Red River Valley Association
P.O. Box 709

Shreveport, LA  71162
Comments to the Council on Environmental Quality
RE: Draft National Objectives, Principles and Standards for Water and Related Resources Implementation Studies.
The Red River Valley Association (RRVA), a non-profit, member supported organization, was established in 1925 to develop the water resources in the four-state Red River Valley: Louisiana, Arkansas, Texas and Oklahoma. Our mission is to promote a balanced approach to using our precious water supply for the benefit of navigation, flood damage reduction, irrigation, eco-system enhancement, municipal and industrial use.
The RRVA appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the proposed revisions to the Principles published in the Federal Register 65102, on December 9, 2009. It is a major task to undertake this important effort to respond to the Congressional direction as contained in WRDA 2007 to bring the Principles up to date with present planning priorities and objectives.
WRDA 2007, Section 2031 established the following objectives for revisions to Principles by the Secretary of the Army: ‘all water resource projects should reflect national priorities, encourage economic development, and protect the environment by (1) seeking to maximize sustainable economic development, and (2) seeking to avoid the unwise use of floodplains and flood-prone areas and minimizing adverse impacts and vulnerabilities in any case in which a floodplain or flood-prone area must be used, and (3) protecting and restoring the functions of natural systems and mitigating any unavoidable damage to natural systems.’
It also directs that the following be addressed: maximize economic development, public safety, value of projects to low income communities, interaction of a project with other water resources projects or programs within a region or a watershed, the use of contemporary water resources, and evaluation methods that ensure water resources projects are justified by public benefits. 

We believe that the draft Principles do not adequately address all of these objectives. Our first concern is that the draft was written by the Council on Environmental Quality and not the Secretary of the Army as directed by Congress in WRDA 2007.
1. The draft document is confusing, unclear and too broad in scope. This proposal would change our nation’s water resource planning, which is critical for a robust economy and sustainable ecosystem. 
Recommendation: It is important that a defined set of Principles must establish a clear, concise and workable framework to guide the development of these critical water resource projects.
2. There is not a strong commitment to the watershed approach for planning Federal actions. WRDA 2007 requires policy-makers and the public to have the basis for understanding how a proposed project interacts with other projects or programs within a watershed. It seems the proposed Principles excluded watershed plans and does not explain what a watershed plan is. After excluding watershed plans from the scope the draft then turns every study into a watershed plan.
Recommendation: We recommend that the proposed Principles be revised to fully incorporate a watershed approach into the planning principles and not just a project by project approach.
3. It appears that there is a bias for environmental projects and ‘no action’ alternatives over economic development projects. This is accomplished by categorizing effects as monetary or non-monetary. Monetary effects (subjective) can be easily established for economic development impacts; however, there is no established method to determine a benefit-cost ratio for non-monetary (objective) impacts such as: environmental, public safety and other social effects. This issue will always lead to the non-monetary element benefits exceeding their cost. It would also allow any project analysis to unjustly show that non-monetary benefits out weigh the economic benefits to the detriment of navigation, flood damage reduction and water supply projects. This bias is displayed in the draft document:

3. National Objectives of Water Resources Planning
(1) protect and restore natural ecosystems and the environment while encouraging sustainable economic development;

(2) avoiding adverse impacts to natural ecosystems wherever possible and fully mitigating any unavoidable impacts; and 

(3) avoiding the unwise use of flood plains, flood-prone areas and other ecologically valuable areas.

Item (1) clearly places the environment first and economic development second. All projects will cause some adverse impact to the environment, thus justifying, to some, that no economic development projects should be approved. Items (2) and (3) also clearly extend a great biased toward the environmental alternative in that anyone could make the case that any development is ‘adverse’ and ‘unwise’, regardless of any scientific justification to the contrary.
Recommendation: There must be clarification on how to determine environmental and social benefits based on sound science. This Proposal does not comply with the WRDA 2007 directive to ‘maximize sustainable economic development’. There must be a balanced approach in considering all elements of a water resource project and how each component is to be considered separately and added together to achieve a justified project. The Proposal must clarify criteria for determining what ‘unwise use’ is; otherwise it creates conflict between organizations analyzing a project.
4. Peer review by experts from within an agency is an important element of successful planning. It can add to the knowledge available to planners and is best integrated into the planning process on an ongoing basis. Where appropriate, outside independent experts should be brought into the planning process to confirm the agency’s analytical methods and analysis, the conclusions of the report based on these methods and analysis, or the way in which the agency conducted the planning process. We support having the planning process go through a formal peer review process. However, as called for in WRDA 2007, this peer review needs to be focused on the procedures, processes, and new technologies applied to a planning report and its recommendations rather than reviewing the specific conclusions or recommendations of a planning report. 
Recommendation: Peer review should be integral to the planning process, occurring seamlessly at key milestones throughout plan formulation so that the peer review phase does not add time and money to an already consuming planning process. It makes no sense having peer or independent review at the conclusion of the planning process.
5. It appears that the draft undercuts the role for cost-sharing as established in WRDA 1986. Since the local sponsor is expected to provide monetary support for studies (50%) and assume the O&M responsibilities; therefore, they must have a role in defining the scope of the study to address local concerns and capabilities.
Recommendations: The role and responsibilities of the local sponsor must be included.
6. Historically, the agencies have formulated and selected a flood risk management plan based on maximizing net national economic development benefits. In this procedure, benefits are estimated based on the value of flood damages with no direct benefit associated with reducing flood risk. Public safety has been incidental to economic optimization. Low income communities with low property values generally receive less public safety protection from flood risk management projects. The experience of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita demand a substantial and clear statement of the manner in which flood safety projects will integrate public safety. The proposed Principles related to public safety are vague and ambiguous. 
Recommendation: Make public safety consistent with “engineering standards” and the proposed Principles must make clear that “engineering standards” include “public protection standards” that are currently applied within the risk management community. 
7. There are current regulatory requirements to address mitigation; however, the draft document seems to overlay additional requirements. The stated National Objectives requires that there be ‘fully mitigating any unavoidable impacts’. It is unclear what is intended by ‘fully’ and its meaning is very subjective, especially when there are other parts of the draft proposal that discusses mitigation ‘when practicable’. The draft also requires that mitigation be in advance or in concurrent of a project. Local sponsors would have to spend funds on mitigation before they realize any economic benefits.
Recommendations: Discussions of mitigation should be removed, since it is already required under existing regulatory programs. The term ‘fully’ must be specifically explained, but should be removed. There should not be a requirement to execute mitigation in advance of a project.

8. The extensive list of Principles (A-M) and Planning Process (A-G) are general and contradictory. They require the comparison of monetary and nonmonetary elements, which can not be accomplished effectively. The lists actually create conflict between different elements since there are no specific evaluation criteria for many of the non-monetary elements, especially for ‘environmentally sustainability’.
Recommendations: The evaluation principles must be concise and based on cost-benefit analysis and other analytical tools to compare them. It must be useful to the agencies making the decisions, so that all elements and alternatives can be fairly judged. The lists must be premised on the notion of net beneficial effects, and not allow stand alone elements to reject a project.

9. There are references to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) within the draft Proposal. This document seems to imply that requirements of the draft are also requirements of NEPA. This Proposal should not try to define or interpret what the intent of NEPA should be. 

Recommendations: Change references to NEPA to avoid any implication that this document is creating ne interpretations of NEPA.

The purpose of Principles and Guidelines is to establish a clear, concise and workable framework for agencies to develop water resource projects. This proposed document does not accomplish that. It is incoherent, inconsistent and contradictory. It does not meet the guidance set forth in Section 2031 of WRDA 2007 as directed by Congress and signed by the President. The confusion created will create conflict between agencies and private organizations. It does not adequately recognize the important role of non-federal sponsors who are expected to be partners and share in study and project funding. We believe that this effort should be put aside and restarted from the beginning incorporating meetings with the various interest groups involved.
This Association’s point of contact is Richard Brontoli, Executive Director, (318) 221-5233, redriverva@hotmail.com. 
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