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and Project Readiness
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What Should We Expect of AI?

Solve the 
World’s Problems?

• Increase efficiency 
and safety

• Create abundant utopia

• Unlock scientific 
breakthroughs

Human Apocalypse?

• Eliminate jobs

• Discover and create 
lethal biological weapons

• Gain “awareness” and 
eliminate humanity
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Which is it?
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AI and NEPA/Permitting Applications
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AI and NEPA/Permitting 
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Not Without Risk

Data Bias

AI models can perpetuate 
historical inequities or 
reflect biased training data, 
impacting equity and 
environmental justice.

Hallucinations

AI can sometimes produce 
confident-sounding but 
false information — 
especially risky in technical 
or legal contexts.

Overreliance

AI should augment, not 
replace, human expertise. 
Blind trust in automation 
can lead to serious 
oversights.
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Federal Leadership – Washington 
is Leaning In (sort of)
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State Leadership
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Project-level permitting 
dashboard

Permitting Transformation 
Program/Access DEQ

Cross-agency digital permitting

AI – assisted permit review
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State Leadership 

Arkansas is also leaning in with EO 26-04
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• Directs state permitting agencies to look for processes 
that can be eliminated, consolidated, or digitized.

• AI specifically identified as a tool

• Encourages concurrent agency review, one-stop online 
portals, real-time status updates, and clearer permitting 
timelines

• Emphasizes secure adoption with human oversight



Arkansas Environmental Federation | October 09, 2026

To What End? 
What Does Technology Do For Permitting?

What Are We Trying to Fix?

• Fragmented Information
• Multiple Agencies and 

sequential Reviews
• Changing designs and site 

constraints
• Lengthy and complex 

application requirements

Can Technology Do It All?

• Can’t make a wetland 
disappear

• Can’t eliminate legal 
requirements

• Can’t replace human 
judgment

• Can’t guarantee an outcome
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How Should We Think About AI & 
Technology in Permitting
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Where Does AI Fit into the Project 
Lifecycle?
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Plan Constraints analysis and site selection

Design Identify conflicts while still inexpensive to fix

Permit Support applicant and regulator in 
application development and review

Construct Turn permit conditions into field requirements

Operate Track compliance obligations and emerging issues
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Plan: Identify Constraints 
and Mitigate Risks
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What Should 
We Know Now?

Where are the constraints?
Wetlands, floodplains, species, 
cultural resources, communities

What does the project need?
Power, water, transportation, 
discharge, workforce

What approvals are likely?
Federal, state, and local pathways

Where are the risks?
Fatal flaws, data gaps, schedule, 
and permitting uncertainty
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Design – Resolve Conflicts 
While Changes are Cheaper
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Integrate
Engineering + 
environmental data

Test
Alternatives quickly

Adjust
Before design becomes 
a commitment
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Permit – Chart a Course to Navigate the 
Permitting Pathway
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Permit – Submit a Better Application
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Construct – Permit Conditions Become 
Field Requirements
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Operate – Data Supports Compliance
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What Is AI Actually Doing?
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Not Every Task Should Be Automated
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Solutions Can Be Too Good to Be True
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How Do You Pick The Right Tool?
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What Should We Be Doing Now? 
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Where Does That Leave Us?
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Questions?

Eric Beightel
Federal Strategy Director
Environmental Science Associates
ebeightel@esassoc.com
202-816-8445

mailto:ebeightel@esassoc.com

	Artificial Intelligence: Permitting and Project Readiness
	What Should We Expect of AI?
	Which is it?
	AI and NEPA/Permitting Applications
	AI and NEPA/Permitting 
	Federal Leadership – Washington �is Leaning In (sort of)
	State Leadership
	State Leadership	
	To What End? �What Does Technology Do For Permitting?
	How Should We Think About AI & Technology in Permitting
	Where Does AI Fit into the Project Lifecycle?
	Plan: Identify Constraints and Mitigate Risks
	Design – Resolve Conflicts �While Changes are Cheaper
	Permit – Chart a Course to Navigate the Permitting Pathway
	Permit – Submit a Better Application
	Construct – Permit Conditions Become Field Requirements
	Operate – Data Supports Compliance
	What Is AI Actually Doing?
	Not Every Task Should Be Automated
	Solutions Can Be Too Good to Be True
	How Do You Pick The Right Tool?
	What Should We Be Doing Now? 
	Where Does That Leave Us?
	Questions?

