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 Review of U.S. Department of the Interior's Climate Change Task 

Force Reports 

Summary 

On December 3, 2008, the U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI) published the “Climate Change Task Force 

Reports” (Reports) and requested public comments by January 18, 2009.  The Reports were prepared by DOI staff 

and consist of three separate documents entitled “Land and Water Management”, “Law and Policy”, and 

“Science”.  The objective of the Reports was to assess impacts of climate change and suggest options for the 

Secretary of the Interior to consider in the ongoing management of the DOI.  As drafted, the Reports did not 

represent official Administration or Department positions, but were made available for public comment to aid in 

refining DOI’s understanding of issues associated with climate change. 

Due to the extensive length of the Reports and limited review time, Metropolitan requested a 30-day extension of 

the filing deadline.  However, after receiving no response from DOI concerning our request, Metropolitan 

submitted preliminary comments on January 17, 2009 to ensure compliance with the required public comment 

period.  Detailed comments were completed and submitted to DOI on February 26, 2009.  

The Reports provided Metropolitan the opportunity to determine the issues DOI considered important.  In general, 

the Reports presented information that is consistent with observations made by other experts on the potential 

impacts of climate change.  Metropolitan staff noted that some areas of the Reports were incomplete or did not 

sufficiently address issues of concern to the water industry.  The comments that are more relevant and applicable 

to Metropolitan are provided in the Detailed Report section below. 

It is hoped that as the new Administration begins the process of developing a climate change management policy 

for DOI, they will consider and incorporate Metropolitan’s comments in the official position.  

Attachments 

None 

Detailed Report 

The Department of the Interior has recognized that the impacts of climate change may affect the operation of the 

Department.  To assist the Secretary of the Interior in preparing for necessary changes in the management of DOI, 

a climate change task force was created that assigned reporting responsibilities to three subcommittees.  Each 

subcommittee produced a report that provided recommendations and options for consideration by the Secretary.  

The documents were entitled “Land and Water Management”, “Law and Policy”, and “Science”.  

The recommendations contained in these reports covered a wide-range of issues and responsibilities in managing 

DOI property, facilities, and ecosystems.  Provided below, are some of the detailed, technical comments 

submitted by Metropolitan that deal with issues that may directly impact Metropolitan or were considered of 

particular importance. 

Land and Water Management Report 

Water Availability – Metropolitan supports the expanded coordination between DOI and other affected entities in 

evaluating the impacts of climate change on the availability of water and the enhancement of planning activities to 

respond to potential shortages of water.  DOI lands may be the source of water supply for treated water systems or 

other sensitive habitat areas.  How DOI will respond to future water shortages due to climate change will have 

dramatic impacts both on and off DOI lands.  Such interrelations require a close and well-coordinated working 

relationship between DOI and other entities.   

Water Quality –This section does not adequately address the climate change impacts on water quality with respect 

to its use as a drinking water supply.  The focus generally appears to be more on aquatic habitat and other 

Report 

Water System Operations 
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ecosystem effects.  This section also identifies the changes in the intensity of rainfall and the impacts this would 

have in transporting more contaminants to water bodies.  Changes in the timing and frequency of rainfall also 

affect water quality and can have implications on the treatability of that water for drinking water supplies.  The 

impacts that these shifts in rainfall/runoff patterns have on source water quality should also be addressed. 

The impacts of seawater rise and salinity changes on water quality are not discussed in this section.  The report 

does include a discussion on sea-level rise in the section entitled “Coastal Impacts Associated with Sea-level 

Rise” and its impacts on salinity changes in estuaries; however, the focus appears to be limited to the change to 

the ecosystem.   

One of the suggestions made in this section calls for enhanced water quality monitoring.  Regional climate change 

models also need to be integrated with these monitoring efforts to analyze and predict the water quality impacts of 

climate change.  Past and ongoing extreme events should also be used as models for long-term climate change 

effects and for determining appropriate responses. 

Land-disturbing activities on public lands may have a greater impact on water quality in the future as they may be 

coupled with decreased river flows.  These activities include uranium and other mineral mining, oil shale 

development, natural gas drilling, etc.  The impacts of these activities on DOI lands coupled with reduced river 

flows could potentially lead to higher contaminant levels in raw drinking water supplies.  This issue should be 

addressed through enhanced regional monitoring and modeling efforts. 

This section also includes Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plans and Best Management Practices in the 

discussion of non-point source pollution.  However, these measures are only discussed in the context of the 

protection of habitat and other ecosystem issues.  The effects of these pollution prevention measures should also 

be evaluated with regards to drinking water source protection. 

Finally, this section discusses the integration of climate change impacts on water quality into habitat management 

activities.  What about the integration of these impacts on water management activities as they relate to the quality 

of drinking water sources?   As operating philosophies for dams and reservoirs change based on climate-induced 

hydrologic changes, the water quality impacts of these changes should also be addressed.    

Increased Flood Risk – This section does not mention that the risk of flooding along coastal areas can also be 

increased due to a rising sea level.  This flooding can impact DOI managed property that may be in low-lying 

areas.  Flooding could also disrupt the supply of source water for treated water systems.   

Also, there is no mention of the need to re-evaluate reservoir rule curves to maintain the same level of flood 

protection as the climate changes.  More intense rain storms or earlier and faster snow melt may require a 

lowering of reservoir storage levels on DOI property.  This could have a water supply reliability impact to 

downstream water users. 

Coastal Impacts Associated with Sea-Level Rise – This section should also discuss that sea-level rise can impact 

drinking water supplies, e.g., California’s Delta supplies water to 25 million people throughout the state.  Salinity 

impacts on drinking water systems should also be identified as an issue with respect to sea-level rise induced by 

climate change. 

Outbreaks of Pests, Invasive Species, and Diseases – Metropolitan suggests that DOI incorporate components of 

the State of California’s “Invasive Mussel Guidebook for Recreational Water Managers and Users” into its 

options.   

This guidebook provides an overview of the threat quagga and zebra mussels pose to California’s water managers 

and users and recommends measures they can take to prevent the introduction of these invasive species into water 

bodies.  The guidebook advises managers to implement early-detection monitoring for mussels and users to take 

responsibility by checking boats, trailers and vehicles for mussels.  Information presented in this guidebook deals 

exclusively with prevention and containment of invasive mussels and may be of use in managing DOI property. 

Terrestrial Carbon Sequestration – Metropolitan supports DOI’s efforts to create partnerships with other entities 

that will trap carbon while restoring habitat.  Metropolitan believes such partnerships could also achieve 
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additional benefits such as reducing the risk of floods and protecting water supplies.  For example, returning 

portions of the California Delta to its native state as a peat bog could sequester significant amounts of carbon, 

reduce the risk of floods by raising the level of land that has subsided due to farming practices, and protect the 

source of water for 25 million southern California’s by minimizing the intrusion of seawater into the Delta after a 

failure of a Delta levee.   

Law and Policy Report 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) – Metropolitan supports DOI in providing comprehensive guidance 

to its various bureaus and departments (e.g., Bureau of Land Management, Bureau of Reclaimation, US Fish and 

Wildlife Service), so that cooperating and affected non-federal agencies, such as Metropolitan, can expect a 

consistent and standardized approach on climate change analyses through the NEPA process. 

Climate change evaluations in NEPA documents should be based on cumulatively significant effects by the 

proposed action, and not on the type of NEPA document (e.g., non-delegated Environmental Impact Statement).   

A rational threshold of significance needs to be developed on what constitutes a cumulatively significant effect as 

related to climate change.  Potential mitigations should also be considered and reasonably applied to those effects 

found to be significant.  For those proposed actions that have no significantly cumulative climate change effect, 

then a generalized discussion on climate change should be presented in the affected environment section of the 

NEPA document and nothing more.  Issues that are truly speculative have already been dealt with in existing 

NEPA protocols, guidelines, and litigation and accordingly can be applied to climate change analysis.  For major 

proposed actions that generate potentially significant cumulative climate change effects, it may be prudent to 

carry out programmatic-type NEPA documents so that a thorough, but generalized, analysis with an array of 

mitigation strategies can be employed. 

Metropolitan supports a federal government-wide initiative to develop a framework and guidance on integration 

of climate change in NEPA and federal planning documents.  To assist the federal government, cooperating and 

affected non-federal agencies, such as Metropolitan, should be invited as interested stakeholders to participate in 

this initiative. 

Policy Issues – The report also discusses the options related to adaptive management.  As the climate changes, 

trying to preserve or maintain terrain or natural systems to their historic conditions may be difficult or impossible.  

Also, certain requirements to return the land to its former, natural state before changes occurred may no longer be 

possible or in the best interests of the land.  For example, the climate may have changed such that vegetation that 

once was part of the natural environment may no longer be viable.  Additionally, DOI may need to lift restrictions 

or requirements imposed on certain uses of DOI land to acknowledge that some of the prohibited changes may 

inevitably occur or be required as a result of climate change, e.g., activities related to the eradication of invasive 

species that would otherwise be prohibited on DOI land.  With a changing environment, rules and policies will 

need to be more flexible and acknowledge the impacts of climate change. 

Drought Management – Metropolitan supports DOI’s efforts to evaluate the assistance that could be provided 

during times of drought and in planning for future droughts. 

Science Report 

Regional Evaluation of Climate Change-Related Issues - While conducting a national inventory of climate change 

research is an important foundational step, better research on regional impacts of climate change is critically 

needed by water utilities to mitigate for adverse impacts.  The report states that atmospheric circulation changes 

due to climate change are expected to decrease precipitation in the southwest.  Given the limited water resources 

available in the southwest, future decreases in the amount of precipitation could have detrimental impacts on the 

region.  Water providers already go to extreme measures to bring water into agricultural and population centers.  

For example, Metropolitan imports water from the Colorado River through its 242-mile-long aqueduct and from 

the San Joaquin San Francisco Bay-Delta, over 440 miles to the north. 

Given the expected fiscal constraints on the extent of detailed, scientific studies and monitoring activities by DOI, 

it would seem logical and prudent to utilize the available resources in areas or regions where the changes from 
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climate change are anticipated to be the most pronounced or have the greatest impact to natural systems and the 

population centers.  In the southwest, Metropolitan would recommend that the central and northern region of 

California and the Colorado River Basin be prioritized for focused scientific climate change studies by DOI.  No 

other region is as critical to the well-being of such a large and heavily populated area as these two regions and the 

water they supply. 

Ecosystem Approach - Research should focus on discerning potential climate change impacts on overall 

ecosystem health rather than on single-species populations.  It is essential that we learn how changes in 

hydrologic cycles affect key ecosystems (such as the California Delta) that are economically important and are 

experiencing dramatic environmental changes and threshold effects.  This is critical for California water users 

who have had water supplies curtailed owing to population decreases in the Delta smelt fish.  Past studies and 

programs have taken a gradual approach to exploring and managing the Delta rather than address the estuary as a 

whole. 

Regional Modeling - Currently, climate change models do not help water utilities evaluate impacts at regional and 

local levels.  Metropolitan recommends that DOI develop “smaller-scale” modeling and other decision-support 

tools that will be of more direct use in planning for key regions including the central and northern regions of 

California and the Colorado River Basin. 

Coordination of Research Efforts - Metropolitan recommends that DOI increase coordination of research 

generated by other organizations and federal agencies such as the EPA, National Center for Atmospheric 

Research, and the Water Research Foundation (WRF, formerly the Awwa Research Foundation or AwwaRF).  

For example, WRF recently developed a Climate Change Strategic Initiative and sponsored a “Water Industry 

Climate Change Research Needs Workshop”, in cooperation with the Water Environment Research Federation 

and the United Kingdom Water Industry Research.  It is also important that the DOI communicate results and 

uncertainties in formats useful and accessible to policy makers and resource managers. 

 


