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New CEQ Requirement (Dec. 2014):
Impacts of Climate Change on the Project Area

Requires analysis of the effects of climate change on the 
“environmental consequences” of a proposed action  
– Includes climate change impacts on a proposed project from sea 

level rise, increased heat, drought, and extreme events such as 
intense rainfall and storm surge
• Time horizon:  Expected project lifespan

– And climate impacts on the environment affected by the 
proposed project (habitat loss, endangered species, etc.)
• Essentially a cumulative impacts analysis
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Presentation Overview

Why is assessing climate impacts an important question?

Why is this an important question under NEPA?

How do we approach the analysis?

Example:
– Tongue River Draft EIS
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Impacts of Climate Change on the Project Area –
Why is this an important question?   

• Climate impacts are already 
occurring

• Infrastructure is vulnerable to 
climate impacts

• Investment decisions made 
today will impact service 
tomorrow

• Health, business, the 
environment and quality of 
life are affected when 
disruptions occur
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Why is this an important question? 
Infrastructure is in service for a long time
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Why is this an important question? 
Climate impacts can disrupt operations and service

• Increased flooding of assets from sea level 
rise and intense rainfall

– Increased erosion and washouts

– Increased potential for landslides 

– Redesign of drainage structures

• Water crossings – changes in hydrology and 
scour from increases in stream flow 

• Increases in very hot days could 
compromise above ground materials and 
equipment

• Increased wildfire potential

• Many others
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Why is this an important question? 
Requirements are growing in multiple areas 

• Executive Order 13677 ---
Climate-Resilient International 
Development (Sept. 2014)

• Executive Order 13690 ---
Establishing a Federal Flood Risk 
Management Standard (Jan. 
2015)

• Amends E.O. 11988 (1977)

• FEMA Implementing 
Guidance (Oct. 2015)
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Executive Order 13677 --- Policy

Consideration of current and future climate-change impacts will improve the 
resilience of the Federal Government's broader international development 
programs, projects, investments, overseas facilities, and related funding 
decisions. 

This order requires the integration of climate-resilience considerations into all 
United States International development work to the extent permitted by 
law. 

Collectively, these efforts will help to better optimize broader international 
development work and lead to enhanced global preparedness for and 
resilience to climate change. 



Impact Analysis in Project 
Development - Examples 

• Tongue River Railroad

• Alaskan Way Viaduct

• Amite River Diversion Canal

• Morriset Road

• SR 522

• Columbia River Crossing
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Dawei Seaport and Industrial Zone, 
Burma, $8.6 Billion

Dam Construction: Transition Wall and Slap Casted Progress 
(Source: ITD, 2013).

Project Components
 Deep seaport
 Small port
 132 km highway
 Rail links
 Oil and gas pipelines
 Industrial complex
 Residential housing
 Coal-fired powerplant
 Dam and reservoir
 1040 MW hydropower 

project
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Potential Climate Impacts on the Project
 Increased Temperature 

• Extreme heat damaging paved surfaces and metal structures
• Increased pests, rust, mold – leading to spoilage of foods
• Increased demand for energy and potential for outages 
• Safety risks for workers

 Increased Heavy Precipitation
• Coastal flooding – expedite facility deterioration 
• Riverine flooding – disrupt transportation 
• Reduced visibility of port operations
• Damage of stored goods

 Sea Level Rise and Tropical 
Cyclone Intensity
• Coastal facility inundation
• Damage and destruction of 

facilities

Dawei Seaport and Industrial Zone
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Why is this an important question under NEPA? 

• CEQ’s draft NEPA Guidance requires this type of analysis
• Resource Agencies are requesting this during NEPA 

Scoping/Review
• Good practice as part of project development and planning to 

insure robust service over project life
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How do we approach the analysis?

• Historical impacts:  What have the 
temperature and precipitation 
trends been in the region?

• Regional climate changes – What 
are the likely impacts and how 
certain are they?

• Vulnerabilities – How is the project 
vulnerable to climate impacts? How 
might environmental impacts be 
exacerbated?

• How much detail is needed to 
identify adaptation needs and 
strategies?
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Tongue River Railroad EIS
• Tongue River Railroad Company, Inc. (TRRC) filed an application 

with the Surface Transportation Board to construct and operate a 
new rail line in southeastern Montana 

• Purpose is to transport low-sulfur, subbituminous coal from mine 
sites to be developed in Rosebud and Powder River Counties, 
Montana

• TRRC would construct and BNSF would operate the rail line
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Study Area

 Facilities associated with operation of the 
rail line include:
– Railroad and associated infrastructure
– access roads
– telecommunications towers 
– railway signs and signals. 

 Affected environment includes:
– primary watersheds crossed by the build 

alternatives and 
– a study area matching the width of 

biological, water, land, cultural and historical 
resources, and geology and soils used in 
the EIS

TONGUE RIVER RAILROAD – DRAFT EIS

Source:  Draft EIS, 2015
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Findings – Potential damage and service disruptions

 Increased flooding: Changes in precipitation in the 
Tongue River, and other basins could lead to flooding and 
damage the rail line, wash out ballast, cause scour at 
water crossings and culverts, place debris in ROWs, and 
disrupt service along the railway

 Landslides and increased soil erosion: Changes in 
precipitation could affect the likelihood of soil slumping 
and landslides in some locations

 Increased frequency of wildfires: Increased 
temperatures and drier conditions in summer could 
increase the likelihood of wildfires 

 Higher extreme temperatures: Could lead to increased 
risk of rail buckling and worker heat exhaustion 

TONGUE RIVER RAILROAD – DRAFT EIS
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Findings – Affected Environment

 Altered landscapes
– EIS impacts on vegetation, habitat loss and degradation, wildlife 

displacement could be exacerbated by contributing to soil erosion, and 
increasing stress to migrating species through more intense snow 
events and higher temps

Water depletion and degradation
– Impacts on water quality (degradation and depletion) could be 

increased by drought and higher water temperatures further stressing 
terrestrial and aquatic wildlife and vegetation 

 Spread of invasive species and noxious weeds
– Increased spread of invasive species and noxious weeds could be 

exacerbated by warmer winter temperatures, higher summer 
temperatures, and drier summer conditions 

TONGUE RIVER RAILROAD – DRAFT EIS
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Sources of Information

 NEPA.GOV
– https://ceq.doe.gov
– “Current Developments” 
– “CEQ Releases Revised Draft Guidance on Greenhouse Gases and Climate Change”

 WHITEHOUSE.GOV
– www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ceq
– “Initiatives”
– “Steps to Modernize and Reinvigorate NEPA”
– “Revised Draft Guidance for GHG Emissions”

 Federal Register
– https://federalregister.gov/a/2014-30035
– 79 FR 77801 (December 24, 2014)

https://ceq.doe.gov/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ceq
https://federalregister.gov/a/2014-30035
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Mike Savonis
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Thank you!
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