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Although New York passed an on-time budget for the first time in five years, Long Island still needs Albany’s help to reinvigorate the economy. With money tight, one way for the state to promote growth without spending money is to reform the New York State Environmental Quality Review Act.

SEQRA requires the review of projects that involve any type of governmental involvement to assess potential negative environmental impacts. However, SEQRA has been transformed into the weapon of choice for organizations that simply want to prevent development. Worthwhile projects that would spur economic activity, often in distressed areas, are delayed or prevented because the developer does not have the time or the financial resources to complete the SEQRA process, which often includes lengthy court proceedings.

Albany must enact some common-sense reforms of SEQRA. One way is to differentiate projects proposed for locations that are already developed. There is no sense in requiring the same environmental scrutiny for projects in downtown Mineola as for projects in undeveloped areas in eastern Suffolk County. SEQRA can be amended to provide exemptions for projects in developed areas where no undeveloped land will be disturbed. By doing so, Albany will encourage development in our struggling downtowns.

Additional reforms of the SEQRA process include shortening the limitation period for bringing court actions challenging SEQRA determinations and codifying strict standing requirements to prevent the courts from being used by NIMBY activists to defeat development projects they don’t like. A strong presumption could be adopted for an agency determination that SEQRA has been complied with so as to discourage courts from substituting their opinion for those of government agencies that have expertise in whether a project poses an environmental threat.

There is obvious need to protect our environment, but nonsensical application of environmental laws does not serve the environment, grow the economy or employ our neighbors.
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