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General Overview of California
Environmental Quality Act

Enacted in 1970

The Basic Purposes of CEQA:

1. Inform governmental decision-makers and 
the public about the potential, significant 
environmental effects of proposed activities.

2. Identify the ways that environmental 
damage can be avoided or significant 
reduced.
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3. Prevent significant, avoidable damage to the 
environment by requiring changes in 
projects through the use of alternatives or 
mitigation measures when the 
governmental agency finds the changes to 
be feasible.

4. Disclose to the public the reasons why a 
governmental agency approved the project 
in the manner the agency chose if 
significant environmental effects are 
involved.

(California State CEQA Guidelines Section 15002)

Is the Project Subject to CEQA 
or is it Exempt from CEQA?

Applies to all “discretionary” projects that 
are undertaken by a public agency or a 

private person or entity that may have a 
significant impact on the environment
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The Initial Study

Will the project have a 
significant effect on the 

environment?

Negative Declaration or 
Mitigated Negative Declaration 

(MND)

Can all potential significant environmental 
impacts be mitigated to a level of 

insignificance?

Negative Declaration or (MND)

 Circulate the Negative Declaration of MND for 
public review.

 Lead agency receives and considers comments on 
the document.

 No formal written responses to comments required 
from lead agency.

 Lead agency is to complete document within 180 
days from deeming project application complete.
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Environmental Impact Report

Must prepare an EIR if there is a “fair 
argument” that the project may cause a 

significant impact on the 
environmental

 Lead Agency prepares a draft EIR, distributes to 
public for a minimum of 30 days for public 
comment.

 Lead Agency must prepare written responses to 
comments to be included in a final EIR.

 Draft EIR should normally be less than 150 pages 
and for projects of “unusual scope or complexity 
should normally be less than 300 pages.”

 Final EIR will include:
 Comments and responses to Draft EIR.
 Changes to the Draft EIR.
 Any other relevant information from lead agency.

 At least 10 days before certifying EIR, lead agency 
must provide written responses to all public agency 
comments.

 Lead agency is to complete and certify EIR within 
one year from deeming project application 
complete.
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 EIR:
 Does the EIR provide the information that you need?

 Does it identify the significant environmental 
impacts and recommend mitigation measures and 
alternatives?

 Adopt all Feasible Mitigation Measures or Alternatives.
 Mitigation Measures may be technically, 

economically, or socially infeasible
 EIR certification is separate from a project approval.

 Adopt a “Statement of Overriding 
Considerations” for all impacts that are not 
mitigated.

 The purpose of CEQA is not to generate 
paper, but to compel government at all levels 
to make decisions with environmental 
consequences in mind.
(Bozung v. LAFCO (1975) 13 Cal.3d 263)

CEQA requires that decisions be informed 
and balanced.  It must not be subverted 

into an instrument for the oppression and 
delay of social, economic, or recreational 

development or advancement.

(Laurel Heights Improvement Assoc. v. Regents of U.C.
(1993) 6 Cal.4th 1112 and Citizens of Goleta Valley v. Board of 

Supervisors (1990) 52 Cal.3d 553)
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The EIR process will enable the public 
to determine the environmental and 
economic values of their elected and 
appointed officials thus allowing for 
appropriate action come election day 

should a majority of the voters 
disagree.

(People v. County of Kern, 39 Cal.App.3d 830)




















































