To The Experts

THE CITIZEN’S ROLE IN ENVIRONMENTAL DECISION MAKING
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) believes
that public participation in environmental decision making
is a rmust if we are to have an environment fit for people.
EPA also believes that public participation is most
effective when concerned individuals combine and
coordinate their efforts into environmental action through
voluntary citizen organizations.

This EPA booklet is designed to stimulate environmental
action by citizen groups. It is a general guide. It contains
some principles and suggestions for productive organized
action. It discusses the unique role of citizen groups in the
struggle to achieve a better environment and how to
capitalize on that role. It does not dwell on what you as an
individual can do about any specific environmental
problem, but rather it describes some of the fundamentals,
tools and techniques of organized citizen environmental
action. Instead of telling you what pesticides or detergents
to use or how to conserve water or electricity, this booklet
seeks to show you how concerned citizens working in
concert can contribute to environmental quality. In sum,
what citizen organizations can do about the environment
if they don’t want to leave it all to the “experts,” is what
this booklet is all about.

The Weight of Public Opinion

“Unquestionably, the public must not only be
allowed to participate in environmental decision
making, it should be encouraged to do so. Often the
sheer weight of public opinion is sufficient to force
corrections without any need for legal action.”

—EPA Administrator William D. Ruckelshaus
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We are experiencing a new American Revolution. It is a
revolution generated by the unwanted fruits of environ-
mental laissez-faire—dirty air, polluted water and
degraded land. It is a revolution of aroused citizens,
concerned about the quality of our environment, demand-
ing action by government and industry and taking action
themselves.

Thousands of private citizens, individually and more often
through voluntary organizations, are working for water
pollution control, for cleaner air, for noise control, for
better solid waste management, for conservation of natural
areas, for wildlife preservation, for population control, for
transportation reform, for pesticides control, for sound
resource management, for rational planning and zoning,
for growth that’s compatible with nature. In essence, they
are working for environmental quality.

Citizen concern and citizen action have already spurred
enactment of environmental protection legislation at all
levels of government. Citizen organizations are working to
see that this legislation is implemented. These organiza-
tions also will most certainly be in the forefront of
campaigns to enact new laws to further protect and enhance
the environment.

EPA welcomes this public participation, for informed,
responsible citizen groups are an essential and potent force
for movement towards environmental improvement.
Citizen organizations are uniquely qualified. They are
independent of both government and industry. They can
objectively evaluate the performance of both government
and industry. They can focus public attention on what is
and what is not being done. They articulate the public’s
desire for a better environment, they attract press attention
which, in turn, helps nurture the climate of public opinion
necessary for action. They have power.

Law enforcement cannot be effective without popular
support, cooperation and involvement. This is especially
true in the area of pollution, which often requires changes
in attitudes and values in order to break the pattern of
business and pollution as usual. With their healthy
skepticism, organized citizen groups have already demon-
strated their great capacity to prod and stir government
and industry to action.

Government and industry have clear environmental
responsibilities, of course. The purpose of effective citizen
action is not to subvert those responsibilities but to make
sure they are honored. Government and industry have the
“experts” on their sides. But citizen organizations often
have their own expertise to contribute to environmental
decision making.



Moreover, while environmental decision making must be
based on the best available scientific and technological
information, value judgments—social decisions—are
ultimately required. And these social decisions must reflect
the public will, for the environment belongs to the public,
not just to the “experts” in the government agency or
industry immediately involved in a particular decision.
When risks must be measured against benefits, when
economic and environmental values must be weighed and
balanced, the public has the right and the obligation to
make its views known. '

Organized citizen groups are the mechanisms through
which public opinion is best applied to environmental
decision making. They magnify and concentrate the views
of like-minded individuals. They give new meaning to the
concept of participatory demtocracy.

As the Federal agency charged by law to enforce the
pollution control legislation enacted by Congress, EPA
encourages input and involvement—yes, and even the
prodding and constructive criticism—of citizen organiza-
tions. And to make this process as productive as possible
—to achieve and maintain environmental and ecological
health—EPA has prepared this guide for responsible and
effective citizen action.

This booklet is designed for groups already organized and
active in pursuit of a better environment. Indeed, the
suggestions herein have been distilled from the experiences
of many of these organizations. Some citizen organizations
may find this booklet too elementarys; if so, it can serve

as a checklist against which to measure their existing
activities,

Other citizen groups may find this is not elementary
enough; they may want more basic information on how to
organize for action on the environmental front. Such
groups should consult the many available manuals; some
are listed on page 18.

But whether novice or veteran, citizen groups are critically
important elements in the latest American Revolution.
They and they alone have the dedication, drive and
independence to undertake and carry on three fundamental
missions in pursuit of a better environment:

L

to ensure that there are adequate environmental protection
laws—at the community, State and federal levels—and
that there are adequate appropriations and staff to carry
out those laws;

2.

to support, encourage and stimulate control agencies and
polluters to move steadily and speedily toward compliance
with environmental laws and regulations;

3.

to keep the public informed, on a continuing basis, of the
success—or failure—of environmental protection programs
and on what still remains to be done.

If you are a member of a citizen organization concerned
about the environment, what can your group do to carry
out these missions?



Your group’s first responsibility is to get informed. If it
hasn’t already done so, your group should obtain certain
basic information:

[] your community’s, your State’s and the Federal
government’s environmental laws and regulations

[ how your local and State governments work in the
environmental arena. For instance: Who runs the
environmental protection and pollution control agencies?
How are policies and decisions made? What are the roles
and responsibilities of your governor, your county
executive, your mayor? Which committees in your State
legislature, and city or county councils make the key
decisions on environmental laws and funds to implement
those laws? Who are the members of these committees and
the key staff members? If your State and local governments
have environmental control boards or commissions, who is
on them, how do they get there, do they serve full-time

or part-time, what interests do they represent? Where are
the pressure points in the environmental decision making
process? What environmental responsibilities does your
local government have? Your State government?

[ EPA’s responsibilities in the environmental field,
especially as they affect environmental problems in your
community and state

[] your community’s and your State’s environmental
problems—including major sources of pollution—and
what’s being done about these problems. For instance:
are sources of air and water pollution on clean-up
schedules? what about sewage treatment? how is solid
waste handled from collection through disposal? what
about noise? water supply?

[] your State and local control agencies’ budgets—and
needs


























































