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The George Washington University Regulatory Studies Center improves regulatory policy 

through research, education, and outreach. As part of its mission, the Center conducts careful and 

independent analyses of regulatory institutions, administrative processes, and proposals affecting 

the development and implementation of public policy. This comment on the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency3s Fiscal Year 2027 Evidence Plan does not represent the views of any 

particular party or special interest. Rather, it is intended to provide recommendations on how 

evaluation and evidence-building tools can strengthen regulatory decision-making, permitting 

reform, and continuous learning within the Agency in the public interest. 

Introduction 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) FY2027 Evidence Plan outlines the 

Agency’s priorities for evidence-building, evaluation, and organizational learning in support of 

its strategic goals. The Evidence Plan identifies key research questions, evaluation activities, and 

data collection efforts intended to improve agency decision-making, program performance, and 

operational effectiveness. The Plan serves as EPA’s annual implementation agenda under the 
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Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act4 and identifies how the Agency intends to 

generate and use evidence to improve outcomes for the public and the environment 

The EPA Evidence Plan focuses on three priority areas. First, EPA seeks to develop and pilot 

evidence-based approaches for assessing whether certain high-funded FY2026 grant programs 

are achieving environmental and public health outcomes while serving as effective stewards of 

taxpayer resources. To support this effort, the Agency plans to refine performance metrics, 

strengthen evaluation methodologies, identify data limitations, and pilot new approaches in at 

least one grant program. Second, EPA aims to identify permitting reforms that could reduce the 

time, uncertainty, and costs associated with environmental permitting. Building on information 

collected in FY2026, the Agency will conduct document reviews, interviews with subject matter 

experts, and internal reviews to determine which permitting improvements merit further 

exploration, testing, evaluation, or broader implementation. Third, EPA seeks to examine 

opportunities to expand automation and artificial intelligence within permitting operations by 

identifying common requirements and existing automated processes across the Electronic 

Permitting System (EPS) and the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), 

with the goal of improving efficiency, consistency, and transparency in permitting workflows. 

The Evidence Plan has implications for a wide range of stakeholders. Affected parties include 

EPA program offices, State and Tribal environmental agencies, regulated industries that rely on 

environmental permits, grant recipients, and members of the public.The permitting initiatives 

may be particularly consequential for businesses and infrastructure projects that depend on 

timely permit approvals, while the grant evaluation efforts could influence future funding 

priorities and resource allocation decisions. Similarly, the Agency’s exploration of automation 

and AI may affect how permitting and compliance activities are administered in the future. 

The topics selected by EPA suggest potentially significant long-term implications. Improvements 

in grant effectiveness could influence the allocation of billions of dollars in federal 

environmental funding, while permitting reforms may affect investment timelines, regulatory 

certainty, administrative efficiency, and environmental outcomes. Likewise, successful 

deployment of automation and AI technologies could substantially alter agency operations and 

reduce administrative burdens across permitting programs. As a result, the Evidence Plan 

represents an important opportunity to strengthen evidence-based governance and improve both 

regulatory implementation and program performance across the Agency. However, one area that 

could benefit from improved valuation methods is regulation.  

While the Evidence Plan identifies important evidence-building priorities, several opportunities 

exist to strengthen the Agency’s approach to evaluation and learning. This commentary focuses 

on three areas. First, it discusses how EPA can improve grant evaluations by developing 
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stakeholder-informed theories of change and standardized outcome frameworks. Second, it 

examines how evaluation methods can be more systematically incorporated into permitting 

reform efforts to assess whether proposed changes actually reduce permitting timelines, costs, 

and uncertainty while maintaining environmental protections. Third, it considers how EPA can 

evaluate automation and AI initiatives through clear performance metrics, stakeholder 

engagement, and ongoing monitoring to ensure these technologies improve administrative 

effectiveness without creating unintended consequences. The suggestions in each of these areas 

are also relevant to improving ex-post regulatory evaluation.  

Strengthening EPA’s Approach to Grant Evaluation 

The Evidence Plan appropriately acknowledges several challenges inherent in evaluating the 

effectiveness of EPA grant programs. The Agency recognizes that grant programs vary 

substantially in their objectives and pathways, making a one-size-fits-all evaluation framework 

inappropriate. Some grants directly support environmental remediation or infrastructure 

improvements, while others provide technical assistance, training, capacity building, or 

partnership development. In addition, many environmental and public health outcomes emerge 

only after substantial periods of time and are influenced by numerous factors beyond the 

activities funded through a single grant program. EPA also notes practical challenges related to 

data availability, inconsistent reporting practices, and the difficulty of identifying measurable 

outcomes for programs whose effects are indirect or long-term. The Evidence Plan demonstrates 

a thoughtful awareness of these limitations and appropriately proposes to refine metrics, identify 

information gaps, and pilot evaluation approaches before turning to broader implementation. 

As EPA develops its evaluation framework, it may be useful to begin with explicit program 

theories or logic models for the grant programs selected for review. Different grant programs 

operate through distinct causal pathways and therefore require different approaches to 

performance measurement. For example, a technical assistance grant may seek to improve 

environmental outcomes indirectly by increasing knowledge, strengthening local capacity, or 

improving compliance practices, whereas a remediation grant may pursue more direct 

environmental or public health outcomes. Developing clear theories of change can help identify 

appropriate indicators at different stages of the results chain. Explicit theories of change can also 

clarify the assumptions underlying program design, identify critical causal linkages between 

activities and outcomes, and guide the selection of evidence and performance measures needed 

to assess progress toward intended outcomes.5 Such an approach can also help ensure that 

evaluation metrics reflect the unique objectives of each program rather than imposing uniform 

measures across fundamentally different interventions. 

 

5  Kathryn E. Newcomer & N. Hart, Evidence-Building and Evaluation in Government (2022) 
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As EPA develops program-specific theories of change, it should consider engaging grantees, 

State and Tribal partners, local implementers, and other stakeholders in the process of identifying 

how grant-funded activities are expected to produce environmental and public health outcomes. 

Early engagement can also improve the feasibility and utility of evaluation efforts by 

incorporating implementation knowledge, identifying data limitations, and ensuring that 

evidence-building activities address questions that are relevant to program managers and 

decision makers.6 Stakeholder engagement can help validate assumptions underlying causal 

pathways, identify contextual factors that influence implementation, and improve the selection of 

meaningful performance measures. Developing a shared understanding of how activities are 

expected to lead to outcomes before selecting evaluation metrics can strengthen both program 

design and subsequent evaluation efforts. 

The Agency may also benefit from adopting evaluation approaches that emphasize 

contribution—rather than direct attribution—when assessing long-term environmental and public 

health outcomes.7 In many cases, it will not be possible to determine whether a specific grant 

program directly caused observed changes in outcomes such as reduced pollution exposure or 

improved health conditions. Environmental and public health outcomes are typically shaped by 

multiple programs, policy interventions, economic conditions, and local implementation factors. 

In these circumstances, theory-based approaches such as contribution analysis can provide a 

more realistic assessment of whether and how grant-funded activities contributed to observed 

changes. Consistent with EPA’s discussion of proxy measures and interim outcomes, evaluations 

may be strengthened by explicitly distinguishing among outputs, intermediate outcomes, and 

long-term outcomes. For example, technical assistance activities, training participation, and 

community engagement efforts may be treated as outputs; improved compliance, enhanced 

monitoring capacity, or emission reductions may serve as intermediate outcomes; and 

improvements in environmental quality or human health may represent long-term outcomes that 

emerge over time. 

Finally, EPA’s emphasis on refining metrics and collecting additional performance data could be 

complemented by greater use of mixed-methods approaches for evaluation. Quantitative 

indicators are essential for assessing performance across large grant portfolios, but they may not 

fully capture how and why particular outcomes occur. Interviews with grantees, case studies, 

implementation assessments, and other qualitative methods can provide valuable insight into 

contextual factors, implementation challenges, and mechanisms of change that are difficult to 

observe through administrative data alone. This may be particularly important for technical 

assistance, training, and capacity-building programs where meaningful outcomes often occur 

 

6  Kathryn E. Newcomer & N. Hart, Evidence-Building and Evaluation in Government (2022) 
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through changes in organizational behavior, institutional capacity, or decision-making processes. 

Drawing on multiple sources and types of evidence can provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of program performance and support more informed decision-making than 

reliance on any single metric or data source alone.8 

More broadly, EPA’s proposed approach to grant evaluation highlights the importance of 

identifying measurable outcomes, establishing appropriate performance metrics, and planning for 

evidence collection before implementation. These same principles may also prove valuable in 

evaluating permitting reforms and other regulatory modernization efforts, reinforcing the broader 

goal of advancing evidence-based governance across the Agency. 

Applying Evaluation Principles to Permitting Reform 

The Evidence Plan identifies permitting reform as a priority area for evidence-building and seeks 

to determine which initiatives, partnerships, and process reforms can most effectively reduce the 

time, uncertainty, and costs associated with environmental permitting. The Agency proposes to 

build on information gathered in FY2026 through document reviews, interviews with subject 

matter experts, and internal assessments to identify permitting improvements that merit 

additional testing, evaluation, or broader implementation. This focus reflects growing 

recognition that permitting processes play a critical role in achieving environmental objectives 

while also affecting investment decisions, infrastructure development, and deployment of new 

technologies. 

EPA’s focus on permitting reform also reflects broader Administration priorities regarding 

permitting efficiency and infrastructure development. Recent executive actions, including 

Executive Order 14154, “Unleashing American Energy,”9 and the April 2025 Presidential 

Memorandum, “Updating Permitting Technology for the 21st Century,”10 emphasized reducing 

permitting delays, modernizing environmental review processes, and improving interagency 

coordination. These initiatives help explain EPA’s increased emphasis on permitting reform and 

permitting technology modernization within the FY2027 Evidence Plan. 

The Agency’s emphasis on permitting reform presents an important opportunity to apply 

evaluation principles to regulatory implementation. Regulatory analysis has traditionally focused 

on ex ante assessments of anticipated costs and benefits.11 However, permitting systems 

themselves can be viewed as programs or administrative interventions that are capable of being 

systematically evaluated. The central question is not simply whether a permitting reform appears 

 

8 Kathryn E. Newcomer & N. Hart, Evidence-Building and Evaluation in Government (2022) 
9 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/01/29/2025-01956/unleashing-american-energy 
10 https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/updating-permitting-technology-for-the-21st-century/ 
11 Susan E. Dudley, Retrospective Evaluation of Chemical Regulations, OECD Environment Working Paper No. 

118, 2017 
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promising, but whether it demonstrably improves regulatory performance while maintaining 

environmental protections. Consistent with the principles of evidence-based regulation12, EPA 

should consider establishing a framework for measuring permitting outcomes before 

implementing reforms at scale. Such a framework would allow the Agency to determine which 

changes produce meaningful improvements and which may require modification. 

Because environmental permitting programs are generally established by statute, evaluation 

efforts should focus primarily on the effectiveness of permitting administration and process 

reforms rather than on the underlying requirement to issue permits. EPA’s proposed permitting 

initiatives are aimed at improving how permits are reviewed, coordinated, and issued through 

process improvements, modernization efforts, stakeholder engagement, and technological 

innovations. The relevant evaluation question is therefore whether these reforms improve 

administrative performance, reduce unnecessary delays and uncertainty, enhance transparency 

and coordination, and maintain environmental protections. Clearly defining the aspects of 

permitting reform that are being evaluated can help ensure that performance measures and 

evidence-building activities are aligned with EPA’s stated objectives. 

A useful starting point would be the development of clearly defined performance metrics aligned 

with EPA’s stated objectives of reducing permitting time, uncertainty, and costs. While these 

goals are identified in the Evidence Plan, additional specificity regarding how success will be 

measured would strengthen future evaluation efforts. Potential indicators could include permit 

processing times, variability in review timelines, permit backlogs, frequency of requests for 

additional information, stakeholder satisfaction, compliance outcomes, and measures of 

environmental performance following permit issuance. Establishing baseline data and 

performance targets would facilitate comparison of permitting approaches over time and provide 

a foundation for retrospective evaluation. 

Before implementing and evaluating permitting reforms, EPA should work with permit 

applicants, State, Tribal, and local permitting authorities, and community representatives to 

articulate the underlying theory of change connecting proposed reforms to intended outcomes. 

Different stakeholders may hold different assumptions regarding the causes of permitting delays, 

uncertainty, or administrative burden. Explicitly identifying and testing these assumptions can 

help ensure that evaluation efforts measure outcomes that are both meaningful and causally 

linked to the reforms being implemented. Such stakeholder-informed theories of change can also 

improve transparency and provide a stronger foundation for retrospective review. 

EPA’s commitment to cooperative federalism and stakeholder engagement should also be 

reflected in the design and evaluation of permitting reforms. Because many environmental 

permitting programs are implemented jointly by federal, state, Tribal, and local authorities, 

 

12  Peacock, Miller, and Perez, A Proposed Framework for Evidence-Based Regulation (2017) 
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successful reform depends not only on administrative efficiency but also on meaningful 

participation by affected stakeholders throughout the permitting process. Evaluation efforts 

should therefore assess whether permitting reforms improve transparency, communication, and 

opportunities for engagement among regulated entities, community members, Tribal 

governments, state agencies, and other interested parties. Particular attention should be given to 

Tribal consultation and participation, as Tribal governments often possess unique environmental 

knowledge, regulatory responsibilities, and perspectives regarding environmental stewardship. 

Incorporating stakeholder and Tribal perspectives into permitting evaluations through interviews, 

surveys, focus groups, and other participatory methods can help EPA better understand how 

reforms affect different constituencies and identify implementation challenges that may not be 

evident through administrative performance metrics alone. 

Finally, EPA should consider incorporating retrospective review into the design of permitting 

reforms from the outset. Permitting reforms are particularly well suited to this type of continuous 

learning approach because implementation outcomes can differ substantially from initial 

expectations. Planning for evaluation before reforms are deployed, including establishing 

baseline conditions, identifying outcome measures, and collecting implementation data, would 

allow EPA to determine which reforms most effectively reduce administrative burdens while 

preserving environmental and public health protections. Such an approach would advance the 

broader goal of evidence-based regulation by ensuring that permitting decisions are informed not 

only by projected outcomes but also by systematic learning from real-world implementation 

experience. 

At the same time, EPA should recognize the methodological limitations associated with 

evaluating permitting reforms. Environmental permitting decisions are often highly context-

specific and shaped by differences in project characteristics, geographic conditions, statutory 

requirements, environmental risks, and interagency coordination processes. As a result, 

permitting outcomes may not always lend themselves to straightforward econometric comparison 

or causal attribution using traditional counterfactual approaches. In many cases, retrospective 

evaluation may therefore rely more heavily on project-level case studies, benchmarking, 

administrative performance data, process evaluations, and mixed-methods approaches to assess 

whether reforms improve efficiency, coordination, transparency, and environmental outcomes 

across different permitting contexts. 

While permitting reform provides a useful context for applying evaluation tools and retrospective 

review, these same principles may be even more broadly applicable to EPA’s regulatory 

activities, where agencies must assess whether regulatory interventions achieve their intended 

environmental, public health, and other statutory objectives. Evidence-based regulation 

emphasizes the importance of establishing clear objectives, identifying measurable outcomes, 

collecting baseline information, and planning for retrospective review, so that agencies can 

assess whether regulations achieve their intended goals and identify opportunities for 
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improvement. The stakeholder-informed theories of change, performance measures, and 

evaluation frameworks discussed above could also strengthen retrospective review of regulations 

by comparing anticipated outcomes with observed results and using that evidence to inform 

future regulatory design, implementation, modification, or repeal. Incorporating evaluation 

planning into regulatory design from the outset would support continuous learning and advance 

EPA’s broader evidence-building goals.13  

Permitting efficiency is not solely an administrative concern; it can also influence environmental 

outcomes. Excessive delays and uncertainty may discourage or postpone investments in facility 

modernization, infrastructure upgrades, and deployment of cleaner technologies. Evaluating 

permitting reforms should therefore include consideration of both administrative outcomes and 

broader environmental impacts to ensure that permitting systems support, rather than 

inadvertently hinder, environmental progress. 

Measuring the Effectiveness of Automation and AI in Permitting 

Workflows 

The Evidence Plan identifies automation and AI as potential tools for improving operational 

efficiency within EPA permitting programs. Specifically, the Agency proposes identifying 

common requirements across the EPS and NPDES workflows and assessing opportunities to 

expand automated processes across permitting activities. These efforts have the potential to 

improve administrative efficiency, reduce duplicative processes, increase consistency across 

permitting programs, and support more timely permit review. However, the current evidence-

building activities proposed in the Plan focus primarily on identifying automation opportunities 

rather than establishing a framework for evaluating whether automation and AI ultimately 

achieve their intended outcomes. 

As EPA expands the use of automation and AI technologies, it should develop a clear theory of 

change linking technological inputs to expected outputs and outcomes. Such a framework would 

help articulate how specific technological interventions are expected to influence permitting 

processes and organizational performance. For example, automation may reduce manual data 

entry requirements, standardize workflow management, or improve information sharing across 

permitting programs. These intermediate outputs should then be linked to measurable outcomes 

such as shorter permitting timelines, reduced administrative costs, lower error rates, improved 

consistency of permit reviews, and enhanced stakeholder experiences. Explicitly defining these 

causal pathways would strengthen future evaluation efforts and provide a basis for assessing 

 

13  Peacock, Miller, and Perez, A Proposed Framework for Evidence-Based Regulation; Dudley, Retrospective 
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whether observed improvements are attributable to technological innovations rather than other 

organizational or procedural changes. 

The Agency should also establish performance measures and baseline indicators prior to broader 

implementation of automation initiatives. Potential measures could include permit processing 

times, staff workload, application completeness rates, rework requirements, permit backlog 

trends, user satisfaction, and administrative costs. Collecting baseline data before 

implementation would allow EPA to assess changes over time and determine whether 

automation efforts generate meaningful improvements relative to existing practices. Where 

feasible, pilot testing and phased implementation approaches could further support causal 

assessment by allowing comparisons across programs, regions, or implementation stages. 

As EPA evaluates opportunities to expand automation across permitting programs, it should 

incorporate a structured benchmarking component into its evidence-building activities. Rather 

than conducting a broad review of state practices, EPA should identify three to five leading states 

that have successfully implemented permitting modernization efforts, such as digital permitting 

systems, online application portals, automated workflow management tools, or integrated data-

sharing platforms. EPA could then conduct interviews with permitting officials, technology 

managers, and other stakeholders and examine pre- and post-implementation performance data to 

assess impacts on permit processing times, backlog reduction, transparency, administrative 

burden, and user satisfaction. This targeted comparative approach would generate more 

actionable evidence regarding which reforms produced measurable improvements, under what 

conditions they succeeded, and which practices may be transferable to federal permitting 

programs. 

EPA may also benefit from examining ongoing federal efforts to apply AI to environmental 

review and permitting processes, such as the Department of Energy and Pacific Northwest 

National Laboratory’s PermitAI initiative,14 which seeks to use large language models, 

searchable environmental review datasets, and workflow automation tools to support permitting 

activities. Such initiatives may provide useful lessons regarding both the potential benefits and 

practical limitations of deploying AI within complex, interagency permitting environments. 

Finally, EPA should incorporate stakeholder engagement and ongoing monitoring into its AI-

related evidence-building activities. Permitting systems affect a diverse set of stakeholders, 

including regulated entities, State and Tribal partners, local communities, and EPA staff. Their 

experiences can provide valuable information regarding system usability, transparency, 

efficiency, and potential unintended consequences. Regular feedback mechanisms and periodic 

evaluations would help ensure that automation initiatives support both administrative 

 

14  https://www.energy.gov/policy/articles/faster-better-permitting-permitai 
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effectiveness and public trust. By embedding evaluation principles throughout the design and 

implementation process, EPA can generate evidence not only about where automation can be 

deployed, but also about whether these technologies improve regulatory performance and 

advance the Agency’s broader mission of protecting human health and the environment. 

Conclusion 

EPA’s FY2027 Evidence Plan establishes an important foundation for evidence-building, 

organizational learning, and evidence-informed decision-making across the Agency. The 

proposed focus on grant evaluation, permitting modernization, and automation reflects a 

commitment to improving both program effectiveness and operational performance. To 

maximize the value of these efforts, EPA should ensure that evaluation activities are guided by 

clearly articulated theories of change, meaningful performance measures, stakeholder 

engagement, and systematic approaches to evidence collection and learning. More broadly, while 

the FY2027 Plan appropriately focuses on grants, permitting, and automation, EPA may also 

wish to consider how these same evidence-building principles can support future retrospective 

review of regulations. Because regulations are among the Agency’s most significant policy tools, 

establishing measurable objectives, collecting baseline information, engaging stakeholders, and 

planning for evaluation from the outset can strengthen EPA’s ability to assess whether regulatory 

interventions achieve intended environmental and public health outcomes, identify opportunities 

for improvement, and incorporate lessons learned into future policymaking. 

Going forward, EPA should: 

Develop stakeholder-informed theories of change for grant programs, permitting reforms, 

automation initiatives, regulations, and other future evaluation and organizational learning 

efforts. Clearly articulating the causal pathways between activities, outputs, and intended 

outcomes would improve metric selection, strengthen evaluation design, and ensure that 

evidence-building efforts reflect how programs and policy interventions are expected to achieve 

environmental and operational objectives. 

Establish clear performance measures and baseline indicators before implementing 

reforms or expanding automation initiatives. Metrics related to environmental outcomes, 

permit processing times, administrative costs, permit backlogs, consistency of reviews, 

stakeholder satisfaction, and organizational performance would enable more rigorous assessment 

of whether initiatives achieve their intended goals. This approach can also support future 

retrospective assessments of regulatory interventions by creating a foundation for comparing 

anticipated and observed outcomes over time. 

Apply evaluation principles more systematically to permitting administration and 

modernization efforts. EPA should incorporate retrospective review, performance monitoring, 

and outcome evaluation into the design of permitting reforms to determine which approaches 
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most effectively reduce permitting time, uncertainty, and costs while maintaining environmental 

protections. 

Strengthen stakeholder participation throughout evidence-building and evaluation 

activities. Engaging State and Tribal partners, permit applicants, regulated entities, community 

representatives, grantees, and EPA staff can improve theories of change, validate assumptions, 

identify implementation challenges, and provide a more complete understanding of program 

performance and permitting outcomes. 

Expand the use of mixed-methods evaluation approaches. Combining quantitative 

performance data with interviews, case studies, implementation assessments, focus groups, and 

other qualitative methods can provide deeper insight into why programs succeed or encounter 

challenges and improve interpretation of evaluation findings. 

Incorporate benchmarking and lessons learned from successful permitting modernization 

efforts. Systematically reviewing experiences from states and other jurisdictions that have 

implemented digital permitting systems, workflow automation, and related technologies can help 

EPA identify effective implementation practices, meaningful performance measures, and 

transferable innovations. 

Embed continuous learning and adaptive management across all three priority areas. 

Establishing mechanisms to regularly assess outcomes, incorporate stakeholder feedback, and 

refine approaches based on evidence will help ensure that grant evaluations, permitting reforms, 

and automation initiatives contribute to long-term organizational learning and improved 

regulatory performance. 


