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PATHWAY 2007 HAS TAHOE’S AGENCIES WORKING TOGETHER


Pathway 2007 (P7 for short) started because TRPA had to amend its regional plan by 2007.  It’s mandated by the terms of the bistate compact that established the agency.  First, TRPA needs to evaluate its Environmental Thresholds that specify the carrying capacity of the basin and amend them as necessary.  Then, the agency is to amend its regional plan to achieve these thresholds.


At the same time, because of an EPA requirement, California’s Lahontan Water Quality Control Board and Nevada’s Division of Environmental Protection (NDEP) were developing a TMDL (Total Maximum Daily Load), which for Tahoe will be a new and better way to gauge the lake’s clarity problems and to implement pollution control measures.  According to Harold Singer, the Lahontan Board’s Executive Officer, California and Nevada water quality agencies will modify their basin plans and regulations to implement the TMDL when the necessary research is completed.  The Tahoe Basin Management Unit of the U.S. Forest Service, which is responsible for some 80 percent of the land in the Tahoe basin, was also planning to update its Forest Management Plan, according to Rex Norman, the local Forest Service Public Affairs Officer.  


The remarkable thing is that the four major agencies that regulate life in the Tahoe basin agreed to have their respective plans completed at the same time, 2007.  And, they’re in the process of collaborating on items that are common to more than one agency.  In addition, the agencies have pledged themselves to include the public in the process.  I don’t know if that impresses you, but I think it’s a giant step forward in managing Tahoe’s lake and watershed.


Of course, it’s not an easy thing to do.  So, the P7 partners asked the Center for Collaborative Policy (CCP) for help.  The CCP specializes in guiding public agency collaborative efforts.  For example, they were involved in developing the huge collaborative program about the Sacramento Delta that’s known as CalFed.  The CCP is affiliated with California State University at Sacramento and the University of Pacific’s McGeorge School of Law.


According to Dave Ceppos, Senior Mediator at CCP, they take a neutral, objective view of their client’s problems.  The first step is to make an assessment.  Is it even feasible to have a collaborative process?  To answer that, CCP conducted interviews inside and outside the basin.  They talked to representatives of government agencies, non-governmental organizations, environmental groups, business interests and private property owners.  


The CCP concluded that conditions were not appropriate for collaboration in the basin.  So they recommended a number of pre-collaborative steps to be taken before appropriate conditions could be established.  The challenge, now, is for Tahoe’s agencies to get themselves together, and to complete those pre-collaborative steps – which include public involvement.


And, Tahoe’s agencies are working to do that.  We briefly reviewed TRPA’s efforts last week.  Let’s take a quick look at how the other agencies see their part in the process.  Both Norman and Singer describe P7 as parallel efforts by Tahoe’s separate agencies. 


Norman points out that the Forest Service plan will be done before 2007, but they will keep the “door open” to include updated thresholds.  Irene Davidson, who leads the Forest Service portion of P7, explains that they and TRPA have more things in common than things that are different.  Except for wildlife management, environmental standards are common for TRPA and the Forest Service.  Davidson points out that core groups (technical advisory committees) are being formed now to develop baseline conditions.  Forest Service folks will serve on those committees.  They will be spending about $1.5 million and involve some 15 Forest Service staff members.


The Lahontan Board and the NDEP have been conducting research to establish water quality standards based on total nutrient and sediment loads to the lake, rather than concentrations of those pollutants in streams, ground water, and urban runoff.  Singer notes that they will provide alternatives for determining how much of each pollutant should be allowed to flow into the lake, and alternatives for erosion control methods.  


It’s a program that runs some $6 million and involves about a hundred scientists working part or full time.  Between the two agencies, something like five staff members will be involved in the P7 effort.  As Singer explains, the idea is to make the four agencies’ plans consistent and avoid duplication.  And, he adds, they can share resources and expertise.


According to Sam Stegeman, NDEP’s Water Quality Standards Supervisor, Nevada’s interest is to collaborate with other agencies to develop something that’s useful to end users.  They’re looking to have uniformity and consistency, so as to avoid confusion by end users, and thus have a greater likelihood of success in recovering the lake.


An important part of this process is the role to be played by the public – you and me.  We’ll get into that and how the Center for Collaborative Policy will be helping – next time.


Comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net
