California Environmental Quality Act and Guidelines Excerpts Pertaining to
Cumulative Effects

Excerpt from California Environmental Quality Act, California Public Resources Code,
Division 13, Environmental Quality

§ 21083. OFFICE OF PLANNING AND RESEARCH; PREPARATION AND
DEVELOPMENT OF GUIDELINES; CONDITIONS

(b) The guidelines shall specifically include criteria for public agencies to follow in determining
whether or not a proposed project may have a “significant effect on the environment.” The
criteria shall require a finding that a project may have a “significant effect on the environment” if
one or more of the following conditions exist:

(2) The possible effects of a project are individually limited but cumulatively
considerable. As used in this paragraph, “cumulatively considerable” means that the incremental
effects of an individual project are considerable when viewed in connection with the effects of
past projects, the effects of other current projects, and the effects of probable future projects.

Excerpt from Title 14. California Code of Regulations, Chapter 3. Guidelines for
Implementation of the California Environmental Quality Act:

15063. INITIAL STUDY
(b) Results.

(1) If the agency determines that there is substantial evidence that any aspect of the
project, either individually or cumulatively, may cause a significant effect on the
environment, regardless of whether the overall effect of the project is adverse or beneficial, the
Lead Agency shall do one of the following:

(A) Prepare an EIR, or

(B) Use a previously prepared EIR which the Lead Agency determines would
adequately analyze the project at hand, or

(C) Determine, pursuant to a program EIR, tiering, or another appropriate
process, which of a project’s effects were adequately examined by an earlier EIR or negative
declaration. Another appropriate process may include, for example, a master EIR, a master
environmental assessment, approval of housing and neighborhood commercial facilities in urban
areas, approval of residential projects pursuant to a specific plans described in section 15182,
approval of residential projects consistent with a community plan, general plan or zoning as
described in section 15183, or an environmental document prepared under a State certified




regulatory program. The lead agency shall then ascertain which effects, if any, should be
analyzed in a later EIR or negative declaration.

15064. DETERMINING THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
CAUSED BY A PROJECT

(h) (1) When assessing whether a cumulative effect requires an EIR, the lead agency shall
consider whether the cumulative impact is significant and whether the effects of the project are
cumulatively considerable. An EIR must be prepared if the cumulative impact may be significant
and the project’s incremental effect, though individually limited, is cumulatively considerable.
“Cumulatively considerable” means that the incremental effects of an individual project are
significant when viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, the effects of other
current projects, and the effects of probable future projects.

(2) A lead agency may determine in an initial study that a project’s contribution to a
significant cumulative impact will be rendered less than cumulatively considerable and thus is
not significant. When a project might contribute to a significant cumulative impact, but the
contribution will be rendered less than cumulatively considerable through mitigation measures
set forth in a mitigated negative declaration, the initial study shall briefly indicate and explain
how the contribution has been rendered less than cumulatively considerable.

(3) A lead agency may determine that a project’s incremental contribution to a
cumulative effect is not cumulatively considerable if the project will comply with the
requirements in a previously approved plan or mitigation program (including, but not limited to,
water quality control plan, air quality attainment or maintenance plan, integrated waste
management plan, habitat conservation plan, natural community conservation plan, plans or
regulations for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions) that provides specific requirements
that will avoid or substantially lessen the cumulative problem within the geographic area in
which the project is located. Such plans or programs must be specified in law or adopted by the
public agency with jurisdiction over the affected resources through a public review process to
implement, interpret, or make specific the law enforced or administered by the public
agency. When relying on a plan, regulation or program, the lead agency should explain how
implementing the particular requirements in the plan, requlation or program ensure that the
project’s incremental contribution to the cumulative effect is not cumulatively considerable. If
there is substantial evidence that the possible effects of a particular project are still cumulatively
considerable notwithstanding that the project complies with the specified plan or mitigation
program addressing the cumulative problem, an EIR must be prepared for the project.

(4) The mere existence of significant cumulative impacts caused by other projects alone
shall not constitute substantial evidence that the proposed project’s incremental effects are
cumulatively considerable.




15064.4. DETERMINING THE SIGNIFICANCE OF IMPACTS FROM GREENHOUSE
GAS EMISSIONS

(b) A lead agency should consider the following factors, among others, when assessing the
significance of impacts from greenhouse gas emissions on the environment:

(3) The extent to which the project complies with regulations or requirements adopted to
implement a statewide, regional, or local plan for the reduction or mitigation of greenhouse gas
emissions. Such requirements must be adopted by the relevant public agency through a public
review process and must reduce or mitigate the project’s incremental contribution of greenhouse
gas emissions. If there is substantial evidence that the possible effects of a particular project are
still cumulatively considerable notwithstanding compliance with the adopted regulations or
requirements, an EIR must be prepared for the project.

15065. MANDATORY FINDINGS OF SIGNIFICANCE

(a) A lead agency shall find that a project may have a significant effect on the environment and
thereby require an EIR to be prepared for the project where there is substantial evidence, in light
of the whole record, that any of the following conditions may occur:

(3) The project has possible environmental effects that are individually limited but
cumulatively considerable. “Cumulatively considerable” means that the incremental effects of an
individual project are significant when viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, the
effects of other current projects, and the effects of probable future projects.

15126.4 CONSIDERATION AND DISCUSSION OF MITIGATION MEASURES
PROPOSED TO MINIMIZE SIGNIFICANT EFFECTS.

(c) Mitigation Measures Related to Greenhouse Gas Emissions.

Consistent with section 15126.4(a), lead agencies shall consider feasible means, supported by
substantial evidence and subject to monitoring or reporting, of mitigating the significant effects
of greenhouse gas emissions. Measures to mitigate the significant effects of greenhouse gas
emissions may include, among others:

(5) In the case of the adoption of a plan, such as a general plan, long range development
plan, or plans for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, mitigation may include the
identification of specific measures that may be implemented on a project-by-project basis.
Mitigation may also include the incorporation of specific measures or policies found in an
adopted ordinance or regulation that reduces the cumulative effect of emissions.

15130. DISCUSSION OF CUMULATIVE IMPACTS

(a) An EIR shall discuss cumulative impacts of a project when the project’s incremental effect is
cumulatively considerable, as defined in section 15065 (a)(3). Where a lead agency is examining
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a project with an incremental effect that is not “cumulatively considerable,” a lead agency need
not consider that effect significant, but shall briefly describe its basis for concluding that the
incremental effect is not cumulatively considerable.

(1) As defined in Section 15355, a cumulative impact consists of an impact which is
created as a result of the combination of the project evaluated in the EIR together with other
projects causing related impacts. An EIR should not discuss impacts which do not result in part
from the project evaluated in the EIR.

(2) When the combined cumulative impact associated with the project’s incremental
effect and the effects of other projects is not significant, the EIR shall briefly indicate why the
cumulative impact is not significant and is not discussed in further detail in the EIR. A lead
agency shall identify facts and analysis supporting the lead agency’s conclusion that the
cumulative impact is less than significant.

(3) An EIR may determine that a project’s contribution to a significant cumulative impact
will be rendered less than cumulatively considerable and thus is not significant. A project’s
contribution is less than cumulatively considerable if the project is required to implement or fund
its fair share of a mitigation measure or measures designed to alleviate the cumulative impact.
The lead agency shall identify facts and analysis supporting its conclusion that the contribution
will be rendered less than cumulatively considerable.

(b) The discussion of cumulative impacts shall reflect the severity of the impacts and their
likelihood of occurrence, but the discussion need not provide as great detail as is provided for the
effects attributable to the project alone. The discussion should be guided by standards of
practicality and reasonableness, and should focus on the cumulative impact to which the
identified other projects contribute rather than the attributes of other projects which do not
contribute to the cumulative impact. The following elements are necessary to an adequate
discussion of significant cumulative impacts:

(1) Either:

(A) A list of past, present, and probable future projects producing related or
cumulative impacts, including, if necessary, those projects outside the control of the agency, or

(B) A summary of projections contained in an adopted local, regional or statewide
plan, or related planning document, that describes or evaluates conditions contributing to the
cumulative effect. Such plans may include: a general plan, regional transportation plan, or plans
for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. A summary of projections may also be contained
in an adopted or certified prior environmental document for such a plan. Such projections may be
supplemented with additional information such as a regional modeling program. Any such
document shall be referenced and made available to the public at a location specified by the lead
agency.




(2) When utilizing a list, as suggested in paragraph (1) of subdivision (b), factors to
consider when determining whether to include a related project should include the nature of each
environmental resource being examined, the location of the project and its type. Location may be
important, for example, when water quality impacts are at issue since projects outside the
watershed would probably not contribute to a cumulative effect. Project type may be important,
for example, when the impact is specialized, such as a particular air pollutant or mode of traffic.

(3) Lead agencies should define the geographic scope of the area affected by the
cumulative effect and provide a reasonable explanation for the geographic limitation used.

(4) A summary of the expected environmental effects to be produced by those projects
with specific reference to additional information stating where that information is available; and

(5) A reasonable analysis of the cumulative impacts of the relevant projects. An EIR shall
examine reasonable, feasible options for mitigating or avoiding the project’s contribution to any
significant cumulative effects.

(c) With some projects, the only feasible mitigation for cumulative impacts may involve the
adoption of ordinances or regulations rather than the imposition of conditions on a project-by
project-basis.

(d) Previously approved land use documents, including, but not limited to, general plans, specific
plans, regional transportation plans, plans for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, and
local coastal plans may be used in cumulative impact analysis. A pertinent discussion of
cumulative impacts contained in one or more previously certified EIRs may be incorporated by
reference pursuant to the provisions for tiering and program EIRs. No further cumulative impacts
analysis is required when a project is consistent with a general, specific, master or comparable
programmatic plan where the lead agency determines that the regional or areawide cumulative
impacts of the proposed project have already been adequately addressed, as defined in section
15152(f), in a certified EIR for that plan.

(e) If a cumulative impact was adequately addressed in a prior EIR for a community plan, zoning
action, or general plan, and the project is consistent with that plan or action, then an EIR for such
a project should not further analyze that cumulative impact, as provided in Section 15183(j).

15300.2. EXCEPTIONS

(b) Cumulative Impact. All exemptions for these classes are inapplicable when the cumulative
impact of successive projects of the same type in the same place, over time is significant.

15355. CUMULATIVE IMPACTS

“Cumulative impacts” refers to two or more individual effects which, when considered together,
are considerable or which compound or increase other environmental impacts.




(a) The individual effects may be changes resulting from a single project or a number of separate
projects.

(b) The cumulative impact from several projects is the change in the environment which results
from the incremental impact of the project when added to other closely related past, present, and
reasonably foreseeable probable future projects. Cumulative impacts can result from individually
minor but collectively significant projects taking place over a period of time.




