Seeing the Forest for the Trees: An Analysis
Of Cumulative Impact in Environmental Documents



By Ron West

The other day | glanced through a random back
issue of Park Science. Several arlicles and resource
issues caught my atlention: Urzan Develcpment Near
Parks: Man and the Biosphere; The Boundary
Approach to the Analysis of Nature Qeserves; Bio-
diversity Task Force; and Ecosystem Management in
the Parks.

All of these current topics are ultimately concerned
with the analysis of cumulative impact. Each. inits way,
is an atlempt lo grapple with a bigger picture: each
considers a holistic approach to park resources and
the multitude of influences that affect them.

Many of these reiatively new issues. however, are
theoretical or conceptual in nature - few are solid
enough to be dealt with in our day-lo-day. working
world. My day-to-day working world often deals with
environmental compitance. primarily compliance with
the Nationai Environmental Palicy Act (NEFA). An
analysis of cumulative resource impacts in the environ-
mental assessment (EA} process would be a relatively
down-to-garth way 1o lackle some of these bigger-
picture concerns. What's more. it’s a legal requirement
to do 50,

Cumulative Impact and NEPA

Atlempts at analyzing cumuiative impact are quite
new. and no one has written the definitive book on how
t0 go about 1. The NFS. USFS. BLM. and numerous
states are currently trying to deal with cumulative
impact In the plannng process. Major planning effarts
in Big Cypress, Denah. Wrangell-St.Ehas. and Yellow-
stone all nave addressed recently the cumulative
impacts in controversial arenas.

The new interest in cumulative impact anaiysis has
come about targely through ntervention of the courts.
Numerous agencies have been handad a court order
for a cumulative impact analysis and.or an Environ-
mental impact Statement incorporating such an analy-
sis. In virtually every court case I've read about, if the
plaintifs ask for cumulative impact analysis then the
court has orgered t. The reason for this s that the need
ior such an analysis 15 cited numerous tmes N the
NEPA reguiations. Although these reguiations date
from 1979. this 1anguage is only now teing discovered.

Tne Councit on Environmental Quality's (CEQ's
aefinition of cumulative impact, as stated inthe NEPA
regulations, 1§ at the neart of the matter. The dgefiniton
states thai cumulative impact s "the impact on the
environment which resuits from the incremental impact
of the action when added to other past. present. and
-eascnably foreseeacle future actions regardless of
what agency {Federai or non-Federai) 07 person undes-
‘akes such other actions. Cumulative 'mpacts can
-esult from individuaily minor but collectively significant
5cU0Ns taking piace over a perod of ame” 40 CFR
*308.7: empnasis acdeal.

To say the east ‘his is a rather comprenensive
sefintion. Nearly anytring wh ch nas or will affect the
*8sQUrces of concern neeas o be examined and ¢on-
sidered. A simple way or definng the analysis of
ZJmuiative impact. sometimes menticned in the litera-
‘Lre. 18 that *he analysis shouid cover all impacts over
Soth space and time.

Cumulative Impacts and Olympic EAs
'n 1988. four development concept glans were com-
oleted for four areas on the west side of Olympic NP. An

aflempt was made in the environmental assessments
for these documents to address cumulative impacts an
particuiar resources. The most important resources of
concern were elk. anadromous fish. and old growth
forest stands. Cumulative impact was addressed in
two. somewhat related areas: 1) in the presentation of
existing resource conditons and impacts outside of
the park boundary; and 2| in the presentation of past
resource impacts.

1) Resource Conditions and Impacts Cuside the Park
Boundary

From an ecosystem perspective. the park boundary
was considered to be almost meaningess. Elk and
salmen do not recognize the administrative boundary
in their movements. Old growth stands don't migrate,
but existing old growth harvesting policies outside the
park are isofating remaining old growth communities in
the park. Politicaliy, of course, the park boundary is
quite real. How far one may ga in the EA in presenting
external concerns depends on the particular park, and
its local politics.

in dealing with trans-boundary. cumulative concerns
we presented information in three ways.

A) Relevant Region-Wide Resource Information.
Stating the simple fact that salmon move up the river
into the park leads the reader to an understanding that
“park” fish can be (and are) impacted by downstream
non-park actions. Elk also move in and out of the park.
We simply tried to show that the park is not an island -
thatthere is a common. regional resource base. Appar-
entenough to Us, perhaps. but often not understood by
readers. It needs to be spelled out.

B Watershed Information. In an atlempt 1o present
more realislic resource “boundaries.” we presented
the percentage of a watershed that was inside and
outside the park, This was simply done by outlining the
four major river watersheds on a regicnal map and
computing the areas both nside and outside the park.
This information was presented. for example. by stat-
ing that: "In the Quinault River watershed, 52°s of the
land area Is within the park; 48% in other ownersnip.”
The idea being that the NPS, even under the maost
preservation-oriented ranagement of resources. can
only nflugnce 52 percent of the 1and base on which tne
rgsources depend.

Presenting watershed information makes sense for
anatromous fish: for eix and oid growth even a water-
sned “boundary” is artficial. however. It comes much
closer to portray ng an ecologicai unit than a straight
nark boundary createc aiong section lines.

C) Grapnics. We tnied to visually portray a cumuia-
“ve 1mpact approach, A map of exising conditions
included extensive areas cutsize of the park bouncary.
Any “external” numan activity which contributes to
mpacts ch a commaon resource base. even T the
aetalls of the impact are sketchy. Can pe presented
grapnicaily, e.g.. areas of Ot anc gas development.
sLO-div SIoNS, Upstream dams — all can oe germane 1o
‘he issues peing exam ned n the EA. The areas dont
nave 1o be crecisely ocaled on the map, aither A
subble diagram approacn. snowing the general area
and the type of impact could be adequale. in the COlym-
ric case. the biological isolat:on of detached park units
~ouid be visually porirayed by surrouncing the unitin a
sea of precisely mapped clear clis.

72, Past Resource Impacts
Documented, past resource impacts. and the sub-



sequent current resource conditions resulting from
them. also were presented. The critical thing that this
information does is to establish a histonc or “pristine”
baseline from which to measure additional impacts
stemming from the NPS proposal. For example. in one
watershed. harvest figures far sockeye salmon
declined from 25,000 to 30 (or a 99.8°- reduction) from
1949 to the present. Although harvest figures do not
necessarlly represent population figures, this sad fact
goes a long way in saying that we better be darn careful
that NPS impacts do not add any more reductions to
the runs.

To me, this baseline is perhaps the most important
factor that cumuiative impact analysis can contribute.
Hypothetically. we might currently have a sockeye run
of. let’s say. 100 fish. With this information, standing
alone, it could be said that an estimated “small” reduc-
tion from an NPS proposal would not be considered a
significant impact. But when looked at in a historical
perspective, knowing the run used to nave. say, 10,000
fish. H's quickly apparent that there has already been a
significant past impact. and any additional impact from
our proposal would compound an existing significant
impagt.

The presentation of pastimpacts should avoid fixing
“blame.” butthe causes for the mpact, such as "reduc-
tion of spawning habitat due to sitation from roading
and logging activity.” shouid be brought out. In some
cases, years of continuous impact were presented:
“significant change in natural forest vegetation has
resulted from extensive logging over the past 90
years.” The extinction of species in the ecosystem, the
ultimate past impact. was stated as well {for wolf)

It might be an uphill endeavor to convince super-
vIS0rs, superintendents, or regional staff of the neces-
sity of a cumulative impact approach to EAs. The
resource protection arguments are the strongest to
me. but the legal CEQ argument mentioned here might
convince others. | telieve that the result. however. is
worth the effort — the more NPS pecple and public
reviewers that are thinking in a bigger picture. the
clearer the bigger picture will become.
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