One Hundred Organizations Call for Improving Water Resources Planning

March 12, 2018
Members of the House of Representatives
United States House of Representatives

Washington, D.C. 20515

Re: Improve Army Corps of Engineers Planning in the Next Water Resources Development Act

Dear Representative:

On behalf of the 100 undersigned conservation, taxpayer, and faith-based organizations, and our
millions of members and supporters across the country, we urge you to include the reforms outlined
below in the next Water Resources Development Act (WRDA). We also call on you to defend the
critically important protections provided by careful and comprehensive reviews of U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers (Corps) projects under the National Environmental Policy Act, and by full compliance with the
Clean Water Act and the many other laws that the public relies on to protect our nation’s waters.

Unnecessarily destructive water resources projects and outdated operating plans have caused massive
damage to the nation’s waters and made freshwater species the most imperiled group of fish and
wildlife in North America. At the same time, the nation’s flood damages have skyrocketed. Between
2000 and 2014, inland flooding took 1,010 lives and caused more than $129 billion in damage. Coastal
storms caused even more harm. Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy alone caused more than $230 billion in
damage. In 2017, the nation suffered from five inland floods and hurricanes that each caused more
than $1 billion in damage. Collectively, those storms caused more than $268 billion in damage and took
276 lives. As a nation we can do better.

To address these challenges, the Corps needs a new approach to project planning; one that prioritizes
the use and protection of the nation’s natural infrastructure—healthy rivers, floodplains, and
wetlands—that provide affordable and sustainable flood protection, clean water, and vital wildlife
habitat. During Hurricane Sandy, wetlands prevented $625 million in flood damages in 12 coastal states
and reduced damages by 20 to 30 percent in the four states with the greatest wetland coverage. During
Hurricane Katrina, coastal wetlands reduced storm surge in some New Orleans neighborhoods by two to
three feet, and levees protected by wetland buffers had a much greater chance of surviving than levees
without wetland buffers.

Our organizations urge Congress to enact the following common sense, cost-effective reforms to
advance the use and protection of natural infrastructure to address the nation’s many significant water
resource challenges and protect the environment.

e Use Natural Infrastructure Where Possible. Congress should require a full evaluation of a natural
infrastructure alternative in each Corps study addressing flood and storm damage reduction, and
require use of cost-effective natural infrastructure measures where they can provide an
appropriate level of protection and benefits. Despite longstanding requirements to consider
natural infrastructure, the Corps rarely selects such approaches. This reform would build on
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existing law, codify what is supposed to be current practice, establish a common sense approach
to planning, reduce the risks associated with catastrophic levee and floodwall failures, promote

sound floodplain management, and protect the environment as required by the National Water

Resources Planning Policy (42 USC 1962-3).

e Modernize Operation of Existing Projects. Congress should require the Corps to evaluate and
update operating plans and water control manuals for large-scale Corps projects at least every 10
years and implement needed operational changes. Many major Corps projects are operated
under antiquated, decades-old water control manuals (that guide reservoir operations and river
flows) and navigation plans (that guide dredging, channel modifications, and water levels behind
locks and dams). Projects being managed under 20, 30, 40, and 50 year old operating plans cause
significant harm to fish and wildlife and the environment, increase flood risks for many
communities, and aggravate already contentious water supply conflicts. Regular operating plan
updates would ensure that the nation’s extensive array of federal water infrastructure is managed
with state of the art approaches that can both improve operations and protect the environment.

e Utilize Federal and State Expertise. Congress should ensure that the Corps utilizes
recommendations made pursuant to the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act that derive from the
special expertise of federal and state fish and wildlife experts, such as methods and metrics for
assessing fish and wildlife impacts and mitigation opportunities. The Corps often ignores such
recommendations made during the critically important Fish and wildlife Coordination Act review
process, leading to projects that cause unnecessary harm and to mitigation plans that do not
work. Evaluating fish and wildlife impacts and mitigation opportunities in accordance with the
extensive and carefully developed recommendations of federal and state fish and wildlife experts
is a common sense, cost-effective way to make projects better and improve planning efficiency.

e Fully Account for Project Costs and Benefits. Congress should ensure that the Corps’ benefit-cost
analyses fully account for project costs, including lost ecosystem services and full life-cycle costs;
exclude benefits from activities that are contrary to law and policy; and utilize an appropriate
discount rate comparable to those for other federal construction projects. Corps benefit-cost
analyses are often wildly inaccurate with actual costs and benefits bearing little to no relation to
the benefit-cost ratio used to justify Congressional approval. Typically, these analyses significantly
understate actual construction costs; fail to account for the costs of environmental damage;
include benefits from activities that are contrary to law, policy, and sound resource management
(e.g., counting agriculture or development benefits created by draining wetlands, or counting
flood damage reduction benefits on lands subject to federal flood or conservation easements).
Modernizing the benefit-cost analysis would help ensure that Congress and the public understand
a project’s true costs and benefits.

¢ Modify Cost Share Requirements to Improve Planning. Congress should modify non-federal cost
share requirements to incentivize use and protection of natural infrastructure. Congress should
establish a sliding cost share for flood and storm damage reduction projects to make it financially
beneficial for communities to encourage and embrace natural infrastructure measures where
appropriate. Congress should establish a meaningful non-federal cost share for operations and
maintenance of little used segments of the inland waterways system to minimize maintenance-
induced damage to natural infrastructure on waterways that are rarely used but that still obtain
full federal funding for operations and maintenance.
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e Establish Transparent Prioritization Criteria. Congress should improve delivery of Corps projects
by developing transparent criteria and metrics for the Administration to use in prioritizing funding
in the annual budget proposal. Criteria and metrics should be specific and measurable and
focused on the Corps’ primary concerns of flood and storm damage reduction projects, navigation
projects, and environmental restoration projects. Geographic distribution could also be a
component. The Administration should be held accountable in applying the criteria and metrics,
which can be adjusted as necessary in future Water Resources Development Acts.

Our organizations urge Congress to adopt these common sense, cost-effective reforms to help ensure
that federal water resources planning can address the significant challenges created by more intense

storms, more frequent and severe flooding, unprecedented droughts, and unintended consequences

from many already-constructed water resources projects. We look forward to working with you to

ensure that these reforms are enacted into law.

Sincerely,

Cindy Lowry
Executive Director
Alabama Rivers Alliance

Molly M. Flanagan
Vice President, Policy
Alliance for the Great Lakes

Jen Hilburn
Executive Director
Altamaha Riverkeeper

Bob Irvin
President
American Rivers

Joe Zupan
Executive Director
Amigos Bravos

Dan Tonsmeire
Riverkeeper
Apalachicola Riverkeeper

Ellen McNulty
Vice President
Arkansas Wildlife Federation

Kathy Phillips
Executive Director
Assateague Coastal Trust

Bob Rees
Executive Director
Association of Northwest Steelheaders

Dean Wilson
Atchafalaya Basinkeeper
Atchafalaya Basinkeeper

William Snape Il
Senior Counsel
Center for Biological Diversity

David C. Kyler
Executive Director
Center for a Sustainable Coast

Juliet Cohen
Executive Director
Chattahoochee Riverkeeper

Michael William Mullen
Riverkeeper
Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper, Inc.

John Koeferl

President

Citizens Against Widening the Industrial Canal
New Orleans
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Carin High
Co-Chair
Citizens Committee to Complete the Refuge

Jennifer Peters
National Water Programs Director
Clean Water Action

Clark Bullard
Director

Committee on the Middle Fork Vermilion River

Marjorie Ziegler
Executive Director
Conservation Council for Hawai'i

Brenna Goggin
Director of Advocacy
Delaware Nature Society

Maya van Rossum
Riverkeeper
Delaware Riverkeeper

Brenda Richardson
Managing Director
Earth Conservation Corps

Dan Silver
Executive Director
Endangered Habitats League

Pete Cangialosi
Environmental Director
Estero Council of Community Leaders (ECCL)

Ryan Bomar
President
Float Fisherman of Virginia

Manley Fuller
President
Florida Wildlife Federation

Kristopher Kelly
President
Friends of Black Bayou

Judy Rodd
Director
Friends of Blackwater Canyon

Virginia MclLean
President
Friends of Our Riverfront

Bob Clarke
President
Friends of the Central Sands

Dawn Bueler
Kansas Riverkeeper
Friends of the Kaw

Stephen Mejia-Carranza
Policy and Advocacy Manager
Friends of the Los Angeles River

Trevor Russell
Water Program Director
Friends of the Mississippi River

Steve Blumreich
President
Friends of the North Fork and White Rivers

Ronald Stork
Senior Policy Staff
Friends of the River

Bill Tanger
President
Friends of the Rivers of Virginia

Jim Danza
Chair
Friends of the Santa Clara River

Vivian Newman
Director
Friends of the Weskeag

Bob Stokes
President
Galveston Bay Foundation
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Fred Akers
Administrator
Great Egg Harbor Watershed Association

Bruce Morrison
General Counsel
Great Rivers Environmental Law Center

David Stokes
Executive Director
Great Rivers Habitat Alliance

Ricardo de Soto
Executive Director
GuardaMar Caribe

Cynthia Sarthou
Executive Director
Gulf Restoration Network

Indra Frank, MD, MPH
Environmental Health & Water Policy Director
Hoosier Environmental Council

Emily Wood
Executive Director
Indiana Wildlife Federation

Joe Wilkinson
President
lowa Wildlife Federation

Tom Fitzgerald
Director
Kentucky Resources Council

Ward Wilson
Executive Director
Kentucky Waterways Alliance

Sharon Bosley
Executive Director
Kootenai Environmental Alliance

Kristi Trail, P.E.
Executive Director
Lake Pontchartrain Basin Foundation

Sandy Rosenthal
President
Levees.org

Barry Kohl, Ph.D.
President
Louisiana Audubon Council

Rebecca Triche
Executive Director
Louisiana Wildlife Federation

Katy Langley
Riverkeeper
Lower Neuse Riverkeeper

Rachel Silverstein
Executive Director
Miami Waterkeeper

James Clift
Policy Director
Michigan Environmental Council

Jason Dinsmore
Executive Director
Minnesota Conservation Federation

Heather Navarro
Executive Director
Missouri Coalition for the Environment

Trana Rogne
Steering Committee Chair
MnDak Upstream Coalition

Melissa Samet
Senior Water Resources Counsel
National Wildlife Federation

Gerald H. Meral, Ph.D.
Director, California Water Program
Natural Heritage Institute

Rob Moore
Director, Water & Climate Team
Natural Resources Defense Council
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James R. Johnson
Executive Director
Nebraska Wildlife Federation

Todd Leahy
Acting Executive Director
New Mexico Wildlife Federation

George Santucci
Executive Director
New River Conservancy

Nina Bell, J.D.
Executive Director
Northwest Environmental Advocates

Dr. Simony Perry
Executive Director
Ogeechee-Canoochee Riverkeeper, Inc.

The Rev. Sandra L. Strauss
Director of Advocacy and Ecumenical Outreach
Pennsylvania Council of Churches

Howard Penn
Executive Director
Planning and Conservation League

Carol Hays
Executive Director
Prairie Rivers Network

Bill Schultz
Riverkeeper
Raritan Riverkeeper

Raj Shukla
Executive Director
River Alliance of Wisconsin

Tonya Bonitatibus
Executive Director
Savannah Riverkeeper

Jonathan F. Stone
Executive Director
Save the Bay

Lee Willbanks
President
Save the River

Dalal Aboulhosn
Deputy Legislative Director
Sierra Club

Cindy Skrukrud
Clean Water Program Director
Sierra Club, lllinois Chapter

Katy Langley
Lower Neuse Riverkeeper
Sound Rivers

Ben Gregg
Executive Director
South Carolina Wildlife Federation

Chris Hesla
Executive Director
South Dakota Wildlife Federation

Melinda Booth
Executive Director
South Yuba River Citizens League

Bill Sapp
Senior Attorney
Southern Environmental Law Center

Rick Eichstaedt
Attorney
Spokane Riverkeeper

Lisa Rinaman
Riverkeeper
St. Johns Riverkeeper

Stefanie Sekich—Quinn
Coastal Preservation Manager
Surfrider Foundation

Steve Ellis
Vice-President
Taxpayers for Common Sense
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Janice Bezanson
Executive Director
Texas Conservation Alliance

Laurie Howard
Executive Director
The Passaic River Coalition

Melanie Winter
Director
The River Project

Paul Botts
President & Executive Director
The Wetlands Initiative

Jennifer McKay
Policy Director
Tipp of the Mitt

Nick Schou
Conservation Director
Utah Rivers Council

Paul Chakroff, MSc, CEP
Executive Director

Virgin Islands Conservation Society

Paul Schwartz
DC Director
Water Alliance

Cindy Rank
Extractive Industries Committee
West Virginia Highlands Conservancy

Angie Rosser
Executive Director
West Virginia Rivers Coalition

David Groenfeldt, Ph.D.
Director
Water-Culture Institute

Daniel E. Estrin
General Counsel & Advocacy Director
Waterkeeper Alliance

George Meyer
Executive Director
Wisconsin Wildlife Federation



