Public Involvement Usually Leads to Better Environmental Decision Making; Report Offers Gui... Page 1 of 3

Back | Home

N EWS THE MNATIONAL ACADEMIES
Advicars 1o the Watien on Sclence, Frgineering, ond Medicine

FRATHORAL ACADEMY OF 508 * PANCEA] ACADEMWY OF ENGINEERING » INSTETUTE OF MEDSONE » MATIRAL RESEARTH COUNCIL

Read Full Report

Date: Aug. 22, 2008

Contacts: Sara Frueh, Media Relations Officer
Luwam Yeibio, Media Relations Assistant
Office of News and Public Information
202-334-2138; e-mail <news@nas.edu>

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT USUALLY LEADS TO BETTER ENVIRONMENTAL DECISION MAKING,;
REPORT OFFERS GUIDANCE TO FEDERAL AGENCIES ON PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

WASHINGTON -- When done correctly, public participation improves the quality of federal agencies' decisions
about the environment, says a new report from the National Research Council. Well-managed public involvement
also increases the legitimacy of decisions in the eyes of those affected by them, which makes it more likely that
the decisions will be implemented effectively. Agencies should recognize public participation as valuable to their
objectives, not just as a formality required by the law, the report says. It details principles and approaches
agencies can use to successfully involve the public.

In response to legislation and pressure from citizens' groups over the last three decades, federal agencies have
taken steps to include the public in a wide range of environmental decisions, such as how best to clean up
Superfund sites or manage federal forest lands. Although some form of public participation is often required by
law, agencies usually have broad discretion about the extent of that involvement. Approaches vary widely, from
holding public information-gathering meetings to forming advisory groups to actively including citizens in making
and implementing decisions.

Proponents of public participation argue that those who must live with the outcome of an environmental decision
should have some influence on it. Critics maintain that public participation slows decision making and can lower
its quality by including people unfamiliar with the science involved. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency,
Food and Drug Administration, and departments of Energy and Agriculture asked the Research Council to assess
whether public participation achieves desirable outcomes, and under what conditions.

Substantial evidence indicates that public participation is more likely to improve than to undermine the quality of
decisions, the report says. Although scientists are usually in the best position to analyze the effects of
environmental processes and actions, good analysis often requires information about local conditions, which is
most likely to come from residents. Moreover, public values and concerns are important to frame the scientific
questions asked, to ensure that the analyses address all of the issues relevant to those affected.

Studies show that public participation also tends to increase the legitimacy of agency decisions, which in turn
raises the likelihood that they can be implemented effectively and efficiently. And the process itself builds
citizens' knowledge of the scientific aspects of environmental issues, which increases their ability to engage in
future decisions.

The report recommends ways agencies can manage public participation effectively. A key factor in having a good
outcome is matching the process to the context; there is no one right way to design public participation for all
environmental issues. An agency should make clear at the outset how it intends to use the public's input, and
should commit adequate staff and resources to public participation efforts. And agencies and the public should
collaborate to identify difficulties that might arise during the participatory process, select ways to address them,
monitor the results, and adjust procedures as needed.

To ensure the quality of the science, the report recommends independent review of official analyses by outside

experts who are credible to the parties involved. The process should also allow for the reconsideration of past
conclusions in light of new information and analysis.
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In some cases, efforts to involve the public have made matters worse, the report notes. Some participatory
processes have functioned as a tactic to divert the public's energy away from criticism and into activities
considered safe by an agency. This use of public participation, which ignores conflicts on important issues, is
counterproductive in the long run, the report says. And participation convened as a superficial formality or without
adequate support by decision makers increases public distrust of government.

The report was sponsored by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, U.S. Department of Energy, Food and
Drug Administration, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The National Academy of Sciences, National
Academy of Engineering, Institute of Medicine, and National Research Council make up the National Academies.
They are private, nonprofit institutions that provide science, technology, and health policy advice under a
congressional charter. The Research Council is the principal operating agency of the National Academy of
Sciences and the National Academy of Engineering.

Copies of PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT AND DECISIONMAKING are
available from the National Academies Press; tel. 202-334-3313 or 1-800-624-6242 or on the Internet at
HTTP://IWWW.NAP.EDU. Reporters may obtain a copy from the Office of News and Public Information (contacts
listed above).
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