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Finally, natural resource planners must expand assessment
practices from the traditional linear model, which considers only
the significance of impacts that flow forward from the proposed
project, toward a causally expanded model that also considers
how network components might intervene to impact the proposed
strategy. Such a network-based model would not only facilitate
laterally and temporally expansive ecosystemic assessment, but
also the consideration of causal interplay between the proposal
and network factors that might ultimately undermine its ulti-
mate goals. That we could not possibly have foreseen unintended
consequence using linear assessment is a passable excuse only
once.

It is ironic—and disquieting—that our two cautionary tales
herald the importance of better natural resource planning at the
very time that Congress is considering recommendations to relax
existing requirements for environmental review under NEPA 8!
There may well be ways to improve upon the administrative base-
line set by NEPA, but changes that would weaken the quality of
long-range environmental assessment threaten our ability to
forestall potential devastation of the sort experienced in New Or-
leans and feared in Virginia. Now more than ever, natural re-
source planning must become more, not less, ambitious.

Nevertheless, NEPA, critical though it is, defines the floor, not
the ceiling of natural resource planning. Policy makers and re-
source managers should respect the assessment floor mandated
by state and federal natural resources law, and aspire to a more
powerful model of network-based assessment that will foster
more robust environmental policies that better anticipate the
causal interplay within complex regional ecosystems.

Future advocacy for expanded assessment must contend with
the serious issues of increased costs and uncertain limits associ-
ated with expanded obligations at a time when existing assess-
ment requirements are burdensome to smaller planning agencies.

181. 42 U.S.C. § 4321 (2000). The United States House of Representatives Committee
on Resources is considering recommendations by its NEPA Task Forces to amend NEPA
in ways that might strengthen mitigation requirements but would expand exemptions and
weaken the requirements for environmental assessment. See H.R. COMM. ON RES., 109TH
CONG., TASK FORCE ON IMPROVING THE NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT AND TASK
FORCE ON UPDATING THE NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT, INITIAL FINDINGS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS, 25-29 (Dec. 21, 2005), available at http:/resourcescommittee.house.
gov/nepataskforce/report/nepareport_finaldraft.pdf.
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However, the transition to network-assessment best practices
could be aided by the development of detailed technical guidance
to lead planners from one step of the process to the next, a realm
in which future work is sorely needed. In addition, planners could
gradually adapt the expanded network model into existing as-
sessment practices by limiting the scale of proposal for which
network assessment is appropriate, beginning with only the larg-
est or programmatic assessment endeavors and gradually intro-
ducing the techniques for smaller projects as the process becomes
more streamlined. In the end, a move toward network assess-
ment will prove an investment well worth the initial costs when it
helps us avoid the more costly wrath of the Law of Unintended
Consequences.

Assessment of this kind is hardly without precedent. Not only
does it represent the sort of careful evaluation that individuals
routinely apply in the sphere of private decision-making, but net-
work-oriented models are also available among the assessment
practices of consumer products manufacturers, such as automo-
bile and software testing. It may be that the more careful as-
sessment associated with consumer products is the result of the
strict liability regime in which this market is situated—but this is
all the more reason for natural resource managers to take heed of
their methods. After all, natural resource management is ulti-
mately a strict liability affair as well. The Natural Resources
Law of Unintended Consequences mitigates damages neither for
good faith nor complex causation. And unfortunately, when our
natural resources and the services they provide are damaged, we
all bear the loss.
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