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Overview

• Federal, state, and local 
action related to climate 
change and environmental 
impact assessment

• Emerging guidance, models, 
and methods for project scale 
analysis

• Case study:  Columbia River 
Crossing

• Case study:  San Diego 
Association of Governments



Speakers

• Carissa Schively Slotterback, PhD, AICP
Assistant Professor, Urban and Regional Planning, 
Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, Univ. of Minnesota

• Jeff Houk
Air Quality Specialist, Federal Highway Administration 
Resource Center

• Jeff Heilman, AICP
Principal Consultant, Parametrix, Inc., Columbia River 
Crossing Project

• Charles “Muggs” Stoll, P.E.
Director of Land Use and Transportation Planning, San 
Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG)



Research Overview

• Explore the use of 
environmental impact 
analysis (EIA) as a tool to 
address climate change

• Consider approaches and 
policies related to 
measuring and addressing 
climate change at the 
project scale



Research Overview

• Funded by U of M Institute on 
the Environment

• Supported by U of M Center 
for Transportation Studies

• Special thanks to Garrett 
Peterson, Graduate Research 
Assistant



Minnesota Environmental 
Policy Act

• Applicable to many public 
and private projects

• Triggered by project size, 
location, etc.

• Preliminary analysis under 
Environmental Assessment 
Worksheet (EAW), followed 
by Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS)

• Alternative Urban Areawide 
Review (AUAR) also possible

Background
NEPA and SEPAs

• Federal and state policies 
govern environmental impact 
analysis

– National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) sets 
requirements for federal 
projects

– 37 states have 
environmental review 
requirements (Ma et al. 2009)



Background
Literature Review

• Challenges in addressing 
climate change in 
environmental review
• Uncertainty about impacts 

– especially at local/ 
regional scale

• Determining significance –
project impact is very 
small relative to global 
emissions

• Assessing cumulative 
impacts – methods, 
scientific uncertainty, 
spatial/temporal scale



Climate Change and Environmental Review
Policy Context

• Some action at the federal level
– U.S. Supreme Court – Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts v. EPA (2007) – GHGs are pollutants 
and thus federal government has the authority to 
regulate

– EPA (Apr 2009) finds that GHGs (5 of them including 
CO2) have human health impacts, within their 
authority to regulate

– EPA (Oct 2009) proposes regulating GHGs from 
largest power plants



Climate Change and Environmental Review
Policy Context

• Finally, draft federal 
guidance…
– CEQ (Feb 2010) released draft 

guidance for addressing climate 
change under NEPA

– During scoping, agencies should 
consider whether GHG information 
would be meaningful to public and 
decision makers

– Minimum level of GHGs warranting 
description in NEPA analysis is 
25,000 metric tons per year



Methodology

• In the absence of federal 
guidance, states have 
responded
– Numerous lawsuits
– Increasing interest among 

public and agencies

• Review first generation of 
state and local policies 
addressing climate 
change and GHGs



Methodology

• Web search and 
literature review to 
identify policies

• Reviewed state statutes 
and agency guidance

• Ongoing feedback from 
advisory committee of 
local practitioners and 
agency staff



California

Massachusetts

Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency

New York Department of 
Environmental 
Conservation

Washington Department 
of Transportation

King County, WA

Research Findings
Overview

• Approaches vary by jurisdiction (6)

• Primarily agency rule-making or 
guidance

• MA and CA – policies apply to all 
projects subject to environmental 
review

• 4 other states – policies apply to 
projects under jurisdiction of 
specific agency and already 
subject to environmental review



Research Findings
1.  Environmental Review Content

State/Agency Type of analysis
CA Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA)

At discretion of agencies - “good-faith effort to describe, 
calculate, or estimate…greenhouse gas emissions”

MA Environmental 
Policy Act (MEPA)

Quantitative – direct emissions, energy consumption, 
and traffic

MN Pollution 
Control Agency

Quantitative “Carbon footprint” – EAW requires direct
emissions + energy consumption, EIS TBD

NY Dept of Environ. 
Conservation

Quantitative – direct emissions, energy consumption, 
traffic, on-site vehicles, solid waste

WA State Dept of 
Transportation 
(WSDOT)

Qualitative in SEPA Checklist; EIS – quantitative for 
construction & operation impacts, qualitative for 
lifecycle & embodied impacts

King County, WA Not specified, provides optional GHG worksheet that 
includes energy consumption, transportation, & 
embodied impacts



EPA MOVES

(Motor Vehicle Emissions 
Simulator)

Models and estimates 
emissions from motor 

vehicles, replaces MOBILE 
6.2

• Most policies focus on 
carbon dioxide

• CA and MPCA add 
other EPA GHGs (e.g. 
methane, nitrous oxide)

• Most refer to established 
models for calculating 
GHGs for projects (e.g. 
EPA MOVES model) or refer 
to organizations such as 
IPCC

Research Findings
1.  Environmental Review Content



• WSDOT is most specific 
about content – includes 
standard language:
• Nature and source of GHG 

emissions
• State efforts to reduce 

GHGs
• Approaches to minimizing 

emissions
• Long term climate changes 

expected to impact the state

Research Findings
1.  Environmental Review Content



Research Findings
1.  Environmental Review Content

Likely traffic 
impacts

WSDOT recommended qualitative language for SEPA 
Checklist 

No change in 
traffic

Because the project will not change traffic, operational GHG 
emissions are not expected to change.  Construction GHG 
emissions will result primarily from fuel used in construction 
equipment

Expected to 
improve traffic 
flow/reduce 
congestion

The project is expected to improve traffic flow, which should 
reduce GHG emissions.  Construction greenhouse gas emissions 
will result primarily from fuel used in construction equipment

Expected to 
add traffic to 
roadway

The project is expected to increase traffic flow [Describe in one 
sentence how, for example, adding lane.]  This may increase 
operational GHG emissions.  However, quantitative modeling tools 
to evaluate GHG emissions for linear transportation projects are 
limited at this time.  Construction GHG emissions will result 
primarily from fuel used in construction equipment. [Text then 
recommends consultation with WSDOT staff for more information].



• Apply to projects already 
subject to environmental 
review
• CA – nearly all public and 

private projects + 
plans/policies

• MPCA – analysis only for 
those also requiring an air 
emissions permit

• King County – analysis only 
when county is responsible 
jurisdiction

Research Findings
2.  Applicability of Policies



• Varied approaches to 
providing climate change 
information
• King County and MPCA (+ 

WSDOT in SEPA Checklist) 
– goes in existing air 
pollution section

• WSDOT – for EIS goes in 
cumulative effects section + 
Energy Discipline Report

• CA – new greenhouse gas 
emissions section

Research Findings
3.  Integrating Climate Change into Environmental 
Review Documents



Conclusions

• Significant variation in approaches
• Informative to policy and practice
• Policies range from flexible vs. top-down 

approaches
• Local/state capacity and range of 

potential projects under agency/policy 
jurisdiction might inform preferred 
approach



Conclusions

• Individual agencies tend to be leading state 
policies – especially those with connection to 
climate change
• As data about local and regional climate 

change impacts increases, motivation and 
legal basis for new policies may increase
• Comments on recent environmental 

review documents may inform new or 
revised policies



Conclusions

• First generation policies do little to respond 
to challenges of addressing climate change
• Uncertainty about local/regional impacts

• Research is starting to emerge
• Determining level of significance
• Addressing cumulative impacts

• Perhaps better to address climate change 
impacts at the plan scale (e.g. CEQA)



Source: Galatowitsch S, Frelich L, 
Phillips-Mao L. 2009. Coping with 
Climate Change: Conservation 
Planning in Minnesota. CURA 
Reporter  39(3-4): 3-10.



Phase 2:  Addressing Climate Impacts in 
Environmental Review Documents
Preliminary Findings

• GHG analysis most 
commonly found in energy 
projects

• Downplay emissions and 
emphasize climate benefits

• Very limited emission 
analysis (CO2 only, 
operational emission only)

• Very few have addressed 
GHGs without being 
pressured (court order, 
comments)



Thank you!

Email: 
cschively@umn.edu
for more information

mailto:cschively@umn.edu
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