
   
   

  

 

SINGLE AND COMPLETE PROJECT 
Building Responsibly: Navigating USACE 
Regulations for Your Project 

Presented by: 
Edgar W. Garcia 
Senior Project Manager, Tampa Regulatory Section 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Good morning/afternoon everyone. 
I’m Edgar Garcia, and I’m here today to talk about something that often feels complex and daunting to those embarking on construction or development projects: the regulatory requirements of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.
It's easy to see these regulations as hurdles, but I want to show you how understanding them can actually benefit your project, protect our environment, and ultimately, save you time and money.  
We'll focus on what's called “single and complete projects.”  Let's dive in.
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The Big Picture: Why Regulations? 

 Section 404 of the Clean Water Act 

• The core of USACE authority. 

• Protecting Wetlands: Vital ecosystems for flood control, water 

quality, wildlife habitat. 

 Section 10 Protecting Navigable Waters 

• Ensuring waterways remain usable for commerce, 

recreation, and the environment. 

 Balancing Development & Conservation 

• It's not about “stopping” projects but doing them responsibly. 

Image: Chamika Dilshan | Dreamstime.com https://images.app.goo.gl/12FWos2UqPdMvPhq8 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Before we get into the specifics, let's talk about why these regulations exist.  
At the heart of it is Section 404 of the Clean Water Act. This law gives the USACE the responsibility to protect the nation’s waters – and that includes wetlands.  
Why wetlands? They're incredible natural resources. They act like sponges, absorbing floodwaters, filtering pollutants, and providing homes for countless plants and animals.  
They also protect our navigable waters – the rivers, lakes, and streams that are essential for shipping, recreation, and the health of our ecosystems.  
The USACE’s role isn't to prevent development, but to ensure it's done in a way that minimizes harm and, where possible, enhances the environment.


https://images.app.goo.gl/12FWos2UqPdMvPhq8
https://Dreamstime.com


US Army Corps 
U.S. ARMY of Engineers ® 

  
  

   
 

   
   

 

 What is a Single and Complete Project? 

Definition: 33 CFR Part 325(d)(2)- All activities which the applicant plans to 
undertake which are reasonably related to the same project and for which a DA 
permit would be required should be included in the same permit application. 
District engineers should reject, as incomplete, any permit application which 
fails to comply with this requirement. 

For example, a permit application for a marina will include dredging required for 
access as well as any fill associated with construction of the marina. 

Definition (simplified): A single and complete project is a unified undertaking 
with a defined beginning and end, even if it's carried out in stages. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now, let's get to the core of today's discussion: the 'single and complete project' concept. 
This is crucial because the USACE evaluates projects based on their cumulative impacts, not just what's happening at a particular moment. 
A single and complete project isn't necessarily built all at once. It's a unified undertaking with a clear beginning and end, even if it’s phased. 
Think of a large housing development. Even if it's built in stages over several years, the USACE will look at the entire development plan when assessing its impact.  
Understanding this is the first step to navigating the regulatory process effectively.

So, lets dive into the concept 
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What is the Permit Area? 
As defined in 33 CFR Part 325 Appendix C (1)(g):Those areas comprising the waters 
of the United States that will be directly affected by the proposed work or structures 
and uplands directly affected as a result of authorizing the work or structures. The 
following three tests must all be satisfied for an activity undertaken outside the waters 
of the United States to be included within the "permit area.“ 

(i) Such activity would not occur but for the authorization of the work or structures 
within the waters of the United States; 

(ii) Such activity must be integrally related to the work or structures to be authorized 
within waters of the United States. Or, conversely, the work or structures to be 
authorized must be essential to the completeness of the overall project or 
program; and 

(iii) Such activity must be directly associated (first order impact) with the work or 
structures to be authorized. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Federal regulations defining the scope of permitted activities impacting Waters of the United States extend beyond the waterway itself to include adjacent uplands directly affected by the project. 
To be included within the “permit area,” any activity outside of those waters must meet three criteria: 
it wouldn’t happen without the work in the water, 
it must be closely connected to – or essential for completing – the work in the water, and 
it must be a direct result of authorizing the project, ensuring a comprehensive assessment of all environmental impacts stemming from the overall undertaking.
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Linear vs. Non-Linear Projects? 

Linear project: Is the portion of the total linear project proposed or 
accomplished by an owner-developer or partnership or other association 
of owners-developers that includes all crossings of a single water of the 
United States (i.e., a single waterbody) at a specific location. Individual 
channels in a braided stream or river, or individual arms of a large, 
irregularly shaped wetland or lake, etc., are not separate waterbodies, 
and crossings of such features cannot be considered separately. 

Examples Linear Projects: 
• A highway construction project (all segments) 
• A pipeline installation (entire length) 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Think about your daily life: highways, pipelines, power lines—they connect us. These are “linear projects.” 
Their regulation differs from projects tied to a specific place, like a shopping center or a housing development—those are “non-linear.” 
Understanding the distinction is crucial—because it changes how we count impacts and decide what must be reviewed. 
It’s the first test regulators apply: “Is this project a line? Or a spot?”
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   Linear vs. Non-Linear Projects? 

Non-linear project: For nonlinear projects, the term “single and 
complete project” is defined at 33 CFR 330.2(i) as the total project 
proposed or accomplished by one owner/developer or partnership or 
other association of owners/developers. A single and complete 
nonlinear project must have independent utility (see definition of 
“independent utility”).  Single and complete non-linear projects may not 
be “piecemealed” to avoid the limits in an NWP authorization. 

Examples Non-Linear Projects 
• A housing development (all phases) 
• A Commercial development 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s walk through a real example. 
A shopping center plan might affect three wetlands on one lot. If we looked at each wetland separately, we might miss the larger footprint. 
The law says: if it’s the same property, same owner, same blueprint—it’s one project. The total impact must be counted together. 
This stops us from carving up projects to dodge responsibility—and keeps environmental stewardship at the center of development.
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Linear & Non-Linear Projects Examples 

Utility Line & Long-distance Roads Subdivision 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This slide provides an example of the difference between a linear and a non-linear project. 
The one on the left is a linear project such as a utility line or road. 
On the right is a subdivision which would be considered one single and complete project. 
The linear project on the left would be comprised of two separate single and complete projects as indicated by the red circles (based on distance).
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What is Independent Utility? 

A project is considered to have independent utility if it would be 
constructed absent the construction of other projects in the 
project area.  Portions of a multi-phase project that depend 
upon other phases of the project do not have independent 
utility.  Phases of a project that would be constructed even if the 
other phases were not built can be considered as separate 
single and complete projects with independent utility. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now—here’s a story. Picture a developer submitting a plan for “just half a driveway,” claiming that’s all they need permitted now. 
But what use is half a driveway? That’s where “independent utility” comes in. 
The law asks: “Is this project useful all on its own?” If the answer is no, it doesn’t count as a complete project. 
This rule stops us from hiding impacts—because splitting projects into artificial bits puts wetlands and streams at risk.
Let’s dive into this a little more !
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Examples 
Single and Complete Projects? 

Roadway Project 

• No Federal Involvement Other than Corps Permit 

• No other Impacts in Waters of U.S. 
• Scope limited to directly-affected waters of U.S., and uplands in the immediate 
vicinity affecting/affected by regulated activity 
(e.g.  Adjacent road alignments, clearing for staging area, equipment access, etc.) 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here’s an example. A roadway project with a single crossing of a water of the US? Does it have “independent utility” ? 



US Army Corps 
U.S. ARMY of Engineers ® 

 

      

         

     

Examples 
Single and Complete Projects? 

5 mi. 

• Substantial Federal Control (Corps permit) 

• Substantial Impacts (Waters of U.S., ESA, and cultural) 

• One Permit Area or Two Permit Areas ? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
How about now? A roadway project with a multiple crossing of a water of the US? Does it have “independent utility” ? 

There are various crossings in this example.

The only difference between them is the implied distance between the wetlands and the wetland stream complex. 
On the left, the resources are close together and the crossing of the two wetlands by a proposed road would dictate that the road needs to cross the wetland and stream complex at a certain location. 
As such, as indicated by the 3 red circle, all of these crossings would be considered as part of one Single and Complete Project.  
In the right crossing, the distance between the resources is much greater and the first crossing doesn’t dictate the location of the next crossing; there is plenty of distance between the two wetlands and the wetland stream complex for the roadway to turn left or right and not even impact the wetland and stream complex or at least impact the areas at a different location. 
As such, as indicated by the two red circles, these crossings would be considered separate Single and Complete Projects. 
As mentioned before, this determination is made based on the consideration of distance between resources, landscape, type of project and other potential alternatives.
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Examples 
Single and Complete Projects? 

• Limited Direct Impacts 
• Limited Indirect Impacts 
• Limited Federal Control 
• No Other Impacts to 

Waters of U.S. 

Scope? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let get it all together.  A developer wants to build a new housing community. 
To get there, they need a road. Seems straightforward, right? 
Build the road, build the houses, move forward. 

But what if I told you that how we define that road – whether it stands alone or is part of a larger plan – can dramatically change the fate of wetlands, endangered species, even historical sites?

This is where “independent utility” comes in. It’s a deceptively simple idea. 
Does this road have a purpose beyond simply serving this new development? 
Does it connect existing communities? Does it provide regional access? 
Or is its sole reason for existence to unlock this particular patch of land for building?

The goal is to prevent what’s called “piecemealing” – breaking down large projects into smaller, seemingly harmless pieces to avoid a comprehensive assessment of their true impact. 
Think of it like this: if you only look at the road, you might only see a small amount of wetland fill. 
But if you look at the entire project – road and development – the impact is far greater.

Now, a roadway that crossing WotUS that leads into a development, does it has “independent utility” 
Is this project useful all on its own?” If the answer is yes, it count as a complete project. 
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Examples 
Single and Complete Projects? 

• Direct Impacts 
• Indirect Impacts from originally 

proposed Activity 
• Federal Control 

= T/E Species/Critical Habitat 

= Historical/Cultural Resource Scope? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now, a roadway that crosses WotUS that leads into a development, does it have “independent utility”, or does it lead to other impacts  
The development impacts WotUS, may impact cultural and historical areas, endangered species, and or critical habitat. 

Is it a single and complete project?
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Single and Complete Projects
Examples Phased Subdivision 

• Phase II is dependent on the 
infrastructure of Phase I to 
function. 

• Phase I or Phase II would not be 
considered a Single and 
Complete project. 

• Phase I & II together would be 
considered a Single and 
Complete project. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is an example of a phased subdivision. Phase II of this subdivision is dependent on Phase I because they share infrastructure. 
In other words, the road for Phase I is needed for Phase II of the development; absent Phase I, the houses in Phase II could not be accessed.  
The same may be true for utility lines that may run through Phase I of the development and then extend into Phase II.  
This subdivision would be considered one single and complete project, and the impacts would be added together.
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Single and Complete Projects
Examples Phased Subdivision 

• Phase II is NOT dependent on 
the infrastructure of Phase I to 
function. 

• Phase I and Phase II would be 
considered a Single and 
Complete project on their own. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is another example of a phased subdivision. 
In this case, Phase II is not dependent on Phase I. 
They do not share the same infrastructure and Phase I can be done without Phase II and vise versa. 
As such, this is considered two Single and Complete Projects.
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Single and Complete Projects
Multiple Applicants / Applications 

• The township application adds a Turn Lane to the Existing Road to provide access to the 
development and would not be constructed absence to the proposed development. 

• Access Road to the development would not exist but for the turn lane 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is an example of multiple applicants and potentially multiple applications. 
In this example, the purpose of a township application is to add a turning lane to the existing road to provide access to the development that is being proposed. 
That turn lane would not be constructed absent the proposed development. 
As such, the Single and Complete Project includes both applications, and the impacts in both applications are added together. 
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Key Takeaways 

1. Always define your “project” honestly and fully from the start. 

2. Ensure it has Independent utility. 

3. Clarity means your permit moves smoothly. 

4. When in doubt, ask for help; Contact USACE. 

5. Look at the “single and complete project” for what it is: the keystone of 

compliance, efficiency, and honor. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So what do you take home? 

First, always define your "project" honestly and fully from the start. 

Second, when in doubt, ask for help; the USACE and local districts want to guide you. 

Third, be clear on your proposal, and include future plans. You don’t want to delay your own project.

And finally, see the "single and complete project" for what it is: the keystone of compliance, efficiency, and environmental honor. 

This requirement isn't about stopping development. It's about responsible development. It's about ensuring that we're making informed decisions that ensure balance development.

Thank you
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Questions? 
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