RUNNERS FOr
PUBLIC LANDS

August 4, 2025

The Honorable Doug Burgum
Secretary of the Interior

1849 C Street NW
Washington, DC 20240

Submitted electronically via: https://www.regulations.gov

Re: Docket No. DOI-2025-0004 — Comments on the Department of the Interior Interim
Final Rule Revising NEPA Procedures

Dear Secretary Burgum:

On behalf of Runners for Public Lands and our community of trail runners, outdoor enthusiasts,
race directors, and public lands advocates nationwide, we submit the following comments in
strong opposition to the Department of the Interior’s (DOI) Interim Final Rule (IFR) revising its
implementation procedures under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). Runners for
Public Lands is dedicated to protecting the places we run, promoting equitable access to trails,
and ensuring the health of public lands for future generations. Our comments reflect our interest
in NEPA processes to safeguard trails, habitats, and landscapes vital to the trail running
community.

We oppose the IFR because it erodes NEPA’s statutory foundation—undermining informed
decisionmaking, weakening protections against environmental harm, and curtailing public
participation. The IFR rescinds key regulatory standards and substitutes them with discretionary
handbook guidance that lacks binding authority, diminishing clarity, consistency, and
accountability across agencies.

1. The IFR Disregards NEPA’s Central Purpose

NEPA is the bedrock of our nation’s environmental policy framework, designed to ensure that
federal agencies evaluate environmental consequences in advance and incorporate public input
into their decisionmaking. The IFR undermines this purpose through the following mechanisms:

e Diminishes informed analysis: The narrowed definition of “major federal action,” the
expansion of categorical exclusions (CEs), and the omission of cumulative impacts
collectively shield many high-impact projects—such as energy development or trail running
access closures—from meaningful environmental review.

e Restricts public involvement: The IFR eliminates guaranteed public comment opportunities
for Environmental Assessments (EAs) and Draft Environmental Impact Statements (EISs),
placing these decisions solely within agency discretion at early, often ill-defined, stages.

e Reduces procedural transparency: By replacing codified NEPA regulations with informal,
nonbinding guidance, DOI strips the public of enforceable standards and limits oversight.
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These changes fundamentally conflict with NEPA’s statutory obligation for agencies to “use all
practicable means” to ensure that environmental quality and public engagement are essential
components of federal actions (42 U.S.C. §§ 4331-4332).

2. The IFR Conflicts with the Administrative Procedure Act

DOl issued this IFR without prior public notice or comment, despite the far-reaching nature of its
reforms, which:

e Dismantle established regulatory frameworks;
e Change the scope and application of agency obligations under NEPA;
e Advance legal interpretations that deviate from the statute.

This approach violates the Administrative Procedure Act (APA), which mandates that
substantive rulemakings—including regulatory rescissions—undergo public notice and comment
unless the agency demonstrates a narrowly defined “good cause” (5 U.S.C. § 553(b)(3)(B)). DOI
has not met that standard; no urgent circumstances justify bypassing normal procedural
safeguards, particularly when the prior regulatory structure remains functional and
well-understood.

The IFR is not just procedural or interpretive—it introduces substantive changes that carry
serious implications for the public, land managers, and project developers, particularly within the
outdoor recreation community, which relies on transparent and predictable environmental review
processes.

3. Expansion of Categorical Exclusions is Ill-Advised

The IFR promotes a sweeping expansion of categorical exclusions in ways that pose significant
risks to environmental and recreational resources:

e CE “stacking”: Agencies are now encouraged to combine multiple CEs—across bureaus if
necessary—to circumvent thresholds that would otherwise require an EA or EIS.

e Cross-agency borrowing: The rule allows agencies to adopt CEs developed for entirely
different contexts without demonstrating their applicability to DOI-managed lands or
activities.

e Elimination of resource safeguards: The IFR removes long-standing “extraordinary
circumstances” triggers—such as impacts on cultural landscapes, endangered species, or
recreational access—that would normally preclude use of a CE.

Such changes enable projects with potentially significant effects to bypass NEPA entirely,
increasing the risk of adverse outcomes, especially in popular or sensitive areas like trail running
destinations and trail corridors.

4. Omission of Cumulative Impacts and Climate Analysis

In a sharp break from decades of precedent, the IFR no longer requires evaluation of:



e Cumulative impacts: Without assessing how individual actions accumulate over time and
space, agencies cannot meaningfully understand or mitigate broader environmental
degradation—whether to landscapes, habitat corridors, or trail running areas.

e Climate change: Omitting consideration of how federal actions contribute to or are affected
by climate risks is both shortsighted and inconsistent with scientific and legal norms.

These omissions render environmental reviews incomplete and unreliable. Federal courts have
consistently upheld the necessity of analyzing cumulative and climate-related impacts under
NEPA. The IFR’s failure to incorporate these considerations violates NEPA’s goals and
undermines trust in agency decisions.

5. The IFR Erodes Consistency and Certainty for Stakeholders

Runners for Public Lands and its partners routinely participate in NEPA processes involving trail
development, trail infrastructure management, and land use planning. The IFR’s shift toward
agency-specific guidance and the abandonment of codified standards will:

Disrupt regulatory predictability;

Delay outdoor infrastructure projects due to interagency confusion;

Create inconsistent processes among BLM, NPS, and USFWS;

Hamper coordinated planning efforts for trail running and recreation access.

These results directly contradict the IFR’s stated objective of improving efficiency and certainty
for applicants and stakeholders.

6. Runners for Public Lands’ Recommendations

To preserve NEPA’s integrity and ensure that DOI’s actions reflect public interest, we
respectfully urge DOI to:

e Rescind the Interim Final Rule and initiate a formal rulemaking process consistent with APA
requirements.
e Restore codified NEPA implementing regulations that guarantee public input and establish
clear, enforceable environmental protections.
e Reinstate consideration of cumulative impacts and climate risks in environmental analysis.
e Safeguard recreation and trail running environments and access by:
o Mandating that EAs and EISs disclose potential effects on outdoor recreation;
o Retaining recreation-specific resource conditions as factors in CE eligibility;
o Providing clear, public-facing guidance on how NEPA applies to recreation area
management and trail infrastructure policy.

Conclusion

The Department of the Interior’s Interim Final Rule undercuts the essential pillars of NEPA:
informed analysis, public engagement, and long-term environmental stewardship. For



communities like ours—who depend on access to healthy, well-managed public lands—this rule
represents a step backward. We respectfully request that DOI reverse course and recommit to a
NEPA framework that prioritizes both environmental integrity and accountability.

Sincerely,
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Kathleen Baker
Executive Director
Runners for Public Lands

cc: Office of Environmental Policy and Compliance
National Park Service
Bureau of Land Management
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Runners for Public Lands is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit dedicated to protecting public lands and
expanding access to nature. Our mission is to empower runners to protect public lands and
expand access to nature for all. Our vision is a world in which everyone has access to healthy,
runnable landscapes.



