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May 15, 2017  

 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency  

Washington, D.C. 20460  

 

RE: EPA-HQ-OA-2017-0190  

 

Please accept the following comments on the Environmental Protection Agency’s Evaluation of 

Existing Regulations as required by Executive Order 13,777 dated April 13, 2017.  

The EPA unequivocally states: “Our mission is to protect human health and the environment.”1  

Its mission embodies any and all arguments against the deterioration of regulations that otherwise 

support this clear, explicit duty to the American public. 

The Clean Air Act has provided the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) with the 

authority and the responsibility to protect and clean up the nation's air since 1970. Poor air 

quality leads to a loss of biodiversity by contaminating our land and water. A more direct bearing 

on human health links poor air quality to premature death, cancer, and long-term damage to 

respiratory and cardiovascular systems. Progress has been made to reduce unhealthy air 

emissions, but, in 2008, approximately 127 million people lived in U.S. counties that exceeded 

national air quality standards.2 There is more to be done. We cannot afford regulatory 

rollbacks. 

The Clean Water Act established a national commitment to restore and maintain the chemical, 

physical, and biological integrity of the nation's waters. The Clean Water Act has been 

instrumental in improving the health of rivers, lakes, and coastal waters. It has stopped billions of 

pounds of pollution from fouling the water, and dramatically increased the number of waterways 

that are safe from swimming and fishing. Yet, even with strong regulations in place the EPA's 

most recent national water quality inventory reported that 44% of assessed miles of rivers and 

streams, 30% of assessed square miles of bays and estuaries, and 64% of assessed lake and 

reservoir acres did not fully support safe fishing and safe swimming.3 Again, there is more to 

be done. We cannot afford regulatory rollbacks. 

Improvements to water and air quality remain hindered by a number of challenges unforeseen in 

1972 and 1973. The impacts of population growth, development, and increased runoff from 

                                                           
1 https://www.epa.gov/aboutepa  
2 https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/environmental-health  
3 http://www.foreffectivegov.org/clean-water-act-40th-anniversary  
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poorly regulated sources of pollutants were not anticipated with the passages of these essential 

Acts. As a result, some of the greatest threats to air and water quality remain.   

The Audubon Naturalist Society (ANS) was founded in 1897 and is the oldest independent, non-

profit environmental organization focused exclusively on the Washington metropolitan region.    

Since its inception, influential environmental activists, including Rachel Carson, Roger Tory 

Peterson, and President Teddy Roosevelt have served on the organization’s Board of Directors or 

as volunteers, sculpting the organization’s vision and scope of work.  During the past 50 years, 

ANS has been at the forefront of virtually every major regional environmental campaign in the 

region.  The organization has defended the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National Historical Park 

as well as Huntley Meadows Park, a 1500 acre wetland amidst the suburban sea of Northern 

Virginia. ANS has protected the Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge and helped to defeat the 

proposed Disney theme park near Manassas National Battlefield in rural Virginia.  

Today, over 28,000 area residents annually participate in a wide array of ANS conservation 

initiatives and educational programs.  In addition, ANS works with an extensive network of 

partners on behalf of the environment: regional conservation groups, grassroots citizen activists, 

government resource agencies, schools, places of worship, foundations, and other area 

institutions. ANS inspires local residents and visitors of the greater Washington, DC, region to 

appreciate, understand, and protect their natural environment through outdoor experiences, 

education, and advocacy.  

ANS’s effort to preserve and protect healthy environmental habitats that allow for healthy 

communities and help sustain safe drinkable water, agriculture and recreation industries at the 

local, state, and regional level is highly dependent on the federal statutory framework which 

supports the federal side of the state/federal partnership. The EPA has provided certainty and 

significant programmatic support to states and in turn, organizations within those states, for over 

thirty years. This powerful legal framework and its pursuant regulations have helped achieve 

improvements in local and state economies and environments that they could never have 

achieved alone. 

Any effort to weaken the existing system of federal environmental regulations or defund their 

implementation would be at odds with protecting and improving the air, water, wildlife and 

ecosystems throughout our region.  Furthermore, a diminution in regulations supporting our 

healthy streams and clean air standards not only jeopardizes the health of our local communities, 

but also the viability of a tourism industry that draws in millions of individuals visiting our 

region on an annual basis. A 2016 National Park Service report estimated that there were 56 

million visitors to national parks in the National Capital Region, sustaining 16,917 jobs and 

generating close to $1.6 billion in economy impact. 4  

EPA has specific statutory duties to protect national park resources, such as implementing the 

Clean Air Act’s visibility protection program for Class I national parks, wildlife refuges and 

wilderness areas. More broadly, EPA’s regulations, particularly those focused on the quality of 

our air, water, lands, and wildlife, are essential to ensuring that park resources are maintained 

                                                           
4 Tourism at national parks in the Greater Washington area generates almost $1.6 billion in economic benefit 
(press release), National Park Service (April 21, 2016). 



 
 

“unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations” as required under the National Park 

Service Organic Act of 1916.  

ANS also advocates for the protection of local clean water supplies by monitoring the health of 

streams in the DC metro region. ANS acts as a watchdog for illicit discharges into local streams 

and educates communities about clean water landscaping solutions. For the past 25 years, in 

particular, we have served as a leading voice for science-based local watershed protection and 

stream restoration with help from our volunteer citizen science program which now engages 

nearly 200 trained and qualified volunteers who regularly monitor water quality in the region. 

ANS was central to the implementation of effective stormwater management practices in the 

Tysons Corner development; and from 2010-2014 ANS helped lead a coalition of 30 local 

groups including labor groups as well as Christian, Jewish and Muslim congregations to protect 

the DC metro region’s emergency drinking water supply at Little Seneca Reservoir by protecting 

the environmentally fragile Ten Mile Creek watershed in Montgomery County. 

It is important to note, America’s drinking water supplies are under threat and protections for 

water sources must not be diminished. While we take for granted the availability of clean-

flowing drinking water in the United States thanks to the Clean Water Act and Safe Drinking 

Water Act, the infrastructure that sustains those benefits is aging and in need of repair and 

reinvestment, not pullback of oversight. The Washington D.C. metro region would have only one 

or two days of clean drinking water available if its sole source, the Potomac River, were rendered 

unusable by an accident or intentional act.5 The Potomac River Watershed covers around 14,670 

square miles. The watershed spans 383 miles across several geological regions including the 

Appalachian Plateau, Ridge & Valleys, Blue Ridge, Piedmont, and Coastal Plain. The main stem 

plus all major tributaries totals 12,878.8 river miles making the Potomac the 21st largest river in 

the United States. The Potomac River supplies almost 90% of the drinking water to the DC 

metro area.6 It is imperative that EPA regulations not only remain in place but are also 

strengthened through strict enforcement of their scientifically sound principals. 

The Clean Water Rule provides clearer and more predictable guidelines as well as a science-

based and legal framework for determining which waters are protected under the Clean Water 

Act. In particular, the rule clarifies how smaller and seasonal streams and wetlands are connected 

physically, chemically, and biologically to larger water bodies. It is EPA’s duty to ensure that 

state implementation and enforcement of environmental regulations comport with bedrock laws 

like the Clean Water Act so that our drinking water and recreational water supplies, and other 

resources are restored and maintained at the high levels mandated by Congress. 

While a review of possible adverse economic costs due to regulations is not unreasonable, it 

must be accompanied by a weighing against the human health, economic, social, and 

environmental benefits associated with such regulations. We understand that such measurement 

is not easy: costs are readily represented in market effects, while some benefits (such as 

decreased human mortality or disease, species preservation, or simply, clean water to drink and 

for recreation) are not readily represented that way.  There are, however, a variety of ways to 

                                                           
5 http://wtop.com/local/2016/12/major-potomac-spill-cripple-dc-water-supply/slide/1/  
6 Source: Interstate Commission on the Potomac River Basin 
(http://www.potomacriver.org/cms/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=70&Itemid=57)  
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measure benefit, and regulations should not be jettisoned merely because they represent a cost to 

business, nor because a particular ecological benefit cannot readily be measured economically.  

The economic and environmental costs of failing to regulate serious health and environmental 

impacts must also adequately be considered. 

We therefore respectfully request that instead of pursuing a course that likely will lead to 

repeal or weakening of regulations, EPA continue to implement and enforce the sound 

regulations already on the books. EPA ought to be asking how to better and more 

efficiently carry out its mission of protecting public health and the environment, not how to 

retreat from it by minimizing safeguards disfavored by regulated industries. 

EPA must be a good steward of our air, land and water protections. It must do so by prioritizing 

beneficial regulations that receive fair and adequate input from the public based on sound science 

and the expertise of agency staff. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

  
Eliza Cava    Monica Billger 

Conservation Director   Northern Virginia Conservation Advocate 
 


