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TAHOE AGENCIES START DOWN AN IMPORTANT PATH.


In 1987, after a court battle and countless weeks of consensus workshops, TRPA adopted a regional plan.  It was only meant to last twenty years, and the twenty years will be up in 2007.  Five years earlier, in 1982, TRPA adopted a set of Environmental Threshold Carrying Capacities,  popularly known as “thresholds.”  When progress toward achieving those thresholds was checked last year, the results were disappointing.  It’s apparent that the thresholds need serious reevaluation, and revision – and the regional plan must be significantly updated to achieve new thresholds.


This, in itself, is a huge undertaking for an agency that’s already overburdened with responsibilities and litigation.  But, it’s become an even bigger Tahoe Basin enterprise.  TRPA’s scheduled update has also triggered similar schedules and actions by the two other big players in the Basin – California’s Lahontan Water Quality Control Board and the U.S. Forest Service.


Lahontan is striving to adopt its new TMDL (Total Maximum Daily Load) approach to water quality standards, and amend its Basin Plan, at the same time that TRPA adopts its updated thresholds and plan.  According to Maribeth Gustafson, the Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit Forest Supervisor, it really wasn’t time to revise their forest plan.  But, they arranged to have their plan update schedule changed so it would mesh with TRPA’s schedule.


Other agencies, such as the Nevada Department of Environmental Protection (NDEP), Nevada and California Departments of Transportation (NDOT and Caltrans), State Parks, and local governments have joined, or are being urged to join, in this effort to revise plans, ordinances, etc. by 2007.


Even more important, these agencies will attempt to synchronize the details of their respective plans.  Of course, agencies have responsibilities that are unique to their particular mission.  But, where there are overlaps in responsibilities and regulations, the idea is that they should be coordinated.  For example, water quality standards are not currently the same in California and Nevada.  But, NDEP is working with Lahontan to adopt the same TMDL approach to water quality protection by 2007.  Recreation and forest health are part of TRPA’s thresholds, but also important elements in the Forest Service plan.  So, the two agencies will share ideas.  The benefits of this kind of cooperation to everyone working and living in the Basin can’t be overstated.


It doesn’t take much imagination to understand how incredibly complex this exercise can be.  The effort will require agencies to add or divert staff to work on these updates.  There are time and budget restraints, as well as difficulties of coordinating the work of different agencies.  For example, research undertaken by Lahontan and several universities and institutions to establish TMDLs won’t be completed for a while.  Yet, the results must be integrated into implementation plans of several agencies.  Even more research is needed for planning effective restoration projects and evaluating progress in achieving revised thresholds. But future funding is not secure.


According to Gordon Barrett, Senior TRPA Planner, the coordination effort has started by forming a Pathway 2007 management team.  Team members include representatives of TRPA, Lahontan, the Forest Service, NDEP, EPA, Army Corps of Engineers, and California’s Air Resources Board.  Their goal is to develop integrated planning instruments that will be supported and implemented.  Harold Singer, Executive Officer of the Lahontan Water Quality Control Board, explains that they’re “trying to integrate early on, so plans will be grounded on sound science.”


This important effort requires an important element, and that is trust – between agencies and between agencies and the public.  The Pathway team hired the Center for Collaborative Policy to design a collaborative planning process.  So, an important facet of this Pathway 2007 exercise is to involve the public early, often and effectively.


Forest Supervisor Gustafson, explains that this is a very important aspect of the Pathway 2007 effort.  She points out that public meetings and outreach should be coordinated so that the public can easily learn and respond to what’s going on.  Gustafson explains that as far as the Forest Service is concerned, “this (public outreach) is extremely important . . . it’s part of our contract with the public . . . forest plans set desired standards for public lands and how to manage public lands for the public.”


And there will be many opportunities for public input.  Outreach programs are planned.  Also, agencies must produce environmental documentation for each of their plans. Environmental documents require public notices and hearings.  It’s important that we take advantage of all these opportunities to help shape the future of the Tahoe Basin.


This is a massive and important landmark effort.  It will require the cooperation, understanding and forbearance of everyone involved in Basin affairs.  “It’s the road map to Tahoe’s future – to saving the lake,” explains Harold Singer.  “It’s a real transition from how we treated things in the past . . . we’re not rubber stamping past practices . . . we’re asking if there’s a better way to do it.”


Comments should be sent to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net
Note: Basin Watch will be on vacation for the next month or so.  We’ll return later in the fall. 


