency considers the proper
factors and makes a factual determination on
whether the environmental impacts are significant or
not, that decision implicates substantial agency
expertise and is entitled to deference.” Mineta, 349
F.3d at 953.
Protect Our Parks contended that the agencies
ignored the environmental impact of cutting down
around 800 trees to build the Center. But the agencies
reviewed a meticulous tree survey and determined
that the City's plan to provide 1:1 replacement with
new trees would result in long-term environmental
benefits, or at least end up neutral. Protect Our Parks
argued that current trees and future saplings are not
equivalent, but the court opined that it not its role to
decide the relative value of the long- and short-term.
Protect Our Parks argued that the City's decision to
restrict tree removal during migratory birds’ breeding
season is an admission that removing the trees will
significantly harm the birds. The City's efforts to
mitigate harm, though, do not imply that the harm,
once mitigated, remains significant; they do not even
necessarily imply it was significant to begin with. The
agencies reasonably determined that the unaffected
500-plus acres of Jackson Park will provide the birds a
comfortable environment during construction.
Finally, the agencies took the necessary “hard look”
at Jackson Park's historical features. See Habitat Educ.
Ctr., Inc. v. U.S. Forest Serv., 673 F.3d 518, 526 (7th
Cir. 2012). The agencies recognized that Jackson Park
will change with the addition of the Center, but they
also recognized that it has changed before. The City's
plans included conscious efforts to integrate the
Center with the existing landscape and to fulfill the
vision of the Park's designer, Frederick Law Olmsted.
The Seventh Circuit held that Protect Our Parks was
unlikely to show that the agencies made a clear error
in judgment when weighing the benefits of change
against history.
Center for Cmty. Action & Envtl. Justice v. Fed.
Aviation Admin., 18 F.4th 592 (9th Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed on its NEPA claims (but with a
heated dissent).
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Issue:
Impacts (geographic area of impacts,
socioeconomic, cumulative, greenhouse gas, CEQA
interaction, air, and noise).
Facts: Center for Community Action (collectively,
CCA) and Environmental Justice, Sierra Club,
Teamsters Local 1932, Shana Saters, Martha Romero,
and the State of California (collectively, Petitioners)
petitioned for review of FAA’s record of decision,
alleging NEPA violations, involving the construction
and operation of an Amazon 658,500 square foot air
cargo facility at the San Bernardino International
Airport. The Ninth Circuit denied the Petition.
The Airport is a public airport located in San
Bernardino County, California. The Airport is currently
under the control of Respondent/Intervenor San
Bernardino International Airport Authority (SBIAA), a
joint powers authority consisting of San Bernardino
County and some surrounding cities, including San
Bernardino.
Because the SBIAA has received federal funding for
previous Airport projects, the Project's proponents
sought FAA approval of it to comply with 49 U.S.C. §
47107(a)(16) of the Airport and Airway Improvement
Act. Among other requirements, the Act requires the
SBIAA to “maintain a current layout plan of the
airport” with any revisions subject to FAA review. 49
U.S.C. § 47107(a)(16)(B)–(D). The FAA's review of the
Project under its own statutory scheme triggers its
duties under NEPA, 42 U.S.C. §§ 4321–4370m. The
FAA completed an EA, which CCA challenged.
In the EA, the FAA evaluated two study areas – the
General Study Area and the Detailed Study Area. The
General Study Area is defined as the area where both
direct and indirect impacts may result from the
development of the Proposed Project. The Detailed
Study Area, on the other hand, is generally defined as
the areas where direct physical impacts may result
from the Proposed Project.
The General Study Area's “purpose . . . is to establish
the study area for the quantification of impacts to
resource categories that involve issues that are
regional in scope and scale, including noise, land use,
socioeconomic impacts, and Section 4(f) and 6(f)
resources.” The Detailed Study Area's purpose,
meanwhile, “is to establish the study area for
environmental considerations that deal with specific
and direct physical construction or operational issues
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that directly affect natural resources such as water
resources, air quality, and hazardous materials.”
Decision. CCA argued the study areas did not
appropriately capture the true environmental
impacts of the project. CCA asserted FAA did not
conform its study areas to the FAA's Order 1050.1F
Desk Reference. The Ninth Circuit rejected these
arguments because the Desk Reference does not
serve as binding guidance upon the FAA (as it states
in the Desk Reference). CCA claimed that the FAA
itself pointed to the Desk Reference as a reference in
analyzing the environmental consequences of the
Project. The Ninth Circuit held that the FAA's
nonadherence to the Desk Reference cannot alone
serve as the basis for holding that the FAA did not take
a “hard look” at the environmental consequences of
the Project.
Defined Study Areas. CCA first argued General Study
Area is deficient because the FAA failed to create
individualized study areas for individual impact
categories (i.e., individualized study areas for the
Project's effects on air quality, noise, water, etc.), but
conceded that one large study area may encompass
all impacts. The court found that the FAA justified the
parameters of its General Study Area, based on the
region around the Airport affected by noise, the
region considered to be Airport property, and the
region north of the Airport through which vehicle
traffic was expected to flow to and from the project
site. The Ninth Circuit discussed that CCA did not
raise substantial questions as to whether the Project
may cause significant degradation of some
environmental factors. The court upheld the FAA’s
use of the General Study Area as a general baseline to
evaluate multiple environmental impacts was not an
abrogation of its responsibility of taking a hard look at
the environmental consequences of the Project.
Air Quality. CCA argued that that the General Study
Area does not appropriately encompass the effect of
vehicle traffic on air quality because “the FAA's air
quality analysis only captures air quality impacts to an
area that is less than five miles wide and four miles
long, even though many air quality impacts occur
outside the General Study Area.” However, the Ninth
Circuit rejected this claim, finding that the FAA did
evaluate air quality impacts outside of the General
Study Area and provided a detailed explanation of its
methodology in that regard. It stated there was no
indication from the EA that the FAA limited its
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consideration of air quality impacts within the
geographical parameters of the General Study Area
only. For example, throughout the EA, the FAA
continuously evaluates the impact of vehicular
emissions and the Project in general on the air quality
within the South Coast Air Basin.
Specifically, throughout the EA, the FAA
continuously evaluated the impact of vehicular
emissions and the Project in general on the air quality
within the South Coast Air Basin. The Basin
encompasses a geographical area greater than the
General Study Area and is overseen by the South
Coast Air Quality Management District (SCAQMD)
under the direction of the California Air Resources
Board (CARB) to ensure air pollutant levels adhere to
state and federal standards. In ascertaining the
impact of vehicular emissions on air quality, the FAA
considered the “[a]verage truck trip length for
delivery trucks,” and the average 64.25-mile length
truck trip, goes far beyond the “five-by-four mile
General Study Area[.]” The EA stated:
The air quality analysis for this EA includes direct
and indirect emissions inventories, as well as air
dispersion modeling for landside sources (area,
energy, and mobile) and airside sources (aircraft
operations and GSE). Mass emissions inventories
were prepared for both construction and
operations of the Proposed Project and No
Action Alternative. The criteria pollutant
emission inventories developed as part of this EA
used standard industry software/models and
federal,
state,
and
locally
approved
methodologies.
Emissions
of
regulated
pollutants were calculated to determine if the
impacts to air quality from the Proposed Project
would potentially be significant under the federal
Clean Air Act of 1970, as amended. For those
Proposed Project pollutant emissions that
exceeded mass emissions thresholds, dispersionmodeling analyses were performed to determine
if the Proposed Project would contribute to an
exceedance of a [National Ambient Air Quality
Standard].
The Ninth Circuit held the FAA went beyond the
General Study Area in assessing impacts.
Socioeconomic Impacts. CCA next claimed that
General Study Area did not appropriately encompass
the socioeconomic impacts of the Project.
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Specifically, CCA argued the General Study Area is
significantly smaller than the local population centers
for the Cities of San Bernardino, Highland, Redlands,
and unincorporated San Bernardino County. The
court rejected this claim because CCA did not, other
than citing to the FAA Desk Reference, detail why it
was important to expand the General Study area.
CCA next claim was that the EA deficiently
examines whether “the proposed action or
alternative(s) creates impacts that are incompatible
with existing and/or future planned uses in the study
area.” The Ninth Circuit found CCA lacked evidence
suggesting that traffic stemming from the Project is
expected to flow to residential neighborhoods.
CCA, again, citing again to the FAA Desk Reference,
alleged that the Detailed Study Area examined by the
FAA failed to consider “existing contaminated sites at
the proposed project site or in the immediate vicinity
of a project site” and include “local disposal capacity
for solid and hazardous wastes generated from the
proposed action or alternative(s).” The Ninth Circuit
rejected this argument, stating that the sites fell
outside of the Project area; the court also pointed to
the FAA's consideration of the remediation and
monitoring efforts at other remediation sites in
determining that they do not present any notable
risks. This remediation and monitoring effort also
applied to the two hazardous materials sites, that the
CCA highlighted.
Cumulative effects. CCA claimed FAA failed to
adequately consider the cumulative effects of the
site; they argued that the FAA only considered past,
present, and reasonably foreseeable projects within
the General Study Area and should have expanded its
assessment to include an additional 80-plus projects.
But the only actual, specific cumulative
environmental impact resulting from these projects
that CCA asserted the FAA failed to consider is the fact
that “these 80[-plus] projects taken together will
result in a massive 168,493 average daily trips in the
first year of project operations.” However, the record
revealed that the FAA did consider that fact.
The court criticized CCA’s unfounded conclusions
that the FAA needed to conduct a better cumulative
impacts analysis; it stated that fact that the CCA
cannot identify any specific cumulative impacts that
the FAA failed to consider suggests that there are
none.
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The Court noted that the Project's Final
Environmental Impact Report (FEIR) analysis
performed under the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) recognizes that only if a project
alone exceeds certain emission thresholds does a
cumulatively significant impact occur:
[P]rojects that do not exceed the project-specific
thresholds are generally not considered to be
cumulatively significant. Therefore . . . individual
projects that do not generate operational or
construction emissions that exceed the
SCAQMD's recommended daily thresholds for
project-specific impacts would also not cause a
cumulatively considerable increase in emissions
for those pollutants for which the Basin is in
nonattainment, and, therefore, would not be
considered to have a significant, adverse air
quality impact.
The Ninth Circuit held there was no evidence that
the FAA did not adequately consider the cumulative
impacts.
CCA then argued that “the EA does not disclose
specific, quantifiable data about the cumulative
effects of related projects, and it does not explain why
objective data about the projects could not be
provided.” The Ninth Circuit rejected that assertion,
stating. That quantified data in a cumulative effects
analysis is not a per se requirement.
The FAA did provide “detailed information” about
cumulative impacts. The only specific deficiency with
this information that the CCA alleges is the EA's
cumulative air quality impact discussion. The CCA
insists that the FAA did not sufficiently support its
conclusion that “cumulative emissions are not
expected to contribute to any potential significant air
quality impacts” because the EA makes no
“references to combined PM or NOx emissions from
the 26 projects” falling within the General Study Area.
CCA pointed to nothing to support its assertion that
the FAA needed to evaluate cumulative air quality
impact in a different manner; CCA offered no
evidence to substantiate their suggestion that the
FAA's rationale for its cumulative effects conclusions,
which does include a discussion of PM and NOx
emissions, is deficient. The Ninth Circuit held there
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was no reason to find that the FAA conducted a
deficient cumulative impact analysis.
California’s claims. California, one of the Petitioners,
claimed that FAA should have prepared an EIS.
California asserted that the FAA needed to create an
EIS because a California Environmental Impact Report
(EIR) prepared under CEQA found that the proposed
Project could result in significant impacts Air Impacts,
Greenhouse Gas Impacts and Noise. The Ninth Circuit
emphasized that California did not go so far as to
argue that an EA under NEPA must reach the same
conclusion as the CEQA analysis.
Regarding Air Impacts, within the EA is the fact that
the SBIAA “initiated a formal request to the SCAQMD
to determine if the mass emissions generated from
the operation of the Proposed Project are within the
General Conformity Budgets identified in the 2012
AQMP.” Importantly, the SCAQMD's response to the
request states, “[i]n summary, based on our
evaluation the proposed project will conform to the
AQMP (i.e. project emissions are within AQMP
budgets) and is not expected to result in any new or
additional violations of the NAAQS or impede the
projected attainment of the standards.” So by the
SCAQMD's own assessment, the Project would
comply with federal and state air quality standards.
Regarding Greenhouse Gas Impacts, California
claimed that “the Final EIR determined that emissions
from Project operations would exceed local air district
thresholds, and that no feasible mitigation measures
could reduce greenhouse gas emissions to levels that
are less than significant.” According to the State, the
Final EIR concluded that the “Project operations
would create a significant cumulative impact to global
climate change.” The CEQA analysis's conclusion here
appears to be based solely on the fact that
greenhouse gas emissions are projected to exceed
SCAQMD regional thresholds. California did not
refute the EA's following rationale for why it found no
significant impact of the Project's greenhouse-gas
emissions on the environment. The EA stated the
project and construction would constitute less than 1
percent of less than 1 percent of both the U.S.-based
GHG emissions and global GHG emissions and the
emissions generated from construction of the
Proposed Project in 2019 would be 0.0009 percent of
the 2017 California GHG inventory and even less for
the duration of the 2020 construction. Thus, the court
rejected this argument.
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Regarding noise impacts, the only concern
stemming from the CEQA analysis is that connected
with off-site transportation at adjacent noisesensitive residential homes. But the EA notes that the
SBIAA plans on expanding its territory and acquiring
adjacent properties to the airport as a noise
mitigation measure.
Petitioners allege certain errors related to the FAA's
calculations regarding truck trips emissions
generated by the Project, specifically it claims the EA
fails to explain why its calculation for total truck trips
is lower than the amount stated in the CEQA analysis.
They also challenged the EA’s truck trip calculation
method. The court pointed out that Petitioners did
not argue that the EA's methodology was improper or
that the data the FAA relied on was erroneous. The
argued only that the EA should have explained the
differences in numbers reached by the CEQA analysis
and the EA. The court upheld the FAA’s reasoning for
the difference in truck trips amounts. It rejected that
it was an impermissible post-hoc rationalization. In
pointing out the differences in data used between the
CEQA analysis and the EA, the FAA was not trying to
justify anything it did; rather, the FAA was simply
pointing out that the differences in data points could
explain the different truck trip totals the agencies
calculated. The Ninth Circuit held that the Petitioners
did not raise a substantial question about whether
the Project will have a significant environmental
effect simply by pointing out the difference in the
number of truck trips calculated as between the EA
and CEQA analysis.
Second, Petitioners argue that the EA considered only
one-way trips, not roundtrips, in calculating truck trip
emissions. Although the FAA does not appear to
specifically articulate what further analysis was
conducted. The FAA consulted a large number of
agencies and experts and the Petitioners did not
provide any reason to believe that the EA did not
correctly analyze total truck trips emissions.
Finally, Petitioners argued that the record contains an
inconsistency concerning the number of daily truck
trips calculated by the FAA. Specifically, Petitioners
point out that the FAA itself sometimes refers to the
Project as generating “3,823 daily truck trips” but
uses a 192 daily truck trips figure to calculate air
quality impact. Although Petitioners seem to suggest
that the FAA impermissibly reduced the 3,823 figure
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to the 192 figure in calculating environmental impacts
generally, the only portion of the EA that the FAA
points to for the use of the 192 figure is the air quality
impact calculation. The Ninth Circuit found that the
FAA does not need to explain away the significance of
a figure that Petitioners erroneously assume without
explanation possesses certain significance or applies
to environmental impacts apart from traffic volume.
The court held that the Petitioners failed to raise any
legitimate concerns about the EA's truck trips
emissions calculations.
California and Federal Environmental Standards.
Petitioners finally asserted that the FAA failed to
consider the Project's ability to meet California state
air quality and federal ozone standards. Petitioners'
arguments invoked 40 C.F.R. § 1508.27(b)(10)'s
instruction that evaluating whether a project will
have a “significant” environmental impact “requires
consideration[ ] of . . . w]hether the action threatens
a violation of Federal, State, or local law or
requirements imposed for the protection of the
environment.”
The Ninth Circuit rejected Petitioners’ arguments
because they failed to proffer any specific articulation
of how the Project will violate California and federal
law, there is no reason to believe that the EA is
deficient for purportedly failing to explicitly discuss
the Project's adherence to California and federal
environmental law.
In sum, the Ninth Circuit opined that California
failed to raise a substantial question as to whether
the Project may have a significant effect on the
environment to require the creation of an EIS.
Dissent: In dissent, Judge Johnnie B. Rawlinson wrote
a scathing dissent, citing environmental racism
concerns, namely, “‘the creation, construction, and
enforcement of environmental laws that have a
disproportionate and disparate impact upon a
particular race.’”
She stated it failed to include other projects located
outside the study area in its cumulative impacts
analysis, undercounted daily truck trips, and ignored
California’s finding that the project would impact an
already over-polluted area.
“Does anyone doubt that this environmental analysis
would not see the light of day if this project were sited
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anywhere near the wealthy enclave where the
multibillionaire owner of Amazon resides?”
Rawlinson wrote. “Certainly not.”
The dissenting judge sided with the petitioners in
viewing the EA as flawed and determining that the
FAA’s finding of no significant impact could be
explained by its failure to take the requisite “hard
look” at the facts.
Concurring Opinion. Judge Patrick J. Bumatay wrote
a concurrence stating it was “unfair to the employees
of the FAA and the Department of Justice who stand
accused of condoning racist actions without a chance
to defend themselves.”
No party raised the issue of environmental racism
here, Bumatay wrote, and bringing accusations with
no chance of rebuttal is “fundamentally unfair and
not how the judicial process should work.”
City of Los Angeles v. Dickson, No. 19-71581, 2021
WL 2850586, -- Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Jul. 8, 2021)
(not for publication).
Agency did not prevail on one of the NEPA claims, but
did prevail on the other.
Issue: Categorical Exclusion.
Facts: The City of Los Angeles and Culver City (Cities)
petitioned for review of FAA’s issuance of three
amended flight procedures for aircraft arriving at Los
Angeles International Airport.
Decision: The Ninth Circuit found the FAA violated
NEPA in issuing its amended Arrival Routes. In
compiling the administrative record (AR) for the
amended Arrival Routes, the FAA pointed to two
documents as the basis for its decision — a memo
“confirming” the agency had completed the
necessary environmental review, and an “Initial
Environmental Review” document. But both
documents postdated the publication of the
amended Arrival Routes by several months.
Accordingly, they cannot constitute the FAA's NEPA
review. The court also rejected that the undated
spreadsheet that the FAA points to for the first time
during this litigation informs the requisite review.
The FAA argued that its post hoc Initial Environmental
Review document brought the agency into
compliance with NEPA by documenting the FAA's
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application of a CatEx to NEPA review. A CatEx
excuses an agency from preparing an environmental
impact statement or environmental assessment for a
particular action. See Sierra Club v. Bosworth, 510
F.3d 1016, 1018–19 (9th Cir. 2007). But a CatEx may
not be applied when there are “extraordinary
circumstances in which a normally excluded action
may have a significant environmental effect.” Id. at
1019.
Here, the FAA's procedures stated that
“extraordinary circumstances” exist, and a CatEx may
not be applied, when a proposed action is “likely to
be highly controversial on environmental grounds,”
meaning that “there is a substantial dispute over the
degree, extent, or nature of a proposed action's
environmental impacts.” The Cities maintained that,
based on the FAA's own definition, there were such
“extraordinary circumstances” here because there
was significant controversy about the extent to which
aircraft were flying below the minimum altitudes on
the original Arrival Routes. In other words, the Cities
asserted that there was a substantial dispute over the
noise and other environmental impacts that the
amended Arrival Routes would cause, and the public
controversy surrounding the Arrival Routes was
evidence of this dispute.
But the FAA failed to address the record evidence
indicating that there was a dispute over the potential
effects of the amended Arrival Routes in the Initial
Environmental Review, in contravention of its own
procedures. Therefore, the FAA's application of a
CatEx was arbitrary and capricious, in violation of
NEPA. See Sierra Club, 510 F.3d at 1023; see also City
of Phoenix v. Huerta, 869 F.3d 963, 972–73 (D.C. Cir.
2017). The Ninth Circuit granted the Cities’ petition
for review of the amended Arrival Routes with
respect to the NEPA claims.
The Cities also argued that the FAA violated the
Administrative Procedure Act, NEPA, and due process
by posting a disclaimer (the Notice) on the FAA's
“Instrument Flight Procedure Information Gateway”
website. The Notice states that the FAA will not
consider environmental comments submitted
through this website, which is meant for technical
feedback from “civil aviation organizations, affected
military and civil air traffic control facilities, and
aircraft owners and sponsors.” Because the Notice
does not have a direct and immediate effect nor
require immediate compliance, it is not a final order
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within the meaning of 49 U.S.C. § 46110, and the
Ninth Circuit lacked jurisdiction to review it, and
dismissed the claim.
R. L. Vallee, Inc. v. Vermont Agency of Transp., 202665-cv, 2021 WL 4238120, -- Fed. Appx. --- (2d Cir.
Sep. 17, 2021) (not for publication).
Agencies prevailed.
Issues: Categorical Exclusion.
Facts: Appellants appeal the decision from the district
court denying its motion for summary judgment and
granting judgment in favor of the State of Vermont,
the Vermont Agency of Transportation (VTrans), and
the FHWA, which centers on a challenge to the
agencies’ planned construction project centered on a
highway interchange near Colchester, Vermont, that
was categorically excluded.
Decision: Appellants contended that when the
District Court entered judgment, the FHWA's 2013
decision did not constitute final agency action—and
was therefore unreviewable—because the FHWA
reevaluated its earlier decision and concluded that
the previous CatEx “remain[ed] valid.” 23 C.F.R. §
771.129.
The Second Circuit found the reevaluation focused
only on what if any legal requirements had changed
since 2013. The Second Circuit affirmed that the
FHWA determined that the VTrans project was
categorically excluded from NEPA review because it
will not involve significant environmental impacts and
falls into two categories of projects that often do not.
Appellants argues that West v. Sec’y of Dep’t of
Transp., 206 F.3d 920, 928–29 (9th Cir. 2000), and RB
Jai Alai, LLC v. Sec’y of Florida Dep’t of Transp., 112 F.
Supp. 3d 1301, 1317–22 (M.D. Fla. 2015) apply. In
each of those cases, the courts concluded that the
projects at issue should not have been categorically
excluded from NEPA review. But the projects at issue
in those cases were also very large, involved the
construction of an entirely new interchange or
overpass, and restricted or expanded the directions
or locations that drivers could travel.
By contrast, there was no evidence that the project
will have a significant impact on travel patterns or any
other significant environmental impact. See 23 C.F.R.
§ 771.129(a). Although the FHWA acknowledged that
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the project will relieve congestion around the
interchange, the Second Circuit deferred to its
conclusion that congestion relief alone did not
amount to a significant impact on travel patterns. See
City of New York v. Interstate Com. Comm'n, 4 F.3d
181, 186 (2d Cir. 1993).
Appellants contended that the FHWA's decision
improperly categorized a nearby development as a
cumulative impact rather than an indirect effect of
the interchange project, and because VTrans did not
specifically represent those significant impacts would
not result, as appellants claimed was required by the
applicable FHWA regulation. See 23 C.F.R. §
771.117(d). The Second Circuit rejected these
arguments, affirming the district court’s opinion.

INDEPENDENT AGENCIES

Vecinos Para El Bienestar De Law Comunidad
Costera v. Federal Energy Reg. Comm’n, 6 F.4th 1321
(D.C. Cir. 2021).
Agency did not prevail on its NEPA claims.
Issues: Impact Assessment (Greenhouse Gas Impacts,
Environmental Justice), Remedy.
Facts: Residents, environmental groups, and nearby
city (Petitioners) petitioned for review of decisions by
FERC authorizing construction and operation of three
liquefied natural gas (LNG) export terminals on shores
of shipping channel in Texas and construction and
operation of two 135-mile pipelines that would carry
LNG to one of those terminals, allegedly in violation
of, inter alia, NEPA. The D.C. Circuit granted the
Petition and remanded to agency without vacatur.
In March 2016, Texas LNG Brownsville LLC applied to
the FERC for authorization to construct and operate
an LNG export terminal (the Texas terminal) on a 635acre site on the northern shore of the Brownsville
Shipping Channel in Cameron Country, Texas. In May
2016, Rio Grande LNG, LLC applied to FERC for
authorization to construct and operate an LNG export
terminal (the Rio Grande terminal) on a 750-acre site
on the same shore. Also in May 2016, Rio Bravo
Pipeline Company (Rio Bravo Co.) applied to FERC for
authorization to construct and operate a new
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interstate natural gas pipeline system to supply gas to
the Rio Grande export terminal. In July 2016, Annova
LNG Common Infrastructure, LLC and three affiliate
entities applied to FERC for authorization to construct
and operate an LNG export terminal on a 731-acre
site on the southern shore of the Brownsville Shipping
Channel. Each company had previously received
authorization from the Department of Energy to
export LNG. Since the appeal was filed Annova
informed FERC that it was abandoning its project;
because the Annova project will not go forward, the
court dismissed the petition as moot.
FERC completed an EIS for each project in the spring
of 2019 and issued final orders approving the projects
later that year. Petitioners argued that FERC’s
analyses of the projects’ ozone emissions and impacts
on climate change and environmental justice
communities were deficient under NEPA.
Decision. Petitioners claimed that FERC’s analyses of
the projects’ impacts on climate change and
environmental justice communities were deficient
under NEPA.
In its EIS for each project, FERC quantified the
greenhouse gas emissions associated with the
construction and operation of the project, described
“existing and potential cumulative climate change
impacts in the Project area,” and explained that
construction and operation of the Project would
increase the atmospheric concentration of
[greenhouse gases] in combination with past, current,
and future emissions from all other sources globally
and contribute incrementally to future climate
change impacts.
In each EIS, however, FERC concluded that it was
unable to determine the significance of the Project's
contribution to climate change, explaining that “there
is no universally accepted methodology to attribute
discrete, quantifiable, physical effects on the
environment to [the] Project's incremental
contribution to [greenhouse gas emissions],” and that
therefore “it is not currently possible to determine
localized or regional impacts from [greenhouse gas]
emissions from the Project.” Petitioners contended
that FERC was required to do more.
To the extent that FERC failed to respond to
Petitioners’ argument that 40 C.F.R. § 1502.21(c)
required it to use the social cost of carbon protocol or
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some other generally accepted methodology to
assess of the impact of the projects’ greenhouse gas
emissions, the court agreed with Petitioners that the
FERC failed to adequately analyze the impact of the
projects’ greenhouse gas emissions. Because the
FERC failed to respond to significant opposing
viewpoints concerning the adequacy of its analyses of
the projects’ greenhouse gas emissions, we find its
analyses deficient under NEPA and the APA. See, e.g.,
TransCanada Power Mktg. Ltd. v. FERC, 811 F.3d 1,
12–13 (D.C. Cir. 2015).
The court held that FERC was required to address
Petitioners’ argument concerning the significance of
40 C.F.R. § 1502.21(c), and that its failure to do so
rendered its analyses of the projects’ greenhouse gas
emissions deficient. On remand, FERC must explain
whether 40 C.F.R. § 1502.21(c) calls for it to apply the
social cost of carbon protocol or some other
analytical framework, as “generally accepted in the
scientific community” within the meaning of the
regulation.
In assessing environmental justice (EJ) claims, FERC
examined the projects’ impacts on communities in
census block groups within a two-mile radius of each
project site, but not on communities farther afield.
FERC found that all communities within those census
blocks were minority or low-income. FERC proceeded
to examine “whether any of the Project impacts
would disproportionately affect those communities
due to factors unique to those populations like interrelated ecological, aesthetic, historical, cultural,
economic, social, or health factors.” FERC then
concluded that the Rio Grande terminal and Rio Bravo
pipeline system “would not have disproportionate
adverse effects on minority and low-income residents
in the area,” and that the Texas terminal would have
“negligible impacts on environmental justice
communities.”
Petitioners argued that the FERCs decision to analyze
the projects’ impacts on environmental justice
communities only in census blocks within two miles
of the project sites was arbitrary, given its
determination that environmental effects from the
projects would extend well beyond two miles from
the project sites.
The D.C. Circuit agreed and stated that when
conducting an EJ analysis, an agency's delineation of
the area potentially affected by the project must be
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“reasonable and adequately explained,” Cmtys
Against Runway Expansion, 355 F.3d 678, 689 (D.C.
Cir. 2004), and include “a rational connection
between the facts found and the decision made,” id.
at 685. The D.C. Circuit found that elsewhere in its EIS
for each project, FERC determined that the
environmental effects of the project would extend
beyond the census blocks located within a two-mile
radius of the project site (air quality). FERC offered no
explanation as to why it chose to delineate the area
potentially affected by the projects to include only
those census blocks within two miles of the project
sites for the purposes of its EJ analyses. The D.C.
Circuit found FERC’s decision to analyze the projects’
impacts only on communities in census blocks within
two miles of the project sites to be arbitrary.
In the selection of a remedy, the D.C. Circuit found it
reasonably likely that on remand the FERC can
redress its failure of explanation regarding its
analyses of the projects’ impacts on climate change
and EJ communities, while reaching the same result.
The D.C. Circuit remanded to FERC without vacatur
for further proceedings consistent with this opinion.
Environmental
Trust
Health
v.
Federal
Communication Comm’n, 9 F.4th 893 (D.C. Cir. 2021).
Agency prevailed on its NEPA claim (but not on other
non-NEPA claims).
Issue: Federal action.
Facts: Environmental advocacy organization,
consumer protection organizations, and individuals
(Petitioners) petitioned for review of order of FCC,
terminating notice of inquiry requesting comment on
whether rulemaking should be initiated to modify
FCC's guidelines for exposure to radiofrequency (RF)
radiation.
The notice of inquiry requested comment on whether
the FCC should initiate a rulemaking to modify its
guidelines. The Commission concluded that no
rulemaking was necessary. Petitioners argued that
the FCC violated the requirements of the APA by
failing to respond to significant comments.
Petitioners also argue that NEPA required the FCC to
issue an EA or an EIS regarding its decision to
terminate its notice of inquiry.
To fulfill its obligations under NEPA, the FCC has
promulgated guidelines for human exposure to RF
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radiation. Cellular Phone Taskforce v. FCC, 205 F.3d
82, 87 (2d Cir. 2000). The guidelines set limits for RF
exposure. Before the FCC authorizes the construction
or use of any wireless facility or device, the applicant
for authorization must determine whether the facility
or device is likely to expose people to RF radiation
more than the limits set by the guidelines. 47 C.F.R. §
1.1307(b). If the answer is yes, the applicant must
prepare an EA regarding the likely effects of the FCC's
authorization of the facility or device. Id. Depending
on the contents of the EA, the FCC may require the
preparation of an EIS, and may subject approval of the
application to a full vote by the FCC. Office of Eng'g &
Tech., Fed. Commc'ns Comm'n, OET Bulletin No. 65,
Evaluating Compliance with FCC Guidelines for
Human Exposure to Radiofrequency Electromagnetic
Fields 6 (ed. 97-01, Aug. 1997). If the answer is no, the
applicant is generally not required to prepare an EA.
47 C.F.R. § 1.1306(a).

methods for determining whether devices and
facilities comply with its guidelines. The FCC invited
public comment on all these developments but
underscored that it would “work closely with and rely
heavily—but not exclusively—on the guidance of
other federal agencies with expertise in the health
field.”

The FCC last updated its limits for RF exposure in
1996. Resolution of Notice of Inquiry, Second Report
and Order, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, and
Memorandum Opinion and Order, 34 FCC Rcd.
11,687, 11,689–90 (2019) (“2019 Order”); see also
Telecommunications Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-104,
§ 704(b), 110 Stat. 56, 152. The limits are based on
standards for RF exposure issued by the American
National Standards Institute Committee (ANSI), the
Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers, Inc.
(IEEE), and the National Council on Radiation
Protection and Measurements (NCRP). The limits are
designed to protect against “thermal effects” of
exposure to RF radiation, but not “non-thermal”
effects.

The FCC already published an assessment of its
existing RF limits that “‘functionally’ satisfied NEPA's
requirements ‘in form and substance.’” EMR Network
v. FCC, 391 F.3d 269, 272 (D.C. Cir. 2004). NEPA
obligations attach only to “proposals” for major
federal action. See 42 U.S.C. § 4332(c); see also 40
C.F.R. § 1502.5.

In March 2013, the FCC issued a notice of inquiry
regarding the adequacy of its 1996 guidelines. The
FCC divided its notice of inquiry into five sections. In
the first section, it sought comment on the propriety
of its exposure limits for RF radiation, particularly as
they relate to device use by children. In the second
section, the FCC sought comment on how to better
provide information to consumers and the public
about exposure to RF radiation and methods for
reducing exposure. In the third section, the FCC
sought comment on whether it should impose
additional precautionary restrictions on devices and
facilities that are unlikely to expose people to RF
radiation more than the limits set by the FCC's
guidelines. In the fourth and fifth sections, the FCC
sought comment on whether it should change its
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In December 2019, the FCC issued a final order
resolving its 2013 notice of inquiry by declining to
undertake any of the changes contemplated in the
notice of inquiry.
Decision: Petitioners argued that NEPA required the
Commission to issue an EA or EIS regarding its
decision to terminate its notice of inquiry. The D.C.
Circuit disagreed finding that the FCC was not
required to issue an EA or EIS because there was no
ongoing federal action regarding its RF limits.

An agency's promulgation of regulations constitutes a
final agency action that is not ongoing. Id. at 1243.
Once an agency promulgates a regulation and
complies with NEPA's requirements regarding that
regulation, it is not required to conduct any
supplemental environmental assessment, even if its
original assessment is outdated. Id. at 1242. The D.C.
Circuit explained in EMR Network in response to the
argument that new data required the FCC to issue a
supplemental environmental assessment of its RF
guidelines under NEPA, “the regulations having been
adopted, there is at the moment no ongoing federal
action, and no duty to supplement the agency's prior
environmental inquiries.” 391 F.3d at 272.
The court rejected the argument that because the
FCC voluntarily initiated an inquiry to “determine
whether there is a need for reassessment of the FCC
radiofrequency (RF) exposure limits and policies” that
it changed the analysis, requiring a supplement EA.
The court explained that the as the FCC has not
proposed to alter its guidelines, it need not yet
conduct any new environmental review.

NAEP Membership Benefits
Who We Are:
• We are a multidisciplinary, professional environmental association.
• We are dedicated to the promotion of ethical practices, technical competency and professional standards in the
environmental fields.
What We Stand For:
• We stand for Integrity in the environmental professions.
• Our foundation is our Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice.
• As environmental professionals, we serve the public, our employers, and our clients with integrity, fairness, and
technical objectivity.
What We Do:
• We work for a diversity of employers, including government, industry, consulting, academia, and the private sector.
• We work in varied disciplines: air, water, noise, waste remediation, ecological resources, transportation, NEPA,
sustainability, and education.
How You Benefit:
• Annual Conference brings together nation’s top environmental professionals
• Access to Best Practices through our national committees
• Professional networking opportunities and activities through state and regional chapters
• Online career center tailored to the environmental professions
• Bi-monthly Environmental Practice Bulletin featuring peer-reviewed articles, research findings, perspectives, and
chapter activities
• Bi-weekly National Desk newsletter featuring reporting from the publisher of GreenWire and ClimateWire
• Educational webinars on diverse topics such as new regulations and guidance, review of recent case law, and other
emerging issues
• Member discounts on conference, regional and local programs, and members-only pages on our website
www.naep.org
How We Are Unique:
• Interdisciplinary environmental practitioners
• Strong professional conduct through our Code of Ethics
• Achievement recognition through our Environmental Excellence Awards
Affiliated Chapters:
● Alaska
● Arizona
● California
● Florida
● Georgia
● Hawaii

●
●
●
●
●
●

Idaho
Illinois
Mid-Atlantic
Minnesota
North Carolina
North Texas

●
●
●
●
●
●

Northwest
Pennsylvania
South Carolina
South Texas
Tennessee
Texas

JOIN NAEP NOW!! To join NAEP and one of our affiliated chapters, go to www.naep.org
Page | 61

