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Review of John Lombard’s Saving Puget Sound: A
Conservation Strategy for the 215t Century (Bethesda,
Maryland: American Fisheries Society, 2006)

by Larry Freeman, PhD
The Shipley Group, Senior Consultant

John Lombard’s Saving Puget Sound is an excellent survey of the ecological and political
problems arising from current efforts to save the greater Puget Sound ecoregion (his
preferred term for ecosystem). His comprehensive and practical approach was what
drew the book to my attention.

| recommend Lombard’s book for the reasons | discuss below. Copies are available on
the Internet from the American Fisheries Society and from the University of Washington
Press. Both sources have websites listing the paperback edition at $35, also see
http://www.savingpugetsound.com/home.htm.

Many of Lombard’s observations parallel common NEPA topics. For example, Lombard
profiles the resource tradeoffs inherent in planning/project decisions, which always
have to balance competing views. Such a balancing of values is inherent in the language
of the National Environmental Policy Act, especially in the broad goals listed in Section
101.

The purpose of this newsletter is to present a review of Lombard’s book, with
suggestions about its relevance to NEPA analyses. My review comments are brief
because my main purpose is to discuss the following NEPA questions:

1. What planning questions/assumptions should influence the scope of
environmental analyses?

How broadly should cumulative effects be defined?

3. What environmental and political considerations should contribute to a
final agency decision?

4. What planning considerations would contribute to a successful
conservation strategy for the 21°* century?

As Lombard explains in his Author’s Note and Acknowledgments (pp. xv-xvi), his book
has a “two-part structure.” Chapters 6 through 13 provide detailed and technical
discussions of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the Clean Water Act (CWA),
including summaries of the evolving legal context as it applies to the Puget Sound
conditions. Chapter 13 is a good summary of Native American priorities related to
resource conservation. Lombard wrote these substantive chapters first and then
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discovered that potential readers really wanted his conclusions and recommendations
highlighted.

So, Lombard added Chapters 1 through 5, which constitute a readable Executive
Summary. In NEPA terms, Chapters 1 through 5 would be the text for an EA or EIS.
Chapters 6 through 13 would be the technical appendices to the NEPA disclosure
document. And Lombard even notes on p. xv that many readers will likely skip much of
the detailed information in Chapters 6 through 13.

| do recommend these technical chapters to readers interested in a thoughtful and
detailed discussion of the ESA or the CWA, as they apply to the Puget Sound ecosystem.
These technical chapters also profile the changing legal perspectives of environmental
laws.

1. What planning questions/assumptions should
influence the scope of environmental analyses and
subsequent decisions?

NEPA analyses need to be as transparent and as honest as possible. These goals are
legally desirable, but they are sometimes missing from NEPA analyses.

Recommendation: Analyze and clearly discuss all project questions and assumptions.
Make such project givens, which are often major constraints, central to your discussion
of the purpose and need as summarized in Chapter 1.

Lombard’s Foreword opens on p. ix with a sensible list of key planning questions about
possible impacts on the Puget Sound ecosystem:

e “Where are we going to allow significant new harm to occur?

e Where are we going to do our best to avoid it?

e Where are we going to make up for past harm?

e How are we going to pay for all this?”
Lombard’s questions caught my eye because they were realistic about possible impacts.
Development will continue in the Puget Sound region, so impacts are inevitable. As
Lombard’s subsequent text shows, answers to his four questions cut across all

landholdings—federal, state, county, city, and even private. He is especially interested in
the relation of rural/agricultural landowners to developing urban areas.

Answers to Lombard’s questions are not simple, based on the many conflicting political

constituents. Lombard bases his observations and recommendations on the entire
Puget Sound ecoregion. In good NEPA terms, he is actually discussing the human
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environment, which necessarily includes the social, economic, and even political
conditions in the region.

NEPA analyses necessarily deal with federal projects (or, more accurately, with projects
that include federal land, federal money, or a federal decision). This emphasis on federal
actions is necessary, given language in the original NEPA statute.

Too often, routine NEPA analyses unrealistically promise that impacts will minimal or
even nonexistent. Such analyses often are relying on unrealistic and ineffective
mitigations. Or, resource specialists are tempted to downplay impacts, especially in EAs.
After all, proving that no impact is significant is difficult.

As Shipley Group newsletter 64 (March 2009) states, “Impacts are A-OK.” In that
newsletter Jake Rajala, a retired BLM NEPA coordinator, included the heading to
emphasize that an EA properly records impacts of all kinds and degrees. The significance
threshold is sufficiently high that specialists should be honest about potential impacts.
Without such honesty from resource specialists, an agency cannot make a good decision
about a proposed project.

Similarly, as discussed below in topic 2, an agency’s analysis sometimes ignores the
importance of cumulative impacts. Again, sound decisions depend on full information all
impacts.

Federal agencies are sometimes reluctant to accept responsibility for undesirable
current conditions, as implied in Lombard’s question 3. Then his question 4 brings up
the problem of budgetary constraints. Such constraints are often present but not
carefully disclosed, even in well-written decision documents.

John Lombard framed his four questions to address a newspaper call for bringing
healthy salmon runs back to all streams, large and small, within the Puget Sound region.
Lombard states on p. ix that this newspaper goal is unrealistic and maybe even
dangerous. Such an impractical and unlikely goal would detract from feasible options
that are realistic, both politically and in resource terms.

As Lombard discusses later in his book, feasible options are those that begin with
environmental conditions today (a basis in reality). After all, some Puget Sound streams
are so developed and degraded that there is no hope for reclaiming them. And such
reclamation efforts would be prohibitively expensive.

So realistic answers to the goal of salmon recovery must start with the practical realities
of existing conditions. Next come the political considerations. And then, agencies must
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cope with budget realities. Such considerations are a realistic basis for any conservation
strategy, as Lombard’s subtitle indicates.

So, as Lombard himself explains, a realistic conclusion is that some urban streams in the
Puget Sound region are “written off” as not appropriate for efforts at salmon recovery.
An honest view of the planning situation makes such difficult decisions. And in the NEPA
context, federal agencies should be honest about options that are feasible and those
that are not feasible. Otherwise, the required NEPA disclosure is fatally flawed.

Recall that the congressional framers of NEPA began with the assumption that many
federal projects would be “major federal actions significantly affecting the quality of the
human environment” [NEPA, Section 102(2)(C)].

NEPA practitioners are understandably averse to projects that have major significant
impacts. After all, an agency’s unwritten goal is often to focus on projects that merit
only an EA (Environmental Assessment), not a dreaded EIS (Environmental Impact
Statement).

Legally adequate NEPA analyses—whether EAs or EISs—should honestly address all
potential impacts. And, an analysis should start with answers to Lombard’s four
questions, as listed above. Such answers would then guide the subsequent analysis
steps.

Answers to Lombard’s questions should appear, at the very least, in NEPA’s traditional
Chapter 1, where the agency’s purpose and need appears. Then the subsequent Record
of Decision or Finding of No Significant Impact/Decision Document should also address
Lombard’s questions because they would help an agency to explain just why a decision
is being made. See topic 3 below for more discussion of good NEPA decisions.

2. How broadly should cumulative effects be defined?

Lombard’s extensive and careful use of information from the entire ecosystem is clearly
dealing with cumulative impacts. The ecoregion, as he calls it, includes land and
resources from some twelve counties (p. 5). The 2000 population of these counties, as
Figure 1-1 (p. 5) shows, is about 4 million. By 2025, a median estimate is that the
population will be nearly 5.5 million.

So, on its opening pages, Lombard’s book establishes a broad cumulative impact area.
Such a well-defined area is or should be the beginning for cumulative impact analyses,
especially those dealing with major federal decisions. Routine, minor NEPA analyses
properly don’t attempt such a comprehensive approach to cumulative impacts.
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Recommendation: Include cumulative impact headings in a NEPA document for any but
the most minor of projects. Such headings signal to readers that you considered
cumulative impacts during your analysis of affected resources. Also, you will be forcing a
judge to decide if your documentation is adequate. If you fail you mention cumulative
impacts, you have just given any plaintiff a sure-win legal complaint. The judge’s
decision is easy!

Unfortunately, many NEPA analyses fail to define a clear cumulative area for each
affected resource. Some even fail to mention cumulative impacts as a relevant analysis
concern. Often the limited project area is the default area of analysis. No wonder that
many NEPA analyses have limited information on cumulative impacts. Such analyses fail
to meet legal minimums.

As an example of Lombard’s approach to cumulative impacts, the text in several
chapters addresses the complex issues of the status of salmon and their future viability.
Topics include the best current science, political realities, and contributing impacts from
all landowners (federal, state, county, city, and private citizens). Each landowner’s
actions are so minor as to be trivial, but the overall effect of all landowners has been
and is overwhelmingly significant. These accumulated impacts are why cumulative
impacts are important, even for the most minor of projects.

Such aggregated impacts have to be addressed if the overall health of an ecosystem is to
be dealt with realistically. But as a society, we are still learning how to best handle such
complex analysis topics.

NEPA practitioners would be interested in planning details from the Willamette River
basin study. On p. 24 Lombard profiles the Willamette study and cites relevant data
from the study. See D. Hulse, S. Gregory, and J. Baker, 2002. Willamette River Basin
Planning Atlas: Trajectories of Environmental and Ecological Change (Corvallis, Oregon:
Oregon State University Press).

Lombard on p. 25 reprints a bar chart from Hulse, et al. The bar chart is similar in
approach to many programmatic NEPA documents in that it tracks some nine
measurement indicators and three development scenarios (alternatives). The data
summarized begin with the Willamette Basin situation in 1850 to three projected
scenarios for 2050. As the three scenarios show for the Willamette Basin, cumulative
impacts projected into the future will be severe and negative.

Lombard feels that similar impacts are likely for the Puget Sound region.
Few NEPA analyses are or need to be as broad and as comprehensive as Lombard’s book

or as in the Hulse, et al. atlas.
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3. What environmental and political considerations
should contribute to a final agency decision?

Some ten years ago, Shipley developed a workshop on the writing of decision
documents. We taught it perhaps a half dozen times, but it wasn’t very popular.

The major problem with the workshop was that legal purpose was fairly clear, but the
written rationale for an agency’s decision was often complex and difficult to explain.
Even a simple decision might include concerns that go beyond the obvious NEPA effects
presented in an EA or EIS. For example, the agency’s mission is often a driving purpose,
but one hard to explain as it links to a simple on-the-ground project. The political
sensitivity of a project is another difficult topic to present. And then come the budgets,
which are important but usually not considered a pure NEPA impact.

Recommendation: Clearly explain why the agency is considering this project here, not
somewhere else, and why the project is now under study, not postponed for later. So a
good analysis step is to lay out project objectives and project givens as early as possible.
Such project details should help a team write its purpose and need for Chapter 1 of an
EA or EIS. This same content should reappear in the agency’s decision document for the
project.

Lombard’s four project questions, presented above under topic 1, constitute a good
starting point for any good decision-making discussion. The decision maker and NEPA
team members should discuss possible answers to Lombard’s questions. Answers would
help an agency to explain clearly why a project is proposed now and why it is being
proposed here, not somewhere else.

Shipley newsletter 51 (June 2006) discusses the crucial role of the purpose and need.
The newsletter also provides a number of simple examples of objectives that would be
useful for tracking an agency’s actions, likely effects, and finally, the agency’s rationale
for choosing to go forward with a project. As that newsletter suggests, useful objectives
are always measurable. So desirable objectives would parallel the measurement
indicators discussed above from the Hulse, et al. study of the Willamette River Basin.

4. What planning considerations would contribute to
a successful conservation strategy for the 21st
century?

John Lombard’s subtitle was A Conservation Strategy for the 21° Century. This purpose
is especially clear in the first part of the book, with its five chapters:

Part I: A Practical Long-Term Proposal
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Chapter 1. The Challenge

Chapter 2. A Conservation Vision for the Region
Chapter 3. A Regional Strategy

Chapter 4. How We Get There

Chapter 5. Be Patient, but Waste No Time

Taken together, these five chapters present Lombard’s major recommendations. They
also have enough explanatory information to stand alone. Only readers with technical
guestions or technical interests would need or want to read Chapters 6 through 13. As
Lombard even says, many readers may not want to take time reading Chapters 6
through 13.

Then a very brief Chapter 14 ends the book with a plea/suggestion that time is of the
essence, but that now is the time for residents to move toward an alternative future.
Lombard argues that with the current laws, the current political constituents, and the
inevitable population growth, environmental conditions will worsen. But such need not
be the case if residents and decision makers act now to strengthen laws, build new
political alliances, and commit to a conservation strategy.

Recommendation: Set NEPA analysis objectives so that necessary programmatic
decisions guide subsequent (tiered) analyses. Such early programmatic decisions are
essential if a federal agency is to have realistic framework, as reflected in Lombard’s
four basic environmental questions, as listed in point 1 above.

Lombard’s purpose is much broader than many NEPA proposals. After all, he is working
on region-wide problems. In contrast, many of the proposed actions under NEPA
analysis are very short-term, and they include only federal land, not an entire ecoregion.
From Lombard’s perspective, NEPA is one of several important federal environmental
laws passed in the 1960s and 1970s, but most of these laws, including NEPA, are
ineffective today given changed resource conditions and today’s political environment.

The major problem with NEPA analyses is that they apply only to federal projects, not
across an entire landscape or ecoregion.

Lombard’s conservation strategies face three very practical challenges, as presented in
Chapter 3 (p. 57):

Funding. Lombard’s estimate is that the Puget Sound ecoregion would need
to spend $10 billion over the next 20 years. Funds would allow governments to acquire
land, negotiate resource easements, and compensate landowners for lost property
values.

Governance. Lombard sees a need for a new regional governing body to
guide all of the planning actions within the region. No individual county or existing city
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has a broad enough perspective. And Washington State is too far removed from day-to-
day management decisions.

The Rural/Urban Political Divide. The rural/urban split is the central problem
because if these different constituents can’t or won’t cooperate, then all conservation
efforts will fail.

Both Chapter 5 and Chapter 14 end positively. Lombard believes/hopes that residents of
the Puget Sound region will take the necessary actions for an effective 21st century
conservation strategy.

I highly recommend Lombard’s book. As discussed above, it touches many of today’s

environmental concerns. In the process, Lombard illustrates how sound planning
decisions can help solve environmental problems.
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