
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        September 19, 2005 
 
The Honorable Cathy McMorris 
Chair, Task Force on Improving the 
     National Environmental Policy Act 
House Committee on Resources  
United States House of Representatives 
1324 Longworth House Office Building 
Washington, D.C.  20515 
 
Dear Congresswoman McMorris: 
 
 We, the undersigned former Chairs and General Counsels of the President’s 
Council on Environmental Quality, are writing to you in your capacity as Chair of the 
Task Force on Improving the National Environmental Policy Act to state our support for 
NEPA, to articulate our understanding of the basic principles served by this landmark 
legislation, and to express our concerns about recent measures and pending proposals that 
threaten to undermine NEPA.  Collectively, we have served Presidents of both parties 
since NEPA was signed into law on January 1, 1970. 
 

We urge you and the other members of the Task Force to approach your work 
with an appreciation for the important role that NEPA plays in our government’s 
decision-making with respect to the environment..  NEPA is, in the words of the CEQ 
regulations, “our basic national charter for protection of the environment.”  NEPA 
established, for the first time, a national policy favoring protection of the environment, 
and committed the Federal government to “create and maintain conditions under which 
man and nature can exist in productive harmony, and fulfill the social, economic, and 
other requirements of present and future generations of Americans.”  It also established 
farsighted procedural mechanisms, now emulated around the world, that require 
government agencies to consider and disclose to the public the environmental effects of 
proposed major government actions, and to provide an opportunity for the public to 
express concerns regarding the impacts of such actions.   
 
 Several principles embodied in NEPA are of overarching importance to achieving 
our nation’s goal of “productive harmony” between man and nature. 
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 First, consideration of the impacts of proposed government actions on the quality 
of the human environment is essential to responsible government decision-making.   
Government projects and programs have effects on the environment with important 
consequences for every American, and those impacts should be carefully weighed by 
public officials before taking action.  Environmental impact analysis is thus not an 
impediment to responsible government action; it is a prerequisite for it. 
 
 Second, analysis of alternatives to an agency’s proposed course of action is the 
heart of meaningful environmental review.   Review of reasonable alternatives allows 
agencies to evaluate systematically the potential effects of their decisions and to assess 
how they can better protect the environment while still fully implementing their primary 
missions. 
 
 Third, the public plays an indispensable role in the NEPA process.  Public 
comments inform agencies of environmental impacts that they may have misunderstood 
or failed to recognize, and often provide valuable insights for reshaping proposed projects 
to minimize their adverse environmental effects.  The public also serves as a watchdog, 
ensuring that Federal agencies fulfill their responsibilities under the law.  Public 
participation under NEPA supports the democratic process by allowing citizens to 
communicate with and influence government actions that directly affect their health and 
well-being.   
 
 We recognize that environmental impact analysis should be efficient, timely and 
helpful to agencies and to the public.  CEQ has always emphasized that the purpose of 
environmental review is “not to generate paperwork – even excellent paperwork – but to 
foster excellent action.”  The CEQ regulations direct Federal agencies to make the NEPA 
process more useful to decision-makers and the public, reduce paperwork, and emphasize 
real environmental issues and alternatives, and contain detailed guidance for integrating 
NEPA efficiently and effectively into agency planning processes.  Unfortunately, not 
every Federal agency, and not every NEPA review, complies effectively with this 
mandate.  Meaningful efforts to improve the Act’s implementation should address the 
critical needs for better guidance and additional training for agency personnel and 
enhanced resources for NEPA implementation by federal agencies. 
 
 We are concerned that certain recent measures and pending proposals fail to 
reflect, and in some instances may undermine, the basic principles served by NEPA.  
Measures to exempt certain agencies and programs from NEPA, to restrict or eliminate 
alternatives analysis, or to limit the public’s right to participate in the NEPA process  
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threaten NEPA’s vital role in promoting responsible government decision-making.  We 
urge you and the other members of the Task Force to support the basic principles of 
NEPA and reject proposals that would weaken or undermine NEPA. 
 
      Sincerely, 
 

 
Russell E. Train 
Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
(1970-1973) 
 

Russell W. Peterson 
Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
(1973-1976) 
 

 
John Busterud 
Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
(1976-1977) 

 
 
                                                                                                                                      
                                                                         ___________________________________ 
                                                                        Charles W. Warren 
      Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
      (1977-1979) 
 
 
 
         
      __________________________________ 
      J. Gustave Speth 
      Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
      (1979-1981) 
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      _____________________________ 
      Michael R. Deland 
      Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
      (1989-1993) 

 

Kathleen A. McGinty 
Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
(1995-1998) 
 

 
George T. Frampton Jr. 
Chair, Council on Environmental Quality 
(1998-2001) 

 
 

 
 
____________________________________ 
Gary Widman 
General Counsel, Council on Environmental 
Quality (1974-1976) 
 
 

 
Nick Yost 
General Counsel, Council on Environmental 
Quality (1977-1981) 


