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Dear Mr. Vandegrift:

On behalf of Runners for Public Lands and our community of trail runners, outdoor enthusiasts,
race directors, and public lands advocates nationwide, we write in strong opposition to the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Interim Final Rule (IFR) revising its NEPA implementing
procedures. Runners for Public Lands works to protect and restore public lands, promote
sustainable trail access, and advocate for environmental justice in outdoor recreation. Our
comments reflect our interest in collaborating with the U.S. Forest Service and other agencies to
ensure that trail systems and surrounding landscapes are managed for ecological health,
community benefit, and equitable access.

We oppose the IFR because it dismantles core safeguards of NEPA, weakens public
participation, and prioritizes short-term efficiency over long-term stewardship. The IFR
consolidates USDA-wide procedures in ways that ignore the Forest Service’s unique mandates,
expands categorical exclusions (CEs) without adequate safeguards, and strips scoping and public
comment opportunities critical to sound decision-making.

1. The IFR Ignores NEPA’s Purpose

NEPA exists to ensure that federal agencies disclose environmental consequences and make
informed decisions with the benefit of public input and involvement. USDA’s IFR undermines
this purpose in several key respects:

e Curtails public involvement: The IFR eliminates mandatory scoping and makes public
comment on Draft EISs discretionary. This strips communities—including trail runners, race
directors, local partners, and Tribes—of meaningful input during the stages when it matters
most.

e Overemphasizes efficiency at the expense of integrity: While USDA cites statutory page
limits and deadlines as justification, these procedural constraints come at the cost of robust,
transparent analysis.

e Weakens agency-specific protections: The Forest Service manages 193 million acres of
complex ecosystems where trail running and other recreational experiences are deeply tied to
water quality, wildlife, and cultural resources. By collapsing Forest Service-specific NEPA
rules into generic USDA procedures, the IFR sacrifices the nuanced protections needed for
these landscapes.
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These changes conflict with NEPA’s statutory policy that agencies “use all practicable means” to
prevent environmental degradation while fostering broad public participation (42 U.S.C. §§
4331-4332).

2. The IFR Undermines Public Participation and Transparency

Runners for Public Lands and our partners frequently engage in Forest Service NEPA processes
to address trail planning, trail running management, and recreation infrastructure. The IFR
narrows those opportunities:

e Loss of mandatory scoping: Scoping is a cornerstone of NEPA that allows the public to
identify local concerns early, guiding more efficient and effective analysis. Eliminating
scoping invites litigation and erodes trust.

e Optional public comment on EAs and Draft EISs: Allowing agencies to withhold draft
documents from public review undermines transparency and informed decision-making.

¢ Reduced accountability: By authorizing project sponsors to prepare NEPA documentation
with minimal oversight, USDA jeopardizes scientific integrity and shifts critical
responsibilities away from federal experts.

These reforms diminish the public’s ability to shape decisions affecting shared lands, including
trail running destinations, wilderness boundaries, and sensitive watersheds.

3. Expansion of Categorical Exclusions is Misguided

The IFR expands USDA’s reliance on categorical exclusions in ways that could sidestep
meaningful environmental analysis:

e CE “stacking” and adoption from other agencies allows actions with significant
cumulative impacts to escape review.

e Removal of extraordinary circumstances protections weakens safeguards for recreation
resources, cultural sites, and species of concern.

e Application to road building, timber harvest, and infrastructure projects risks
widespread harm to recreation landscapes without transparent review.

While certain low-impact restoration activities may warrant CE treatment, the IFR swings the
pendulum too far toward bypassing NEPA. Without rigorous standards, this approach jeopardizes
ecosystems and recreation landscapes.

4. Failure to Address Cumulative Impacts and Climate Risks

The IFR narrows environmental analysis to “reasonably foreseeable” impacts, disregarding
cumulative and climate-related effects. For USDA-managed lands—where trail running areas
intersect with wildfire regimes, watershed health, and species habitat—this omission is
particularly harmful.

e Cumulative impacts: Without assessing the combined effects of multiple projects, USDA
cannot accurately measure the degradation of landscapes or recreation opportunities.



e Climate change: Ignoring how projects may exacerbate climate risks or how climate
stressors compound impacts undermines sound land management and violates NEPA’s
forward-looking mandate.

For trail running and other outdoor recreation, the cost of ignoring cumulative and climate
impacts is paid in lost access, degraded experiences, safety risks, and preventable closures.
NEPA’s forward-looking mandate exists precisely to surface these issues early, compare
alternatives, and keep public lands open and resilient.

S. Inconsistency and Uncertainty for Stakeholders

The IFR’s restructuring creates confusion for stakeholders like Runners for Public Lands that
work across multiple federal land management agencies:

e USDA’s “one-size-fits-all” approach erases the Forest Service’s established NEPA
procedures at 36 CFR 220, creating unnecessary inconsistency with DOI and other agencies.

e Project sponsors and recreation groups will face uneven timelines and unpredictable
processes, slowing collaborative conservation and recreation projects.

e Communities reliant on National Forest lands—including trail runners—will confront new
barriers to participation in decisions that shape access, safety, and stewardship.

Instead of delivering efficiency, the IFR fosters uncertainty and conflict.
6. Runners for Public Lands’ Recommendations
To ensure USDA’s NEPA procedures serve both efficiency and stewardship, we urge USDA to:

e VWithdraw the Interim Final Rule and conduct a full notice-and-comment rulemaking as
required by the APA.

e Reinstate Forest Service-specific NEPA regulations (36 CFR 220) that reflect the
complexity of forest ecosystems and recreation uses.

e Restore mandatory scoping and public comment opportunities for all EAs and Draft
EISs.

e Limit categorical exclusions by prohibiting CE stacking, requiring consistency with forest
plans, and reinstating extraordinary circumstances safeguards.

e Require disclosure of recreation impacts in all NEPA reviews, including effects on trail
running access, trail systems, and recreation infrastructure.

e Reintegrate cumulative and climate impact analysis to ensure science-based and legally
defensible decisions.

Conclusion

USDA’s Interim Final Rule abandons the principles that have made NEPA effective for more
than fifty years: informed analysis, meaningful participation, and long-term stewardship of
public lands. For trail runners and other recreation communities who depend on healthy,
accessible forests, this rule represents a fundamental setback. We respectfully urge USDA to



reverse course and recommit to a NEPA framework that safeguards both environmental and
recreational values.

Sincerely,

%ﬁm éa,&_w

Kathleen Baker
Executive Director
Runners for Public Lands

cc: U.S. Forest Service
Natural Resources and Environment Mission Area
Office of General Counsel

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.
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