Environmental Close-Up: The National Environmental Policy Act

The National Environmental Policy At of 1969 was enacted in 1969 and signed into law by President Nixon on New Year’s Day, 1970.  It is a short, general statute designed to institutionalize within the federal government a concern for the “quality of the environment.” NEPA helps encourage environmental awareness among all federal agencies, not just those that prior to NEPA had to consider environmental factors in their planning and decision making.  Until 1970, most federal agencies acted within their delegated authority without considering the environmental impacts of their actions.  However, in the 1960s, Congress seriously began to study pollution problems.  Because Congress has found that the federal government is both a major cause of environmental degradation and a major source of regulatory activity, all actions of the federal government now fall under NEPA.

NEPA forces federal agencies to consider the environmental consequences of their actions before implementing a proposal or recommendations.  NEPA has two purposes: first, to advise the president on the state of the nation’s environment, and second, to create an advisory council called the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ).  The CEQ outlines NEPA compliance guidelines.  The CEQ also provides the president with consistent expert advice on national environmental policies and problems.


Between 1970 and 1977, the CEQ served only as an advisory council to the president.  However, in 1977, through an executive order, President Carter granted the CEQ authority to issue binding regulations.  These regulations set out details for matters that are broadly addressed by NEPA.  The CEQ applies to all federal agencies except Congress, the judiciary, and the president.

NEPA has been interpreted narrowly by the federal courts.  As a result, many states have passed much stronger state environmental protection acts (SEPAs) as well.  Today, NEPA analysis is undertaken as part of almost every recommendation or proposal for federal action.  This not only includes actions by agencies of the federal government, but also states, local municipalities, and private corporations.  NEPA is Congress’s mission statement that mandates the means by which the federal government, through the guidance of the CEQ, will achieve its national environmental policy.
