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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper reviews substantive NEPA cases issued by federal courts in 2018, and explains the 

implications of the decisions and relevance to NEPA practitioners. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In 2018, the U.S. Courts of Appeal issued 35 substantive decisions involving implementation of 

the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) by federal agencies. The 35 cases involved 

seven different departments. Overall, the federal agencies prevailed in 28 of the cases, did not 

prevail in five cases, and prevailed on some but not all NEPA claims in two cases, with a total 

prevail rate of 80 percent (83 percent if the partial cases are included). The U.S. Supreme Court 

issued no NEPA opinions in 2018; opinions from the U.S. District Courts were not reviewed.  

 

For comparison purposes, Table 1 shows the number of U.S. Court of Appeals NEPA cases 

issued in 2006 – 2018, by circuit. Figure 1 is a map showing the states covered in each circuit 

court.  
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Table 1. Number of U.S. Courts of Appeal NEPA Cases, by year and by circuit 
 U.S. Courts of Appeal Circuits  

  Ist 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th D.C. TOTAL 

2006 
    

3 
 

1 1 11 6 
 

1 23 

2007 1 
   

1 
   

8 2 
 

3 15 

2008 1 1 1 
    

2 13 3 1 2 24 

2009 1 3 1 2 1 1 
 

1 13 2 
 

2 27 

2010 
 

1 
   

2 1 1 12 4 1 1 23 

2011 1 
 

1 
     

12 
   

14 

2012 2 1 2 3 1  1  12 3 2 1 28 

2013 2   2  1 1  9 2 1 3 21 

2014    2  5   10 2  3 22 

2015 1     1   6 2  4 14 

2016    2  1 1  14 1 1 7 27 

2017  1 1  1    13 1  8 25 

2018   1 3 2 1   16  3 9 35 

 TOTAL 
9 7 7 14 9 12 5 5 149 28 9 44 298  

3% 2% 2% 5% 3% 4% 2% 2% 50% 9% 3% 15%  
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Figure 1. Map of U.S. Circuit Courts of Appeal 
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STATISTICS 

 

Federal agencies prevailed in 80 percent (83 percent if the partial cases are included) of the 

substantive NEPA cases brought before the U.S. Courts of Appeal.  

 

The U.S. Department of the Agriculture (United States Forest Service [USFS], Animal Plant 

Health Inspection Service – Wildlife Services [APHIS-WS]) was involved in 12 cases; the U.S. 

Department of Transportation (Federal Aviation Administration [FAA], and Federal Highway 

Administration [FHWA]) was involved in six cases. The U.S. Department of the Interior (Bureau 

of Land Management [BLM], and National Park Service [NPS]) was involved in five cases and 

the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) was involved in five cases. With respect to 

the other agencies,  

 

• U.S. Department of Defense (Army Corps of Engineers [USACE]) was involved in four 

cases. 

• The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission [NRC] was involved in two cases.  

• U.S. Department of Energy (Bonneville Power Administration [BPA]) was involved in 

one case.  

 

The USFS did not prevail in three of its ten cases, FERC did not prevail in one of its five cases, 

and NRC did not prevail on one of its two cases. USFS was involved in two cases in which it 

prevailed on some but not all of the NEPA claims brought. 

 

Of the 35 substantive cases, two cases involved a categorical exclusion (CATEX), 14 involved 

environmental assessments (EA), and 15 involved environmental impact statements (EIS). In 

four cases, the court ruled that a NEPA document was not required. 

 

Two cases in which the agencies did not prevail involved EAs (Greenpeace, Inc. v. Stewart, No. 

17-35945, 743 Fed. Appx. 878 (9th Cir. Nov. 28, 2018) (unpublished) and American Rivers v. 

Fed. Energy Reg. Comm'n, 895 F.3d 32 (D.C Cir. 2018)). Five cases in which the agencies did 

not prevail involved EISs, (Sierra Club v. U.S. Forest Serv., 897 F.3d 582 (4th Cir. 2018, 

Cowpasture River Pres. Assoc. v. U.S. Forest Serv., 911 F.3d 150 (4th Cir. 2018), and Oglala 

Sioux Tribe v. U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Comm'n, 896 F.3d 520 (D.C. Cir. 2018)) although in two 

of them, the agencies prevailed on some but not all of the NEPA claims brought (Sierra Club v. 

U.S. Forest. Serv., 897 F.3d 582 (4th Cir. 2018) and Alliance for Wild Rockies v. U.S. Forest 

Serv., 907 F.3d 1105 (9th Cir. 2018)). One case in which the agency did not prevail involved 

whether plaintiffs had waived their right to bring a NEPA claim (Alliance for Wild Rockies v. 

Savage, 897 F.3d 1025 (9th Cir. 2018)). The agencies prevailed in the other 28 cases. 

 

TRENDS 

 

The following relates some trends and interesting conclusions from the 2018 substantive cases. 

Note that there are several cases that were not reported, which means they have no precedential 

value, depending on the court. However, the rulings can still be of value to NEPA practitioners.  

 



 5 

Assessment of Impacts: Eighteen of the cases involved one or more challenges to assessment of 

impacts, including cumulative impacts, as well as two categorical exclusion cases. The cases also 

involved challenges to analysis of "stale," old, outdated data or methodologies (software, for 

example). The courts tended to focus on the deference afforded to the agency when they upheld 

the impact assessment analysis.  

 

Categorical Exclusion:  

 

• Highway J. Citizens Group v. U.S. Dep't of Transp., 891 F.3d 697 (7th Cir. 2018)  

(reasoning that renovating 7.5 miles of an existing two-lane road does not stand out as 

a major cause of a significant effect and upholding agency's categorical exclusion 

determination using agency's environmental report). 

• BRRAM, Inc. v. Federal Aviation Admin., No. 16-4355, 721 Fed. Appx. 173 (3d Cir. 

Jan. 9, 2018) (determining that FAA properly considered applicant's request to amend 

its Operating Specifications [the terms an air carrier must comply with to ensure an 

air carrier is operating safely in air transportation] and determined that no 

extraordinary circumstances existed; the court also upheld FAA's decision applying a 

categorical exclusion).  

 

Direct impacts: 

 

• Native Ecosystems Council v. Marten, 883 F.3d 783 (9th Cir. 2018) (finding that if an 

agency’s mistake was not a significant factor in the approval of project then it was not 

inconsistent with the agency having taken a "hard look" at the project). 

• Friends of the Santa Clara River v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 887 F.3d 906 (9th Cir. 

2018) (construing that the Corps, in issuing a Section 404 permit, reasonably 

determined that the project was not likely to affect steelhead populations in the Santa 

Clara River, when it used the California Toxics Rule, a method for calculating a site-

specific dissolved-copper criterion and considered other sources of data, including 

project-specific modeling). 

• Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 

F.3d 584 (9th Cir. 2018) (upholding EIS despite challenges to economic data, air 

quality analysis, and impacts to protected fish).  

• Atchafalaya Basinkeeper v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 894 F.3d 692 (5th Cir. 2018) 

(rejecting that an EA was a "mitigated FONSI," and concluding that the Corps 

properly used the Louisiana Wetland Rapid Assessment Method (LRAM) to assess 

wetland impacts, including selection of compensatory mitigation). 

• American Rivers v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 895 F.3d 32 (D.C Cir. 2018) 

(finding “[t]he record simply [on myriad grounds] does not provide a rational 

connection between the licensing decision, the record evidence, and the finding of no 

significant environmental impact").  

• Northern Plains Resource Council, Inc. v. U.S. Bureau of Land Mgm't, No. 16-35447, 

725 Fed. Appx. 527 (9th Cir. Feb. 27, 2018) (determining that the BLM adequately 

considered the effects upon the affected topography and water resources, and the 

agency was “fully informed and well-considered,” and was entitled to judicial 

deference). 
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• McGuinness v. U.S. Forest Serv., No. 16-2406, 741 Fed. Appx. 915 (4th Cir. Jul. 26, 

2018) (deferring to agency expertise and its ability to address impacts to property 

values as an impact; even if an impact is “highly controversial,” the court considered 

that was only one of ten factors in determining significance). 

• Informing Citizens Against Runway Airport Expansion v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 

17-71536, 2018 WL 6649605, -- Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Dec. 18, 2018) (not for 

publication) (finding that FAA addressed the project’s effect on property values 

sufficiently to comply with NEPA when FAA examined several studies about the 

effect of aircraft noise on property values). 

• Wildlands Defense v. Seesholtz, No. 18-35400, 2018 WL 6262505, -- Fed. Appx. --- 

(9th Cir. Nov. 29, 2018) (not for publication) (discussing that USFS considered both 

the context and intensity of the proposed actions and considered the projects’ impacts 

on the total area affected by the fire and on the project areas, the identification of the 

geographic area within which a project’s impacts on the environmental resources may 

occur is a task assigned to the special competency of the appropriate agencies). 

• Vaughn v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 16-1377, 2018 WL 6430368, -- Fed. Appx. --- 

(D.C. Cir. Nov. 30, 2018) (not for publication) (finding that FAA sufficiently 

considered impacts of noise levels and of reducing noise and emissions to the extent 

practicable; it also held that FAA sufficiently considered air emissions and on the 

climate). 

• Paradise Ridge Defense Coalition v. Hartman, No. 17-35848, 2018 WL 6434787, -- 

Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Dec. 7, 2018) (not for publication) (reasoning that the 

agency's EA was not arbitrary and capricious: the FHWA’s reliance on the Highway 

Safety Manual was the industry standard; it used accepted engineering judgment; and 

the agency provided a “reasonably thorough discussion” of the risk and severity of 

collisions between vehicles and wildlife, as well as mitigation measures to decrease 

the risk of those collisions). 

• Comanche Nation of Oklahoma v. Zinke, No. 17-6247, 754 Fed. Appx. 768 (10th Cir. 

Dec. 14, 2018) (not for publication) (rejecting that the NEPA analysis was flawed 

because it failed to consider the economic effects the new casino would have on 

Comanche Nation’s existing casino because socioeconomic impacts, standing alone, 

do not constitute significant environmental impacts cognizable under NEPA). 

• The Town of Weymouth, Massachusetts v. Fed. Energy Regulatory Comm'n, No. 17-

1135 (consolidated with 17-1139,17-1176, 17-1220, 18-1039, 18-1042), 2018 WL 

6921213, -- Fed. Appx. --- (D.C. Cir. Dec. 27, 2018) (not for publication) (rejecting 

argument that FERC violated NEPA by inadequately considering coal ash, noise, 

traffic, greenhouse-gas emissions, and the project’s effects on environmental justice 

communities). 

 

Use of old or "stale" data/surveys/software: 

 

• Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 

F.3d 584 (9th Cir. 2018) (concluding that the plaintiff was unable to support its 

generalized statement that the unspecified “biological data” contained in the FEIS is 

“stale” when oldest data was historical from 2000, but most other data was after 

2006).  
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• American Rivers v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 895 F.3d 32 (D.C Cir. 2018) 

(stating that reliance on a decade-old survey of fish entrainment and estimates was 

not sufficient: no updated information was collected; no field studies were conducted, 

nor was any independent verification of the applicant's estimates undertaken). 

• Vaughn v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 16-1377, 2018 WL 6430368, -- Fed. Appx. --- 

(D.C. Cir. Nov. 30, 2018) (not for publication) (deferring to FAA’s reasonable 

explanation that a noise screening using earlier "outdated" software counts as 

“environmental analysis” for the purpose of complying with the agency’s own 

guidance; because FAA started conducting its EA before March 2012 [the date the 

new software was available], it was not required to switch to the new software in 

March 2012). 

• Northern Plains Resource Council, Inc. v. U.S. Bureau of Land Mgm't, No. 16-35447, 

725 Fed. Appx. 527 (9th Cir. Feb. 27, 2018) (not for publication) (upholding tiering 

to a 1990 EIS, when plaintiff failed to point to any evidence, other than age, 

suggesting the unreliability of the 1990 data. The court reasoned that "[t]he age of 

data, without more, is not dispositive as to reliability"). 

 

 Cumulative impacts: 

 

• Friends of the Santa Clara River v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 887 F.3d 906 (9th Cir. 

2018) (finding that because the Corps reasonably determined that the project was not 

likely to affect steelhead populations in the Santa Clara River, it was not arbitrary or 

capricious to conclude that the project would not result in significant cumulative 

water quality impacts to steelhead).  

• Atchafalaya Basinkeeper v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 894 F.3d 692 (5th Cir. 2018) 

(finding the lower court’s concern about cumulative effects based on the alleged past 

noncompliance with Corps permit conditions was misplaced because the Corps 

acknowledged extrinsic past impacts on the basin and explained how the permit will 

not only remediate the impacts of this project but would not interfere with further 

efforts to restore the watershed). 

• American Rivers v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 895 F.3d 32 (D.C Cir. 2018) 

(finding that FERC's cumulative impact analysis left out critical parts of the equation 

and, as a result, fell far short of the NEPA mark, when it gave scant attention to those 

past actions that had led to and were perpetuating the Coosa River's heavily damaged 

and fragile ecosystem; nor did it offer any substantive analysis of how the present 

impacts of those past actions would combine and interact with the added impacts of 

the 30-year licensing decision). 

• City of Boston Delegation v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 897 F.3d 241 (D.C. 

Cir. 2018) (concluding that FERC thoroughly considered the environmental effects of 

another pipeline upgrade project (the Atlantic Bridge Project) throughout the 

cumulative impacts section of the instant project's [the AIM Project] EIS, and it 

contained sufficient discussion of the cumulative impacts of the Atlantic Bridge 

project; the court then held that another project's (Given Access Northeast Project) 

cumulative impact analysis was limited, but sufficient, given the preliminary stage 

and the resulting lack of available information about its scope at the time).  
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• Northern Plains Resource Council, Inc. v. U.S. Bureau of Land Mgm't, No. 16-35447, 

725 Fed. Appx. 527 (9th Cir. Feb. 27, 2018) (rejecting contention that the BLM’s 

cumulative-impacts analysis violated NEPA by failing to address reasonably 

foreseeable mining in the “mirror-image” mine to the north of the existing mine area 

because the BLM reasonably determined that hypothetical future mining activity 

contemplated to the north is not currently a reasonably foreseeable future action). 

• Fath v. Texas Dep't of Transp., No. 17-50683, 2018 WL 3433800, -- F.3d --- (5th Cir. 

Jul. 17, 2018) (finding that, given the overpass project’s limited scope and location 

over busy urban intersections, it was not arbitrary and capricious for the state 

transportation agency to limit its cumulative impact analysis where the record 

supports its finding that the project will have no significant direct or indirect impacts). 

• Clatsop Residents Against Walmart (CRAW) v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, No. 16-

35767, 735 Fed. Appx. 909 (9th Cir. May 25, 2018) (not for publication) (rejecting 

plaintiff’s contention the Corps’ cumulative impacts analysis under NEPA was 

arbitrary and capricious, because the Corps aggregated the cumulative effects of past 

projects into an environmental baseline, which included quantified and detailed 

information about past impacts, and that the choice of a five-year baseline range was 

sufficient because NEPA does not impose a requirement that the Corps analyze 

impacts for any particular length of time and the five-year range included the most 

significant past impact, the 14.9 acres fill of the property). 

• Wildlands Defense v. Seesholtz, No. 18-35400, 2018 WL 6262505, -- Fed. Appx. --- 

(9th Cir. Nov. 29, 2018) (not for publication) (finding that USFS appropriately 

considered cumulative impacts when it aggregated the cumulative effects of past 

projects into an environmental baseline, against which the incremental impact of a 

proposed project was measured). 

• Vaughn v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 16-1377, 2018 WL 6430368, -- Fed. Appx. --- 

(D.C. Cir. Nov. 30, 2018) (not for publication) (finding that FAA did not need to 

conduct a cumulative analysis because it had already determined the project would 

have no significant effect). 

 

Alternatives Considered: Seven cases involved challenges to the sufficiency of the alternatives 

considered:  

 

• Little Traverse Lake Property Owners Ass'n v. National Park Serv,, 883 F.3d 644 (6th Cir. 

2018) (finding plaintiff's proposal was not a reasonable alternative because the alternative 

route they proposed did not accomplish the stated purpose and need of the proposed 

action). 

• Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 F.3d 

584 (9th Cir. 2018) (ruling that the range of alternatives was not “illusory” when the 

agency analyzed five alternative sites). 

• Audubon Society of Greater Denver v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 908 F.3d 593 (10th Cir. 

2018) (upholding Corps' alternatives analysis in a water storage reallocation project 

because: (1) the Corps considered increased water conservation at length and concluded 

that water conservation is not an equivalent practicable alternative because it did not meet 

the needs of the project, (2) it adequately explained why upstream gravel pits did not merit 
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further discussion, and (3) it sufficiently explained why storing water at another reservoir 

was not a viable alternative to the project). 

• Granat v. U.S. Dep't of Agriculture, No. 17-15665, 720 Fed. Appx. 879 (9th Cir. Apr. 27, 

2018) (not for publication) (holding that the USFS had considered a reasonable range of 

alternatives and that it engaged with the public to develop four action alternatives 

consistent with the project’s purpose and need). 

• McGuinness v. U.S. Forest Serv., No. 16-2406, 741 Fed. Appx. 915  (4th Cir. Jul. 26, 

2018) (not for publication) (finding that the USFS's consideration of the alternatives, 

including the No Action alternative, was more than sufficient to satisfy the NEPA 

requirement that it take a "hard look" at the effect of its actions on the existing noise 

level).  

• Vaughn v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 16-1377, 2018 WL 6430368, -- Fed. Appx. --- (D.C. 

Cir. Nov. 30, 2018) (not for publication) (rejecting allegations that FAA’s EA was 

deficient because it considered only the proposed action and the no-action alternatives, 

when FAA evaluated various groups of procedures in different combinations, in order to 

determine what “alternative action” to present in the Final EA). 

• Informing Citizens Against Runway Airport Expansion v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 17-

71536, 2018 WL 6649605, -- Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Dec. 18, 2018) (not for publication) 

(concluding that FAA acted reasonably by seriously considering only alternatives that 

involved a 5,200-foot runway, which was reasonably related to a project’s purpose; 

because keeping the current runway length was not a viable alternative, FAA did not 

violate NEPA by failing to examine that alternative).   

 

Federal Action: Four cases involved whether an agency's action qualified as a federal action. 

 

• Township of Bordentown, New Jersey v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 903 F.3d 

234 (D.C. Cir. 2018) (finding that FERC was not required to exert jurisdiction over the 

entire pipeline project because of a small federal component and that FERC properly 

addressed the potential impacts of the project). 

• Havasupai Tribe v. Provencio, 906 F.3d 1155 (9th Cir. 2018) (holding the original 

approval of the plan of operations [documented by an EIS in1998] was a major federal 

action and the resumed operation of Canyon Mine did not require any additional 

government action because it did not change the status quo).  

• Friends of the Columbia Gorge v. Bonneville Power Admin., No. 15-72788, 716 Fed. 

Appx. 681 (9th Cir. Mar. 27, 2018) (not for publication) (finding that agency's 

determination that the Wind Project was not a federal action because: (1), the project will 

receive no federal money; (2) the agency exercised no control over the planning and 

development of the Wind Project; (3) the agency engaged in a joint NEPA analysis with 

the state's regulatory agency; and (4) even if interconnection with the agency’s facilities 

is the only feasible means of transmitting power generated from the Wind Project, the 

interconnection and the Wind Project serve complementary, but distinct functions). 

• Cascadia Wildlands v. U.S. Dep't of Agriculture, No. 17-35508, 752 Fed. Appx. 457 (9th 

Cir. Nov. 14, 2018) (not for publication) (discussing small federal handle, and finding 

that decision to assist the State of Oregon in its removal of gray wolves was not a "major 

federal action" because neither the agency's financial contribution (10%) to the Oregon 



 10 

Wolf Conservation and Management Plan nor its control over the Plan’s operation, alone 

or in combination, were sufficient to render its involvement a "major federal action"). 

 

Connected Actions/Segmentation:  Four cases dealt with connected actions/segmentation: 

 

• Big Bend Conservation Alliance v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 896 F.3d 418 

(D.C. Cir 2018) (finding that the connected actions doctrine does not require the 

aggregation of federal and non-federal actions, and does not dictate that NEPA review 

encompass private activity outside the scope of the sum of the geographically limited 

federal actions; reasoning that because no federal action was required to authorize the 

pipeline's construction, there were no connected federal actions and so the connected-

actions regulation did not apply). 

• City of Boston Delegation v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 897 F.3d 241 (D.C. 

Cir. 2018) (holding that the functional and temporal distinctness of the three pipeline 

upgrade projects, as underscored by factual developments concerning two other upgrades 

to its northeast pipeline system, substantiate that it was permissible for FERC to prepare a 

separate EIS for construction of 5 miles of new pipeline (West Roxbury Lateral), which 

would run adjacent to an active quarry outside of Boston). 

• Township of Bordentown, New Jersey v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 903 F.3d 

234 (D.C. Cir. 2018) (finding that proposal to upgrade existing interstate natural gas 

pipeline system so that applicant could increase pipeline capacity for natural gas from its 

Mainline to its Trenton-Woodbury Lateral had independent utility and was not connected 

to other pipeline upgrade projects).  

• Fath v. Texas Dep't of Transp., No. 17-50683, 2018 WL 3433800, -- F.3d --- (5th Cir. 

Jul. 17, 2018) (finding that separate highway projects are not cumulative actions as 

defined by 40 C.F.R. § 1508.25(a)(2), and that the agency did not improperly segment the 

highway projects under 23 C.F.R. § 771.111(f)).  

 

Adoption/Incorporation by Reference: Three of the cases involved adoption of other agency's 

impact statements or tiered to larger impact statements.  

 

• Sierra Club v. U.S. Forest Serv., 897 F.3d 582 (4th Cir. 2018) (discussing that the USFS, 

when adopting the FERC's FEIS, did not undertake an independent review of the 

sedimentation analysis, given that it adopted the EIS in spite of the USFS's prior 

disagreement over the level of efficacy of barriers intended to block sedimentation of 

waterways). 

• Cowpasture River Preservation Assoc. v. U.S. Forest Serv., 911 F.3d 150 (4th Cir. 2018)  

(stating as a cooperating agency, the USFS violated NEPA because it adopted FERC’s 

inadequate EIS without undertaking the required “independent review,” and because the 

FEIS did not satisfy the USFS’ earlier comments and concerns on the DEIS). 

• Alliance for Wild Rockies v. U.S. Forest Serv., 907 F.3d 1105 (9th Cir. 2018) 

(distinguishing between tiering and incorporation by reference). 

 

 

Predetermination: Three cases involved allegations that impact analysis did not occur prior to 

agency decision-making (predetermination).  
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• Oglala Sioux Tribe v. U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Comm'n, 896 F.3d 520 (D.C. Cir. 2018) 

(finding that the tribe does not need to show irreparable harm for the agency to consider 

NEPA claims before approving license to construct a uranium mining project in the 

Black Hills of South Dakota). 

• Natural Resources Defense Council v. U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Comm'n, 879 F.3d 1202 

(D.C. Cir. 2018) (upholding NRC's approval of a license for uranium mining at the Ross 

Project in Wyoming although there was not enough information before the agency 

concerning post-mining aquifer restoration; the court opined that NRC’s NEPA process 

needs improvement but that a remand would be pointless considering that supplemental 

information was considered by the agency after the license was issued).  

• Paradise Ridge Defense Coalition v. Hartman, No. 17-35848, 2018 WL 6434787, -- Fed. 

Appx. --- (9th Cir. Dec. 7, 2018) (not for publication) (holding that agency did not make 

“an irreversible and irretrievable commitment of resources” before completing its 

analysis, and so did not impermissibly predetermine the outcome of the NEPA analysis). 

 

Duty to Supplement: Three cases involved the duty to supplement or involved challenges to 

supplemental documents. 

 

• Western Organization of Resource Councils v. Zinke, 892 F.3d 1234 (D.C. Cir. 2018) 

(recognizing that neither NEPA nor the agency’s own documents create a legal duty for 

the agency to update the Federal Coal Management Program’s programmatic EIS 

analyzing the climate impacts of federal coal leasing). 

• Greenpeace, Inc. v. Stewart, No. 17-35945, 743 Fed. Appx. 878 (9th Cir. Nov. 28, 2018) 

(not for publication) (“USFS violated NEPA by declining to supplement its NEPA 

documents despite significant new circumstances that arose when USFS's reanalysis of 

the project revealed below guideline deer habitat capabilities"). 

• Friends of the Santa Clara River v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 887 F.3d 906 (9th Cir. 

2018) (discussing May 2011 Supplemental Analysis [incorporated into the 2009 ROD] 

merely confirmed the Corps’ conclusion but was not its basis; accordingly, it did not 

contain “significant new information” that would require the Corps to recirculate the 

EIS/EIR for further comment). 

 

Waiver of claims: Three cases addressed the waiver of claims defense. 

 

• Little Traverse Lake Property Owners Ass'n v. National Park Serv, 883 F.3d 644 (6th Cir. 

2018) (explaining plaintiffs waived their claims for inadequate impact analysis when they 

did not renew their objections in the republished 2009 Trail Plan, but the court then 

provided that the claim involving alternatives was not waived because the agency did not 

respond to the plaintiffs’ suggestions for an alternative route they submitted during the 

2009 Trail Plain public involvement period).  

• Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 F.3d 

584 (9th Cir. 2018) (explaining that because the plaintiffs did not tell the agency to 

consider the alternatives it proposed during the comment period, it waived any argument 

that the failure to consider those alternatives represented a violation of NEPA). 
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• Alliance for Wild Rockies v. Savage, 897 F.3d 1025 (9th Cir. 2018) (construing that the 

plaintiffs did not waive their claims regarding impacts to the Cabinet-Yaak grizzly bear 

because they raised the concerns at the first available opportunity, which in this case, was 

the FEIS). 

 

Purpose and Need:  Two of the cases involved challenges to purpose and need statements. 

Purpose and need statements in impact assessments were discussed during challenges involving 

sufficiency of alternatives.  

 

• Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 F.3d 

584 (9th Cir. 2018) (disagreeing with the argument that the FEIS's purpose and need 

statement was "artificially limited" and opining that the purpose and need statement was 

quite broad).  

• Little Traverse Lake Property Owners Ass'n v. National Park Serv,, 883 F.3d 644 (6th 

Cir. 2018) (upholding the purpose and need statement, because while the Trail Plan does 

prescribe a definite terminus, that requirement was not unreasonably narrow because it 

allowed for sufficient flexibility in planning the trailway’s path, and the Trail Plan 

demonstrated considerable flexibility in achieving its purpose). 

 

Contractor Conflict of Interest: Two cases involved claims that the environmental 

consultant/agency had a conflict of interest with the underlying project. 

 

• Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 F.3d 

584 (9th Cir. 2018) (finding that the plaintiff did not provide any evidence that agency 

did not make an independent choice to contract with contractor and plaintiff did not show 

an impermissible conflict of interest when it failed to allege that any financial stake 

contractor had in aiding with permit approvals was significant). 

• City of Boston Delegation v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 897 F.3d 241 (D.C. 

Cir. 2018) (providing that the supposed conflict was not a "disqualifying conflict" under 

the FERC's rules and that “even if petitioners had identified an actual conflict of interest, 

it would afford a ground for invalidating the EIS only if it rose to the level of 

compromising the objectivity and integrity of the NEPA process"). 

 

Emergency Action: One case addressed the unique situation of emergency action; this is an issue 

rarely litigated.3 

 

• Forest Service Service Employees for Environmental Ethics v. U.S. Forest Service, No. 

17-35569, 726 Fed. Appx. 605 (9th Cir. Jun. 8, 2018) (not for publication) (addressing 

emergency provisions and upholding the USFS's decision to construct a community 

 
3  For an in-depth treatment of emergencies, see Daniel R. Mandelker, et al., NEPA LAW AND LITIGATION § 

5:17 (2018); see also CEQ Guidance, Memorandum to Federal Agency Contacts on Emergency Actions and 

NEPA (Sep. 8, 2005) and attachments, available at https://ceq.doe.gov/docs/nepa-

practice/Emergencies_and_NEPA.pdf and CEQ Guidance, Memorandum to Heads of Federal Departments and 

Agencies, Emergences and NEPA (May 12, 2010), available at 

https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/nepapub/nepa_documents/RedDont/G-CEQ-Emergencies.pdf. 

https://ceq.doe.gov/docs/nepa-practice/Emergencies_and_NEPA.pdf
https://ceq.doe.gov/docs/nepa-practice/Emergencies_and_NEPA.pdf
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protection line during the Wolverine wildfire of 2015 in the Okanogan-Wenatchee 

National Forest in eastern Washington). 

 

Each of the substantive 2018 NEPA cases, organized by federal agency, is summarized below. 

Unpublished cases are noted (16 of the 35 substantive cases in 2018 were unpublished, a 

significant number, with 11 cases from the Ninth Circuit, 2 cases from the D.C. Circuit, 1 from 

the Third, 1 from the Fourth Circuit, and 1 from the Fifth Circuit). Although such cases may not 

have precedential value depending on the court, they can be of value to NEPA practitioners. 
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2018 NEPA CASES  
U.S. COURTS OF APPEAL 

 

 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 

 

Native Ecosystems Council v. Marten, 883 F.3d 783 (9th Cir. 2018) 

Agency prevailed.  
  

Issues: “Hard look,” reliance on scientific studies 

 

Facts: After issuing an EIS, USFS approved a project to thin over 2,500 acres of forest land, including 495 acres of 

old growth forest, in the Gallatin National Forest (Montana) for the purpose of reducing the threat of wildfire in a 

populated area of the forest. Plaintiffs brought suit to enjoin the project contending it violated NEPA and other 

statutes. The district court enjoined the project but, after requiring USFS to remedy defects in Biological Opinions 

concerning two listed species, dissolved the injunction. The court of appeals affirmed. 

 

Decision: Reiterating that an EIS complies with NEPA if it shows that the agency took a "hard look" at the 

environmental consequences of its proposed action, the court stated that an agency fails to meet its "hard look" 

obligation when it "rel[ies] on incorrect assumptions or data" in drafting an EIS or presents information that is "so 

incomplete or misleading that the decisionmaker and the public could not make an informed comparison of 

alternatives," quoting Native Ecosystems Council, 418 F.3d at 960 and Klamath-Siskiyou Wildlands Ctr. v. Bureau of 

Land Mgmt., 387 F.3d at 993.  

Addressing the plaintiffs’ claims that the EIS was misleading or inaccurate in three respects and was therefore 

deficient, the court agreed with USFS in two instances (USFS had no obligation to provide a detailed description of 

an article it cited in the EIS and that the USFS did not misrepresent the contents of an unpublished report used in 

the EIS analysis).The court did agree with the plaintiffs’ third instance and concluded that USFS was “flatly wrong” 

in its interpretation of a Management Indicator Species Assessment relating to populations of goshawk and pine 

marten. However,  

“[i]t does not appear, however, that the mistake was a significant factor in USFS's approval of [the 

project]. We do not underestimate the importance of accurate descriptions of the results of MIS surveys. 

In the context of this particular project, however, we conclude that USFS's mistake was not inconsistent 

with its having taken a ‘hard look’ at the project.” 

Sierra Club v. U.S. Forest Serv., 897 F.3d 582 (4th Cir. 2018)  

Agency prevailed on some, but not all, of the NEPA claims. 
 

Issue:  EIS adoption 

 

Facts: Mountain Valley Pipeline (MVP) plans to construct, operate, and maintain about 300 miles of new 

underground natural gas pipeline from Wetzel County, WVA to Pittsylvania County, VA. The pipeline would require 

right-of-way from both BLM and USFS (Jefferson National Forest) and a Certificate of Public Convenience and 

Necessity from FERC. 
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FERC, as lead agency for natural gas pipeline projects, issued an EIS for the project. USFS and BLM served as 

cooperating agencies. As allowed under the CEQ NEPA-implementing regulations, USFS and BLM may adopt FERC's 

EIS, but only if the EIS "meets the standards for an adequate statement" under pertinent regulations, 40 C.F.R. § 

1506.3(a), and only if the agencies undertake "an independent review of the statement" and determine that their 

"comments and suggestions have been satisfied," id. § 1506.3(c); see also Hughes River Watershed Conservancy v. 

Glickman, 81 F.3d 437, 445 & n.6 (4th Cir. 1996). Both BLM and USFS did ultimately adopt the EIS and issued RODs 

on the basis of that EIS. 

 

With respect to the USFS decision, it was undisputed that the MVP pipeline project was not consistent with the 

Jefferson Nation Forest Land Resource Management Plan. Based on the EIS, USFS decided to amend the Forest 

Plan such that the MVP project would be consistent with the plan, with the amendments limited to apply only to 

the MVP project. 

 

Plaintiffs did not challenge FERC’s issuance of the certificate. Plaintiffs did challenge BLM’s decision as a violation 

of the Mineral Leasing Act and USFS’ decision as a violation of both NEPA and the National Forest Management 

Act.  Initially, the court of appeals vacated both agency decisions and remanded the cases to the agencies for 

further proceedings. Only the NEPA challenge is discussed below. 

 

Decision: Plaintiffs challenged USFS’ NEPA compliance in several respects: adequate analysis of erosion and 

sedimentation, forest impacts, ability to conduct a meaningful analysis, and analysis of alternatives. 

Erosion and Sedimentation. MVP prepared three drafts of a “Hydrologic Analysis of Sedimentation,” which was 

attached to the EIS.USFS filed comments on the first draft and MVP submitted a second draft to address those 

concerns and providing additional information regarding best management practices and sediment containment 

measures.  

USFS also filed comments on the second draft and conveyed apprehension with conclusions regarding 

sedimentation and impact thresholds. After USFS filed the second set of comments, MVP expressed concern that 

lowering the containment efficiency value (to 48% from MVP’s 79%) as suggested by USFS “would have 

ramifications for the entire project analysis and would not accurately reflect the work that MVP has already done.” 

USFS urged MVP to provide additional supporting documentation for how MVP came up with their model 

assumptions, in particular the containment efficiency.  

MVP issued a third and final version of the report responding to USFS comments. However, the next day FERC 

issued its EIS, which incorporated and relied upon the second draft of the report. Six months later, USFS adopted 

the FERC EIS and issued its ROD, presumably relying on the third and final hydrologic report. USFS  

“did not provide any discussion as to how its concerns with regard to the second draft had been 

alleviated, and did not explain how the EIS was an adequate statement even though it relied on the 

second draft, not the third. The ROD states merely, ‘USFS hydrology and aquatic biology specialists 

reviewed the [Hydrologic Report] and  . . .  enlisted expertise from local, certified consultants to validate 

results.’” 

In finding for the plaintiffs on this claim, the court stated: 

“we discern no evidence that the USFS undertook the required independent review of the EIS's 

sedimentation analysis. Nor can we ascertain how the USFS concluded that its comments had been 

satisfied, especially after having expressed such grave concerns about the sedimentation impact and 

containment figures presented in the second draft of the Hydrologic Report. USFS suggests the written 

comments from MVP after the second draft, and USFS's ROD months later, demonstrate that the 
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concerns had been alleviated . . . But we certainly cannot discern USFS's rationale because, as MVP 

counsel admitted at argument, "[The USFS] doesn't say in the record specifically that [its proposed 48% 

figure] is incorrect." Indeed, the USFS expressed nothing but skepticism of the 79% figure for more than 

three months. In fact, the USFS proposed the 48% figure as a ceiling, rather than a floor or even a desired 

target, for sediment containment. Given the circumstances, we simply cannot conclude that the USFS 

undertook an independent review and determined that its comments and concerns were satisfied when it 

shifted from a 48% ceiling to 79% with absolutely no explanation. See 40 C.F.R. § 1506.3(c). This shift is 

particularly concerning in light of MVP's commentary at the May 9 meeting that using the 48% figure 

would have ramifications for the entire project analysis. Id. at 136 . . .  

“Pursuant to NEPA, we conclude the USFS acted arbitrarily and capriciously in adopting the sedimentation 

analysis in the EIS. It did not "articulate[] a rational connection between the facts found and the choice 

made." Balt. Gas & Elec., 462 U.S. at 105, 103 S.Ct. 2246. By MVP counsel's own admission, there is no 

statement in the ROD explaining the USFS's abandonment of its earlier concerns. "[The USFS] doesn't say 

in the record specifically that [its proposed 48% figure] is incorrect."  Its decision also ‘runs counter to the 

evidence before the agency.’ Defs. of Wildlife, 762 F.3d at 396 (internal quotation marks omitted). Leading 

up to the filing of the EIS, the USFS expressed steadfast concerns about the figures proposed by the 

Hydrologic Report. But it is not clear whether and how MVP's comments and the studies and reports it 

provided to USFS alleviated those concerns. Finally, FERC incorporated the second draft of the Hydrologic 

Report in the EIS, even though the third and final draft was issued the previous day. There is also no 

indication FERC considered the third draft at all, yet USFS adopted the EIS anyway.” 

Forest Impacts. The plaintiffs argued that the BLM and USFS violated NEPA because, in adopting the EIS, they did 

not consider the impact on the forests in considering alternative routes and plans. For example, the agencies did 

not consider whether the core forests through which the right-of-way would pass would still be part of a 

contiguous forest patch, or whether alternative routes would reduce visual or scenic impacts. BLM and USFS did 

not recognize that the EIS fails to justify its conclusion that none of the alternative routes offers a significant 

environmental advantage. 

Finding for the agencies, the court concluded that the plaintiffs  

“had not met their ‘demanding burden’ on this issue. Almy v. Sebelius, 679 F.3d 297, 307 (4th Cir. 2012). 

NEPA requires that agencies reasonably evaluate a right of way's impacts on forests and ‘candidly 

acknowledge [] its risks.’ Webster v. U.S. Dep't of Agric., 685 F.3d 411, 429 (4th Cir. 2012). ‘It is of course 

always possible to explore a subject more deeply and to discuss it more thoroughly.’ Coal. on Sensible 

Transp., Inc. v. Dole, 826 F.2d 60, 66 (D.C. Cir. 1987). The BLM and the USFS, through their respective 

RODs, sufficiently explained their methodology and identified the competing factors they weighed in 

reaching their conclusion. They also considered viable alternatives and explained why they are not 

appropriate . . . In sum, perhaps the agencies' analysis could have been more ‘nuanced, but the agencies 

did not ‘entirely fail[] to consider an important aspect of the problem,’ and their decision was not 

‘implausible.’ Defs. of Wildlife., 762 F.3d at 396. We thus defer to the agencies' conclusions on the issue of 

forest effects.” 

Ability to conduct a meaningful analysis. The plaintiffs argued that the DEIS precluded meaningful comment 

because (1) it failed to address the efficacy of MVP's Erosion and Sediment Control Plan, (2) its description of the 

project's purpose and need precluded meaningful analysis, and (3) it did not adequately analyze or weigh impacts 

on forests. Therefore, the plaintiffs claim, the agencies should not have adopted the EIS. The court rejected each of 

these arguments. 
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“Petitioners have not demonstrated that ‘omissions in the DEIS left the public unable to make known its 

environmental concerns about the project's impact.’ Nat'l Comm. for the New River v. FERC, 373 F.3d 

1323, 1329 (D.C. Cir. 2004).” 

“Although Petitioners would like more detail, specifically about the precise final destination of the gas 

transported through the pipeline, they have not sufficiently explained how the absence of that detail 

precluded meaningful analysis of the DEIS.” 

Although claiming that “they lacked a meaningful opportunity to respond to an impacts 

analysis…Petitioners and others submitted detailed comments on these [impacts]. Clearly, then, there 

was an opportunity for meaningful comment and review, and Petitioners took advantage of it.’ 

Analysis of alternatives. The plaintiffs also argue that the USFS ROD is deficient because it does not discuss all 

alternatives examined in FERC's EIS. Rather, it "unlawfully limited its analysis to only two alternatives: MVP's 

proposal and the `no action' alternative." Although the NEPA regulations require that a ROD "[i]dentify all 

alternatives considered by the agency in reaching its decision, specifying the alternative or alternatives which were 

considered to be environmentally preferable" (40 C.F.R. § 1505.2(b)), it is the EIS that must "[r]igorously explore 

and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives," and "[d]evote substantial treatment to each alternative 

considered in detail including the proposed action so that reviewers may evaluate their comparative merits." Id. § 

1502.14(a), (b). 

“Therefore, the USFS did not act arbitrarily in failing to tick through each alternative and the reasons for rejecting 

them. By adopting the EIS and rendering its decision, it sufficiently ‘identified’ all alternatives considered and 

‘specified’ that the preferred route was environmentally preferable. Id. § 1505.2(b). In the end, the USFS was 

tasked with determining whether to amend its Forest Plan, and whether to join in the BLM's decision to grant a 

right of way. It was not tasked with approving the project as a whole — nor could it be under the Natural Gas Act. 

Therefore, this argument fails.” 

Note:  In October 2018, the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals clarified this decision in Sierra Club, Inc. v. U.S. Forest 

Serv., No. 17-2399 (L), No. 18-1012, No. 18-1019, No. 18-1036, 739 Fed. Appx. 185 (4th Cir. Oct. 10, 2018) (not for 

publication) (“[O]ur prior opinion in Sierra Club v. U.S. Forest Serv., 897 F.3d 582 (4th Cir. 2018), does not vacate 

the portion of the BLM’s ROD authorizing a right of way and temporary use permits for MVP to cross the Weston 

and Gauley Bridge Turnpike Trail”). 

Alliance for Wild Rockies v. Savage, 897 F.3d 1025 (9th Cir. 2018) 

Agency did not prevail on the preliminary NEPA question. 

 

Issue:  Waiver of NEPA claims 

 

Facts: This case involved the question of whether plaintiffs had waived their claim regarding impacts to the 

Cabinet-Yaak grizzly bear because they had not raised this argument in a timely manner during agency 

proceedings. 

Decision: The court of appeals concluded that the plaintiffs did not waive their claim and could proceed with the 

litigation: 

“’Absent exceptional circumstances . . . belatedly raised issues may not form a basis for reversal of an 

agency decision.’ Havasupai Tribe v. Robertson, 943 F.2d 32, 34 (9th Cir. 1991) (per curiam). Here, Alliance 

did not file an objection to the alleged increase in total linear road miles until after issuance of the Final 

Environmental Impact Statement, which, in the typical case, would be untimely. See 36 C.F.R. § 218.8(c); 

Havasupai Tribe, 943 F.2d at 34 (noting that issues raised after publication of the final environmental 
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impact statement were ‘belatedly raised’ and concluding that the appellant ‘had some obligation to raise 

these issues during the comment process’).” 

“This, however, is not a typical case; Alliance's failure to object at an earlier time resulted from USFS's 

failure to disclose this aspect of the Project in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement. It was first 

revealed in the Final Environmental Impact Statement, to which Alliance promptly objected. In other 

words, Alliance raised its objection at the first available opportunity, and it is therefore not waived.” 

Havasupai Tribe v. Provencio, 906 F.3d 1155 (9th Cir. 2018) 
Agency prevailed. 
 

Issue: Definition of final agency action 

 

Facts: Grand Canyon National Park is bordered to the north and south by the Kaibab National Forest. The southern 

portion of the forest contains Red Butte, a site of religious and cultural significance to the Havasupai Tribe. In 1988, 

after preparing an EIS, USFS approved a plan to build and operate what became known as Canyon Mine, a 17.4-

acre uranium mine in the area around Red Butte. The Canyon Mine is now owned by two energy companies, 

collectively known as Energy Fuels. 

 

In January 2012, the Secretary of the Interior withdrew, for 20 years, more than one million acres of public lands 

around Grand Canyon National Park from new mining claims. That withdrawal did not extinguish "valid existing 

rights." In April 2012, USFS issued a Mineral Report finding that the former owners of the Canyon Mine had 

“located” mining claims at the site in 1978 and “discovered” uranium ore there between 1978 and 1982. It further 

found that there were 84,207 tons of uranium ore on the site, and that "under present economic conditions, the 

uranium deposit on the claims could be mined, removed, transported, milled and marketed at a profit. USFS also 

reviewed its 1988 decision, including its EIS and the mine's approved plan of operations. In a "Mine Review" dated 

June 25, 2012, USFS concluded that the existing plan of operations was "still in effect and no amendment or 

modification to the [plan] is required before Canyon Mine resumes operations under the approved [plan]." USFS 

further concluded that "[n]o new federal action subject to further NEPA analysis is required for resumption of 

operations of the Canyon Mine." 

 

In this appeal, the court of appeals considered, among other claims, whether USFS’ 2012 decision that Energy Fuels 

had a valid existing right to operate the Canyon Mine on land within the withdrawal area was subject to NEPA. 

 

Decision: As a preliminary matter, the court concluded that the USFS determination that Energy Fuels had valid 

existing rights was a final agency action subject to judicial review. Although USFS claimed that it had no authority 

to recognize mining rights, and that the Mineral Report represented only the agency's "opinion" as to their validity, 

the court concluded that the Mineral Report was final because the action marked the consummation of the 

agency’s decisionmaking process and the action was one by which rights or obligations have been determined or 

from which legal consequences will flow. Bennett v. Spear, 520 U.S. 154 (1997). The Mineral Report determined 

that such rights existed with respect to Canyon Mine. In addition, the court stated:  

 

“We have observed that "courts consider whether the practical effects of an agency's decision make it a 

final agency action, regardless of how it is labeled." Columbia Riverkeeper v. U.S. Coast Guard, 761 F.3d 

1084, 1094-95 (9th Cir. 2014).” 
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Turning to the question of whether the Mineral Report was a “major federal action” under NEPA, the court noted 

that: 

 

“We have held that ‘where a proposed federal action would not change the status quo, an EIS is not 

necessary.’ Upper Snake River Chapter of Trout Unlimited v. Hodel, 921 F.2d 232, 235 (9th Cir. 1990). Nor 

is an EIS necessary to ‘discuss the environmental effects of mere continued operation of a facility.’ 

Burbank Anti-Noise Grp. v. Goldschmidt, 623 F.2d 115, 116 (9th Cir. 1980). 

 

In this case, the original approval of the plan of operations was a major federal action. “[R]esumed operation of 

Canyon Mine did not require any additional government action. Therefore, the EIS prepared in 1988 satisfied the 

NEPA.” 

 

Alliance for Wild Rockies v. U.S. Forest Serv., 907 F.3d 1105 (9th Cir. 2018) 

Agency prevailed on the NEPA claims. 

 

Issue: Tiering 

 

Facts:   The Payette National Forest is managed in accordance with the 2003 Payette Forest Plan, which 

emphasizes restoration and maintenance of vegetation and watershed conditions. In 2011, USFS proposed 

amendments to the Payette Forest Plan, which were called the Wildlife Conservation Strategy (WCS) amendments 

and would prioritize activities that would help maintain or restore habitat for certain species of wildlife that USFS 

determined were in greatest need of conservation. 

 

USFS prepared and published an EIS for the restoration project. The FEIS, published in March 2014, stated that the 

purpose of the project is to move vegetation toward the Forest Plan's "desired conditions," which are those 

conditions deemed desirable to achieve the specific purpose for each Management Prescription Category (MPC). 

The FEIS further states that the Project is "consistent with the science in the Forest's [WCS DEIS]," which includes 

improving habitat for species of concern, maintaining and promoting large tree forest structure and forest 

resiliency, and reducing the risk of undesirable wildland fire. The Project also aims to restore certain streams, with 

an emphasis on restoring habitat occupied by ESA-listed species, such as the bull trout. 

 

In September 2014, USFS issued a ROD for the Lost Creek Project, selecting, from the five alternatives discussed in 

the FEIS, a modified version of Alternative B, which implemented recreation improvement, road management, 

watershed restoration, and vegetation management, including 22,100 acres of commercial logging and 

approximately 17,700 acres of non-commercial logging. In the ROD, USFS also approved a "minimum road system" 

for the Project, decommissioning approximately 68 miles of roads and designating 401 miles of roads for 

maintenance or improvement in the Project area. 

 

Following approval of the Project, Plaintiffs filed suit in federal court alleging that USFS violated NEPA by 

improperly incorporating the analysis of — or tiering to — prior agency documents that did not undergo a full 

NEPA review. Plaintiffs also alleged violations of the National Forest Management Act and the Endangered Species 

Act, which are not addressed here. The district court had granted summary judgment in favor of USFS; the court of 

appeals affirmed the lower court’s decision with respect to NEPA. 

 

Decision: The court first discussed requirements of tiering: 
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“Ordinarily, an agency can avoid some of the burdens of the NEPA process by ‘tiering’ to a prior document 

that has itself been the subject of NEPA review. ‘Tiering’ is defined as ‘avoiding detailed discussion by 

referring to another document containing the required discussion,’ Kern, 284 F.3d at 1073… CEQ 

regulations further state that ‘[t]iering is appropriate when the sequence of statements or analyses is  . . .  

[f]rom a program, plan, or policy environmental impact statement to a program, plan, or policy statement 

or analysis of lesser scope or to a site-specific statement or analysis.’ 40 C.F.R. § 1508.28(a). The Ninth 

Circuit has further interpreted these regulations to only permit tiering to another environmental impact 

statement. League of Wilderness Defs.-Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project v. U.S. Forest Serv., 549 F.3d 

1211, 1219 (9th Cir. 2008) (collecting cases); see also Kern, 284 F.3d at 1073 (‘However, tiering to a 

document that has not itself been subject to NEPA review is not permitted, for it circumvents the purpose 

of NEPA.’). This is because in order to comply with NEPA, the agency must ‘articulate, publicly and in 

detail, the reasons for and likely effects of those management decisions, and . . . allow public comment on 

that articulation.’ Kern, 284 F.3d at 1073.” 

 

The court then differentiated between tiering and incorporation by reference: 

 

“Alternatively, where an agency merely incorporates material ‘by reference, without impeding agency and 

public review of the action, the agency is not improperly tiering. See 40 C.F.R. § 1502.21 (‘Agencies shall 

incorporate material into an environmental impact statement by reference when the effect will be to cut 

down on bulk without impeding agency and public review of the action.’); California ex rel. Imperial Cty. 

Air Pollution Control Dist. v. U.S. Dep't of the Interior, 767 F.3d 781, 792-93 (9th Cir. 2014). Ultimately, 

when reviewing for NEPA compliance, we look to whether the agency performed the NEPA analysis on the 

subject action. See Muckleshoot Indian Tribe v. U.S. Forest Serv., 177 F.3d 800, 809 (9th Cir. 1999).” 

 

“The Alliance argues that the WCS amendments are policy decisions that have not undergone the full 

NEPA review, and are improperly relied upon in the Project FEIS to justify deviations from the policies set 

forth in the Payette Forest Plan. We note at the outset that because the WCS amendments themselves 

are an agency policy statement, not a NEPA document, tiering to this document would be categorically 

improper under the CEQ regulations. League of Wilderness Defs. Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project, 549 

F.3d at 1219. Similarly, although the WCS DEIS is a NEPA document, adopting the scientific analysis in the 

WCS DEIS would be improper because that document did not undergo public comment and was therefore 

not subject to the full NEPA review. See Kern, 284 F.3d at 1073.” 

 

The court did not find that the USFS’ reliance on the WCS DEIS was improper: 

 

“[T]his case does not involve an EIS that lacks the required NEPA analysis. Rather, the portions of the 

Project FEIS identified by the Alliance show that Forest Service relied on data and science prepared for the 

WCS DEIS. This might be considered improper tiering, but for the fact that the Project FEIS goes on to 

analyze the desired conditions for MPC 5.1 and the wildlife habitat categories from the WCS amendments 

in the context of the present project, including analyzing the cumulative, direct and indirect effects on 

vegetative resources and wildlife. The Alliance has not identified any required analysis that was not 

performed in the Project FEIS. To the extent the Alliance challenges the adoption of WCS standards in lieu 

of the Payette Forest Plan's standards, this might give rise to a separate NFMA claim, but it does not, in 

and of itself, constitute improper tiering under NEPA, as we have previously understood and applied that 
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term. See 40 C.F.R. § 1502.20. We accordingly reject the Alliance's contention that USFS violated NEPA by 

incorporating the standards and science underlying the WCS amendments.” 

 

Cowpasture River Preservation Assoc. v. U.S. Forest Serv., 911 F.3d 150 (4th Cir. 2018).  

Agency did not prevail.  

 

Issue: EIS adoption 

 

Facts:   Atlantic Coast Pipeline, LLC sought a Certificate of Convenience and Public Necessity from FERC to construct 

and operate the 600-mile Atlantic Coast Pipeline (ACP) from West Virginia to North Carolina, and a special use 

permit from USFS to construct and operate the pipeline through parts of the George Washington (16 miles) and 

Monongahela (5 miles) National Forests. FERC began the preparation of an EIS for the project and USFS became a 

cooperating agency. 

 

During the EIS process, USFS submitted comments stating, among other concerns, that the FERC EIS must analyze 

alternative routes that did not cross national forest land and must address USFS policy that restricts special uses on 

national forest lands to those that “cannot reasonably be accommodated on non-National Forest System lands.” 

USFS also expressed concerns regarding landslides, slope failures, sedimentation, and impacts to groundwater, 

soils, and protected species that it believed would result from the ACP project. 

 

FERC did not address non-forest alternatives, stating in the DEIS that the ACP was routed on national forest lands 

to avoid the need for congressional approval of the pipeline to cross the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (ANST). 

Regarding impacts to the forests, FERC stated that:  “a shorter pipeline could conceptually have significantly 

greater qualitative impacts to sensitive resources than a longer route, which could make the longer route 

preferable. In this instance, we have not identified or received any information that suggests the shorter pipeline 

route through the National Forests has significantly greater impacts to sensitive resources than the alternative, but 

acknowledge that ground resource surveys have not been conducted.” 

 

Despite USFS’ clearly stated concerns regarding adverse impacts of the ACP project including comments on the 

DEIS, as the applicant’s proposed deadline for a FEIS approached, the court noted that the agency’s “tenor began 

to change.” Specifically, USFS stated in a letter to FERC and the applicant dated May 2017, that it would not 

require site-specific stabilization designs before authorizing the project. FERC issued the FEIS in July 2017. On the 

same day, and in line with the applicant’s timeline, USFS released its draft ROD proposing to adopt the FERC EIS, 

grant the special use permit. And exempt the applicant from several forest plan standards. The alternatives 

analysis in the FEIS is identical to the DEIS, on which USFS had submitted comments regarding alternatives and 

impacts. USFS issued its final ROD in November 2017, issued the special use permit and granted a right-of-way 

across the ANST. Plaintiffs challenged this decision arguing violations of NEPA, the National Forest Management 

Act, and the Mineral Leasing Act.  

 

Decision: The Court of Appeals for the 4th Circuit concluded that the USFS’ decisions violated the NFMA and NEPA, 

and that the agency lacked statutory authority pursuant to the MLA to grant a pipeline right of way across the 

ANST. 
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After reiterating that NEPA requires agencies to consider alternatives to the proposed action and to take a hard 

look at environmental consequences, the court turned to the terms under which a cooperating agency may adopt 

another agency’s EIS:  

 

“As a cooperating agency, USFS may adopt FERC’s EIS only if it undertakes ‘an independent review of the 

[EIS]’ and ‘concludes that its comments and suggestions have been satisfied. 40 C.F.R. § 1506.3(c); see 

also Sierra Club, 897 F.3d at 590. It must also ensure that the EIS is ‘adequate’ under NEPA regulations. 40 

C.F.R. § 1506.3(a). In reviewing an EIS, the court’s responsibility is to ‘determine whether the [agency] has 

considered the relevant factors and articulated a rational connection between the facts found and the 

choice made.’ Sierra Club, 897 F.3d at 594 (quoting Balt. Gas & Elec. Co. v. Nat. Res. Def. Council, Inc., 462 

U.S. 87, 105 (1983)).” 

 

Plaintiffs asserted that FERC’s FEIS was inadequate because it failed to sufficiently study alternative pipeline routes 

for the ACP that avoided national forest lands. According to Petitioners, USFS violated NEPA because it adopted 

FERC’s inadequate EIS without undertaking the required “independent review,” and because the FEIS did not 

satisfy USFS’ earlier comments and suggestions on the DEIS. USFS argued that after FERC had approved the 

certificate, USFS could only approve the pipeline as authorized by FERC or deny the permits and right-of-way. Since 

FERC was responsible for analyzing alternative pipeline routes, USFS reasonably relied on that analysis in adopting 

the EIS. 

 

The court disagreed: 

 

“The chain of events surrounding USFS’s sudden acquiescence to the alternatives analysis in the FEIS is 

similar to that in Sierra Club v. Forest Service, where we determined that USFS had acted arbitrarily and 

capriciously in adopting the sedimentation analysis in the FEIS for a different pipeline project. See Sierra 

Club, 897 F.3d at 594–96. Here, like in Sierra Club, ‘[g]iven the circumstances, we simply cannot conclude 

that USFS undertook an independent review and determined that its comments and concerns were 

satisfied’ when it seemingly dropped its demand that off-forest alternative routes be studied before the 

ACP was authorized without any further analysis. Id. at 595. In light of this, and particularly considering 

USFS’s earlier skepticism that location decisions for the ACP were made solely to avoid congressional 

approval, we hold that adopting the unchanged alternatives analysis in the FEIS was arbitrary and 

capricious.” 

 

Further, with respect to the impacts analysis, the court stated that:  

 

“the FEIS could not have satisfied USFS’s concerns that the DEIS lacked necessary information to evaluate 

the environmental consequences of the pipeline. Indeed, the FEIS conceded that USFS’s concerns 

remained unresolved. Nevertheless, as Atlantic’s deadlines drew near, USFS disregarded these concerns 

and adopted the FEIS -- including its conclusions that landslide risks, erosion impacts, and degradation of 

water quality remained unknown -- the very same day FERC issued it. To support its decision to approve 

the project and grant the SUP, USFS relied on the very mitigation measures it previously found unreliable. 

This was insufficient to satisfy NEPA, and did not constitute the necessary hard look at the environmental 

consequences of the ACP project.” 
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Granat v. U.S. Dep't of Agriculture, No. 17-15665, 720 Fed. Appx. 879 (9th Cir. Apr. 27, 2018) 

(not for publication) 

Agency prevailed. 
Issues:  Alternatives, local agency cooperation 

 

Facts: To implement USDA’s 2005 Travel Management Rule, USFS developed a proposal for limited, additional 

designations of motorized trails in the Plumas National Forest. It identified 1,107 miles of “user-created” routes 

where motor vehicle use had occurred over time without agency authorization, published an EIS and issued a ROD 

designating 234 of these miles as open for motorized travel. Plaintiffs challenged the decision in district court, 

arguing that USFS violated NEPA by failing to consider a reasonable range of alternatives and failing to coordinate 

and cooperate with local counties during the route designation process. The district court granted summary 

judgment to the agency. 

 

Decision: The court of appeals affirmed, holding that USFS had considered a reasonable range of alternatives. It 

engaged with the public to develop four action alternatives consistent with the project’s purpose and need. These 

four alternatives examined a reasonable range of user-created routes for designation, including a no action 

alternative that would have permitted motor vehicle use on all 1,107 miles of user-created routes. The plaintiffs 

did not show that “considering additional alternatives was ‘necessary to permit [USFS to make] a reasoned choice.’ 

See State of California v. Block, 690 F.2d 753, 767 (9th Cir. 1982) (internal quotation marks omitted).” In addition, 

the court found that USFS had discharged its duty to coordinate and cooperate with the local counties because the 

agency had held public meetings, met with the county representatives, solicited the counties’ input, and 

considered the counties’ comments and objections. 

 

Forest Service Employees for Environmental Ethics v. U.S. Forest Service, No. 17-35569, 726 

Fed. Appx. 605 (9th Cir. Jun. 8, 2018) (not for publication) 

Agency prevailed.  
 

Issue:  Emergency 

 

Facts:  Plaintiff-Appellant Forest Service Employees for Environmental Ethics (FSEEE) challenged a USFS decision to 

construct a community protection line (CPL) during the Wolverine wildfire of 2015 in the Okanogan-Wenatchee 

National Forest in eastern Washington. The CPL was a 300-foot wide swath of land thinned of vegetation that 

stretched for many miles. USFS constructed the CPL to act as a barrier between the Wolverine fire and populated 

communities. Plaintiffs challenged that decision, claiming a violation of NEPA. In response, USFS argued that it 

relied on an emergency regulation, which authorized it to forego an EIS or EA prior to constructing the CPL. The 

district court issued a summary judgment for USFS. 

 

Decision: The court of appeals affirmed the lower court decision: 

 

“FSEEE's only argument is that ‘forest fires are not emergencies exempt from NEPA.’ In support, FSEEE cites a 

dictionary definition of ‘emergency’: ‘an unforeseen combination of circumstances or the resulting state that 

requires immediate action.’ Because forest fires are a common occurrence in the western United States, FSEEE 

reasons that they are not ‘unforeseen’ and, thus, that USFS acted arbitrarily by resorting to the USFS Emergency 

Rule during its response to the Wolverine fire. While it is true that fires happen every year, it defies plain language 

and common sense to conclude that no individual fire - or its course, intensity, or duration - could be 
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unforeseeable. It is unreasonable to argue that forest fires can never present emergency situations when viewed 

at the time the fire is raging. Further, FSEEE provides no evidence - outside of the immaterial NC Plan, which was 

crafted by a different agency in charge of a different area - that the Wolverine fire was not an emergency.”  

 

Therefore, USFS did not act arbitrarily or capriciously in invoking the USFS Emergency Rule during the Wolverine 

fire. 

 

McGuinness v. U.S. Forest Serv., No. 16-2406, 741 Fed. Appx. 915 (4th Cir. Jul. 26, 2018) (not 

for publication)  

Agency prevailed.  

 

Issues:  Alternatives, impact significance 

 

Facts:  After 11 years of environmental study and public comment, including two EAs and two noise studies, USFS 

authorized the development of a shooting range in the Nantahala National Forest in North Carolina. Residents of 

the county who opposed the project challenged the USFS decision arguing that the second EA did not consider an 

adequate range of alternatives, the study of noise impacts was flawed, the effects of the project on a particular 

trail had not been adequately considered, the study of traffic impacts was insufficient, and the description of the 

implementation of the project was insufficient. The district court granted summary judgment for USFS, concluding 

that the agency had given a hard look to potential environmental impacts and USFS’ decision not to prepare an EIS 

was not arbitrary and capricious because the agency provided an explanation of its decision that included a 

rational connection between the facts found through those studies and the choice it ultimately made. 

 

Decision: The court of appeals affirmed the lower court decision. 

 

No Action Alternative: “The September 2013 EA discusses at every step of its analysis, in a fairly detailed manner, 

the need for the proposed shooting range and the environmental impacts of the alternatives to the proposed 

shooting range, including the no build alternative. Most significantly, the September 2013 EA describes existing 

noise levels in the vicinity of the proposed shooting range sites, and provides a detailed description of the 

additional noise that would result from either of the proposed alternatives.” 

 

“USFS's consideration of the alternatives, including the No Action alternative, was more than sufficient to satisfy 

the NEPA requirement that it ‘take a `hard look”’ at the effect of its actions on the existing noise level. Aracoma 

Coal Co., 556 F.3d at 191. In considering the impact of the proposed alternatives on soils, water quality, air quality, 

cultural and historical resources, roadless areas, biological resources, and the human environment, the September 

2013 EA addressed, in varying degrees of detail, the No Action alternative. We conclude that USFS took the 

requisite ‘hard look at the potential environmental consequences of’ its decision authorizing the proposed 

shooting range.” 

 

Preparation of an EIS: “It is apparent from both the September 2013 EA and the Decision Notice that USFS did not 

act arbitrarily or capriciously in selecting the Perry Creek alternative without first issuing an EIS. The agency 

carefully considered the noise effects of its decision, noting that the shooting range would create additional low-

level noise for residents in the vicinity and that hikers on the Chunky Gal Trail would hear gunfire and increased 

noise levels that would approximate loud conversational speech or even shouting during very heavy shooting 

range use.” In the Decision Notice, USFS found that the effects on the quality of the human environment are not 
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likely to be highly controversial and that the effects are not uncertain, and do not involve unique or unknown risk, 

noting that "’[t]he Forest Service has considerable experience with the types of activities to be implemented.’" 

 

“These are reasonable conclusions based on agency expertise to which we defer. In this context, agency action is 

‘likely to be highly controversial’ when ‘a substantial dispute exists as to the size, nature or effect of the major 

federal action.’ Rucker v. Willis, 484 F.2d 158, 162 (4th Cir. 1973) (internal quotation marks omitted). The general 

effects of gunfire on the environment are clearly not uncertain or unknown. The sound of a rifle being discharged 

is well-known to anyone in USFS. And, assuming the proposed project qualifies as a ‘major federal action,’ there is 

no ‘substantial dispute’ regarding ‘the size, nature or effect’ of the proposed project. Appellants nitpick the results 

of the sound tests considered by USFS, but mere opposition—or the extent of that opposition—to a proposed 

agency action does not create a ‘substantial dispute’ or make the action ‘highly controversial.’” 

 

“Finally, even if we concluded, based on the issues identified by the Appellants, that the proposed project is ‘likely 

to be highly controversial,’ 40 C.F.R. § 1508.27(b)(4), ‘the existence of a controversy is only one of the ten factors 

listed for determining if an EIS is necessary.’ Soc'y Hill Towers Owners' Ass'n v. Rendell, 210 F.3d 168, 184 (3d Cir. 

2000).” 

 

Property Values: “Appellants contend USFS violated NEPA by not considering the possible effects of the proposed 

shooting range project on the values of nearby property…. Though authority is scant, some courts have considered 

the potential effect of a proposed agency action on nearby property values. See Myersville Citizens for a Rural 

Cmty., Inc. v. FERC, 783 F.3d 1301, 1324 (D.C. Cir. 2015) (considering whether ‘Environmental Assessment [took] a 

“hard look” at “quantifying the impacts of the project on property values and lost development opportunities”’)…. 

As is apparent from its statement in the September 2013 EA, USFS did not simply refuse to consider the effect of a 

shooting range on property values. It acknowledged that it was of concern to some local residents, albeit not a 

major issue in the global sense. Moreover, the agency gave at least some consideration to this issue, noting that it 

had ‘searched the literature and consulted with social scientists and legal experts.’… We conclude, based on the 

record before us, that USFS ‘considered the relevant factors,’ ‘examined the relevant data and provided an 

explanation of its decision that includes a rational connection between the facts found and the choice made.’ 

Aracoma Coal Co., 556 F.3d at 192 (internal quotation marks omitted). Even though the EA omits mention of the 

anecdotal evidence regarding property values, we are not able to say that the agency made an arbitrary and 

capricious decision.” 

 

Cost of Increased Road Maintenance. “Appellants argue that USFS failed to estimate the cost of increased road 

maintenance and failed to consider potential issues created by increased traffic related to the shooting range. 

USFS, however, took the required hard look at this issue, and its decision to authorize the project notwithstanding 

the maintenance costs and increased traffic was well within its discretion.” 

 

Cascadia Wildlands v. U.S. Dep't of Agriculture, No. 17-35508, 752 Fed. Appx. 457 (9th Cir. 

Nov. 14, 2018) (not for publication) 

Agency prevailed.  

 
Issue:  Federal action 

Facts: Plaintiff environmental groups challenged a USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Services-Wildlife 

Services’ decision to participate in the Oregon Wolf Conservation and Management Plan without first complying 
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with NEPA. They argued that federal funding for the project required the preparation of a NEPA document. The 

district court found for the agency and the Court of Appeals affirmed. 

 

Decision: “The district court correctly concluded that Wildlife Services’ decision to assist the State of Oregon in its 

removal of gray wolves was not a ‘major federal action’ under [NEPA]. ‘Under NEPA, federal agencies are required 

to prepare either an [EA] or [EIS] for major Federal actions significantly affecting the quality of the human 

environment.’ Alaska Ctr. for the Env’t v. U.S. Forest Serv., 189 F.3d 851, 853 (9th Cir. 1999) (citing 42 U.S.C. § 

4332(C)). ‘There are no clear standards for defining the point at which federal participation transforms a state or 

local project into [a] major federal action. The matter is simply one of degree.’ Almond Hill Sch. v. U.S. Dep’t of 

Agric., 768 F.2d 1030, 1039 (9th Cir. 1985) (citation omitted); see generally 40 C.F.R. § 1508.18.”  

 

“In general, we make this determination by considering: (1) the degree to which the given action is funded by the 

federal agency, and (2) the extent of the federal agency’s involvement and control in the action. See, e.g., Ka 

Makani ‘O Kohala Ohana Inc. v. Water Supply, 295 F.3d 955, 960 (9th Cir. 2002) . . . Neither Wildlife Services’ 

financial contribution to the Oregon Wolf Conservation and Management Plan (Oregon Wolf Plan or the Plan) nor 

its control over the Plan’s operation, alone or in combination, are sufficient to render its involvement a ‘major 

federal action.’”  

 

The court held that the Wildlife Services’ contributed only “a marginal level of federal funding,” which amounted 

to eight percent of the plan’s total cost. “We generally have been unwilling to impose the NEPA requirements 

when federal funding falls below ten percent of a state project’s total costs. See, e.g., Rattlesnake Coal. v. U.S. EPA, 

509 F.3d 1095, 1101–02 (9th Cir. 2007) (concluding that federal funding accounting for six percent of the estimated 

budget ‘does not federalize’ the state project); Ka Makani, 295 F.3d at 960 (concluding that federal funding 

constituting ‘less than two percent of the estimated total project cost . . . . alone could not transform the entire 

[state project] into a ‘major federal action”’).” 

 

In addition, the court held that Wildlife Services lacked actual power to control the Oregon Wolf Plan, which is a 

state-run program covered by state administrative rules and led by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 

(ODFW). ODFW had sole discretion to determine when a wolf should be killed under its rules, and where and when 

to remove problem wolves. Oregon would continue to kill gray wolves if Wildlife Services were not involved. 

“Under this state regulatory framework, Wildlife Services exercises only marginal discretion as to whether to 

accept or reject ODFW’s request to remove a specific problem wolf. But this choice is limited, as Wildlife Services 

must remove the wolf only under conditions set by ODFW and the Plan. Wildlife Services determines the method it 

will use for the removal, but must consult with ODFW to make this determination, and must select one of the 

methods permitted by ODFW and the Plan. Wildlife Services also lacks ‘regulatory authority or latitude to 

implement other approaches, nor can it require alternative actions of ODFW.’” 

 

Greenpeace, Inc. v. Stewart, No. 17-35945, 743 Fed. Appx. 878 (9th Cir. Nov. 28, 2018) (not for 

publication) 

Agency did not prevail.  

 
Issue:  Supplementation 
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Facts:  Greenpeace challenged USFS’s authorization of four timber sale projects in the Tongass National Forest 

alleging violations of both the National Forest Management Act and NEPA. The lower court held for USFS, but the 

court of appeals reversed that decision and ordered the lower court to vacate USFS’ approval of the timber sales. 

 

Decision: With respect to NEPA, the court of appeals found that “USFS violated NEPA by declining to supplement 

its NEPA documents despite significant new circumstances. 40 C.F.R. § 1502.9(c)(1)(ii) (requiring supplementation 

where there are ‘significant new circumstances or information relevant to environmental concerns and bearing on 

the proposed action or its impacts’). Significant new circumstances arose when USFS’s reanalysis of the projects 

revealed below-guideline deer habitat capabilities. See, e.g., Friends of the Clearwater v. Dombeck, 222 F.3d 552, 

557 (9th Cir. 2000) (‘[A]n agency that has prepared an [environmental impact statement or environmental 

assessment] cannot simply rest on the original document. The agency must be alert to new information that may 

alter the results of its original environmental analysis . . . .’).” 

 

Wildlands Defense v. Seesholtz, No. 18-35400, 2018 WL 6262505, -- Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Nov. 

29, 2018) (not for publication). 

Agency prevailed. 

 

Issues: Impacts, cumulative impacts 

 

Facts:  Plaintiffs sought to enjoin the operation of two post-fire projects in the Boise National Forest, claiming 

violations of NEPA and the Endangered Species Act. The court of appeals affirmed the lower court opinion denying 

the preliminary injunction. The court’s NEPA reasoning is addressed below. 

 

Decision: A plaintiff seeking a preliminary injunction must establish that he or she is likely to succeed on the merits 

that he or she is likely to suffer irreparable harm in the absence of preliminary relief, that the balance of equities 

tips in his or her favor, and that an injunction is in the public interest. The court concluded that the USFS decision 

not to prepare an EIS was not arbitrary and capricious because the agency had taken a hard look at the 

consequences of its actions, based its decision on a consideration of the relevant factors, and provided a 

convincing statement of reasons to explain why the project’s impacts were insignificant.  

 

USFS considered both the context and intensity of the proposed actions and considered the projects’ impacts on 

the total area affected by the fire and on the project areas, but “[i]n any event, ‘[t]he ‘identification of the 

geographic area’ within which a project’s impacts on the environmental resources may occur “is a task assigned to 

the special competency of the appropriate agencies.”’ Tri-Valley CAREs, 671 F.3d at 1127 (quoting Kleppe v. Sierra 

Club, 427 U.S. 390, 414 (1976)).” 

 

USFS also appropriately considered cumulative impacts. ”An agency may discharge its obligation to consider 

cumulative impacts ‘by aggregating the cumulative effects of past projects into an environmental baseline, against 

which the incremental impact of a proposed project is measured.’ Cascadia Wildlands v. Bureau of Indian Affairs, 

801 F.3d 1105, 1111 (9th Cir. 2015). USFS acted within its discretion in doing so in this case.”  
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U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE 

 

Friends of the Santa Clara River v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 887 F.3d 906 (9th Cir. 2018) 

Agency prevailed. 
 

Issue(s):  Impacts, Cumulative Impacts, Supplementation 

 

Facts:   Environmental advocacy organizations ("Friends") challenged Corps' CWA Section 404 permit and EIS, 

involving the Newhall Land Project. In December 2003, Newhall Land applied to the Corps for a CWA Section 404 

permit that would allow construction and infrastructure of the Newhall Ranch Project, a large-scale residential, 

commercial and industrial development in NW Los Angeles, near the city of Santa Clara. The Corps coordinated 

with the California Department of Fish and Wildlife to prepare a combine EIS/EIR, published the Notice of Intent in 

both 2004 and 2005, and held two public scoping meetings. In May 2009, the Corps circulated the DEIR/DEIS for 

public comment. After taking into account public comments, the Corps published the FEIR/FEIS, which included a 

Section 404(b)(1) Guidelines Evaluation.  

 

This EIS/EIR analyzed water quality, biological resources and cumulative impacts, and discussed the Project's water 

discharges into the Santa Clara River and potential impacts to the Southern California Steelhead, an endangered 

species. The Corps determined the Project was not part of the steelhead's critical habitat, but analyzed the 

potential for impact in its habitat and downstream through the Project area due to stormwater discharges, which 

would have potential for impact during the wet months but not during the months the river was partially dry (the 

"Dry Gap"). The Corps found that these changes would not have a substantial adverse effect on the southern 

steelhead. In making the determination the Corps analyzed the wastewater and stormwater discharges for 

dissolved copper concentration in the Santa Clara River that occurred during storm events large enough to flow 

through the Dry Gap (9.0 micrograms per liter). This concentration was less than the limit of the 32 micrograms per 

liter of dissolved copper required by the California Toxics Rule (CTR), an EPA-promulgated regulation establishing 

water quality standards (WQS) in California, for the Santa Clara River. The Corps concluded that the Project would 

not affect the steelhead and therefore it was not required to consult with NMFS to discharge its responsibilities 

under the ESA. The Ventura Coastkeeper sent a letter to the Corps stating the discharges would harm the Southern 

California Steelhead; the EPA commented as well, focusing on the Corp's practicability analysis for different 

alternatives should have considered the expected revenues. However, after collaboration between EPA, the Corps 

and Newhall, the EPA subsequently sent a letter stating it would not seek review of the permit decision, citing 

project improvements and additional mitigation measures. In August 2011, the Corps issued a ROD, addressed 

Coastkeeper's comment letter, and summarized the results of a Supplemental Water Quality Analysis conducted 

by a third-party consultant in May 2011, which showed that the additional stormwater retention measures 

incorporated into the Project would further reduce the dissolved-copper concentration in the Project's stormwater 

discharges. The Friends sued the Corps and EPA alleging violations of NEPA. The district court granted summary 

judgment for the Corps and Friends appealed.  

 

Decision:  Friends contended that the Corps final EIR/EIS provided an inadequate analysis of the cumulative 

impacts of the Project's dissolved-copper discharges on steelhead in the reach of the Santa Clara River 

downstream of the Dry Gap.  
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First, Friends argued that a 2007 NMFS Technical Memorandum (An Overview of Sensory Effects on Juvenile 

Salmonids Exposed to Dissolved Copper), that Ventura Coastkeeper submitted with its comments on the Final 

EIR/EIS, demonstrated that the Project’s dissolved-copper discharges may cause sublethal impacts to steelhead, 

and the Final EIS/EIR failed to consider those impacts (it relied on the CTR data).  

 

In discussing the claim, which referenced the NMFS Memorandum, the court noted it may not substitute its 

scientific judgment for that of the agency. “The determination of what constitutes the ‘best scientific data 

available’ belongs to the agency’s ‘special expertise[’]” and warrants substantial deference. San Luis & Delta-

Mendota Water Auth. v. Jewell, 747 F.3d 581, 602 (9th Cir. 2014). Accordingly, “[t]he best available data 

requirement ‘merely prohibits [the Corps] from disregarding available scientific evidence that is in some way 

better than the evidence [it] relies on.’ ” Kern Cty. Farm Bureau v. Allen, 450 F.3d 1072, 1080 (9th Cir. 2006). In this 

case, the Corps reasonably concluded that the NMFS Memorandum did not contain the best scientific data 

available for the Project. The NMFS Memorandum summarized and analyzed laboratory studies regarding the 

effects of concentrations of copper on coho salmon in municipal water. It did not consider steelhead populations 

or the effect of copper concentrations in natural conditions. Moreover, it did not consider any data specific to the 

Project or the Santa Clara River. The court also discussed it was not arbitrary or capricious for the Corps to consider 

the CTR as “a useful benchmark” to assess the possible water-quality impacts of the Project’s discharges. The 

Corps could reasonably consider the CTR criteria as one source of information, given that the EPA promulgated the 

CTR to establish water-quality criteria “legally applicable in the State of California for inland surface waters, 

enclosed bays and estuaries for all purposes and programs under the Clean Water Act.” 65 Fed. Reg. at 31,682; see 

also 40 C.F.R. § 131.38. The CTR provided “an estimate of the highest concentration of a substance in water which 

does not present a significant risk to the aquatic organisms in the water and their uses,” 65 Fed. Reg. at 31,689, 

and which California and the EPA must consider in implementing various water quality programs under the CWA. 

Because the effects of dissolved copper and other dissolved metals depend on water “hardness” and other factors 

that vary among bodies of water, the CTR provides a method for calculating a site-specific dissolved-copper 

criterion. The Corps could thus reasonably consider the CTR as part of its analysis. Moreover, because the Corps 

considered other sources of data, including project-specific modeling, in determining that issuance of the Section 

404 Permit would have no effect on downstream steelhead, Friends’ arguments regarding limitations in the 

applicability of the CTR were not material.  

 

The Ninth Circuit ruled that because the Corps reasonably determined that the Project was not likely to affect 

steelhead populations in the Santa Clara River, it was not arbitrary or capricious to conclude that the Project would 

not result in significant cumulative water quality impacts to steelhead. See Sw. Ctr. for Biological Diversity v. U.S. 

Forest Serv., 100 F.3d 1443, 1448 (9th Cir. 1996) (explaining that an agency’s “no effect” determination under the 

ESA supported its conclusion that the action would “not individually or cumulatively have a significant effect on the 

human environment” under NEPA) (quoting 40 C.F.R. § 1508.4). The Final EIS/EIR provided a sufficient discussion 

“to show why more study is not warranted,” 40 C.F.R. § 1502.2(b), and satisfied NEPA’s requirements.  

 

Second, Friends' challenged the Corps’ reference to the May 2011 Supplemental Analysis (incorporated into the 

ROD) in its response to comments on the Final EIS/EIR. Friends' argues that the Corps was required to recirculate a 

revised EIS/EIR containing the Supplemental Analysis or alternatively, include the full document as an Appendix. 

The court found that the Supplemental Analysis merely confirmed the Corps’ conclusion (that there would be no 

effect because it established that the Projects' stormwater retention measures would further lower the dissolved-

copper concentration in the Project's runoff), but was not its basis; accordingly, it did not contain “significant new 

information” that would require the Corps to recirculate the EIS/EIR for further comment. California ex rel. 

Imperial Cty. Air Pollution Control Dist. v. U.S. Dep’t of the Interior, 767 F.3d 781, 794 (9th Cir. 2014); see also 40 
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C.F.R. § 1502.9(c)(1)(ii). The court found that the Corps did not violate NEPA by incorporating the Supplemental 

Analysis by reference and informing the public that it was available upon request, rather than providing the 

document in an appendix. Because the Final EIS/EIR provided an adequate analysis of the cumulative impacts of 

the Project’s dissolved copper discharges, the Friends' NEPA claim failed.  

 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 894 F.3d 692 (5th Cir. 2018)  

Agency prevailed.  

 

Issue(s):  Impacts (Mitigated FONSI), Mitigation, Cumulative Impacts 

 

Facts:  Environmental groups challenged the issuance of a permit and EA involving a 162-mile crude oil pipeline in 

southern Louisiana.  The district court granted a preliminary injunction based on the Corps' failure to satisfy NEPA 

in issuing its construction permit. The Corps appealed the injunction in this case.  

 

In December 2017, after a year-long review the Corps issued Bayou Bridge Pipeline, LLC ("Bayou Bridge) a CWA 

Section 404 permit, 33 U.S.C. § 1344 and under §§ 10 and 14 under the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899, 33 U.S.C. 

§§ 403,408, allowing it to build a 162-mile pipeline from Lake Charles, Louisiana to terminals near St. James. 

Portions of the Pipeline cross the Atchafalaya Basin, affecting wetlands. The Corps authored two EAs, one under 

the Rivers and Harbors Act (the "408 EA") and one under the CWA (the "404" EA), which consisted of 200 pages for 

both documents and another 200 pages together of appendices and concluded with a FONSI.  

 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper and other organizations ("Atchafalaya") brought suit against the Corps in January 2017 

seeking an injunction alleging violations of NEPA. Applicants Bayou Bridge and Stupp Brothers, LLC intervened. The 

district court held an expedited hearing (before the complete AR was filed) and concluded that Atchafalaya had 

shown irreparable harm and demonstrated a likelihood of success on the merits as well as the other prerequisites 

of preliminary relief for two of their claims that: (1) the EAs violated NEPA and the CWA by failing to adequately 

analyze mitigation for the loss of cypress-tupelo swamp along the pipeline right of way through the Basin; and that 

(2) the EAs violated NEPA and the CWA by failing to adequately consider historical noncompliance by other 

pipelines and the cumulative effects of this project. The resulting preliminary injunction stopped construction only 

within the Atchafalaya Basin (the "Basin"). The Corps sought a stay of the injunction pending appeal, which the 

Fifth Circuit granted in a split decision.  

 

Decision:  The district court reviewed each of Atchafalaya's challenges, both procedurally and substantively. The 

lower court rejected both the assertion that the impact analysis on the Basin of the oil spills was arbitrary and 

capricious, and that the Corps provided defective public notice of the type and location of proposed mitigation 

measures (because the Corps addressed comments in the EA for over 26 pages, the court noted). The lower court 

then focused on specific impacts of the project in the Basin, i.e., that 455.5 acres of “jurisdictional wetlands” would 

be temporarily affected and approximately 142 acres of those wetlands “would be permanently converted from 

forested to herbaceous wetlands within the permanent right-of-way.” The Section 404 EA stated that “[t]he 

proposed project will change and/or reduce wetland functional quality along the proposed ROW by conversion of 

forested habitat types.” The EA identified “[a] key issue(s) of concern in this watershed is the loss of wetland 

function and value.” 

 

The lower court found three failures in the EAs: (1) that the 404 EA used perfunctory or conclusory language 

involving mitigation measures to avoid significance, (2) that the relevant section of the CWA regulation (33 C.F.R. § 
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332.3) did not require a mitigation hierarchy, that the Corps failed to explain how the mitigation choices, served 

the goals of replacing lost functions and services, and whether a preference for mitigation was appropriate, that 

the 404 EA was devoid of information analyzing the consequences of the "irretrievable loss" of 142 acres of 

cypress/tupelo swamp wetlands, and how the mitigation would effect loss of the cypress/tupelo swamp, and no 

discussion of best practices for the construction, and how they would offset the temporary impacts, and (3) EAs 

did not address cumulative impacts of the project with earlier projects that created spoil banks and other 

detrimental impacts.  

 

The Fifth Circuit addressed each of these three "failures." First, the Fifth Circuit noted that mitigated FONSIs are 

those projects that without mitigation would have significant environmental impact. It discussed that the lower 

court's reliance on O'Reilly v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 477 F.3d 225 (5th Cir. 2007) (finding that the Corps failed 

to discuss mitigation measures involving the impact of a housing development on adjacent wetlands, which was 

undisputable and irrevocable) was misapplied. Here, it found that 200+ pages in both EAs acknowledged potential 

environmental impacts from the project, discussed third parties’ concerns about those impacts, referenced in 

detail the hydrological, horticultural and wildlife environment in the affected acreage of the Basin, and explained 

how and where mitigation bank credits and construction protocols would be adopted to render the watershed 

impact not “significant.” The Fifth Circuit rejected that the document was a "mitigated FONSI." It contemplated 

that perhaps the Corps' discussion might be improved with a few details, but that the path could be "reasonably be 

discerned" from the EAs and other publicly available documents and should have been upheld. Nat’l Ass’n of Home 

Builders v. Defs. of Wildlife, 551 U.S. 644, 658, 127 S.Ct. 2518, 2530 (2007). 

 

The court next reviewed the question whether the Corps properly applied CWA regulations when it determined 

that Bayou Bridge could (1) utilize approved construction methods within the Basin, and (2) purchase (a) in-kind 

mitigation credits, i.e. cypress-tupelo acreage within the watershed and, when those were exhausted, (b) out-of-

kind credits of bottomland hardwood acreage within the watershed to compensate for the project’s impact. 

 

The Fifth Circuit noted that the lower court misapplied the CWA regulations involving the mitigation hierarchy (33 

U.S.C. § 332.3) and failed to acknowledge its application by means of the Louisiana Wetland Rapid Assessment 

Method (LRAM). The Fifth Circuit reasoned that the language of the regulations set up a plain hierarchy that 

supported mitigation banks, as opposed to Atchafalaya proffered clean-up by Bayou Bridge of the spoil banks 

created by other pipeline builders long ago. The court stated that the Corps was authorized to employ out-of-kind 

credits within the same watershed if they serve the aquatic resource needs of the watershed and the Corps 

reasoning is demonstrated in the AR. The court then looked to whether the Corps sufficiently documented how 

those credits serve the Basin's aquatic resource needs.  

 

In reviewing the AR, the court found the LRAM is the type of functional assessment tool that CWA regulation 

advises should be used to determine how much compensatory mitigation is required. The LRAM was published and 

was subject to comment by the public and numerous federal and state agencies, and was revised following their 

input. The LRAM's purpose is "quantify adverse impacts associated with permit applications and environmental 

benefits associated with compensatory mitigation to determine the amount and type of credits necessary to offset 

a given impact. The LRAM scores wetland impacts based on factors including (1) number of acres affected by the 

prospective permit, (2) how difficult the wetlands are to replace, (3) habitat condition; (4) hydrologic condition, (5) 

negative human influences, and (6) permanent or temporary loss. The LRAM assigns values to the quality of the 

wetlands and of mitigation banks, converts the values into credits, and determines on a watershed basis how many 

acres in mitigation banks must be purchase by the applicant. The Supreme Court has held that the use of scientific 
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methodology, like in the LRAM, is subject to judicial deference. Marsh v. Oregon Nat. Res. Council, 490 U.S. 360, 

109 S. Ct. 1851, 1861 (1989). The Corps used the LRAM in its 404 EA and fully explained its background and use.  

 

The court found the LRAM analysis "rationally connected" the out-of-kind-mitigation bank purchases in the Basin 

to the "aquatic functions and services" lost by the project, as required by CWA regulations, and NEPA because:  (1) 

the Applicant was required to buy bottomland hardwood credits within the Basin watershed only because it had 

already purchased all available cypress/tupelo swamp credits (rather than the less preferred alternatives); (2) the 

Corps responsibility under the CWA was to ensure the protection of aquatic functions and services, which did not 

include the protection of tree species, as such; (3) the 404 EA stated that "the [LRAM] was utilized to determine 

the acquisition of a total of 714.5 acres of suitable habitat credits, from approved mitigation banks within the 

watershed of impact;" (4) citing CWA regulations, the 404 EA discussion of required compensatory mitigation bank 

purchases notated that the conclusion was consistent with the preferred hierarchy as set forth by the Corps (i.e. 

in-basin, in-kind mitigation first, in-basin, out-of-kind mitigation second, etc.); (5) the Corps 404 EA's analysis 

includes the Corps' Best Management Practices during construction and requires conditions that must be met with 

specificity; (6) O'Reilly, which would have required the Corps to discuss mitigation alternatives (irrespective of the 

distinction between a FONSI and "mitigated FONSI"), is distinguishable (O'Reilly predated and did not rely on CWA 

regulations for mitigation hierarchy or rely on the LRAM tool). The court also noted that the expedited judicial 

process did not allow for the review of the AR.  

 

The lower court found the EAs deficient for failing to evaluate the pipeline's project impact cumulatively with the 

effect of spoil banks left from past project and an alleged history of noncompliance with prior Corps-approved 

permits. The Fifth Circuit noted the lower court misread the applicable statute and the EAs. Under NEPA, agencies 

must consider each “cumulative impact” of permitted actions, and that term is defined as “the impact on the 

environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and 

reasonably foreseeable future actions.” 40 C.F.R. § 1508.7 (emphasis added). Here, the EAs concluded that 

because of appropriate mitigation measures, in terms of construction conditions and limitations in the permit, and 

Bayou Bridge’s purchase of compensatory mitigation bank acreage, there would be no incremental impact; hence, 

there could be no cumulative effects with regard to pre-existing spoil banks. 

 
The 408 EA specifically acknowledged past, present and reasonably foreseeable future actions, including previous 

pipelines, and maintained its conclusion that there would be no adverse results from temporary discharges during 

this construction. The 404 EA stated that the district commander reviewed the 408 EA before publishing the FONSI 

and that the 404 EA did discuss cumulative effects on the environment. It concluded “through the efforts taken to 

avoid and minimize effects . . . and the mandatory implementation of a mitigation plan . . . permit issuance will not 

result in substantial direct, secondary or cumulative adverse impact on the aquatic environment.”  The EA stated: 

“[r]esulting natural resource challenges and stresses include permanent loss of wetlands (of which this project 

constitutes temporary or conversion impacts, not permanent wetland loss), loss of wildlife habitat, and impacts to 

water quality. A key issue(s) of concern in this watershed is loss of wetland function and value.” Not only does this 

clearly signify no permanent wetland loss, but also, after explaining mitigation for temporary impacts, monitoring 

and mitigation bank purchases in accord with the LRAM, the EA stated: “Appropriate compensatory mitigation was 

purchased at these banks to offset unavoidable impacts to wetlands that would result from permit issuance.” 

Finally, to recapitulate the permit conditions mentioned previously, Bayou Bridge’s construction, according to the 

permit, will leave the smallest possible footprint and will in several ways be accomplished without hindering 

possible future efforts to remove old spoil banks left by prior construction. In addition, the Corps is authorized 

under the permit to require replanting of desirable native tree species and undertake additional compensatory 

mitigation, further remediation actions, and/or further monitoring if the initial mitigation proves inadequate. 
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The Corps acknowledged extrinsic past impacts on the Basin and explained how the permit will not only remediate 

the impacts of this project but will not interfere with further efforts to restore the watershed. The Fifth Circuit 

found the lower court’s concern about cumulative effects based on the alleged past noncompliance with Corps 

permit conditions was misplaced. Not only did some of those projects predate the CWA, but Appellants’ factual 

information underminee specific charges made by Appellees about certain permit holders. 

Dissent:  Judge Reavley, in a healthy dissent, disagreed with two of the Fifth's Circuits findings. The Judge discussed 

that the pipeline project would clear 262 acres of wetlands in the Atchafalaya Basin, impacting two resource types, 

cypress-tupelo swamp and bottomland-hardwood forest. The Corps relied on the LRAM, but found that one of the 

chosen mitigation banks did not have the number of cypress-tupelo acres necessary to match a fully in-kind 

mitigation; the Corps then sanctioned instead the purchase of 69 cypress-tupelo acres and 243.8 bottomland 

hardwood acres. Thus, the Corps swapped each acre of unaccounted-for cypress tupelo of surplus bottomland 

hardwood, and treated the two resource types interchangeably. The Judge explained that the LRAM lacked a 

critical explanatory component. In short, 33 C.F.R § 332.3(e)(1) prefers in-kind over out-of-kind mitigation because 

similar resources are "most likely to compensate for the functions and services lost at the impact site." The LRAM 

lists habitats and groups into six resource categories; however, the LRAM does not explain how to quantify impacts 

to one resource in terms of another much less how cypress tupelo and bottomland hardwood habitats, i.e. out of 

kind habitats, of a "different structural and functional type" can swap seamless for each other in terms of the 

Basin's resource needs. Therefore, the LRAM is not a tool for out-of-kind mitigation. Nor does the 404 EA explain 

this gap, and the Corps did not meet its regulatory burden to explain out-of-kind mitigation.  

 

The Judge also disagreed with the standard applied for mitigation within the context of a FONSI. The Corps argued 

however, that O’Reilly ’s scrutiny applies only to mitigated FONSIs, those in which an agency engages in a two-part 

finding: (1) project impacts alone would be significant but (2) with mitigation, the impacts are reduced to 

insignificance. This case, the Corps says, does not involve a mitigated FONSI because the agency considered the 

project impacts and mitigation all at once before issuing a single FONSI, relying on the CEQ's Guidance, Final 

Guidance for Federal Departments and Agencies on the Appropriate Use of Mitigation and Monitoring and 

Clarifying the Appropriate Use of Mitigated Findings of No Significant Impact, Jan. 21, 2011. The Judge noted that 

the distinction is all form with no substance. O’Reilly stands for a fundamental proposition: When mitigation is a 

necessary part of a FONSI, the agency bears a duty to explain why the mitigation will be effective. 477 F.3d at 231–

32. Thus framed, there are but two types of FONSIs under O’Reilly: (1) those in which mitigation is an integral part 

of the insignificant outcome and (2) those in which the mitigation is ultimately gratuitous—that is, when the 

impacts would be insignificant even without mitigation. There is no third option. 

 

Of course, the manner in which an agency arrives at its FONSI can make the role of mitigation apparent on the face 

of the administrative record (AR). When the agency issues a formal mitigated FONSI, we know for sure that 

mitigation is an integral piece. But, as here, when the EA lumps project impacts and mitigation into a single 

consideration with no further explication, the record obscures whether the impacts would have been significant 

absent the mitigation. All the same, these facially ambiguous assessments can involve necessary mitigation.  

 

The Judge questioned: was mitigation necessary to this project’s insignificant impact? On the one hand, the Corps 

was unwilling to concede that mitigation was necessary to reduce the project’s impact to insignificance. This 

despite the pages and pages of the EA detailing the hundreds of acres of shredded wetlands and corresponding 

compensatory mitigation. See 33 C.F.R. § 320.4(r)(1) (explaining that compensatory mitigation is meant to rectify 

“significant resource losses”). Nonetheless, that must necessarily mean the project’s impacts would be insignificant 

even without mitigation; but the Corps was unwilling to say that either. And therein lies the paradox—the 
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ambiguous record enabled the Corps to tiptoe on a nonexistent fence between the only two realities: mitigation 

that matters and mitigation that does not. When an agency cloaks the importance of mitigation behind an 

ambiguous administrative record, the court should hold the agency to the standard articulated in O’Reilly. 

 

Audubon Society of Greater Denver v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 908 F.3d 593 (10th Cir. 2018) 

Agency Prevailed.  

 

Issue(s):  Alternatives, Supplementation (of Administrative Record (AR)).  

 

Facts: The Audubon Society of Greater Denver ("Audubon") challenged the Corps' compliance with NEPA, inter 

alia, involving Chatfield Storage Reallocation Project, which would allow certain water providers in the Denver 

metropolitan area to store 20,600 acre-feet of water in the Chatfield Reservoir, in Denver, Colorado. The lower 

court upheld the Corps' EIS and Audubon appealed.  

 

In 1973, the Corps constructed the Chatfield Reservoir by erecting a dam across the South Platte River SW of 

Denver. The Reservoir was primarily built for flood control, but Congress authorized the Corps to develop 

recreational facilities at the Reservoir. In 1974, the Corps leased the land surrounding the Reservoir to the State of 

Colorado, which opens the area to the public as Chatfield State Park, one of the most popular state parks in 

Colorado. In 1986, Congress authorized the Corps to study whether it would be feasible and economically 

justifiable to reallocate part of Chatfield Reservoir's storage capacity from flood control to municipal, industrial, 

and agricultural water storage. The resulting study predicted that, even taking into account water conservation 

programs, water providers will need approximately 50% more water in 2050 because of population growth in the 

Denver metropolitan area. Under current conditions, absent the development of additional water supply, the 

Denver metropolitan area will have “approximately 90,000 acre-feet of unmet [water] needs” in 2050.  

 

In 2009, Congress authorized modifications of the Chatfield Reservoir, and any required mitigation to 

accommodate water storage. The Reallocation Project allowed the water providers to store 20,600 acre-feet of 

water in Chatfield Reservoir. The immediate practical effect of the Reallocation Project was that the maximum 

water level in the Reservoir would rise by 12 feet, flooding 587 acres of Chatfield State Park, including various 

recreation facilities and sensitive environments. Because of these effects, the water providers also proposed two 

plans—one to relocate the recreation facilities and the other to mitigate environmental damage. Both plans 

involved the discharge of dredged and fill material into wetlands near Chatfield Reservoir. 

 

As part of its review of the Reallocation Project, the Corps prepared an EIS. The EIS stated that the main problem 

addressed by the Reallocation Project was the increasing water demand in the Denver Metro area that exceeded 

available water supplies. The purpose and need was to increase availability of water, provide an additional average 

year yield of up to approximately 8,539 acre-feet of municipal and industrial water, which was sustainable over the 

50-year period of analysis, in the greater Denver Metro area so that a larger proportion of existing and future 

water needs can be met. 

 

The Corps initially examined thirty-eight alternatives for securing additional water supply for the Denver 

metropolitan area. These strategies fell into seven categories: increased water conservation, agricultural transfers, 

importation of water, development of new water storage facilities, storage of additional water at existing 

reservoirs, increased use of surface water and groundwater, and increased water recycling. The Corps used four 

criteria to compare these potential alternatives: ability to meet purpose and need, cost, logistics and technology, 
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and environmental impacts. After briefly explaining its decision not to further analyze thirty-four alternatives, the 

Corps considered the remaining four alternatives in detail. 

 

First, the Corps considered Alternative 1, the “No Action Alternative,” which meant the Reallocation Project would 

not proceed and water providers would have to look to other options to secure additional water. Specifically, the 

No Action Alternative assumed that the water providers would store surface water in a newly-constructed Penley 

Reservoir and downstream gravel pits.  

 

The Corps next considered Alternative 2, in which the water providers would meet future demand using 

groundwater and surface water stored in downstream gravel pits. The gravel pits in Alternative 2 would be 

developed in the same way as in Alternative 1. PAA0715. But in Alternative 2, instead of building Penley Reservoir, 

the water providers would also rely on groundwater to serve their customers.  

 

The Corps then evaluated Alternative 3, which is the Reallocation Project that was ultimately selected. Under 

Alternative 3, the water providers could store 20,600 acre-feet of water in Chatfield Reservoir. Increasing the 

amount of water in Chatfield Reservoir would raise the water level by 12 feet. It stated that no new infrastructure 

would be needed at Chatfield by any water provider.  

 

Finally, the Corps examined Alternative 4, which would allow water providers to store 7,700 acre-feet of water in 

Chatfield Reservoir. Alternative 4 would increase the water level in the reservoir by five feet. To meet additional 

demand, the water providers would also rely on groundwater and surface water stored in downstream gravel pits 

(again developed in the same way as in Alternative 1).  

 

After comparing these four alternatives, the Corps chose Alternative 3. The Corps concluded that Alternative 3 

maximizes [National Economic Development] benefits” by minimizing the cost of supplying water and best meets 

the water supply needs of the water providers. The Corps also concluded that Alternative 3 is the Least 

Environmentally Damaging alternative because: 1) the environmental impacts of Alternative 3 at Chatfield can all 

be fully mitigated; 2) Alternative 3 does not result in the drying up of any farmland or include the use of non-

renewable groundwater; and 3) Alternative 3 is the plan most consistent with the Corps' seven Environmental 

Operating Principles. While conducting the NEPA analysis, the Corps remained mindful that the alternative chosen 

would need to comply with the CWA. 

 

In May 2014, the Corps issued its ROD; in October 2014, Audubon sought review of the decision. The lower court 

upheld the decision and denied Audubon’s request for injunctive relief.  

 

Decision:  Audubon argued that the Corps dismissed three alternatives without sufficient explanation. Specifically, 

Audubon faulted the Corps for failing to examine enhanced water conservation measures, which go beyond the 

standard methods already being used by water providers. Audubon also maintained that the Corps erred when it 

excluded upstream gravel pits from further consideration because they offered sufficient capacity for the 

Reallocation Project. Audubon asserted that the water providers could have purchased storage capacity at the 

Rueter-Hess Reservoir instead of expanding the Chatfield Reservoir. The Tenth Circuit upheld the Corps' analysis of 

alternatives.  

 

First, the Corps considered increased water conservation at length and concluded that water conservation is not 

an equivalent practicable alternative to the proposed project because the “shortages of sustainable water supplies 

faced by the water providers will not be resolved by water conservation measures alone.” Instead, the Corps' 
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subsequent analyses assumed that “[c]urrent water conservation practices constitute an independent parallel 

action” to the Reallocation Project. As the Corps explained in response to a public comment, water conservation 

goals and amounts were considered when determining the amount of water needed for future use. Therefore, the 

Corps viewed each alternative as also including the various conservation programs as components. The Corps 

concluded that, while conservation can delay the timing of the need for additional supplies, it does not in itself 

eliminate the need for additional supplies.”  The court rejected Audubon's suggestion because, Davis v. Mineta, 

302 F.3d 1104, 1122 (10th Cir. 2002), abrogated on other grounds by Dine Citizens Against Ruining Our Env't v. 

Jewell, 839 F.3d 1276 (10th Cir. 2016), did not indicate that the Corp's analysis was inadequate. In Davis, the 

agency's NEPA analysis was deficient because it “summarily rejected” alternatives that could not, “standing alone,” 

achieve the project's goals. 302 F.3d at 1120. The DOT made “no effort” to consider whether these alternatives, 

when analyzed “in conjunction” with each other, could achieve the project goals. Id. at 1121. The Corps' analysis 

here was far more extensive. The Corps thoroughly described the current status of the water providers' 

conservation plans and explained that, because the future unmet water need is so great, the water providers will 

develop even more stringent water conservation measures, even after the Reallocation Project is completed. This 

discussion sufficiently explained why the Corps did not consider enhanced water conservation to be a reasonable 

alternative worthy of further analysis, which is all that NEPA requires.  

 

Second, the Corps adequately explained why upstream gravel pits did not merit further discussion. Upstream 

gravel pits were “eliminated from further consideration due to limited storage capacity and the logistical 

difficulties of combining reservoirs to meet the storage requirements of the project.” The upstream gravel pits had 

5,490 acre-feet of capacity spread across three reservoirs, which was less than the 8,539 acre-feet sought by the 

Reallocation Project. On the other hand, downstream gravel pits, which the Corps did analyze at length, would 

have provided 7,835 acre-feet of storage and presented fewer logistical complications. Compared to the upstream 

gravel pits, the downstream gravel pits were closer to existing water supply systems, which minimized connection 

costs for the water suppliers. Given that the upstream and downstream gravel pits were similar alternatives, but 

the downstream option offered more storage at a lower cost, the Corps' decision to exclude upstream gravel pits 

as an alternative was neither arbitrary nor capricious. Prairie Band Pottawatomie Nation v. Fed. Highway Admin., 

684 F.3d 1002, 1011 (10th Cir. 2012) (“[A]n agency need not consider an alternative unless it is significantly 

distinguishable from the alternatives already considered.”). Notwithstanding the Corps' reasoning, Audubon 

asserted that the Corps analysis was arbitrary and capricious because after the Corps finalized the EIS, an upstream 

gravel pit owner informed the Corps that a “preliminary” report showed that the pit could have the capacity for 

11,000 acre-feet of storage when expanded.” This new information does not render the Corps' decision arbitrary 

or capricious because the information was not provided to the Corps until after the final EIS was issued. Prairie 

Band, 684 F.3d at 1012–13. 

 

Third, the Corps sufficiently explained why storing water at the Rueter-Hess Reservoir was not a viable alternative 

to the Reallocation Project. The Corps further noted that several water providers already owned the storage 

capacity at the Rueter-Hess Reservoir. Though the Rueter-Hess Reservoir had recently been expanded, the capacity 

was anticipated to primarily meet the needs of the current storage owners, who had not made any additional 

storage capacity available for sale since 2012. The Corps explained that storing additional water at Rueter-Hess 

was not a practicable alternative because there was no available storage in that reservoir. This analysis was not 

arbitrary or capricious. 

 

Audubon argued that the district court abused its discretion by denying the motion to supplement the AR because 

the AR lacks documentation required to determine if the Corps' dismissal of Rueter-Hess Reservoir and enhanced 

water conservation measures was justified. Audubon claimed that consideration of a water conservation survey 
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was necessary for the Corps to determine whether enhanced water conservation was a viable alternative to the 

Reallocation Project. Audubon also claimed that a report on a water recycling program (Project WISE) was 

necessary for the Corps to properly evaluate the viability of storing additional water in the Rueter-Hess Reservoir. 

The district court denied Audubon's motion because neither the survey of water conservation efforts nor the 

Project WISE information indicated that the Corps' NEPA analysis was deficient, and that the water conservation 

efforts, including potential efforts to enhance water conservation in the future, including the summary of Project 

WISE were extensively discussed in the EIS. Therefore, the extra record evidence would not have filled gaps or 

addressed inadequacies in the Corps' analysis.  

 

Clatsop Residents Against Walmart (CRAW) v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, No. 16-35767, 735 

Fed. Appx. 909 (9th Cir. May 25, 2018)(not for publication)  

Agency prevailed. 
 

Issue(s):  Cumulative Impacts (including baseline).  

 

Facts: Interest group, Clatsop Resident Against Walmart (CRAW), challenged approval of application for a CWA § 

404 permit to fill .37 acres of wetlands in Warrenton, Oregon. The original permit applicant transferred the permit 

to Walmart.  

 

Decision: CRAW challenged the range of alternatives under the CWA, which the Ninth Circuit rejected. CRAW also 

contended that the Corps’ cumulative impacts analysis under NEPA was arbitrary and capricious. The Ninth Circuit 

disagreed because the Corps “aggregat[ed] the cumulative effects of past projects into an environmental 

baseline,” Cascadia Wildlands v. Bureau of Indian Affairs, 801 F.3d 1105, 1111 (9th Cir. 2015), which included 

“quantified [and] detailed information” about past impacts, Ocean Advocates v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 402 

F.3d 846, 868 (9th Cir. 2005). 

 

The Corps’ choice of a five-year baseline range was not arbitrary and capricious because “NEPA does not impose a 

requirement that the [Corps] analyze impacts for any particular length of time” and the five-year range included 

the most significant past impact, the 14.9 acres fill of the Nygaard property. Selkirk Conservation Alliance v. 

Forsgren, 336 F.3d 944, 962 (9th Cir. 2003). The Corps also did not err in disregarding the wetlands acreage 

identified in Clatsop County’s master plan as not “reasonably foreseeable,” 40 C.F.R. § 1508.7, because the master 

plan does not include a timeline or identify any specific proposed projects. The Ninth Circuit pointed out that the 

Corps projected that fill permit authorizations would continue at the pace of four acres of affected wetlands per 

year. The Ninth Circuit found that the Corps’ cumulative impacts analysis was therefore not arbitrary and 

capricious under NEPA. 

 

 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY 

 

Friends of the Columbia Gorge v. Bonneville Power Admin., No. 15-72788, 716 Fed. Appx. 681 
(9th Cir. Mar. 27, 2018) (not for publication).  
Agency prevailed.  
 
Issue(s):  Federal action. 
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Facts: Friends of the Columbia Gorge and Save Our Scenic Area petitioned for review of a Bonneville Power 

Administration (BPA) record of decision granting the Whistling Ridge Energy Project, an interconnection to BPA’s 

transmission system. BPA determined the Wind Project—as opposed to the interconnection itself—was not a 

major federal action under NEPA. 

Decision:  Finding for the agency, the court stated that determining whether an action is federal for purposes of 

NEPA requires an analysis of all facts and circumstances surrounding the relationship between the federal agency 

and the allegedly nonfederal action. The court evaluated (1) whether the project received federal funding, (2) 

whether the federal government exercised control over the planning and development of the project, (3) whether 

the environmental effects of the state action were ignored or whether the state project was taken into account as 

one of the secondary effects of the federal action, and (4) whether the two projects were so functionally 

interdependent that the projects constitute a single federal action or whether they served complementary, but 

distinct functions. 

“These factors support BPA’s determination that the Wind Project was not a federal action. First, the 

Project will receive no federal money. Second, the federal government exercised no control over the 

planning and development of the Wind Project. Third, BPA engaged in a joint NEPA analysis with 

Washington’s regulatory agency. Lastly, even if interconnection with BPA is the only feasible means of 

transmitting power generated from the Wind Project, the interconnection and the Wind Project ‘serve 

complementary, but distinct functions.’ [citation omitted] In contrast to the situation in Port of Astoria v. 

Hodel, 595 F.2d 467 (9th Cir. 1979), BPA would merely transmit power generated by the private Wind 

Project to other private consumers along its existing transmission system. Cf. id. at 471 (identifying federal 

action in a contract to supply federally generated power to an aluminum plant). Accordingly, we cannot 

conclude that BPA’s no-federal-action determination was arbitrary, capricious, or contrary to law.” 

 

 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 

 

Little Traverse Lake Property Owners Association v. National Park Service, 883 F.3d 644 (6th 

Cir. 2018) 

Agency prevailed. 
 

Issue(s): Waiver of Claims, Purpose and Need, Alternatives, Supplementation (of the Administrative Record (AR)). 

 

Facts: In 2008, NPS proposed a plan to build a scenic trailway, the Sleeping Bear Heritage Trail, through the 

Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore in Leelanau County, Michigan. The Sleeping Bear Heritage Trail is a hard-

surfaced, non-motorized, multi-use trail that will span twenty-seven miles from the northern end of the National 

Lakeshore at County Road 651 to the Leelanau–Benzie county line south of Empire, Michigan. The Trail currently 

runs almost twenty-two miles from Empire north to Bohemian Road (County Road 669), just west of Traverse Lake 

Road. The Trail is part of the Lakeshore General Management Plan, and was developed by the Leelanau Scenic 

Heritage Route Committee (the “Committee”), which was comprised of representatives from NPS, local 

municipalities, the Michigan DOT, the Leelanau Conservancy, the Leelanau County Road Commission, and other 

interested organizations and citizens. 
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In January 2007, the Committee solicited proposals for a pre-engineering study and draft EA. On October 1, 2008, 

NPS released a proposed plan and EA (the “2008 Trail Plan”), which stated that the plan’s “purpose and need” was 

to “assist in the creation of a non-motorized trailway that will provide a continuous scenic pathway” within 

Leelanau County, beginning at the intersection of M–22 and Manning Road and ending at Good Harbor Bay, 

County Road 651. The 2008 Trail Plan divided the twenty-seven mile path into nine distinct segments in order to 

analyze alternatives and environmental impacts with more specificity, and in each segment the plan considered 

three alternatives—Alternative A, Alternative B, and No Action. 

 

The easternmost segment, Segment 9, encompassed the Little Traverse Lake area at issue. Segment 9 ran from the 

intersection of Bohemian Road and Traverse Lake Road, east to the swimming beach and facilities located at the 

northern end of County Road 651, near the northern boundary of the Lakeshore, and provides access to historic 

Bufka Farm. The 2008 Trail Plan routed Alternative A for Segment 9 south of Little Traverse Lake along Highway M–

22, but for Alternative B, the “preferred alternative,” the 2008 Trail Plan proposed a ten-foot off-road asphalt 

section on the north side of M–22 up to Traverse Lake Road that would then turn north, using Traverse Lake Road 

for approximately three miles before emerging back on the M–22 right-of-way. Both the east and west ends of 

Traverse Lake Road intersect with M–22, and the road extends approximately 2.7 miles between those 

intersections. Traverse Lake Road is approximately twenty-two feet wide, with unpaved shoulders, and mature 

trees are present on both sides of the road. The south side of Traverse Lake Road is bounded by more than seventy 

private parcels. Wetland areas are located near the east and west ends of Little Traverse Lake, and sand dunes, 

some steep and more than fifty feet in height, are present along the eastern end of the road. 

 

When NPS released the 2008 Trail Plan for public review and comment, it received 50 comments.  

Among the comments, residents living along Traverse Lake Road objected to the expansion of the roadway to 

accommodate the Trail, asserting that it would “turn a quiet residential street into a highway with paved 

shoulders.” Opponents of Alternative B also expressed concerns that the Alternative would present hazards for 

walkers, joggers, and bikers due to increased traffic. Opponents also voiced concerns about Alternative B’s 

potential impact on wetlands located near both ends of Little Traverse Lake and dunes at the east end of Traverse 

Lake Road. 

 

The president of the Little Traverse Lake Property Owners Association “strongly oppose[d] any modification of 

Traverse Lake Road to provide for bicycle lanes,” asserting that “[c]onstruction of a bicycle lane on the north side 

of Traverse Lake Road” would interfere with “critical dunes and require the removal of many, many mature trees” 

and it would be “both costly and environmentally dreadful!” The Property Owners Association also stated that a 

trail on the south side of the road would cross more than seventy driveways and interfere with utilities, mailboxes, 

and landscaping, contrary to NPS’s assessment that the Trail would minimally impact adjacent landowners. Finally, 

the Property Owners Association suggested that the Trail be rerouted to terminate at the north end of Bohemian 

Road at Lake Michigan. 

 

After considering the public comments to the 2008 Trail Plan, NPS issued a revised plan and an EA in March 2009 

(the “2009 Trail Plan”). The revised plan maintained the initial proposal for Alternative A, but modified Alternative 

B for segments 1, 2, and 9. The revised Alternative B for Segment 9 was approximately 4.8 miles long, 2.3 miles of 

which runs along Traverse Lake Road. It was described as: 

 

[A] 10’ off-road asphalt section on the north side of M–22 up to Traverse Lake Road. The Trailway 

turns north on the west side of Traverse Lake Road onto an off-road boardwalk within the county 

road right of way. It continues as a separate 10’ off road asphalt path on the north side of 



 40 

Traverse Lake Road either within the county road right-of-way or on Lakeshore property south of 

proposed wilderness. The Trailway would then follow an old two track road that runs from the 

northeast end of Little Traverse Lake becoming a crushed limestone path behind the Bufka 

Farmstead.  

 

Thus, while the 2009 Trail Plan retained a route along Traverse Lake Road, it proposed three significant changes to 

address the concerns identified in the earlier comments. First, NPS sought to minimize the impacts to wetlands by 

using an off-road boardwalk to cross the wetlands and Shalda Creek at the west end of Little Traverse Lake, rather 

than widening Traverse Lake Road to accommodate the Trail. Second, after crossing the wetlands, the 2009 Trail 

Plan proposed a separate asphalt path on the north side of Traverse Lake Road, either within the county road 

right-of-way or on Lakeshore property rather than using the roadway surface. This separate path was suggested to 

address safety concerns about bike and pedestrian traffic, and to minimize the impact on Traverse Lake Road 

residents, almost all of whom live on the south side of the road. The separate path also allowed for greater 

flexibility in the Trail’s path, so that the Trail can avoid mature trees. Finally, rather than crossing most of the 

wetlands at the east end of the lake, NPS proposed that the Trail follow “an old two track road that runs from the 

northeast end of Little Traverse Lake becoming a crushed limestone path behind the Bufka Farmstead.” 

 

The 2009 Trail Plan analyzed the impact of the trailway alternatives on topography, wetlands and water quality, 

vegetation and wildlife, Michigan state-listed species, soils, socioeconomics, cultural resources, visitor 

opportunities and use, and operations and maintenance. The 2009 Trail Plan determined that “four wetland areas . 

. . could be impacted,” and that “[t]hree surface waters could be affected,” including “Shalda Creek on Traverse 

Lake Road.” However, the EA explained that “boardwalks or hardened trail surfaces[ ] would be located to the 

extent feasible to avoid directly dredging or filling wetlands,” and the 2009 Trail Plan described best management 

and monitoring practices for reducing construction impacts. Based on its analysis, NPS concluded that Alternative B 

“would likely have short-term and long-term minor adverse impacts on the wetlands and water quality of the 

Lakeshore.” 

 

The 2009 Trail Plan also determined that Alternative B for Segment 9 could impact vegetation and forest 

resources, including “direct removal or loss of vegetation that serves as wildlife habitat.” Indeed, the Trail Plan 

explained that because Segment 9 would be constructed in forested areas, “[trail] [p]lacement outside rights-of-

way would be required in Segment . . . 9,” and that “development of a new trail through an area of relatively 

native forest where a swath of vegetation is removed to construct the trail would represent habitat loss.” 

However, the Trail Plan concluded that “[m]inimal tree removal is expected due to the wide spacing of existing 

mature trees in this area,” and that “virtually all trail locations out of the highway rights-of-way are on previously 

disturbed areas, or areas with widely spaced trees.” Thus, NPS concluded that Alternative B’s “impacts to 

vegetation are likely, in the short-term to be moderate adverse and in the long-term, to be minor and adverse.” 

 

The 2009 Trail Plan addressed dune ecosystems in its assessment of impacts on topography and soils. The EA 

acknowledged that slopes in portions of Segment 9 range from 18% to 45%, and that “retaining walls may have to 

be used when the slopeside exceeds 25%.” The Trail Plan also considered the physical characteristics of the dunes, 

discussing the erodibility of the soil type in relation to Trailway development. While the environmental assessment 

recognized that some adverse impacts to topography might occur in several segments, it explained that 

“[d]isturbance of areas with steep side slopes and gradients would be avoided where possible.” The EA described 

best management practices that would be employed to reduce impacts, including “silt fencing . . . in areas of steep 

topography” and “restoration to disturbed areas in order to reduce destructive erosion.” NPS concluded that 
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revised Alternative B “would have short- and long-term minor adverse impacts on topography,” and short-term 

“moderate” and long-term “minor” adverse impacts on soils. 

 

NPS made the 2009 Trail Plan available for public review and comment from March 5 to April 4, 2009, publicizing 

the revised Trail Plan in the same manner as the 2008 Trail Plan. This time, NPS received only five comments on 

the revised Trail Plan, none of which objected to the revised Segment 9 or raised concerns regarding Traverse Lake 

Road. None of the comments submitted during the 2009 comment period were submitted by Traverse Lake Road 

residents. 

 

In August 2009, NPS issued a finding of no significant impact (“FONSI”) and selected preferred Alternative B for 

Segment 9. Almost six years later, the Little Traverse Lake Property Owners Association, along with individual 

residents on Traverse Lake Road (collectively “Residents") brought action, contending that the 2009 plan violated 

NEPA. In support of their claims, the Residents sought to supplement the AR with additional pictures, maps, and 

other documents. The lower district court dismissed the claims. On appeal, the Residents challenged the district 

court’s conclusion that they failed to preserve most of their challenges to the 2009 Trail Plan. They also argued 

that NPS violated NEPA when it failed to consider an alternative route proposed by Plaintiffs during the 2008 public 

comment period. Finally, Residents’ contended that the district court abused its discretion when it denied their 

motion to supplement the administrative record with additional photos, maps, and lay testimony.  

 

Decision. The Sixth Circuit found that the Residents' challenges to the adequacy and accuracy of the 2009 Trail 

Plan’s environmental analysis were forfeited. The court discussed that the Residents did not preserve their 

challenges for two related reasons. First, Residents failed to raise any objections to the 2009 Trail Plan during the 

2009 public comment period, even though they were required to make sure that NPS was aware of their continued 

objections and concerns, so that the agency could give the issues meaningful consideration before issuing its final 

decision. Second, while Residents articulated objections and concerns regarding the 2008 Trail Plan, the NPS 

meaningfully addressed Residents’ specific complaints with significant changes in the revised 2009 Trail Plan, 

requiring Residents either to renew their objections or otherwise to make clear to NPS that the revised proposal 

did not sufficiently resolve their objections to the 2008 Trail Plan. The Sixth Circuit found that the earlier comments 

on the 2008 Trail Plan did not preserve Residents' ability to challenge the later 2009 Trail Plan.  

 

NPS specifically addressed the Residents' material objections to the 2008 Trail Plan with significant changes in the 

revised proposal, such that it was reasonable for NPS to believe that it had sufficiently addressed Residents’ 

concerns when they did not renew their objections in 2009. The court held that when an agency significantly 

responds to comments and objections to an EA, parties must renew their objections if they believe the agency 

failed to sufficiently address their concerns, so that the agency is put on notice of the parties’ position and 

contentions with regard to the new proposal, in order to allow the agency to give the issues further meaningful 

consideration; otherwise the parties’ claims under NEPA are forfeited. The court discussed that had the NPS 

ignored Residents' objections when it issued the revised 2009 Trail Plan, their claims likely would have been 

preserved because they would have timely “alert[ed] the agency to [their] position and contentions,” and NPS 

would have failed to “give the issue meaningful consideration.”  

 

The Sixth Circuit did find that the Residents' claim that the 2009 Trail Plan failed to consider reasonable 

alternatives was not forfeited, because the 2009 Trail Plan failed to consider or respond to an alternative route 

Residents proposed during the 2008 comment period. However, the court found the claim was without merit 

because the alternative route they proposed did not accomplish the stated purpose and need of the proposed 
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action, and therefore Residents’ proposal was not a reasonable alternative that would require a detailed study and 

response by the NPS.  

 

During the 2008 comment period, Residents urged the NPS to consider stopping the Trail at the end of Bohemian 

Road. But “[a]lternative actions . . . are measured against the Purpose and Need Statement, which explains why 

the agency is proposing to spend federal money on an action that potentially results in significant environmental 

impact,” Coal. for the Advancement of Reg’l Transp. v. Fed. Highway Admin., 576 Fed.Appx. 477, 481 (6th Cir. 

2014), and Residents’ proposed alternative route does not fulfill the Trail Plan’s purpose to create “a continuous 

scenic pathway from . . . the south boundary of Leelanau County to the north boundary of the Lakeshore at Good 

Harbor Bay, County Road 651, all within Leelanau County.” The suggested proposal would shorten the Trail by 

nearly ten percent, and would frustrate the Trail’s purpose of reaching the northeastern-most portions of the 

Lakeshore. Thus, while NEPA requires agencies to evaluate reasonable alternatives to the proposed action, see 42 

U.S.C. § 4332(2)(C)(iii) and 40 C.F.R. § 1502.14(a), NPS was not required to assess Residents’ proposal because it 

would not have achieved the Trail’s stated purpose and need, and “[o]nly alternatives that accomplish the 

purposes of the proposed action are considered reasonable.” Webster, 685 F.3d at 422. 

 

Residents also argued that, while an agency is not required to consider and eliminate every conceivable 

alternative, the Trail Plan’s stated purpose and need was unreasonably narrow. In particular, Residents contended 

that NPS imposed a rigid and inflexible condition on the Trail Plan by requiring that it reach the northern boundary 

of the Lakeshore at Good Harbor Bay, County Road 651. The Sixth Circuit noted that " [a]gencies enjoy 

considerable discretion in defining the purposes and needs for their proposed actions, provided that they are 

reasonable,” Webster, 685 F.3d at 422. While courts may reject an agency’s statement of purpose and need as 

“unreasonably narrow” if the statement “compels the selection of a particular alternative,” Theodore Roosevelt 

Conservation P’ship v. Salazar, 661 F.3d 66, 73 (D.C. Cir. 2011), the Trail Plan’s stated purpose of reaching the 

northeastern-most portion of the Lakeshore did not compel the selection of a particular alternative, and it was 

reasonably calculated to achieve the Committee’s stated goal of reaching the entire Lakeshore within Leelanau 

County. 

 

While the Trail Plan did prescribe a definite terminus, that requirement was not unreasonably narrow because it 

allowed for sufficient flexibility in planning the trailway’s path. In fact, the Trail Plan demonstrates considerable 

flexibility in achieving its purpose. In contested Segment 9 alone there were two options, Alternative A and 

Alternative B, that would have reached the Committee’s desired terminus. Each of the other eight segments of the 

Trail Plan also had two action alternatives, which were planned to begin and end at the same points in each 

segment. That meant, for example, that selecting preferred Alternative B in Segment 1 did not necessarily preclude 

the agency from selecting Alternative A in Segment 2. Thus, from the trailway’s starting point at the Leelanau–

Benzie County line to its desired terminus at County Road 651, there were more than 500 possible combinations of 

routes that the Trail could have taken to achieve NPS’s goal of reaching the northeastern-most portion of the 

Lakeshore. 

 

Moreover, NPS' desire to reach County Road 651 was calculated to ensure that the trailway achieved the 

Committee’s stated goals to reach the entire Lakeshore within Leelanau County, and to provide non-motorized 

access to “the beaches, trailheads, and other points of interest” in the northeastern-most portion of the 

Lakeshore, including the popular swimming beach at Good Harbor Bay and historic Bufka Farm. Thus, the Trail 

Plan’s purpose and need were reasonable and well-considered. Because Residents’ proposed alternative would not 

have achieved the Trail Plan’s reasonable purpose, Residents’ claim that NPS failed to consider reasonable 

alternatives because it ignored their proposal for a truncated Trail was without merit. 
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Residents also contended that NPS' failure to include an environmental screening form in the 2009 Trail Plan was a 

per se violation of NEPA because the agency’s DO–12 Handbook requires a screening form for any project that may 

have an impact on the human environment. The DO–12 Handbook includes an “Environmental Screening Form,” 

which contains a checklist for determining whether a project may impact physical, natural, or cultural resources or 

have other effects that could require an environmental impact statement. According to the DO–12 Handbook, NPS 

must complete a screening form for “any project that may have an impact on the human environment,” and NPS 

conceded that it did not include a screening form in the 2009 Trail Plan. But “[i]nternal operating manuals . . . do 

not carry the force of law, bind the agency, or confer rights upon the regulated entity[,]” Reich v. Manganas, 70 

F.3d 434, 437 (6th Cir. 1995), and the DO–12 Handbook was intended as a guide to assist Park Service employees, 

not as a binding legal mandate. The DO–12 Handbook was never published in the Federal Register, and “[f]ailure to 

publish in the Federal Register is an indication that the statement in question was not meant to be a regulation.” 

Instead, the Department of the Interior has promulgated separate rules that “codify its procedures for 

implementing [NEPA],” 73 Fed. Reg. 61292 (Oct. 15, 2008), which did not require preparation of the screening 

form described in the DO–12 Handbook, see 43 C.F.R. pt. 46. The Sixth Circuit rejected NPS' assertion that the DO–

12 Handbook, “according to its own terms, has the force of law” because no NEPA provision, see 42 U.S.C. §§ 

4331–70, CEQ regulation, see 40 C.F.R. §§ 1500–08, or DOI supplemental NEPA regulation, see 43 C.F.R. pt. 46, 

mandated the completion of the screening form, and the Handbook did not independently create legally 

enforceable obligations. Therefore, the screening form described in the DO–12 Handbook represented a non-

binding internal procedural requirement that did not carry the force of law, bind the agency, or confer rights, and 

NPS’ failure to include an environmental screening form in the 2009 Trail Plan was not a per se violation of NEPA. 

 

Finally, the Sixth Circuit upheld the district court’s order denying Resident's request to supplement the AR because 

Residents failed to show “exceptional circumstances” requiring supplementation. The court discussed that 

“[s]upplementation of the AR may be appropriate ‘when an agency has deliberately or negligently excluded certain 

documents from the record, or when a court needs “background” information to determine whether the agency 

has considered all relevant factors.’ ” S. Forest Watch, Inc. v. Jewell, 817 F.3d 965, 977 (6th Cir. 2016). A “strong 

showing of bad faith” may also justify supplementation of the record. But Residents did not show that NPS 

deliberately or negligently excluded certain documents, and Residents did not allege that NPS acted in bad faith. As 

the district court observed, Residents did not allege that any of the materials that they propose be added to the 

record were presented to NPS prior to the time it issued the 2009 FONSI. The court remarked that it would be 

strange to say that NPS deliberately excluded certain documents that were never presented to it for consideration. 

 

Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community v. Zinke, 889 F.3d 584 
(9th Cir. 2018) 
Agency Prevailed.  

 

Issue(s):   Purpose and Need, Alternatives, Waiver of Claims, Mitigation, Impacts (old data). 

 

Facts:  Cachil Dehe Band of Wintun Indians of the Colusa Indian Community, citizens’ groups, and individuals 

(collectively "Cachil") brought action to enjoin the Bureau of Indian Affairs ("BIA") from taking parcel of land into 

trust for other Indian tribe, Estom Yumeka Maidu Tribe of the Enterprise Rancheria ("Enterprise") by challenging 

application from Enterprise Ranchero Maidu Indians to the BIA for 40 acres of land in trust to build a casino and 

hotel complex.  
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First, on August 13, 2002, Enterprise submitted its “fee-to-trust” application to the Secretary of the Interior. The 

application requested that Interior take title to the Yuba Site in trust so that the Tribe could build a 207,760 square 

foot casino and accompanying hotel. The application included a December 2001 document entitled "Gaming and 

Hotel Market Assessment: Marysville, California,” which evaluated ten market areas in Northern California and 

analyzed the characteristics of other existing tribal casinos, and estimated revenues and expenses for a 

casino/hotel for 2004–2008. 

 

Enterprise's consultant, Analytical Environmental Services ("AES") prepared a draft EA and submitted it to the BIA 

on August 15, 2003, who suggested numerous revisions. In May 2004, BIA made the EA available for public review, 

and comment. On July 7, 2004, BIA sent a copy of the EA to Colusa, who did not comment on it. 

  

Third, after receipt of comments by others than Colusa on the EA, BIA decided to prepare an EIS. The BIA, in 

preparing for the DEIS, engaged in its vigorous scoping process and published its NOI in the federal register on May 

20, 2005, and again, the Colusa did not comment on it. AES completed the DEIS, under BIA's supervision, in 

February 2008. The DEIS analyzed five potential alternatives to the regulatory action: A) Enterprise Rancheria’s 

proposed facility on the Yuba Site; B) a smaller casino without a hotel on the Yuba Site; C) a water park on the Yuba 

Site; D) a small casino on another site in Butte County; and E) no action. The DEIS recognized that while the 

proposed facility on the Yuba Site would benefit Enterprise, “the surrounding tribes that operate casinos could 

experience decreases in winnings, and potentially be adversely impacted by the decreases,” with the proposed 

casino/hotel project expected to capture “approximately $77 million [per year] in total gaming win[ings] from the 

local market.” The analysis was based on a study by the company Gaming Market Advisors from June 2006 

contained in Appendix M of the DEIS, entitled “Socio-Economic, Growth Inducing and Environmental Justice Impact 

Study.” 

 

The DEIS was made available for review and comment was invited through publication in the Federal Register, and 

in Chico, Marysville, Oroville, and Sacramento newspapers. A public hearing was held on April 9, 2008. While 

multiple comments on the project were submitted, including by Indian Tribes who were opposed to the project, 

again, Colusa did not submit any comments on the project. 

 

In May 2010, BIA completed the FEIS. The FEIS retained the same five alternatives which were contained in the 

DEIS, and incorporated the same analysis as included in the DEIS with respect to the casino alternatives’ effects on 

other tribal casinos. BIA made the FEIS available for public review and comment by publishing a Notice of 

Availability in the Federal Register and Chico, Marysville, and Oroville newspapers. Colusa then submitted a 

comment letter dated September 7, 2010. The comment letter complained that the FEIS’s Purpose and Need 

Statement was unduly restrictive; the FEIS failed to consider reasonable alternatives; and Appendix M, which 

analyzed the effect of the proposed casino on other tribal casinos, relies on “conjecture rather than data.” The BIA 

responded to each of the comments. 

  

The BIA published its ROD under IGRA (the “IGRA ROD”) in September 2011. The IGRA ROD concluded that the 

project would “1) be in the best interest of the Tribe and its members; and 2) that it would not be detrimental to 

the surrounding community.” Pursuant to 25 U.S.C. § 2719(b)(1)(A), the BIA sought the concurrence of California 

Governor Jerry Brown in its decision. Governor Brown concurred by letter dated August 30, 2012. 

 

The United Auburn Indian Community of the Auburn Rancheria (the “UAIC”) filed a complaint in the District of 

Columbia on December 12, 2012 and the Colusa filed a complaint in the Eastern District of California a few days 

later. On December 20, 2012, Citizens filed a complaint in the District of Columbia as well. The Citizens and UAIC 
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cases were consolidated and transferred to the Eastern District of California. On January 23, 2013, the 

Citizens/UAIC case was further consolidated with Colusa’s into a single case. Enterprise intervened as a defendant. 

Citizens, Colusa, and UAIC immediately moved for injunctive relief to prevent the BIA from taking the land into 

trust for Enterprise. The motion for injunctive relief was denied. The Yuba Site was taken into trust on May 15, 

2013. The district court denied the plaintiffs' relief when it granted the Defendants' motion for summary judgment. 

Citizens and Colusa (now collectively "Colusa") appealed.  

  

Decision:  Colusa argued that the FEIS was procedurally deficient in a number of ways. First, Colusa argued the 

FEIS’s “purpose and need” statement was “artificially limited.” The Ninth Circuit disagreed.  

 

  First, the court reviewed the objectives of the trust acquisition:  

 

• Restore trust land to the Tribe in an amount equal to the amount of land previously lost as a 

result of federal action . . .  

• Provide employment opportunities for tribal members and [the] non-tribal community. 

• Improve the socioeconomic status of the Tribe by providing a new revenue source that could 

be utilized to build a strong tribal government, improve existing tribal housing, provide new 

tribal housing, fund a variety of social, governmental, administrative, educational, health, and 

welfare services to improve the quality of life of tribal members, and to provide capital for 

other economic development and investment opportunities. 

• Allow Tribal members to become economically self-sufficient, thereby eventually removing 

Tribal members from public-assistance programs. 

• Fund local governmental agencies, programs, and services. 

• Make donations to charitable organizations and governmental operations. 

• Effectuate the Congressional purposes set out in [IGRA]. 

 

The Purpose and Need Statement further stated that the Tribe “has no sustained revenue stream” which 

can be used to fund programs for Tribal members. The court opined the purpose and need statement was 

quite broad. It described the BIA’s intent to provide Enterprise with a vehicle for substantial economic 

development, and the various benefits that may accrue from economic self-sufficiency. Colusa argued 

that the “narrow” Purpose and Need Statement led to a deficient analysis of possible alternatives.  

 

But the BIA considered five possible alternatives: Alternative A, the hotel casino project that was 

ultimately accepted on the Yuba Site; Alternative B, a smaller casino on the Yuba Site; Alternative C, a 

water park on the Yuba Site; Alternative D, a casino on an alternate site in Butte County; and Alternative 

E, no action. The FEIS considered in detail the environmental and economic consequences of each 

alternative. Based on the analysis of the possible alternatives in the FEIS, the Interior concluded that the 

best alternative was the one selected—Alternative A, the casino/hotel project on the Yuba Site. Thus, the 

range of alternatives was not “illusory.” 

  

In addition, Colusa argued that the FEIS should have analyzed two additional sites—1) a site in Oroville purchased 

by Enterprise in 2006, and 2) an unspecified site on federal land near Enterprise. The court discussed that Colusa 

failed to propose these additional sites during the comment period. With respect to non-obvious defaults in an EA 

or EIS, “persons challenging an agency’s compliance with NEPA must structure their participation so that it alerts 

the agency to the parties’ position and contentions, in order to allow the agency to give the issue meaningful 

consideration.”  Dep’t of Transp. v. Pub. Citizen, 541 U.S. 752, 764, 124 S.Ct. 2204, 159 L.Ed.2d 60 (2004) (original 
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alterations, citations, and internal quotation marks omitted). A failure to identify “in their comments any 

rulemaking alternatives beyond those evaluated in the EA” causes those now objecting to an agency rulemaking to 

“forfeit[ ] any objection to the EA on the ground that it failed adequately to discuss potential alternatives to the 

proposed action.”  Id. at 764–65, 124 S.Ct. 2204; see also N. Idaho Cmty. Action Network v. U.S. Dep’t of Transp., 

545 F.3d 1147, 1156 & n.2 (9th Cir. 2008) (finding that the DOT's highway construction project did not violate NEPA 

when the agency failed to consider a tunnel alternative that was not brought to its attention until well after the 

notice and comment period for the EIS closed, and ruling that “any objection to the failure to consider that 

alternative has been waived”). The court held that because Colusa did not tell BIA to consider the alternatives it 

now proposed, it waived any argument that the failure to consider those alternative represented a violation of 

NEPA.  

 

Then, Colusa argued that the FEIS failed adequately to analyze the effect of the proposed project on the local 

environment, because some of the data on which the FEIS relied was inadequate. First, Colusa argued that the 

“biological data” on which the FEIS relied was “stale.” Second, Colusa argued that Appendix M—which analyzed 

the socio-economic impacts of the Yuba Site casino project—was based on insufficient data. Colusa argued that 

unspecified “biological data” in the FEIS is outdated, citing to Lands Council v. Powell, 395 F.3d 1019, 1031 (9th Cir. 

2005), a Ninth Circuit decision in which the court ruled that certain six-year old data on which an FEIS relied was 

“suspect.” Colusa then stated broadly that “much of the biological information” is “several years old,” and “in 

some cases nearly ten years old.”  The Ninth Circuit found those claims unsupported.  

 

The court reviewed the FEIS Appendices -- which contained a variety of different studies, letters, and declarations 

from potentially impacted parties. For example, Appendix D contained a “Water and Wastewater Feasibility Study” 

prepared in July 2008, approximately two years before the publication of the FEIS, and Appendix H contained a 

“Biological Resources Assessment” of the site of the trust acquisition prepared in 2007, three years before the 

completion of the FEIS. Colusa did not explain why the data in the Appendices was unreliable. The data in the 

various Appendices was generally compiled after 2006, two years prior to the publication of the DEIS, and four 

years prior to the publication of the FEIS. Colusa pointed to no authority, and provided no argument, indicating 

that data which is four years old is inherently suspect. Colusa assigned a 2003 date to Appendix L, which contained 

correspondence with the State of California’s Office of Historic Preservation indicating that no historic properties 

would be impacted. However, that Appendix contained two letters—one from 2003, and another from 2007, the 

latter of which similarly concurred that no historic properties would be affected. 

  

Apart from Appendix L, only one Appendix contains data older than 2006: Appendix E, a 2000 declaration that a 

proposed wastewater treatment plant on the Yuba Site would not have a significant environmental impact. This 

document is historic and not subject to updating, and Colusa has not alleged that this historic document was the 

basis of any specific conclusions drawn in the FEIS. Colusa was therefore unable to support its generalized 

statement that the unspecified “biological data” contained in the FEIS was “stale.” 

 

Colusa next argued that the economic data on which Enterprise relied was flawed. As noted above, Appendix M of 

the FEIS contained a study authored by Gaming Market Advisors entitled “Socio-Economic, Growth Inducing and 

Environmental Justice Impact Study.” That study described the likely economic impact of the proposed casino on 

other competing casinos, including that of plaintiff Colusa. Colusa argued that Appendix M relied on stale data and 

made improper economic assumptions. By contrast, Colusa insisted that the Meister Declaration contained a more 

accurate accounting of the effect Enterprise’s casino would have on Colusa. But, the Meister Declaration was 

properly struck as it post-dated the FEIS and RODs. It also was based on proprietary data which Colusa did not 

provide to the BIA during the regulatory process and which Colusa still has not disclosed.  
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Further, Colusa’s argument regarding the allegedly missing economic data was connected to its claim that Colusa 

will experience economic harm as a result of the casino project. The Ninth Circuit stated that they have 

“consistently held that purely economic interests do not fall within NEPA’s zone of interests.”  

 

Colusa next argued that the FEIS failed to take a “hard look” at the environmental impacts of the proposed action. 

Colusa argued that the air quality was deficient under NEPA, because “[t]he FEIS merely asserted that the 

emissions from Enterprise’s proposed casino would conform to California’s state plan, but did not give any figures 

that would support that assertion.” Colusa also argued that “it appears that NOx emissions may exceed EPA’s de 

minimis threshold for both ozone and PM2.5 emissions and require offsets or other actions by DOI to conform to 

the California State Implementation Plan.” Colusa did not elaborate on the effect of the alleged “NOx” emissions, 

or otherwise explain how the existence of such emissions violate the Clean Air Act, NEPA, or any other statute. The 

court held Colusa waived the argument for failing to develop it. 

 

Further, Colusa’s general contention that the FEIS provided insufficient figures is incorrect, as the FEIS supported 

its conclusion that the emissions from Enterprise’s proposed casino would not violate the Clean Air Act or any 

California regulation. According to 40 C.F.R. § 93.153(b)(1), the de minimis threshold for emissions of NOx is 100 

tons per year. The FEIS describes mitigation measures that will reduce emissions of NOx to below 25 pounds per 

day, or 4.56 tons per year, well below the regulatory threshold. 

  

Colusa next argued that the FEIS ignores potential harm to six fish species of concern, five of which are listed under 

the ESA. Colusa argued that the FEIS should have discussed whether or not the canals near the Yuba parcel are 

“screened” in order to protect the migratory fish. Colusa did not proffer any evidence that there was an actual 

danger to these species of fish, or otherwise describe a likely effect of the casino project on the fish. The FEIS 

stated that the fish species will not live in or near the project site.  

 

Colusa argued that BIA failed to exercise “sufficient independent oversight over [the] preparation of the FEIS,” and 

insisted that Enterprise, rather than the BIA, “chose” AES as its contractor for the creation of the EIS. Colusa also 

argued that AES had an impermissible “financial interest” in the outcome of the project. The court disagreed with 

Colusa. Colusa did not provide any evidence that BIA did not make an independent choice to contract with AES. 

First, Enterprise contracted with AES under BIA's supervision, then BIA contracted with AES on a professional 

services third party agreement. Colusa did not show an impermissible conflict of interest, as it failed to allege that 

any financial stake AES has in aiding with permit approvals is significant. BIA made a factual determination that 

there was no conflict of interest, and absent proof that this finding lacks substantial evidence to support it, the 

court should defer to the agency’s factual determination. Colusa argued that the failure to require AES to make a 

certification “under penalty of perjury” demonstrates a failure of oversight. The court stated no such requirement 

for a statement under penalty of perjury exists in the regulations. The Ninth Circuit upheld the lower court's 

decision.  

 

Western Organization of Resource Councils v. Zinke, 892 F.3d 1234 (D.C. Cir. 2018) 

Agency prevailed. 

 

Issue: Duty to Supplement (outdated analysis) 
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Facts: West Organization of Resource Councils and Friends of the Earth, nonprofit organizations whose members 

are concerned about the environmental and climate-related impacts of coal production and combustion, 

petitioned to compel the DOI to update the federal coal management program’s PEIS. As a matter of background, 

the Mineral Leasing Act, 30 U.S.C. § 181 et seq. (2012), and the Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) 

of 1976, 43 U.S.C. § 1701 et seq., authorizes the DOI to lease rights to mine coal on public lands. In 1979, acting 

through the BLM, the DOI published a programmatic EIS (“PEIS”) for a Federal Coal Management Program 

(“Program”).  

 

The PEIS analyzed the DOI's preferred program, as well as several alternatives for a federal coal management plan. 

These included no new federal leasing; only state determination of leasing levels; and emergency leasing only, 

among others. The PEIS considered the physical, ecological, socioeconomic, transportation, and energy impacts of 

the various alternatives. As part of this analysis, the agency acknowledged that emissions resulting from coal 

mining and combustion could lead to increased atmospheric carbon dioxide, and explained “there are indications 

that the rising CO2 levels in the atmosphere could pose a serious problem, commonly referred to as the 

greenhouse effect.” It addressed carbon dioxide as a “potential pollutant,” and predicted increased levels of 

emissions from coal production under the proposed alternatives. The agency ultimately stated “there are 

uncertainties about the carbon cycle, the net sources of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, and the net effects of 

carbon dioxide on temperature and climate,” and called for further study of the “impacts of increased coal 

utilization." 

 

In July of that year, the Department issued a ROD adopting the Program. BLM then promulgated regulations 

establishing the Program’s procedures. It amended those regulations in 1982, and last issued a supplement to the 

Program’s PEIS in 1985. In 2014, Appellants sued the Secretary and other DOI officials, claiming that the DOI’s 

failure to update the Federal Coal Management Program’s PEIS violates NEPA and the APA. The States of Wyoming 

and North Dakota and the Wyoming Mining Association intervened as defendants. The district court held that, 

because the Program was established and the DOI had not proposed to take any new action respecting the 

Program, the Department had no obligation to prepare a new or supplemental PEIS. While the appeal was pending 

Secretary of the DOI, Sally Jewell, issued an order pausing all activity on new leases to permit the agency to revisit 

the PEIS. The order explained that “[n]umerous scientific studies indicate that reducing [greenhouse gas] emissions 

from coal use worldwide is critical to addressing climate change.” Secretary Jewell therefore concluded that, in 

light of the “lack of any recent analysis of the Federal coal program as a whole, a more comprehensive, 

programmatic review [wa]s in order.” On the parties’ joint motion, the court held the case in abeyance. 

  

On March 29, 2017, newly appointed Secretary Zinke ordered an immediate halt to “[a]ll activities associated with 

the preparation of the [new] PEIS” and lifted the moratorium on new leasing. See Sec’y of the Interior, Order No. 

3348 (Mar. 29, 2017).  

 

Decision:  Appellants claimed that NEPA required the DOI to issue a supplemental PEIS analyzing the climate 

impacts of federal coal leasing. The D.C. Circuit reviewed the Secretary’s compliance with its statutory mandate 

under the APA, § 706(1) which states that a “reviewing court shall . . . compel agency action unlawfully withheld or 

unreasonably delayed.” 5 U.S.C. § 706(1). Appellants contended that NEPA requires the DOI to supplement the 

1979 PEIS for the Federal Coal Management Program, and that the DOI’s failure to do so constitutes “agency 

action unlawfully withheld.” Appellants requested relief to compel the DOI to comply with the statute as relief for 

the DOI’s “failure to act.” 
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Appellants asserted the DOI must update the PEIS based on two sources—(1) the supplementation requirement in 

the CEQ regulations; and (2) statements included by the DOI in the initial PEIS and ROD promising to update the 

environmental analysis as circumstances changed.  

 

Appellants also relied heavily on the Supreme Court’s decision in Marsh v. Oregon Natural Resources Council, 490 

U.S. 360, 109 S.Ct. 1851, 104 L.Ed.2d 377 (1989): 

 

[T]he Supreme Court explained in Marsh [that] NEPA’s duty to supplement an EIS applies when 

“remaining governmental action would be environmentally ‘significant,’ ” the agency retains an 

“opportunity to weigh the benefits of the project versus the detrimental effects on the 

environment,” and “new information is sufficient to show that the remaining action will ‘affect 

the quality of the human environment’ . . . to a significant extent not already considered.” 

Interior’s continuing management of the coal-leasing program easily brings this case within that 

test because—among other things—we now know that continued authorization of leases to 

extract (and then burn) federal coal is “affect[ing] the quality of the human environment . . . to a 

significant extent not already considered.” The climate-change implications of that ongoing 

action are substantial and should now be informed by 38 years of research that Interior expressly 

called for in its 1979 PEIS, but has never considered in a supplemental programmatic analysis. 

Marsh forbids this result, as does the plain text of the governing regulation . . . . 

 

Marsh, 490 U.S. at 371–74, 109 S.Ct. 1851). 

 

The DOI did not contest Appellants’ assertion that the analyses of climate impacts of coal leasing in the PEIS and 

supplemental PEIS are outdated. Nor did the DOI dispute Appellants’ claims that the availability of meaningful 

scientific research measuring greenhouse gas emissions and their climate impacts qualify as “significant new 

information bearing on” federal coal leasing and its impacts. Instead, the Secretary asserted that DOI no longer 

had any NEPA obligations related to the Federal Coal Management Program. On this point, the Secretary 

contended that, because “BLM is not proposing to take any new action in reliance on the 1979 [P]EIS, . . . [the 

supplementation] regulation simply does not apply.” And the Secretary contended that Marsh is inapposite 

because “[t]he Court in Marsh never considered any programmatic EIS, let alone the question whether a 

programmatic EIS must be supplemented.” 

 

Although the Federal Coal Management Program had been modified in various ways over the years, the 1979 

regulations and ROD largely remain in effect. Through the BLM, the Secretary continues to run the Program and 

make leasing and general programmatic management decisions—including how many, where, and to whom leases 

should be granted. In administering the Program, the DOI continues to engage in NEPA-required environmental 

analysis. Each lease issued under the Program represents a new “federal action.” The Department prepares a 

specific EIS or EA for each lease before it is approved. See 43 C.F.R. § 3425.3 (2017). These project-specific EISs 

assess greenhouse gas emissions related to specific leases; however, they do not purport to consider the general 

climate effects of the national leasing Program as a whole. See CEQ, Final Guidance for Fed. Dep’ts & Agencies on 

Consideration of Greenhouse Gas Emissions & the Effects of Climate Change in NEPA Reviews, 81 Fed. Reg. 51,866, 

51,866–67 (Aug. 1, 2016), available at https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2016-08-05/pdf/201618620.pdf.   

 

The D.C. Circuit held that neither NEPA nor the Department’s own documents create a legal duty for the DOI to 

update the Federal Coal Management Program’s PEIS, and that the court had no authority to compel the DOI to 

supplement its analysis. 
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Northern Plains Resource Council, Inc. v. U.S. Bureau of Land Mgm't, No. 16-35447, 725 Fed. 

Appx. 527 (9th Cir. Feb. 27, 2018) (not for publication) 

 Agency prevailed. 
 

Issue(s): Cumulative Impacts, Tiering (stale EIS), Impacts. 

 

Facts:  Northern Plains Resource Council, Inc. ("Northern Plains") challenged BLM's decision to lease coal located in 

Montana’s Bull Mountains, alleging that BLM failed to comply with NEPA when it analyzed potential environmental 

impacts of coal lease in its EA. The district court granted summary judgment for BLM and Northern Plains 

appealed.  

 

Decision:  Northern Plains contended that the BLM’s cumulative-impacts analysis violated NEPA by failing to 

address reasonably foreseeable mining in the “mirror-image” mine to the north of the existing mine area. The 

Ninth Circuit rejected this contention because the BLM reasonably determined that hypothetical future mining 

activity contemplated to the north is not currently a reasonably foreseeable future action. Here, future mining 

activity to the north was a “remote and highly speculative consequence[ ]” that did not warrant analysis in the EA. 

The scope, magnitude, and time frame for future mining in the north have not been proposed or outlined. Because 

additional mining had not been proposed, “a cumulative effects analysis would be both speculative and 

premature." 

 

Northern Plains argued that BLM improperly “tiered” its analysis to a EIS. Federal regulations allow “tiering,” or 

incorporation by reference, the general discussions in a previous EIS that pertain to issues specific to a subsequent 

analysis. See 40 C.F.R. § 1508.28. Agencies may also tier “[f]rom an [EIS] on a specific action at an early stage” to a 

subsequent analysis at a later stage. 40 C.F.R. § 1508.28(b). Here, the BLM reasonably referenced analysis from its 

1990 EIS to supplement and facilitate its analysis of the environmental effects of continued mining associated with 

its leasing decision. See Kern v. U.S. Bureau of Land Mgmt., 284 F.3d 1062, 1073 (9th Cir. 2002) (stating tiering is 

encouraged to avoid repetitive discussions of issues previously included in another EIS). Northern Plains also 

contends that tiering was improper because the 1990 EIS data is too “stale” to be reliable. But Northern Plains 

failed to point to any evidence, other than age, suggesting the unreliability of the 1990 data. The age of data, 

without more, is not dispositive as to reliability. See Theodore Roosevelt Conservation P’ship v. Salazar, 616 F.3d 

497, 512 (D.C. Cir. 2010) (“NEPA does not limit tiering to analyses still on the scientific cutting edge.”). Accordingly, 

the court held that the district court properly granted summary judgment on this issue. 

 

Northern Plains contended that BLM failed to take the requisite “hard look” at the mining impacts upon the 

relevant topography and water resources. The Ninth Circuit discussed that because the EA contained an extensive 

discussion of the anticipated effects that further mining would have on the area’s topography and water resources, 

including the ground and surface water quality, the hydrologic impacts of groundwater, and the effects of mining 

operations on area springs. Because the BLM adequately considered the effects upon the affected topography and 

water resources, its decision was “fully informed and well-considered,” and is entitled to judicial deference.  

  

Finally, Northern Plains contended that BLM’s significant impacts analysis was improper because it relied on 

mitigation measures that minimized the impacts on surface and water resources. Although BLM acknowledged the 

existence of some surface effects from subsistence, BLM reasonably concluded that the overall surface effects 

from subsidence would be minor in the short term and negligible in the long term. BLM noted that Signal Peak’s 
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current mining permit required Signal Peak to mitigate short and long-term hydrologic and wetland impacts. BLM 

did not rely on any mitigation measures in its analysis to the extent that an EIS would be required, and its reasoned 

decision was consistent with its NEPA obligations.  

 

Comanche Nation of Oklahoma v. Zinke, No. 17-6247, 754 Fed. Appx. 768 (10th Cir. Dec. 14, 

2018) (not for publication) 

 Agency prevailed.  

 
Issue(s):  Impacts, Socioeconomic Impacts. 

 

Facts: Comanche Nation brought action against Secretary of Interior (the "Secretary") challenging approval of 

application to take land into trust for the Chickasaw tribe to open casino property in Western Oklahoma, alleging 

violations of NEPA. 

 

In June 2014, Chickasaw Nation submitted an application requesting that the DOI take approximately thirty acres 

of land near Terral, Oklahoma (the “Terral site”) into trust for the tribe. Chickasaw Nation intended to use the 

Terral site, located 45 miles from a gaming facility operated by Comanche Nation, for a casino. After reviewing the 

application, the Secretary determined that: (1) Chickasaw Nation does not have a reservation; and (2) the 

proposed site is within the boundaries of its former reservation in Oklahoma.  

  

Formal transfer of the Terral site occurred in January 2017, and in the same month a FONSI was issued based on an 

EA conducted pursuant to the NEPA. The notice of the trust acquisition was published later that year.  

  

Comanche Nation challenged the action in the district court. Shortly after filing its complaint, Comanche Nation 

moved for a preliminary injunction to prevent Chickasaw Nation from opening its casino on the Terral site. The 

district court denied that motion for lack of likely success on the merits, and Comanche Nation appealed. 

  

Decision:  The Tenth Circuit reviewed of the denial of a preliminary injunction for abuse of discretion.To obtain a 

preliminary injunction, a moving party must show: 

 

(1) that it has a substantial likelihood of prevailing on the merits;  

(2) that it will suffer irreparable harm unless the preliminary injunction is issued;  

(3) that the threatened injury outweighs the harm the preliminary injunction might cause the 

opposing party; and,   

(4) that the preliminary injunction if issued will not adversely affect the public interest. 

 

The Ninth Circuit focused on the first prong and found that the Comanche Nation was unlikely to succeed on the 

merits of its NEPA claim involving the EA. Comanche Nation argued that the Secretary did not take a “hard look” at 

the environmental impact of the casino project, citing to Baltimore Gas & Elec. Co. v. Natural Res. Def. Council, Inc., 

462 U.S. 87, 100, 103 S.Ct. 2246 (1983). However, the court found that the record indicated that BIA completed a 

detailed EA and issued a FONSI for the trust acquisition of the Terral site for gaming. It also strongly stated that the 

Comanche Nation’s conclusory allegations that the EA did not comply with Baltimore Gas, that BIA has a history of 

failing to comply with NEPA requirements, and that Chickasaw Nation intends to build larger-than-necessary sewer 

lagoons are not enough to carry the day for obtaining a preliminary injunction. 
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The Comanche Nation contended that the Secretary’s NEPA analysis was flawed because it failed to consider the 

economic effects the new casino would have on Comanche Nation’s existing casino. However, “[i]t is well-settled 

that socioeconomic impacts, standing alone, do not constitute significant environmental impacts cognizable under 

NEPA.” Cure Land, LLC v. U.S. Dep’t of Agric., 833 F.3d 1223, 1235 (10th Cir. 2016). 

  

The Ninth Circuit rejected the argument that the acquisition was arbitrary and capricious because the Secretary 

failed to consult Comanche Nation. Agencies should consult with “appropriate State and local agencies and Indian 

tribes.” 40 C.F.R. § 1501.2(d). The regulation’s use of the term “appropriate” suggests an agency possesses 

discretion in determining which bodies to consult. See generally Martel-Martinez v. Reno, 61 F.3d 916 (10th Cir. 

1995) (table). Comanche Nation again relied solely on socioeconomic effects of the new casino and that was not 

enough to show it was necessarily an appropriate consulting tribe.  

 

 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION 

 

Highway J. Citizens Group v. U.S. Dep't of Transp., 891 F.3d 697 (7th Cir. 2018)  

Agency prevailed. 
 

Issue(s):  Categorical Exclusion (CATEX) (impacts). 

 

Facts:  Local resident and environmental groups brought action under the NEPA against the DOT, challenging FHA's 

approval of an environmental report and federal funding for Wisconsin’s proposed 7.5 miles of renovation of 

highway.  

 

Wisconsin proposed to renovate a 7.5-mile stretch of Highway 164 (formerly known as Highway J), a two-lane road 

in southern Washington County. It was built in the 1960s with 5 to 6.5 inches of asphalt, a pavement expected to 

last 22 years, and resurfaced in 2000 with another 2.5 to 3.5 inches, expected to extend the road’s life by 12 years. 

The new project entails repaving, reconstruction near hill crests where drivers cannot see approaching traffic, 

widening the lanes, making the shoulders flatter and two feet wider, improving sight lines, updating guardrails, 

adding rumble strips, and introducing turn or bypass lanes at some intersections. A 141-page environmental report 

prepared between 2013 and 2015 concluded that the renovation would not cause any significant environmental 

effects but would reduce the accident and injury rate. (Accidents are 63% more likely, per vehicle mile traveled, on 

this stretch than on Wisconsin’s other rural highways, and crashes that occur are 45% more likely to produce an 

injury.) 

 

FHA approved the environmental report and federal funding in 2015, finding that it is unnecessary to prepare an 

EIS. One local resident and two groups filed this suit, contending that more study is essential. The district court 

denied the injunction, and found that the environmental report shows that the project fits the criteria for 

categorical exclusion (CATEX), eliminating the need for a more detail study. The Plaintiffs appealed, arguing that: 

that the agency’s failure to write a decision separate from the report shows that it has yet to give the project 

independent consideration, and that the report does not analyze cumulative effects of multiple highway-

renovation projects. 
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Decision:  The Seventh Circuit discussed that renovating 7.5 miles of an existing two-lane road does not stand out 

as a major cause of a significant effect. Regulation 1508.4 establishes a “categorical exclusion” of projects that are 

not major:   

Categorical exclusion means a category of actions which do not individually or cumulatively have a 

significant effect on the human environment and which have been found to have no such effect in 

procedures adopted by a Federal agency in implementation of these regulations (§ 1507.3) and for 

which, therefore, neither an environmental assessment nor an environmental impact statement is 

required.  

FHA implemented this regulation through 23 C.F.R. § 771.117. Under FHA regulations, renovating existing roads 

generally does “not individually or cumulatively have a significant effect on the human environment”. The point of 

the years-long, 141-page study was not to question the validity of the regulations but to find out whether this 

renovation, in particular, needed a thorough evaluation because it would cause “[s]ignificant environmental 

impacts."  

The report concluded that the renovation of Highway 164 would not have a significant environmental effect. After 

the work is done it will be the same road, in the same place, with the same two lanes, and a little wider so that 

larger vehicles can safely use the shoulders (and are less likely to hit each other if they veer from the middle of a 

lane). Widening the road and improving sight lines by clearing some obstructions at roadside will use 38 acres of 

land in total (or 5 acres per mile of road). Of those 38 acres, 1.655 are wetlands, which would be filled; that’s bad 

for some animals and plants, but that the state will create 2.825 acres of new wetlands at another site. No 

threatened or endangered species would be adversely affected. The area through which the highway runs would 

remain hilly and forested. All in all, the report concluded, not much bad could happen, while drivers and their 

passengers would become safer. The report added that reducing the speed limit on this stretch of road might 

endanger drivers, because although some would obey the lower limit many would not, and data show that a 

variance in different vehicles’ speeds is a major cause of accidents. 

The principal questions FHA had to decide were whether the project will have “[s]ignificant environmental 

impacts” (§ 771.117(b)(1)) or flunk the analysis under § 771.117(d)(13). The Seventh Circuit then compared the 

argument that because there was not a separate writing then the document was deficient, to the current practice 

of signing of search warrants (without written opinions), and the signature of the judge for a panel of a Circuit 

Court of Appeals, where the other judges join silently. The court granted deference to FHA, finding FHA's staff was 

active in preparing the report, commenting on drafts and making suggestions. Only when the whole process was 

complete, to its satisfaction, did FHA sign off, and that no statute or regulation required more.  

The court then considered the argument that the 141-page report didn’t analyze the cumulative effects of many 

different highway-repair projects, and found it true, but irrelevant. FHA must analyze cumulative effects when 

deciding whether the category (renovating highways) comes within the exclusion. But once a categorical decision 

has been made—and Plaintiffs did not contest FHA’s finding in § 771.117 that road renovations cumulatively do 

not amount to major federal actions with significant environmental effects—the remaining question is whether a 

particular project flunks the constraints of § 771.117(e) or otherwise has “[s]ignificant environmental impacts” (§ 

771.117(b)(1)) because that was what the report investigated. The Court restated that judicial review is 

deferential, and it deferred to FHA applying the categorical exclusion of § 1508.4 and § 771.117 to the project. The 

court stated that trying to include all cumulative effects of every project when analyzing any project is not feasible.  

The extraordinary circumstances portion of Section 771.117(b)(2) requires analysis when a project occasions 

“[s]ubstantial controversy on environmental grounds." Plaintiffs stated that their own opposition to the project, 



 54 

coupled with letters from several other organizations, add up to “[s]ubstantial controversy on environmental 

grounds."  The Seventh Circuit discussed that FHA did not act arbitrarily, however, in deciding that the 

environmental report was itself an adequate response to that controversy because Section 771.117(b) does not 

require an EIS whenever someone opposes a project; it requires only “appropriate environmental studies." The 

court held that the lengthy report was such a study.  

Fath v. Texas Dep't of Transp., No. 17-50683, 2018 WL 3433800, -- F.3d --- (5th Cir. Jul. 17, 

2018)  

Agency prevailed. 

 

Issue(s):   Cumulative Impacts, Segmentation. 

 

Facts:  Environmental groups and local residents (Plaintiffs) brought action against the Texas Department of 

Transportation (DOT) and regional transportation authority for violating NEPA involving an overpass project for the 

Texas State Highway Loop 1 in Austin, Texas. As a matter of background, Texas had proposed several new 

highways to alleviate horrific traffic in Austin. It wanted to build overpasses where Texas State Highway Loops 1 

(colloquially known as "MoPac") intersection with two existing streets so that MoPac would pass under those 

streets. It is also in the midst of extending State Highway 45 West by about four miles with a tolled freeway that 

will run from MoPac's southern tip and down into bordering Hays County. Finally, it had plans to add express lanes 

in 8 miles of MoPac. For the overpass projects, the DOT conducted an EA, based on studies conducted between 

2014 and 2015 and concluded that the overpass project would not cause any significant environmental effects. 

Plaintiffs challenged the highway studies, raising concerns about potential combined impacts from the highway 

projects on the Edwards Aquifer and endangered or protected species, including the golden-cheeked warbler and 

the Barton Spring and Austin blind salamanders. The lower court concluded that the DOT complied with NEPA.  

 

Decision:   Plaintiffs first contended that the DOT violated NEPA by studying the three highway projects as separate 

projects, instead of a single project, to determine their environmental impacts. The alleged violations consisted of 

(1) studying the projects separately without first considering whether the projects are “cumulative actions” under 

40 C.F.R. § 1508.25(a)(2), and (2) improperly segmenting the highway projects under 23 C.F.R. § 771.111(f).  

 

The court cited the legal maxim that agencies generally should not “segment,” or “divide artificially a major Federal 

action into smaller components to escape the application of NEPA to some of its segments.” Save Barton Creek 

Ass'n v. Fed. Highway Admin., 950 F.2d 1129, 1140 (5th Cir. 1992) (per curiam). Both the CEQ and FHWA have 

regulations that govern whether agencies may treat multiple projects as separate projects in studying their 

environmental impacts. Under CEQ regulations, agencies must treat multiple projects as “in effect, a single course 

of action” if they are “connected actions,” “cumulative actions,” or “similar actions.” See 40 C.F.R. §§ 1502.4(a), 

1508.25(a). TxDot admits that it did not comply with this rule and the Fifth Circuit noted that, in highway cases, the 

FHWA’s regulation controls. See e.g., Save Barton Creek, 950 F.2d at 1141–42 (concluding that challenged highway 

segments “fully comport[ed] with both case law and FHWA’s regulations” and “satisfie[d] the FHWA’s standards” 

without discussing the CEQ regulations); see also id. at 1140 & n.15 (explaining that our test for this issue consists 

of factors embodied in § 771.111(f)). 

 

In its discussion the Seventh Circuit noted that given the case law precedent and the lack of highway cases 

suggesting otherwise, § 771.111(f) tailored the general policy of § 1508.25(a) to the specific question of whether 

multiple highway projects are “in effect, a single course of action.” See 40 C.F.R. § 1502.4(a); see also DANIEL R. 

MANDELKER ET AL., NEPA LAW AND LITIGATION § 9.12 (2d ed. 2017) (“CEQ regulations provide only general 
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guidance on when related actions or proposals should be considered together in a single impact statement. More 

detailed regulations are provided by individual agency regulations, such as the regulations applicable to highway 

projects, and by case law.”). As a result, the Fifth Circuit determined that the TxDot did not act arbitrarily and 

capriciously by not complying with § 1508.25(a)(2). 

 

The Fifth Circuit then examined whether the TxDot treated the proposed overpasses on MoPac as a standalone 

project in its EA. Under § 771.111(f), to treat a highway project as a standalone project for NEPA purposes, the 

project must: 

 

(1) Connect logical termini and be of sufficient length to address environmental matters on a broad 

scope; 

(2) Have independent utility or independent significance, i.e., be usable and be a reasonable 

expenditure even if no additional transportation improvements in the area are made; and 

(3) Not restrict consideration of alternatives for other reasonably foreseeable transportation 

improvements. 

 

Plaintiffs argued that TxDot wrongly found that the overpass project meets § 771.111(f)(1)’s criteria by looking 

only at whether the project has “logical termini” and without asking whether it is “of sufficient length.” We 

disagree, as this court and other circuits have similarly condensed § 771.111(f)(1) into a test about logical termini. 

See Save Barton Creek, 950 F.2d at 1141 (“[B]oth the segment of the Austin Outer Loop as well as MoPac South 

fully comport with both case law and FHWA’s regulations requiring that segments have independent utility, 

connect with logical termini, and do not foreclose the opportunity to consider alternatives.”).  

 

The court stated that it made sense to conclude that a project is “of sufficient length” when it connected logical 

termini. It found that in this case, the TxDot identified the overpass project’s logical termini at the points where 

MoPac intersects with the two streets it would pass under. The court couldn't find any other logical termini and 

the Plaintiffs offered no alternative termini. The Fifth Circuit found that “crossroads” are precisely the sort of 

logical termini the FHWA contemplated in issuing § 771.111(f)(1). See Conservation Law Found., 24 F.3d at 1472 

(citing 37 Fed. Reg. 21,809, 21,810 (Oct. 14, 1972), which defines “highway section” as “a substantial length of 

highway section between logical termini,” including “major crossroads, population centers, major traffic 

generators, or similar major highway control elements”). The Fifth Circuit held that the TxDOT complied with § 

771.111. 

 

The Plaintiffs next argued that TxDot violated NEPA because the overpass project’s EA contains no analysis of the 

project’s “cumulative impact” as required by 40 C.F.R. § 1508.25(c). The TxDot contended that a full analysis was 

unnecessary where, it does not expect a project to have any significant environmental impact that can 

“accumulate” with the impacts of other actions. The Fifth Circuit agreed with the TxDOT, applying the "rule of 

Reason" and discussing that information that serves not purpose, and the aim of NEPA was to make agencies 

carefully consider detailed information concerning significant environmental impacts while providing information 

useful to the public decision making process. See 40 C.F.R. § 1500.1(c) (“NEPA’s purpose is not to generate 

paperwork—even excellent paperwork—but to foster excellent action.”). 

 

The court held that a full cumulative impact analysis would not serve these purposes. The proposed overpasses 

were a two-mile project in an area that was already heavily developed and trafficked. After conducting a number 

of detailed technical studies, TxDot concluded that the project would not significantly impact the environment. If 

the project would have no significant impact by itself, it is unlikely to change the environmental status quo when 
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“added” to other actions. See e.g.,  Atchafalaya Basinkeeper v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 894 F.3d 692 (5th Cir. 

2018) (holding that a full cumulative impact analysis was unnecessary where Environmental Assessments 

concluded that a project would have no incremental impact and “hence, there could be no cumulative effects”); 

Minisink Residents for Envtl. Pres. & Safety v. FERC, 762 F.3d 97, 113 (D.C. Cir. 2014) (concluding that no cumulative 

impact analysis was needed where “the EA concluded that because the . . . Project itself was expected to have 

minimal impacts, no significant cumulative impacts were expected to flow”). 

 

The Plaintiffs argued that Fritiofson applied and that a full cumulative effects assessment must be completed. 

Fritiofson v. Alexander, 772 F.2d 1225, 1240 (5th Cir. 1985), abrogated on other grounds by Sabine River Auth. v. 

U.S. Dep't of Interior, 951 F.2d 669 (5th Cir. 1992). In Fritiofson, the Fifth Circuit concluded that an agency failed to 

adequately analyze cumulative impacts in its EA for a project that would consume acres of wetlands because the 

record did not show consideration of “other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions” on the 

island. See 772 F.2d at 1234, 1247. But the court found that Fritiofson was “undoubtedly an unusual case,” owing 

to “the unique and fragile nature of wetland areas” and the rapid increase in Galveston Island commercial 

development. See id. at 1246–47. As the Fifth Circuit explained in Fritiofson, “[t]he extent of [a cumulative impact] 

analysis will necessarily depend on the scope of the area in which the impacts from the proposed action will be felt 

and the extent of other activity in that area.” Id. at 1246. The Fifth Circuit rejected the Fritiofson analysis, and 

found that given the overpass project’s limited scope and location over busy urban intersections, it was not 

arbitrary and capricious for TxDot to limit its cumulative impact analysis where the record supports its finding that 

the project will have no significant direct or indirect impact. 

 

BRRAM, Inc. v. Federal Aviation Admin., No. 16-4355, 721 Fed. Appx. 173 (3d Cir. Jan. 9, 2018) 

(not for publication) 

Agency prevailed. 

 

Issue(s):  Categorical Exclusion (CATEX) (impacts). 

 

Facts:  In 2016, Allegiant requested that FAA amended its Operating Specifications to allow it to operate at 

Trenton, NJ, a commercial airport. In its request, Allegiant explained that it would conduct fourteen operations (7 

takeoffs and 7 landings) per week. Allegiant submitted a noise assessment that stated that Allegiant's operating at 

Trenton would not have a significant impact on noise levels in the area. On November 2, 2016, FAA issued a Record 

of Decision applying a categorical exclusion (CATEX) (the "Decision") for approving the requested amendment. The 

discussed Allegiant's noise assessment along with a noise assessment prepared by Trenton, which was based on a 

forecast of air traffic twenty years into the future, and concluded, "no significant noise impacts will occur as a 

result of Allegiant's operation." The lower court upheld the Decision, and petitioners, most of whom reside or 

operate in Pennsylvania across the Delaware River from Trenton, appealed.  

 

Decision:  FAA published a list of CATEXs and created a list of twelve extraordinary circumstances that require 

more thorough environmental review. In this case, FAA considered Allegiant's request to amend its Operating 

Specifications (the terms an air carrier must comply with to ensure an air carrier operating safely in air 

transportation) and determined that no extraordinary circumstances existed. FAA then concluded that it's CATEX 

for "[o]perating specifications and amendments that do not significantly change the operating environment of the 

airport" applied and that preparing an EIS was unnecessary.  
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The Petitioners challenged FAA's determination that Allegiant's request did not present any extraordinary 

circumstances. Specifically, they questioned FAA's conclusion that its extraordinary circumstance regarding noise, 

which precludes a determination that a CATEX is applicable when an action "has the potential for a significant 

impact" on "noise level of noise sensitive areas" did not apply to Allegiant's request. Petitioners claimed that FAA 

should not only have evaluated Allegiant's proposed fourteen flights, but rather, considered impact of the 

expansion proposed because FAA has explained that once an airline is permitted to operate at an airport, FAA 

cannot control the number of flights the airline will operate.  

 

The Third Circuit disagreed with the Petitioner's assertions, stating that as FAA explained in its Decision, FAA 

considered both Allegiant's noise analysis, which only accounted for the fourteen flights, and a noise analysis 

prepared by Trenton that was based on a forecast twenty years into the future of all foreseeable air traffic by 

Allegiant and other airlines operating at Trenton. Neither noise analysis showed that they would have a significant 

impact on noise in the area under FAA's prevailing standards for significance.  

 

The court discussed that the Petitioners did not challenge the validity of Trenton's noise analysis (for example, they 

don't argue that the analysis is based on improper assumptions about future air traffic or its conclusions are 

erroneous). The Third Circuit affirmed FAA's Decision to approve Allegiant's requested amendment to its Operating 

Specifications.  

 

Vaughn v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 16-1377, 2018 WL 6430368, -- Fed. Appx. --- (D.C. Cir. Nov. 

30, 2018) (not for publication)  

Agency prevailed.  

 
Issue(s):  Impacts (Air, Noise, Climate Change, Outdated Software), Cumulative Impacts, Alternatives. 

 

Facts:  Culver City, the Santa Monica Canyon Civic Association (a nonprofit organization that protects the 

environment quality of its neighborhood), and two individuals (who live in areas affected by the purportedly 

increased noise and other emissions from the SoCal Metroplex project) petitioned for review of order approving 

redesign of air-traffic control procedures and flight paths at several airports in Southern California, claiming 

violations of NEPA.  

 

In 2016, as part of a broader project to modernize the federal airspace, FAA decided to redesign air-traffic control 

procedures and flight paths at several airports in Southern California. The SoCal Metroplex project was intended to 

improve the operational efficiency of air traffic, but the redesigned flight routes have allegedly led to increased 

noise in certain neighborhoods.  FAA issued an EA and then a FONSI for the SoCal Metroplex project in 2016. 

 

The four consolidated petitioners objected to FAA’s conclusion that there would be no significant environmental 

effects resulting from the project. They raised several lines of attack against FAA’s analysis, arguing the agency 

failed to account adequately for noise, air emissions, and cumulative environmental effects, in violation of NEPA. 

 

Decision:  The petitioners first challenged FAA’s conclusion that the SoCal Metroplex project would not lead to 

noise increases above the agency’s “significance threshold.” 

 

The petitioners claimed that FAA has a statutory duty not only to consider noise, but to consider ways of reducing 

it. Specifically, the SoCal Metroplex project is part of a broader FAA program called the Next-Generation Air 
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Transportation System (NextGen), which aims to transition the national airspace from using outdated procedures 

to ones that take advantage of new technologies such as GPS. One of the seven goals for NextGen is that FAA must 

“take into consideration, to the greatest extent practicable, design of airport approach and departure flight paths 

to reduce exposure of noise and emissions pollution on affected residents.” Vision 100 Act, § 709(c)(7). Based 

upon this goal, the petitioners argued FAA must strive to reduce noise below the pre-existing level, rather than 

simply avoid any significant increase in noise. 

  

The Ninth Circuit held that FAA sufficiently considered reducing noise levels. The White Paper that FAA developed 

in response to public comments described several ways in which the agency modified the project in order to 

address community concerns about noise. For example, due to “local concern about the proposed design 

eliminating [a particular] waypoint,” which would lead to greater noise over certain areas, FAA redesigned the 

procedures “with an intervening, redundant waypoint” in order to “address community concerns . . . while 

providing the airspace safety and efficiency enhancements sought by the proposed action.” These modifications 

demonstrated FAA considered reducing noise and emissions to the extent practicable. Vision 100 Act, § 709(c). 

  

The petitioners next objected to FAA’s use of an outdated computer program called NIRS to analyze noise levels. 

According to the petitioners, FAA’s use of NIRS violates the agency’s own guidance memorandum, which calls for 

using AEDT, a newer software program, for “projects whose environmental analysis” started after March 1, 2012. 

FAA Order 1050.1E. FAA responded that although the dataset used for its environmental analysis covers the period 

from December 2012 to November 2013, noise analysis using NIRS actually began before the March 2012 cut-off 

date. The court deferred to FAA’s reasonable explanation that this early noise screening counts as “environmental 

analysis” for the purpose of complying with the agency’s own guidance. See Auer v. Robbins, 519 U.S. 452, 461, 

117 S.Ct. 905 (1997) (finding agency’s interpretation of its own regulation is “controlling” unless “plainly erroneous 

or inconsistent with the regulation”). Because FAA started conducting its environmental analysis before March 

2012, it was not required to switch to the new software in March 2012. 

 

Finally, the petitioners challenged FAA’s choice of a metric to measure noise. Instead of using the Cumulative Noise 

Equivalency Level (CNEL), which weights more heavily noise occurring in the evening hours, FAA used the Day-

Night Sound Level (DNL), which does not. According to the petitioners, FAA Order 5050.4B, NEPA Implementing 

Instructions for Airport Actions, § 9(n) (Apr. 28, 2006) required FAA to use CNEL for projects in California. As FAA 

explained, however, when viewed in light of another FAA order, it was permitted but not required to use the CNEL 

metric for this project. See Airports Desk Reference for FAA Order 5050.4B, Ch. 17 para. 1(c) at 2 (Oct. 2007) 

(“While DNL is the primary metric FAA uses to determine noise impacts, FAA accepts the CNEL when a state 

requires that metric to assess noise effects”). FAA’s final EA explained that the SoCal Metroplex project does not 

involve any state environmental review; hence, it was not required to use CNEL.  

 

FAA also determined the project would have a minimal effect on air emissions and on the climate. The petitioners 

argued FAA improperly presumed the SoCal Metroplex project would conform to California’s SIP. Specifically, the 

petitioners challenged FAA’s reliance upon its presumed-to-conform list, which specifies that modifications to 

flight routes and procedures at or above the mixing height (generally 3,000 feet above ground level) have only a de 

minimis effect on the environment and that, below that altitude, modifications are presumed to conform if they 

are “designed to enhance operational efficiency (i.e., to reduce delay).” 72 Fed. Reg. 41578/2 (2007). See also 40 

C.F.R. § 93.153(c)(2)(xxii). Rather than challenging the validity of the presumptions, however, the petitioners’ main 

contention was that the presumptions do not apply to the project. 
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First, the petitioners claim “most, if not all” the procedures will occur below 3,000 feet and therefore FAA cannot 

presume that effects on air emissions are de minimis. The final EA stated the opposite to be true: “changes to flight 

paths . . . would primarily occur at or above 3,000 feet [above ground level].”  Second, the petitioners argued that 

any modifications to procedures below 3,000 feet do not qualify for the presumption of conformity because they 

are expected to increase fuel burn, albeit very slightly, and therefore are not “designed to enhance operational 

efficiency.” 72 Fed. Reg. 41578/2 (2007). As FAA pointed out, the purpose of the SoCal Metroplex project is to 

address congestion in the airspace and improve safety – benefits FAA could reasonably conclude overpower the 

negligible increase in fuel burn. See Vision 100 Act, § 709(c) (describing the multi-factor nature of FAA’s mandate 

to implement NextGen). 

  

In its final EA, FAA concluded the project would not have a significant effect on the climate because the project 

would increase greenhouse gases by only 35 metric tons (MT) (0.41%) in 2016 and 42 MT (0.44%) in 2021. 

 First, the Petitioner complained that use of a de minimis standard contradicts guidance issued by the CEQ. 

According to this guidance, a statement that additional emissions would “represent only a small fraction of global 

emissions . . . is not an appropriate basis for deciding whether to consider climate impacts under NEPA.” 79 Fed. 

Reg. 77825/2-3 (Dec. 24, 2014). As FAA pointed out, however, the same guidance also provides a disclosure 

threshold of 25,000 MT, below which “a quantitative analysis . . . is not recommended unless quantification is 

easily accomplished.” Id. at 77,807/2. In this case, the 42 MT increase in emissions in 2021 was far less than the 

25,000 MT threshold at which disclosure was suggested by the CEQ. As it was not clear FAA had a duty even to 

quantify the increase in emissions, and the Ninth Circuit agreed with FAA’s reasonable conclusion that the project 

would not have a significant effect on the climate. 

  

The petitioners also argued California law requires the state to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to certain levels 

by 2020.  The court rejected this argument, stating California law does not impose a duty on the federal 

government.  

 

With respect to noise, FAA did not conduct a cumulative analysis because it had already determined the project 

would have no significant noise effect. Despite the petitioners’ non-specific objection that the EA “barely mentions 

cumulative noise impacts, let alone takes a ‘hard look’ at such impacts,” the petitioners did not advance any 

argument against FAA’s reasoning.  The court did not find FAA arbitrary and capricious for not conducting a 

cumulative impact analysis for a particular environmental resource after the agency reasonably has concluded its 

proposed action will not have a significant effect on that resource. See Minisink Residents for Envt’l Pres. & Safety 

v. FERC, 762 F.3d 97, 113 (D.C. Cir. 2014). 

  

With respect to air quality, FAA reasonably concluded the SoCal Metroplex project would not result in any 

significant cumulative effects. In response, the petitioners claim FAA failed to account for a contemporary project 

of much broader scope in its analysis, namely, a project at the Los Angeles International Airport that involves 

moving and extending runways. As FAA explained, however, the proposal for the LAX runway project was made for 

2025 – four years past the 2021 planning horizon for the SoCal Metroplex project. The Ninth Circuit held FAA did 

not act arbitrarily and capriciously by excluding the runway project from its cumulative air quality analysis because 

the project was not reasonably foreseeable. 

  

Finally, the petitioners complained that the information provided in FAA’s draft EA was not sufficiently accurate, 

making it difficult for a member of the public to determine where flight paths would cross his or her neighborhood. 

In order to make this argument, the petitioners point only to FAA’s half-mile adjustment of a single waypoint 

during the comment period. According to the petitioners, FAA did not perform a noise analysis of the change, 
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making it “impossible” for the public to anticipate the degree of environmental effect from the project. FAA 

pointed to evidence in the record showing it did perform a new noise analysis after moving the waypoint and again 

found there was no significant noise effect. 

  

The Ninth Circuit also rejected the petitioners’ argument that the agency failed to take a hard look at a range of 

appropriate alternatives to the project, as required by the NEPA. In order to make this argument, the petitioners 

renewed their claim that FAA was required under Vision 100 to analyze alternatives that reduce noise. But the 

court believed FAA met its duty under Vision 100. The petitioners’ contention – that FAA’s EA was deficient 

because it considered only the proposed action and the no-action alternative – was similarly unpersuasive. As FAA 

pointed out, it evaluated various groups of procedures in different combinations, in order to determine what 

“alternative action” to present in the Final EA. The Ninth Circuit held FAA satisfied its duty to consider appropriate 

alternatives.  

 

Paradise Ridge Defense Coalition v. Hartman, No. 17-35848, 2018 WL 6434787, -- Fed. Appx. --

- (9th Cir. Dec. 7, 2018) (not for publication)  

Agency prevailed.  

 

Issue(s):  Impacts, predetermination. 

 

Facts: The Paradise Ridge Defense Coalition (Coalition) challenged that the Federal Highway Administration 

(FHWA) and the Idaho Transportation Department violated NEPA in selecting an alternative for construction of a 

new segment of Highway US-95 south of Moscow, Idaho. 

 

Decision:  The Ninth Circuit found FHWA took the “hard look” that NEPA requires and the agency’s decision was 

not arbitrary or capricious. The court found that, first, the FHWA’s reliance on the Highway Safety Manual for 

predicting the relative safety of each alternative route was reasonable given that it is the industry standard for 

highway safety, and the Coalition did not argue that the FHWA should have used an alternative methodology. The 

FHWA disclosed that the methodology did not yield confidence intervals for each of the proposed alternatives, and 

the FHWA also exercised engineering judgment in its evaluation of the proposed alternatives. Further, the FHWA 

provided a “reasonably thorough discussion” of the risk and severity of collisions between vehicles and wildlife, as 

well as mitigation measures to decrease the risk of those collisions.  

  

Second, the FHWA did not make “an irreversible and irretrievable commitment of resources” before completing its 

analysis, and so did not impermissibly predetermine the outcome of the NEPA analysis. Nor did the FHWA err in 

considering one route from each geographic corridor, because the routes within each geographic corridor had 

substantially similar consequences, and NEPA “does not require a separate analysis of alternatives which are not 

significantly distinguishable from alternatives actually considered, or which have substantially similar 

consequences.” The FHWA also discussed the mitigation measures for invasive weeds “in sufficient detail to ensure 

that environmental consequences [had] been fairly evaluated.” 

 

 

 

 



 61 

Informing Citizens Against Runway Airport Expansion v. Fed. Aviation Admin., No. 17-71536, 

2018 WL 6649605, -- Fed. Appx. --- (9th Cir. Dec. 18, 2018) (not for publication)  

Agency Prevailed.  

 

Issue(s):  Impacts and impact methodology, alternatives, public comment/involvement. 

 

Facts:  Informing Citizens Against Runway Airport Expansion, the Petitioner, sought review of FAA's decision to 

approve a project to construct a 5,200-foot runway at the Ravalli County Airport in Hamilton, Montana.  

 

Decision:  The Ninth Circuit found FAA acted within its discretion, and exercised its technical expertise, in using fuel 

sales to estimate annual operations at the airport. It made the underlying data about the fuel sales available with 

the 2014 EA, which explained that the forecasting report relied in part on handwritten records of fuel sales to 

estimate operations. NEPA requires an agency to “disclose the hard data supporting its expert opinions,” but NEPA 

does not dictate how the agency must disclose that data. Here, FAA provided “sufficient environmental 

information, considered in the totality of circumstances, to permit members of the public to weigh in” and “inform 

the agency decision-making process.”  

  

Especially in the realm of aviation forecasting, FAA has substantial discretion to choose among available 

forecasting methods, as long as it explains its choice. See N. Plains Res. Council, Inc. v. Surface Transp. Bd., 668 F.3d 

1067, 1075 (9th Cir. 2011) (“The agency must explain the conclusions it has drawn from its chosen methodology, 

and the reasons it considered the underlying evidence to be reliable.”)). Here, FAA explained that FlightAware 

cannot capture every operation at the airport, so FAA relied on records of the airport’s fuel sales to get a more 

complete picture of annual operations. FAA also explained that the records contained identifying numbers linked 

to specific aircraft, enabling the agency to determine which planes bought fuel and eliminate duplicates that also 

showed up in FlightAware’s data. In sum, FAA gave the necessary explanation here, so the court deferred to its 

chosen methodology for aviation forecasting. 

  

FAA reasonably articulated the project’s purpose and need and considered an appropriate range of alternatives. 

Substantial evidence—in the form of FlightAware data and records of fuel sales—supports FAA’s conclusion that B-

II operations at the airport either exceeded, or came so close to, the 500-operations threshold that the airport 

needed a 5,200-foot runway to accommodate B-II aircraft safely. Although a 4,800-foot runway would 

accommodate most planes using the airport, FAA decided that the airport required a 5,200-foot runway because: 

(1) the airport sees some use by larger planes that would benefit from a 5,200-foot runway; (2) the 5,200-foot 

runway would allow planes to carry more fuel, passengers, and cargo (in particular, firefighting Forest Service 

planes could carry their full capacity of fire retardant); and (3) FAA has limited funds to disburse, and it would be 

financially responsible to build a 5,200-foot runway initially instead of building a 4,800-foot runway and later 

extending it by 400 feet to accommodate larger planes. 

  

Moreover, FAA initiated its EA in response to the County’s project proposal, but FAA did not simply adopt the 

County’s goal of having a 5,200-foot runway as its own. An agency may allow a private interest to give context to 

its statement of purpose and need. And FAA has a statutory mandate to promote “the safe operation of the airport 

and airway system” and efficient air transportation. 49 U.S.C. § 47101(a)(1)(b). Providing adequate runway length 

furthers both of those goals by giving pilots higher safety margins and allowing aircraft to fly at full capacity. 

Against that background, FAA did not define the purpose and need “in unreasonably narrow terms.”  
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Consequently, FAA acted reasonably by seriously considering only alternatives that involved a 5,200-foot runway. 

An agency need only evaluate alternatives that are reasonably related to a project’s purpose. Considering an 

alternative that maintained the current runway length would have contravened FAA’s mandate to promote safe 

and efficient air transportation, § 47101(a)(1), (b), given that past assessments of the airport recognized that the 

current runway can accommodate only 75% of B-II aircraft. Because keeping the current runway length was not a 

viable alternative, FAA did not violate NEPA by failing to examine that alternative.  

  

FAA addressed the project’s effect on property values sufficiently to comply with NEPA. FAA examined several 

studies about the effect of aircraft noise on property values. FAA also explained that no specific studies existed for 

the airport, although “noise modeling” for the preferred alternative showed that no residential properties would 

come within “the 65 DNL contour”— the area where planes are loudest. Petitioner complained that FAA did not 

address the studies that its members provided, but “an agency need not respond to every single scientific study or 

comment.”  Petitioner did not show how FAA’s failure to respond to any specific comment or study rendered its 

final decision arbitrary. 

  

Petitioner also argued that it should have had another chance to comment on the project’s effect on property 

values after FAA released the FEA in 2017. The court opined that the Petitioner’s argument is untenable as a 

practical matter because it would create an endless loop in the administrative process; an agency could never 

proceed with an action as long as the public continued to comment on new information that the agency released. 

The Ninth Circuit found FAA gave the public a meaningful opportunity to participate in the decision-making 

process. The comment period for the 2014 EA lasted 73 days, including an extension at Petitioner’s request. The 

2014 assessment contained information on each subject about which Petitioner’s briefs expressed concern. 

Although NEPA’s standards for the necessary level of public participation remain “amorphous,” the court has 

recognized that NEPA does not require “substantial” public participation. See Cal. Trout v. FERC, 572 F.3d 1003, 

1017 (9th Cir. 2009) (“We have held that a complete failure to involve or even inform the public about an agency’s 

preparation of an [EA] would violate NEPA’s regulations, but have also concluded that the circulation of a draft 

[EA] is not required in every case”).  

 

The court finally held that FAA was not required to prepare an EIS. “The mere fact that an agency prepared a 

lengthy EA does not, without more, demonstrate that the agency must prepare an EIS.” 

 

 

INDEPENDENT AGENCIES 

 

American Rivers v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 895 F.3d 32 (D.C Cir. 2018) 

Agency did not prevail. 
 

Issues: Impact analysis, cumulative Impacts 

 

Facts: In 2013, FERC granted the Alabama Power Company a 30-year license to continue power generation by 7 

hydropower developments on a portion of the Coosa River (collectively referred to as the “Coosa Project”) and to 

consolidate all of the projects into a single license. In 2009, FERC issued a final EA and FONSI on the license 

application, concluding that the relicensing decision was not a major federal action significantly affecting the 

quality of the human environment. 
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In June 2012, USFWS issued a Biological Opinion concluding that the relicensing the project was not likely to 

jeopardize any threatened or listed species, nor destroy or deleteriously affect any critical habitats. In June 2013, 

FERC granted Alabama Power a new 30-year lease to continue operating the now-combined Coosa Project. Both 

the Commission's final EA and the USFWS Biological Opinion were incorporated, without change, into the license.  

 

The license imposed several terms and conditions on Alabama Power's operations, including the duty to (i) 

implement "aeration" measures to achieve a constant minimum dissolved oxygen level of 4.0 mg/L at each 

development "at all times," (ii) enhance dissolved oxygen levels at Logan Martin during periods of non-generation 

to protect certain listed aquatic species, (iii) incorporate water-quality monitoring measures prescribed by the 

Alabama Department of Environmental Management, and (iv) conduct surveys of aquatic species to ensure no 

further decline of threatened and endangered mussels and snails. 

 

Several parties, including the eventual plaintiffs and Alabama Power, sought rehearing of the licensing order. FERC 

denied the environmental groups’ hearing request in full but granted Alabama Power's request, materially 

slackening Alabama Power's duty to maintain the required levels of dissolved oxygen. In particular, the 

Commission provided that the prescribed water quality standards, including the maintenance of dissolved oxygen 

levels, would apply only when the hydroelectric developments were actually generating power. 

 

Plaintiff environmental groups challenged the FERC relicensing decision on the ground that it violated the Federal 

Power Act, NEPA, and the Endangered Species Act. 

 

Decision: The court of appeals held for the plaintiffs: 

 

“A review of the license renewal’s impact on the environment and endangered species documented that 

the project would cause a 100% take of multiple endangered mussels, a large loss of indigenous fish, and 

perilously low dissolved oxygen levels for substantial periods of time. 

 

“Nevertheless, FERC concluded that licensing the generation project would have no substantial impact on 

either the River's ecological condition or endangered species. In doing so, FERC declined to factor in the 

decades of environmental damage already wrought by exploitation of the waterway for power generation 

and that damage's continuing ecological effects. Because the Commission's environmental review and a 

biological opinion it relied on were unreasoned and unsupported by substantial evidence, the 

Commission's issuance of the license was arbitrary and capricious.” 

 

Accordingly, the court vacated the licensing decision and remanded the case back to FERC.  

After agreeing with plaintiffs that the Biological Opinion did not comply with the Endangered Species Act, the court 

turned to the sufficiency of FERC's decision that relicensing the Coosa River Project for 30 years would not have 

any significant environmental effects on the Coosa River ecological system. “Because the record of the licensing 

proceedings points strongly in the opposite direction, the Commission's decision to forgo an Environmental Impact 

Statement does not hold water.”  

Enumerating the deficiencies in the EA the court held that “[t]he record simply does not provide a rational 

connection between the licensing decision, the record evidence, and the finding of no significant environmental 

impact.” In particular:  

• FERC’s “only cited evidence for the amount of fish deaths [as many as 1.3M fish per year] was a more-

than-decade-old-survey of fish entrainment studies and estimates provided by the license applicant itself, 
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Alabama Power. No updated information was collected; no field studies were conducted. Nor was any 

independent verification of Alabama Power's estimates undertaken. . . The Commission’s acceptance, 

hook, line, and sinker, of Alabama Power’s outdated estimates, without any interrogation or verification 

of those numbers is, in a word, fishy. And it is certainly unreasoned." 

•  “NEPA demands far more analytical rigor than the Assessment's breezy dismissal of the high fish 

mortality rate documented in its dated and unverified studies. See Myersville, 783 F.3d at 1322 (agencies 

cannot overlook a single environmental consequence if it is even ‘arguably significant’)” 

• FERC's “cheery assurance that ‘excellent’ human-operated sport and commercial fisheries remain 

downstream is just whistling past the graveyard…. The Commission, for its part, made no effort to explain 

how downstream, human-operated sport and commercial fisheries are relevant bellwethers for 

environmental impacts in the upstream Coosa River. After all, the nearby presence of a nice zoo has never 

been a relevant answer under NEPA to high species mortality in nature.” 

The court then turned to the consideration of cumulative impacts: 

“Put simply, an agency's Environmental Assessment ‘must give a realistic evaluation of the total impacts 

and cannot isolate a proposed project, viewing it in a vacuum.’ Grand Canyon Trust v. FAA, 290 F.3d 339, 

342 (D.C. Cir. 2002). In so doing, the ‘incremental impact of the action [at issue] must be considered when 

added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.’ Id. (alteration in original; 

internal quotation marks omitted). In other words, ‘[i]t makes sense to consider the “incremental impact” 

of a project for possible cumulative effects by incorporating the effects of other projects into the 

background data base of the project at issue.’ Coalition on Sensible Transp., Inc. v. Dole, 826 F.2d 60, 70-

71 (D.C. Cir. 1987) (internal quotation marks omitted). Indeed, the Commission agreed that the NEPA 

cumulative-effects analysis had to account for all past impacts of the dams' construction and operation, 

including the enduring or ongoing effects of past actions.” 

Plaintiffs challenge to FERC’s cumulative impact analysis under NEPA mirrors their objections to the USFWS 

Biological Opinion because the EA relies heavily on that opinion in establishing the current operation of the Coosa 

Project as the baseline for measuring environmental impacts. “As a result, the Service's failure to factor the 

damage already wrought by the construction of dams into the cumulative impacts analysis fatally infected this 

aspect of the Commission's NEPA decision as well.” 

“The Commission gave scant attention to those past actions that had led to and were perpetuating the 

Coosa River's heavily damaged and fragile ecosystem. Nor did it offer any substantive analysis of how the 

present impacts of those past actions would combine and interact with the added impacts of the 30-year 

licensing decision. The Commission's cumulative impact analysis left out critical parts of the equation and, 

as a result, fell far short of the NEPA mark.” 

Big Bend Conservation Alliance v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 896 F.3d 418 (D.C. Cir 
2018)  

Agency prevailed. 
 
Issue:  Segmentation/connected actions 

Facts: Plaintiff Big Bend Conservation Alliance sought review of two FERC orders authorizing Trans-Pecos Pipeline, 

LLC to construct and operate an export facility (a 1,100-foot natural gas pipeline from a meter station in Texas to 

the Mexican border) to allow the export of natural gas from the United States to Mexico. Seeking an expanded 

environmental review, Big Bend argues that FERC, in addition to exercising jurisdiction over the Export Facility at 

the border, FERC also should have exercised jurisdiction over the 148-mile intrastate pipeline (Trans-Pecos 
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Pipeline), authorized by the State of Texas that would transport natural gas produced in Texas to the Export 

Facility. Alternatively, Big Bend contends that regardless of the scope of FERC's jurisdiction under the Natural Gas 

Act, an expanded review was required by the NEPA. 

FERC's jurisdictional determinations affected the scope of its environmental review. In particular, FERC issued an 

EA addressing impacts of the Export Facility and recommending a finding of no significant impact. Because FERC 

concluded that the Trans-Pecos Pipeline was intrastate and not under federal control, the EA did not analyze its 

environmental impacts. FERC concluded that an EIS was not required because approval of the Export Facility 

"would not constitute a major federal action significantly affecting the quality of the human environment." Plaintiff 

argued that the projects at issue were impermissibly segmented, and the pipeline should be "federalized" for NEPA 

purposes. 

 

Decision:  The court found for FERC on the NEPA issues. With respect to whether the Export Facility and Trans-

Pecos Pipeline were “connected actions” the court found: 

“’The point of the connected actions doctrine is to prevent the government from “segmenting” its own 

“federal actions into separate projects and thereby failing to address the true scope and impact of the 

activities that should be under consideration.”’ Sierra Club v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng'rs, 803 F.3d 31, 49-50 

(D.C. Cir. 2015) (brackets omitted) (quoting Del. Riverkeeper Network v. FERC, 753 F.3d 1304, 1313 (D.C. 

Cir. 2014)). 

“The connected-actions doctrine does not require the aggregation of federal and non-federal actions. In 

Sierra Club, we held that the need for federal approvals to construct discrete segments of an oil pipeline 

did not subject the entire pipeline to NEPA review. See 803 F.3d at 49-50. Although the pipeline was 

‘undoubtedly a single “physically, functionally, and financially connected” project,’ the key point was that 

the bulk of it was not subject to federal jurisdiction. See id. at 50 (quoting Del. Riverkeeper, 753 F.3d at 

1308). ‘The connected actions regulation,’ we explained, ‘does not dictate that NEPA review encompass 

private activity outside the scope of the sum of the geographically limited federal actions.’ Id. at 49. 

“This reasoning controls here. The Export Facility was subject to FERC's jurisdiction, but the Trans-Pecos 

Pipeline was not. Because no federal action was required to authorize the pipeline's construction, there 

were no connected federal actions, and so the connected-actions regulation does not apply.” 

Then addressing whether FERC’s involvement in authorizing the Export Facility was enough to “federalize” the 

Trans-Pecos Pipeline. The court “declined to adopt that theory…:” 

“[J]udicial review of NEPA claims must address actions by the federal government, because review under 

the APA requires ‘final agency action,’ 5 U.S.C. § 704, which means final action by an agency of ‘the 

Government of the United States,’ id. § 701(b)(1). See Karst, 475 F.3d at 1297-98; see also Sierra Club, 803 

F.3d at 50-51 (federal regulatory control over segments of oil pipeline did not federalize entire pipeline 

project); Coal. for Underground Expansion v. Mineta, 333 F.3d 193, 197-98 (D.C. Cir. 2003) (federal 

funding for portions of rail transit system and prospect of future federal funding did not federalize rail-line 

extension project).” 

 

 

City of Boston Delegation v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 897 F.3d 241 (D.C. Cir. 2018)  

Agency prevailed. 
 
Issues: Connected actions, cumulative impacts, contractor conflict of interest. 
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Facts: In March 2015, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission approved an application from Algonquin Gas 

Transmission, LLC, to undertake an upgrade to its natural gas pipeline system (the Algonquin Incremental Market 

[AIM] Project). The $972 million project would replace 29 miles of existing pipeline with larger diameter pipe, 

construct 8 miles of new pipe line, build three new meter stations, and modify various other compressor and 

meter stations. The AIM project also included a proposal to construct about 5 miles of new pipeline (West Roxbury 

Lateral), which would run adjacent to an active quarry outside of Boston. This project would enable Algonquin to 

meet some of the increasing demand for natural gas in New England and reduce pricing volatility in the region. In 

January 2015, FERC issued its final EIS for the AIM Project and issued a certificate for the project in March 2015. 

In addition to the AIM Project, Algonquin was pursuing two other upgrades to its northeast pipeline system: the 

Atlantic Bridge Project (increase capacity of its system by replacing several miles of pipeline with larger capacity 

pipe and constructing or modifying a number of compressor and meter stations) and the Access Northeast Project 

(install pipeline and modify facilities in order to provide natural gas to electric power plants in New England). FERC 

issued a certificate for the Atlantic Bridge Project in October 2015; Algonquin withdrew its certificate application 

for the Access Northeast Project in June 2017. 

Plaintiffs allege, among other things, that FERC impermissibly segmented its NEPA review by failing to consider 

Algonquin's three planned projects together in a single EIS. Additionally, a coalition of environmental groups, 

community organizations, and individuals alleged, among other claims, that the Commission insufficiently 

examined the cumulative impact of the Atlantic Bridge and Access Northeast projects, failed to recognize the bias 

of a third-party contractor, and failed adequately to consider safety issues raised by the pipeline's proximity to the 

Indian Point nuclear facility. Only the NEPA issues are summarized below. 

 

Decision:  The court held for the plaintiffs on all claims: 

“Petitioners present two related arguments under NEPA. First, petitioners contend that the Commission 

improperly segmented its environmental review by failing to examine the AIM Project and Algonquin's 

two other pipeline upgrade projects together in a single environmental statement. Second, petitioners 

submit that the Commission failed to give adequate consideration to the cumulative environmental 

impacts of the three upgrade projects. We find no basis to set aside the Commission's order on those 

grounds….. 

“This court has developed a set of factors that help clarify when ‘physically connected projects can be 

analyzed separately under NEPA.’ Id. at 1315. As relevant here, when an agency considers projects non-

contemporaneously, see id. at 1318, and when projects have ‘substantial independent utility,’ id. at 1316, 

separate environmental statements can be appropriate [referencing Del. Riverkeeper Network v. FERC, 

753 F.3d 1304, 1313 (D.C. Cir. 2014)]. 

“Applying those considerations in Delaware Riverkeeper, we concluded that the Commission had 

impermissibly segmented its review of four pipeline upgrades. The projects, we explained, were 

‘connected and interrelated’ and ‘functionally and financially interdependent,’ and they also had 

significant ‘temporal overlap,’ id. at 1319, because they were ‘either under construction’ or ‘pending 

before the Commission for environmental review and approval’ at the same time, id. at 1308. 

“[W]e conclude that the Commission did not act arbitrarily and capriciously in declining to consider 

Algonquin's three projects in a single environmental impact statement. With regard to temporal overlap, 

the Commission issued the AIM Project certificate in March 2015, Algonquin submitted the application for 

Atlantic Bridge in October 2015, and Algonquin has yet to file the Access Northeast application. The 

projects thus were not under simultaneous consideration by the agency.” 

The court also concluded that the projects were not  
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“’financially and functionally interdependent.’ Del. Riverkeeper, 753 F.3d at 1319. On that score, we 

consider ‘whether one project will serve a significant purpose even if a second related project is not built,’ 

Coal. on Sensible Transp., Inc. v. Dole, 826 F.2d 60, 69 (D.C. Cir. 1987), and we look to the ‘commercial and 

financial viability of a project when considered in isolation from other actions,’ Del. Riverkeeper, 753 F.3d 

at 1316.” 

In this case, the court found that FERC had reasonably concluded that the projects do not depend on the others fpr 

access to the natural gas market. “In short, the functional and temporal distinctness of the three projects, as 

underscored by factual developments concerning the Atlantic Bridge and Access Northeast Projects, substantiate 

that it was permissible for the Commission to prepare a separate environmental impact statement for the AIM 

Project.” 

Relatedly, the plaintiffs contended that the Commission failed to give sufficient consideration to the cumulative 
environmental impacts of the AIM, Atlantic Bridge, and Access Northeast Projects, but the court disagreed: 
 

“To satisfy ‘hard look’ review, an agency's cumulative impacts analysis must contain ‘sufficient discussion 
of the relevant issues’ and be ‘well-considered.’ Myersville, 783 F.3d at 1324-25 (citation omitted). But 
importantly, the adequacy of an environmental impact statement is judged by reference to the 
information available to the agency at the time of review, such that the agency is expected to consider 
only those future impacts that are reasonably foreseeable. 
 
“At the time of the Commission's consideration of the AIM Project, the impacts of the Atlantic Bridge 
Project were reasonably foreseeable. And the Commission thoroughly considered the environmental 
effects of Atlantic Bridge throughout the cumulative impacts section of the AIM Project's environmental 
impact statement. The statement ‘contains sufficient discussion of’ the cumulative impacts of Atlantic 
Bridge and is ‘well-considered.’ Myersville, 783 F.3d at 1325. 
 
“The cumulative impacts discussion of the Access Northeast Project is much more limited, and 
understandably so. At the time of the AIM Project's environmental impact statement, Access Northeast 
was months away from entering the pre-filing process and over a year away from issuance of a notice of 
intent to prepare an environmental impact statement. Given Access Northeast's preliminary stage and the 
resulting lack of available information about its scope at the time, the project was ‘too preliminary to 
meaningfully estimate [its] cumulative impacts.’ Theodore Roosevelt Conservation P'ship v. Salazar, 616 
F.3d 497, 513 (D.C. Cir. 2010)…. 
 
“Additionally, the AIM Project and Access Northeast would ‘not overlap in time,’ meaning the short-term 
impacts from constructing the former would abate before construction commenced on the latter, and no 
long-term cumulative impacts were reasonably anticipated. …. In light of ‘the uncertainty surrounding 
[Access Northeast], and the difference in timing between the two projects, this discussion suffices under 
NEPA.’ Minisink, 762 F.3d at 113.” 
 

The court did note that “later projects can fully account for the cumulative impacts when those effects become 
better known. And in fact, the environmental assessment for the Atlantic Bridge Project considered the cumulative 
impacts of the Access Northeast Project once the latter project's details were better defined and its anticipated 
impacts better understood.” 
 
With respect to whether the EIS contractor had an impermissible conflict of interest, the court agreed with FERC 
that “the supposed conflict identified by petitioners here was not a ‘disqualifying conflict’ under the Commission's 
rules.”  Further, “even if petitioners had identified an actual conflict of interest, it would afford a ground for 
invalidating the environmental impact statement only if it rose to the level of "compromis[ing] the objectivity and 
integrity of the NEPA process." CARE, 355 F.3d at 686-87 (formatting modified).” 
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Township of Bordentown, New Jersey v. Federal Energy Regulatory Comm'n, 903 F.3d 234 
(D.C. Cir. 2018)  
Agency prevailed.  
 
Issues:  Segmentation, cumulative impacts, impacts, federal action (Jurisdiction) 

Facts: Transco proposed to upgrade its existing interstate natural gas pipeline system so that it could increase 

pipeline capacity for natural gas from its Mainline to its Trenton-Woodbury Lateral. The Project proposed to 

construct a new meter and regulating station, compressor station, and electric substation along the Trenton-

Woodbury Lateral in Chesterfield, New Jersey and to upgrade and modify the existing motor drives and 

compressor station located on the Mainline in Mercer County, New Jersey. 

The New Jersey Natural Gas company ("NJNG") contracted with Transco to utilize all the capacity added by the 

Project, for distribution via NJNG's intrastate pipeline system. In anticipation of obtaining the excess capacity, 

NJNG proposed to construct the Southern Reliability Link Project (SRL), a 28-mile-long intrastate pipeline that 

would connect to Transco's Trenton-Woodbury Lateral pipeline and deliver gas south-eastward for connection into 

NJNG's existing system. Separately, PennEast proposed to construct the interstate PennEast Pipeline Project, which 

would deliver natural gas from Pennsylvania's Marcellus Shale region and terminate at an interconnect with 

Transco's Mainline. NJNG has independently contracted with PennEast to purchase 180,000 dekatherms per day of 

the PennEast project's expected supply, for delivery to the SRL via Transco's pipeline network. 

As required by the Natural Gas Act, Transco sought and obtained from FERC a certificate of public convenience and 

necessity authorizing the construction of the Project, subject to Transco receiving all applicable authorizations 

required under federal law. Prior to issuing the certificate, FERC conducted an environmental analysis and issued 

an EA concluding that, with the appropriate mitigation measures, the Project would have no significant impact on 

the environment. FERC issued the EA in November 2015 and, after receiving comments, issued Transco the 

certificate in April 2016.  

Plaintiffs raised a number of NEPA claims, specifically challenging FERC's conclusion that the Project's impacts 

should be considered separately from the impacts of the PennEast and SRL projects, as well as FERC's 

determination that the Project would not significantly impact the potable wells in the project's vicinity. 

 

Decision:  The court of appeals concluded that FERC correctly rejected considering the Project's impacts in 

conjunction with the anticipated impacts of the proposed PennEast pipeline that, when completed, will be the 

source of the gas that NJNG will transport using the capacity added by the Project. 

“In line with the prevailing view amongst the Courts of Appeals, both FERC and the petitioners agree that 

the essential question is whether the segmented projects have independent utility. … Projects have 

independent utility where ‘each project would have taken place in the other's absence.’ Webster v. U.S. 

Dep't of Agric., 685 F.3d 411, 426 (4th Cir. 2012). 

The petitioners' theory of interdependence — or, stated in the inverse, the lack of independent utility — 

relies entirely on their unfounded contention that ‘Transco's sole stated purpose for the Project is to 

supply capacity to NJNG from the PennEast Line.’ … But this is simply not so. The statements that the 

petitioners point to in support merely articulate the undisputed fact that the Project would supply 

capacity to NJNG; they are agnostic as to the source of the gas that would utilize the capacity…. The 

Project exists to fulfill NJNG's need for gas in southern New Jersey, a need that will exist and require 

satisfaction whether or not PennEast is constructed.” 

Plaintiffs also argued that FERC should have considered the SRL as an essential part of the Project such that the 

impacts of the SRL in its NEPA documentation. The court disagreed: 
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“FERC has developed a four-factor balancing test ‘to determine whether there is sufficient federal control 

over a project to warrant environmental analysis.’ Nat'l Comm. for the New River v. FERC, 373 F.3d 1323, 

1333 (D.C. Cir. 2004). Under the test, FERC considers  

(1) whether the regulated activity comprises merely a link in a corridor type project; (2) whether 

there are aspects of the nonjurisdictional facility in the immediate vicinity of the regulated 

activity that uniquely determine the location and configuration of the regulated activity; (3) the 

extent to which the entire project will be within the Commission's jurisdiction; and (4) the extent 

of cumulative federal control and responsibility. 

Id. at 1333-34 (citing 18 C.F.R. § 380.12(c)(2)(ii)). As the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia 

Circuit has explained, the purpose of this test is to limit consideration of the environmental impacts of 

non-jurisdictional facilities to cases in which those facilities ‘are built in conjunction with jurisdictional 

facilities and are an essential part of a major federal action having a significant effect on the 

environment.’ Id. at 1334 . . .  

". . . [a]lthough we recognize that one could quibble with its analysis of the second factor, we discern no 

abuse of discretion in FERC's final analysis or its weighing of the factors.” 

Plaintiffs alternatively argued that, even if FERC were not required to assert jurisdiction over the SRL, it was 

nevertheless required under NEPA to assess whether — in conjunction with the Project — the SRL would 

foreseeably have cumulative impacts on the environment. The court again held for the agency. 

“When conducting a cumulative-impacts analysis, FERC: 

[M]ust identify (i) the `area in which the effects of the proposed project will be felt'; (ii) the 

impact expected `in that area'; (iii) those `other actions — past, present, and proposed, and 

reasonably foreseeable' that have had or will have impact `in the same area'; (iv) the effects of 

those other impacts; and ([v]) the `overall impact that can be expected if the individual impacts 

are allowed to accumulate.' 

Sierra Club v. FERC, 827 F.3d 36, 49 (D.C. Cir. 2016) (quotation marks omitted) (quoting TOMAC v. Norton, 

433 F.3d 852, 864 (D.C. Cir. 2006)). 

In line with this test, FERC determined that the Project's ‘main region of influence’ in which cumulative 

impacts might be felt was .25 miles from each of the Project's components, but nevertheless considered 

the cumulative impacts of the SRL, PennEast line, and other projects even though they largely fell outside 

of the Project's area of influence…. Based on its finding that ‘each project would be designed to avoid or 

minimize impacts on water quality, forest, and wildlife resources,’ and given the Project's expected 

‘temporary and minor effects,’ FERC concluded that the Project ‘would not result in cumulative impacts.’" 

Continuing, the court noted that the  

“petitioners complaint is not that the .25 mile area was incorrect, but that FERC failed to take full account 

of all the environmental impacts across the entire span of pipelines other than the project under review 

— impacts far afield from the geographic area impacted by the Project — merely because those pipelines 

will ultimately be part of the same network as that served by the Project. To echo the Court of Appeals for 

the District of Columbia Circuit, such an expansive reading of the cumulative impacts requirement ‘draws 

the NEPA circle too wide for the Commission,’ which need only review impacts likely to occur in the area 

affected by the project under FERC review. Sierra Club, 827 F.3d at 50.” 

“The core of the petitioners’ argument, that the SRL ‘as a major linear project’ that will span 

‘approximately 30 miles in length’ will result in ‘considerable’ environmental impacts along its path, 
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[citation omitted] itself defeats their claim that FERC had to consider all those various and oblique impacts 

when determining whether the SRL would cumulatively impact ‘the same area’ as the project before it — 

involving no new pipeline construction and disturbing only the immediately surrounding area. 

Accordingly, FERC did not act arbitrarily or capriciously when it ‘acknowledge[d] that these resources may 

be affected’ by the SRL but properly determined that ‘a detailed analysis’ of the impacts along the entirety 

of the SRL was ‘not within the scope of our environmental analysis’ for the jurisdictional Project under 

review. [citation omitted] By detailing and recognizing even environmental impacts outside of the zone 

impacted by the jurisdictional Project, FERC gave the petitioners’ concerns the ‘serious consideration and 

reasonable responses’ that NEPA requires. Tinicum Twp. v. U.S. Dep’t of Transp., 685 F.3d 288, 298 (3d Cir. 

2012). NEPA does not mandate exhaustive treatment of effects not plausibly felt in the Project’s impact 

area.” 

“Contrary to the petitioners’ claim, FERC did consider the SRL’s impact on vegetation and wildlife, and 

given the Project’s ‘minor . . . impacts’ determined that the cumulative impacts would be insignificant. 

[citation omitted] FERC explicitly acknowledged that the SRL may affect the Pinelands National Reserve 

and concluded reasonably that any impacts would be mitigated by the responsible state agency 

overseeing the permitting process for that project. [citation omitted] FERC was correct to rely upon New 

Jersey authorities to do so, as opposed — as the petitioners would have it — to assuming the worst and 

piggybacking that hypothetical impact onto the otherwise compliant jurisdictional Project. [footnote 

omitted] See, e.g., EarthReports, Inc. v. FERC, 828 F.3d 949, 959 (D.C. Cir. 2016) (concluding that FERC 

reasonably relied upon the regulated parties’ ‘future coordination with’ other regulators in its NEPA 

assessment); Ohio Valley, 556 F.3d at 207–08 (upholding finding of no cumulative impact that was based 

partly on projected mitigation efforts because the mitigation was a condition of other permitting regimes 

to which the project was subject and thus was not speculative or conclusory); Friends of Ompompanoosuc 

v. FERC, 968 F.2d 1549, 1555 (2d Cir. 1992) (concluding that regulated parties’ responsibility to work with 

local authorities on mitigation proposal constituted a ‘rational basis’ for FERC finding of no significant 

impact).” 

“Furthermore, had FERC failed to give the specific attention that it did to the various types of impacts that 

the SRL might potentially cause, we would still approve their cumulative impact conclusions….FERC thus 

reasonably concluded in the EA that the Project’s ‘minimal impacts’ in its service area — relegated largely 

to ‘geological and soil resources’ impacts and other temporary impacts — meant that the Project 

necessarily ‘would not result in cumulative impacts.’ [citation omitted] We conclude that FERC did not 

abuse its discretion in reaching this decision. This is especially true considering that the impacts from the 

SRL that the petitioners allege FERC ignored are different than the limited kind of impacts that FERC 

concluded were likely to result from the Project and so are less likely to result in cumulatively significant 

impacts when considered together. [footnote omitted]…. Given that the petitioners failed to show 

anything more than minimal impacts from the Project itself, they have failed to show that FERC acted 

arbitrarily or capriciously in determining that the Project would likewise not contribute to significant 

cumulative impacts, even taking into account the potential different impacts of the SRL on other areas 

within the Project’s region.” 

“The petitioners nevertheless argue that this low-impact project should be halted as a result of the 

possibly significant — but mostly different-in-kind — impacts of the nearby but later-in-time SRL. But this 

cannot be how the cumulative analysis inquiry operates. To hold otherwise would permit a jurisdictional 

project with little environmental impact to be torpedoed based only on a nearby non-jurisdictional 

project’s significant impact, which FERC has no authority to control or mitigate….Rather, the cumulative 

impacts analysis was meant to address instances where the jurisdictional project itself has minor 

environmental impacts that nevertheless fall short of stopping the project, but where — if added to the 

minor impacts from nearby non-jurisdictional projects — the cumulative impact of all the projects would 
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be significant. See 40 C.F.R. § 1508.7 (‘Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but 

collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time.’); cf. id. § 1508.27 (setting out 

considerations for whether a project is ‘significant,’ including whether it ‘is related to other actions with 

individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts’ (emphasis added)). The analysis was not 

intended to combine the effects of a nearly no-impact project with those of a project with potentially 

serious impacts and then to bar them both.” 

The final NEPA claim went to FERC’s conclusion that the Project’s construction would not significantly impact the 

water quality of wells or cisterns in the service area. The court explained that: 

“In its EA, FERC determined that ‘[m]inor, temporary impacts on groundwater infiltration could occur as a 

result of tree, herbaceous vegetation, or scrub-shrub vegetation clearing’ around Station 203 during its 

construction, but that Transco would thereafter ‘restore and revegetate cleared areas to pre-construction 

conditions to the maximum extent practicable.’ [citation omitted] The EA continued that, in the event that 

groundwater is ‘encountered during construction,’ Transco would adhere to a series of mitigation 

measures, which would ensure that ‘impacts on groundwater would be adequately minimized.’…[T]he 

particular finding that FERC did not ‘anticipate any significant impacts on cisterns, wells, or septic systems 

in the Project areas” was based most directly on FERC’s understanding that those resources simply did not 

exist.” 

“Transco and several commenters subsequently notified FERC that there were numerous private wells in 

the project area. Nevertheless, based on additional assurances from Transco that it would remedy any 

damage or disruption to the water supply — and without revising the EA or identifying the specific 

number of potentially impacted wells — FERC issued Transco the certificate, subject to additional 

monitoring and mitigation conditions. These included the requirement that Transco identify and file the 

locations of all private wells in the Station 203 project area prior to beginning construction; conduct ‘pre- 

and post-construction monitoring of well yield and water quality’; and report to FERC any complaints it 

receives from well owners and how the complaints were resolved.” 

“The petitioners contend that FERC’s ‘no significant impacts’ conclusion was therefore arbitrary and 

capricious because it was not based on sufficient evidence. Because we conclude that FERC sufficiently 

established the efficacy of the proposed mitigation plan, we will not disturb its conclusion that the 

Project’s groundwater impacts — if any — will not be significant.” 

“When an agency’s ‘proposed mitigation measures [are] supported by substantial evidence, the agency 

may use those measures as a mechanism to reduce environmental impacts below the level of 

significance.’ Nat’l Audubon Soc. v. Hoffman, 132 F.3d 7, 17 (2d Cir. 1997). Mitigation measures will be 

deemed ‘sufficiently supported’ where ‘they are likely to be adequately policed,’ such as where the 

mitigation measures are included as mandatory conditions in a permit. Id.; Bering Strait Citizens for 

Responsible Res. Dev. v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 524 F.3d 938, 955–56 (9th Cir. 2008) (explaining that an 

‘”agency is not required to develop a complete mitigation plan detailing the precise nature . . . of the 

mitigation measures[,]” so long as the measures are “developed to a reasonable degree.”’ (quoting Nat’l 

Parks & Conservation Ass’n v. Babbitt, 241 F.3d 722, 734 (9th Cir. 2001))).” 

“Nor must the proposed mitigation be included in the original EA in order to pass muster under NEPA. If 

FERC in its certificate order addresses the commenters’ concerns about the adequacy of the EA’s analysis 

and clearly articulates its mitigation plan therein, it takes “the requisite ‘hard look’ at the impact of the . . . 

Project on the environment.”’ DRN II, 857 F.3d at 401 (quoting NRDC v. Hodel, 865 F.2d 288, 294 (D.C. Cir. 

1988)). This is because NEPA’s ‘purpose is not to generate paperwork — even excellent paperwork — but 

to foster excellent action’ and to ‘[e]nsure that environmental information is available to public officials 

and citizens before decisions are made and before actions are taken.’ 40 C.F.R. § 1500.1; Kleppe, 427 U.S. 
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at 409 (‘By requiring an impact statement Congress intended to assure [consideration of the 

environmental impact] during the development of a proposal .. . .’).” 

 

The Town of Weymouth, Massachusetts v. Fed. Energy Regulatory Comm'n, No. 17-1135 
(consolidated with 17-1139,17-1176, 17-1220, 18-1039, 18-1042), 2018 WL 6921213, -- Fed. 
Appx. --- (D.C. Cir. Dec. 27, 2018) (not for publication)  
Agency prevailed.  
  
Issues:  Impacts (coal, ash, noise, traffic, greenhouse gas, environmental justice) 

Facts: Algonquin Gas Transmission and Maritimes & Northeast Pipeline proposed upgrades to their New England 
systems, including replacing existing pipeline, modifying certain facilities, and building a new compressor station in 
Weymouth, Massachusetts. The pipeline companies applied to FERC for a certificate of public convenience and 
necessity under the Natural Gas Act. FERC issued the certificate and the Town of Weymouth, several 
environmental groups, and affected property owners challenged the certification arguing that FERC violated NEPA 
by inadequately considering coal ash, noise, traffic, greenhouse-gas emissions, and the project’s effects on 
environmental justice communities. 
 
Decision: In a summary decision for the agency, the court found that FERC had reviewed Algonquin’s procedures 
for dealing with unexpected coal ash contamination and that construction would comply with relevant state 
environmental policies. The court also found that FERC had adequately considered noise from the compressor 
station and construction traffic. With respect to greenhouse gases and environmental justice, the court stated 
that: 
 

“Contrary to the petitioners’ assertions, FERC both quantified the project’s expected greenhouse gas 
emissions and discussed how the project would interact with Massachusetts’s climate change goals. FERC 
also reasonably concluded that the project would not disproportionately affect environmental justice 
communities around Weymouth because the compressor station’s effects would be similar to those 
experienced by non-environmental justice communities surrounding the three existing stations being 
expanded by the project.” 

 
Finally, the court found that “[a]lthough the petitioners argue that FERC’s own best practices document requires 
an EIS for the project, in fact the project is not the type that FERC regulations suggest warrants an EIS: ‘the 
construction, replacement, or abandonment of compression, processing, or interconnecting facilities’ calls for an 
EA rather than an EIS.” 

Natural Resources Defense Council v. U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Comm'n, 879 F.3d 1202 (D.C. 

Cir. 2018)  

Agency prevailed.  
 

Issue:  Impact analysis prior to decisionmaking 

 

Facts: Strata sought a license from NRC to mine uranium at the Ross Project in Wyoming. Plaintiffs intervened in 

the licensing proceeding and NRC admitted 5 contentions relating to restoration of groundwater upon the 

completion of mining, the absence of hydrological information on groundwater fluid migration, and failure to 

address cumulative impacts. After receipt of the license application, NRC prepared a DEIS to analyze the impacts of 

the proposal and alternatives. After completing the DEIS and seeking public comment on the DEIS, NRC published 

the FEIS in March 2014. Shortly thereafter, the agency issued an ROD and granted Strata a license.  
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Only then did NRC consider whether plaintiffs’ contentions should be migrated to the DEIS. After an evidentiary 

hearing, NRC rejected all of the plaintiffs’ contentions and found no fault with the decision to issue the license. It 

did find one fault with the FEIS (not enough information concerning post-mining aquifer restoration), but rejected 

plaintiffs’ argument that NRC should invalidate the license on the ground that the FEIS was inadequate at the time 

the license was issued. Instead, NRC decided staff testimony in the record before it dealing with aquifer restoration 

at other sites served to "supplement[ ]" the FEIS, thus making it adequate to support issuance of the license. 

 

Plaintiffs challenged this decision, arguing that the purpose of NEPA is to "insure that environmental information is 

available to public officials and citizens before decisions are made and before actions are taken," 40 C.F.R. § 

1500.1(b), and NRC as much as admitted the FEIS failed in that regard. Relatedly, plaintiffs cite Robertson for the 

proposition that NEPA is an information-forcing statute, intended to require agencies to have all the relevant 

information before "resources have been committed or the die otherwise cast." 490 U.S. at 349. 

 

Decision: The court of appeals held for the agency: 

“These are not idle concerns. We must consider, however, the exact nature of the initial decision to issue 

the license. The Commission seeks to portray the initial licensing decision as entirely provisional; that is 

not quite correct for, as the Councils charge (and the Commission does not deny), Strata was authorized 

to begin digging immediately upon receipt of the license. At the same time, the license was provisional in 

the most meaningful sense; no portion of it was irrevocable, and the Commission's own regulations make 

clear that the Board can amend or rescind a license after it has been issued. 10 C.F.R. § 2.340(e)(2). 

Indeed, the Board did amend the license to increase the area in which Strata was required to attempt to 

locate and to fill previously dug boreholes. [citation omitted] 

“Moreover, the [plaintiffs] have not pointed to any harmful consequence of the supplementation; the 

Board came to the same decision after it had considered the supplemental information, and there is 

nothing to be gained by remanding the matter to the Commission for the staff or the Board to consider 

the same information again….. 

“We do not mean to imply the procedure the Board followed was ideal or even desirable. Certainly it 

would be preferable for the FEIS to contain all relevant information and the record of decision to be 

complete and adequate before the license is issued. [Friends of the River (FOTR) v. FERC, 720 F.2d 93 (D.C. 

Cir. 1983)], however, makes clear that even if this procedure was not ideal it was permissible, and 

common sense counsels against prolonging this dispute by requiring an utterly pointless proceeding on 

remand.” 

Oglala Sioux Tribe v. U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Comm'n, 896 F.3d 520 (D.C. Cir. 2018)  
Agency did not prevail.  
 
Issues:  Impact analysis prior to decisionmaking 

Facts: Powertech (USA), Inc. applied to NRC for a license to construct a uranium mining project in the Black Hills of 

South Dakota. The Oglala Sioux Tribe, which has historical ties to the proposed project area, intervened in 

opposition because it feared the destruction of its cultural, historical, and religious sites. NRC staff granted the 

license. On administrative appeal, the Commission decided to leave the license in effect—notwithstanding its own 

determination that there was a significant deficiency in its compliance with NEPA—pending further agency 

proceedings to remedy the deficiency. The Commission grounded this decision on the Tribe's inability to show that 

noncompliance with the Act would cause irreparable harm. In so doing, the Commission was following what 

appears to be the agency's settled practice to require such a showing. 
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Decision:  Finding for the plaintiffs, the court stated: 

“The National Environmental Policy Act, however, obligates every federal agency to prepare an adequate 

environmental impact statement before taking any major action, which includes issuing a uranium mining 

license. The statute does not permit an agency to act first and comply later. Nor does it permit an agency 

to condition performance of its obligation on a showing of irreparable harm. There is no such exception in 

the statute. 

“In fact, such a policy puts the Tribe in a classic Catch-22. In order to require the agency to complete an 

adequate survey of the project site before granting a license, the Tribe must show that construction at the 

site would cause irreparable harm to cultural or historical resources. But without an adequate survey of 

the cultural and historical resources at the site, such a showing may well be impossible. Of course, if the 

project does go forward and such resources are damaged, the Tribe will then be able to show irreparable 

harm. By then, however, it will be too late. 

“The Commission's decision to let the mining project proceed violates the National Environmental Policy 

Act. Indeed, it vitiates the requirements of the Act. We therefore find the decision contrary to law and 

grant the petition for review in part . . .  

“Moreover, this was not a one-off decision by the NRC. Rather, it appears to reflect the agency's settled 

practice. See Strata Energy, Inc., 83 N.R.C. 566, 595 n.188 (2016) (‘It is well settled that parties challenging 

an agency's NEPA process are not entitled to relief unless they demonstrate harm or prejudice.’); see also 

Crow Butte Resources, Inc., 83 N.R.C. 340, 413-14 (2016) (relying on the Powertech precedent to keep a 

license in effect, notwithstanding finding that the NRC staff had not complied with NEPA, and repeating 

the ‘irreparable injury’ requirement). 

“The agency's decision in this case and its apparent practice are contrary to NEPA. The statute's 

requirement that a detailed environmental impact statement be made for a ‘proposed’ action makes clear 

that agencies must take the required hard look before taking that action. See, e.g., Pub. Emps. for Envtl. 

Responsibility v. Hopper, 827 F.3d 1077, 1081 (D.C. Cir. 2016) (holding that an agency's decision to issue a 

lease for a windpower project ‘without first obtaining sufficient site-specific data. . . violated’ NEPA 

(internal quotation marks omitted)); New York, 681 F.3d at 476 (‘Under NEPA, each federal agency must 

prepare an [EIS] before taking a “major Federal action[] significantly affecting the quality of the human 

environment.'”’ (quoting 42 U.S.C. § 4332(2)(C))). [footnote omitted] Nothing in NEPA's text suggests that 

the required environmental analysis of a ‘proposed’ action is optional if a party does not prove that 

‘irreparable harm’ would result from going forward before the agency completes a valid EIS. 


