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Water values 
as a special 
case



Research Questions:

1. What is the extent of missing 
benefits in EA of the CWA?

1. What values, and whose 
values are underrepresented 
or under -counted?

1. What are the implications of 
these missing benefits for 
clean water policy?



Past research



Dataset: OIRA reports to Congress back to 1995

Benefit type 
○ Cultural, Ecological, Economic, Human Health, Recreation

CWA Policy
○ Effluent Standards, NPDES, WOTUS…

EJ Considerations
○ Equity, Environmental Justice 

Missing Benefits Verbiage
○ Unquantified, Unmonetized, Quantified but unmonetized?

Contaminant/Concern
○ Cooling water intake structures,  oil, a milieu of pollutants, 

CAFO’s…
Year

○ 1993-2015

Coded in ATLAS.ti for:



Economic and Benefits Analysis of the Final 2008 
Ves s el General Permit (VGP)

2019 Regulatory Impact Analys is , Clean Water Act 
Hazardous  Subs tances  Spill Prevention Final Action

Economic Analysis for the Navigable Waters Protection 
Rule: Definition of “Waters of the United States” (2020)

Insight #1: Lots of 
missing benefits



Insight #2: But getting better over time?



Insight #3: Most common missing benefits were…

Obs: 14



Insight #4: Not much on equity/distribution

(2004)

(1998)
(2014)

Excerpts from section on 
E.O. 12898



Policy implications

In the case of missing benefits agencies 
should…. “exercise professional judgment in 
determining how important the non-
quantified benefits or costs may be[,]” and, 
to carry out a breakeven analysis if they are 
determined to be “important.”

But also notes that CBA “is less useful,” and 
“can even be misleading because the 
calculation of net benefits in such cases 
does not provide a full evaluation of all 
relevant benefits and costs.”



“fully accounts for regulatory benefits that are difficult or 
impossible to quantify”

“propose procedures that take into account the distributional 
consequences of regulations, including as part of any quantitative 
or qualitative analysis of the costs and benefits of regulations, to 
ensure that regulatory initiatives appropriately benefit and do not 
inappropriately burden disadvantaged, vulnerable, or marginalized 
communities”

“Justice40 is a whole-of-government effort to ensure that Federal 
agencies work with states and local communities to make good on 
President Biden’s promise to deliver at least 40 percent of the 
overall benefits from Federal investments in climate and clean 
energy to disadvantaged communities.”
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On one hand…. “There is some sense, after all, in setting standards based 
on the information you have, rather than the information you wish you had.”

On the other hand…

“typically leads to the optimistic suggestion that the problem can be solved 
simply by a renewed commitment to research aimed at quantifying 
unquantified benefits.” 

Policy implications



Reliability & Accuracy Requirements

Awareness Accounting Prioritizing Instrument 
Design

Litigation

Shaping minds,
Growing 
awareness,
Establishing 
common 
language

Strategic use,
Prioritizing 
actions,
Assessing 
tradeoffs

Balance 
sheets,
Cost-benefit 
assessments

Setting 
incentives, 
Targeting 
actors

Damage and 
compensation 
claims

Raising 
Awareness

Setting
Priorities 

Accounting Designing
Instruments

Litigation

Adapted from Gómez-Baggethun et al. Ecol Econ 2013

Time & Resources

“The price you pay for precision is an 
inability to deal with real-world issues" 

- Douglass C. North

Policy implications



Feedback on next steps
1. How to ensure we’ve captured the full set of RIAs/EAs?

1. Additional coding prompts?

1. Other insights to search for?

1. Compare with EAs for CAA?

1. Have existing studies already done this?

keeler@umn.edu



Assumptions of economic analysis:
1. Values for clean water can be 

expressed through a consumer 
choice model, preferences observed 
at level of individual, at the margin

2. People are rational, have full 
information, well formed 
preferences 

3. Goal: maximize net social welfare, 
assuming those who gain could 
compensate losers and still be better 
off

1. Not all benefits are valued
2. Preferences of the rich 

receive more weight than 
poor

3. Historical and social context 
not considered

4. Missing other policy criteria
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