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Above and Beyond Basic Public Participation 
Introduction 

C This paper evolved out of a discussion about public participation as it is 
currently being brought to the fore-front of clean-up activities at hazardous 
waste sites. As we all know, there exists much official and unofficial 
documentation pertaining to the need for public involvement. The purposes for 
public involvement efforts in Environmental Restoration are: 

• to enable substantive input to the clean-up process; 
• methods for establishing formal, and now informal, mechanisms for public 

input and awareness of on-going facility activities; and 
• the opening of better channels for communication and conflict resolution 

between the public and the facility1. 

This presentation will briefly outline the regulatory approach for public outreach 
because many of these terms are used with such frequency, their meanings 
tend to get forgotten or misconstrued. Then, we will critique the most common 
methods for conducting public involvement as attempted through advisory 
boards and public meetings. For illustrative purposes, we will be referring to the 
site we are most familiar with, which is Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL). _j 

Regulatory Approach 

There are different sources from which official or formal guidelines or 
approaches originate for public involvement efforts. In the case of LANL, these 
sources range from federal agencies such as EPA and DOE to the specific 
facility such as Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL). Each of these different 
entities has issued their own version of a public participation plan for increasing 
public involvement within each respective domain. 

Historically, the only opportunity for public input has primarily been the result of 
regulatory drivers and therefore, has been relatively late in the restoration 
process - e.g. after most decisions have been made. These relatively complete 
decisions were presented to the public as essentially an exercise in information 
dissemination regarding which direction the facility was going to proceed. The 
public was not really encouraged to participate, and those who were interested 
in voicing their opinions in the process were generally given only the 
information that was minimally necessary. Now that various subgroups in the 
public are learning or have learned how to exercise their political voice and/or 
muscle, the incentive has grown for facilities and regulatory agencies to begin a 
more proactive dialogue and interaction with the public. These developments 
have led to the formulation of a new approach for seeking public input and 
involvement in facility decisions and activities. 



A variety of organizations have produced separate documents addressing 
public involvement that contain a similar message. These revised guidelines for 
public involvement are predicated on the need for honest and open dialogue on 
the part of the facility and regulatory agencies involved in any facility actions. A 
facility's interest in developing a public participation plan rests on their 
willingness to participate in an honest and open dialogue with the public and 
represents the first, most important step. 

The next important step is to identify, within an area that is in proximity to the 
facility, the stakeholders for that particular facility. These stakeholders are those 
individuals or organizations who have an interest in or affected to some degree 
by the operation of a particular facility. Next, it is important to establish 
communication with stakeholders as to what or where their concerns lie in 
relation to the facility or action posed2. As in the case at LANL, once the 
stakeholders were identified, interviews were conducted to identify what their 
concerns were in relation to clean-up activities conducted at LANL. Once these 
concerns have been identified, a public participation plan should be developed 
as a collaboration between the stakeholders and the facility representatives. By 
producing a public participation plan that is a collaboration between the 
stakeholders and facility representatives, there is ownership by all interested 
parties in the plan itself, in addition to the production of an action plan that all 
pertinent participants can accept. 

Once the plan has been accepted by all involved parties, the next task, which 
can appear to be daunting depending upon the issues to be addressed, is the 
actual implementation of the plan. This endeavor requires patience and 
perseverance on the part of the stakeholders and the facility representatives. 
However, once these first steps have been taken, the process begins to gather 
momentum. 

One observation we would like to share at this point is that all of this activity 
focuses on interaction at various levels with the public. It is also important to 
remember that in the past at hazardous facility sites, employees have not been 
encouraged to divulge much information regarding facility activities to the 
public. Now, guidelines, time and energy are being put into efforts to build an 
open'and honest dialogue with the public without a similar effort for the people 
within the facility. This other avenue for dialogue is equally important for an 
improved interaction with the public because facility employees are people's 
friends, family and neighbors and how they interact with the "public" will be 
directly associated with the facility. Therefore, it is equally important to 
"empower" facility employees as well as the public in how to communicate more 
effectively with each other. 

A corollary to this observation is the need to identify or acknowledge the overall 
attitude or perspective of the facility itself. In that a facility is subject to national 
regulations, many times it is easy to hide behind the perspective that there is an 



important, national interest at stake which should override the concerns of the 
local communities. While there may be a national purpose behind the activities 
of a facility, it is also equally important to become aware the issues of concern 
for the facility's locale. To achieve this perspective, a more regional outlook is 
necessary. This does not mean the larger scope of the facility's mission is less 
of a priority. The establishing of communication with local groups - not to be 
understood as only the activist groups, but a variety of community groups 
(business, social, etc.) - allows people to learn how business at the facility is 
done, in addition to identifying ways that the communities and facility can work 
together. 

Now we will discuss some of the most common forums public participation has 
taken: advisory boards and public meetings. 

Advisory Boards 

As the DOE Headquarters Public Participation Implementation Plan outlines, 
advisory boards are established to "solicit and obtain the views of 
representatives of some affected and interested parties on issues, concerns and 
suggested alternative approaches for various aspects on the EM 
(Environmental Management) program." These advisory boards are to be 
representative of the various stakeholders and in that light, provide advice to the 
facility regarding pertinent issues and concerns, as well as serving as 
information dissemination points for their respective communities or interest 
groups. Through this forum, more focused communications are able to occur 
regarding facility concerns and issues and this discussion may be initiated by 
either the facility or members of the advisory board. 

Formation of advisory boards will depend upon the existing conditions at any 
given site - e.g. if the conditions are such that the stakeholders feel a strong 
need to be actively involved in some type of formalized process by which their 
voices can be heard, this would provide one mechanism by which the 
stakeholders can participate in the decision making process3. This particular 
forum for public input is intended to be complementary to other on-going public 
involvement activities. However, as is pointed out by Mary English, et. al.4, 
advisory boards are sometimes looked to by facilities as a mechanism for the 
public to provide input to a wide range of facility issues. When looked at in this 
light, the composition of the advisory board may not be appropriate for issues 
and concerns outside of the original scope of the advisory board. 

Another factor to bear in mind during the creation and duration of any advisory 
board is the impact of a self-selection process. Unless this aspect is accounted 
for, such as member selection through appointment or election, the advisory 
board may become the mechanism for an individual-or group's own agenda 
and therefore, not representative of all stakeholder interests. 



Public Meetings 

As stated earlier, public input was historically sought relatively late in the 
process. Typically this input was solicited via public meetings. Public meetings 
constitute an important and formalized step in the regulatory process whereby 
some type of change in the operation or policy of a facility is being sought. This 
forum is also an important medium for interested members of the public to 
become informed about activities at a facility. This information exchange is 
particularly important, as the proceedings at public meetings become part of the 
administrative record and is therefore available to the public. 

While public meetings serve a variety of purposes, there are some other issues 
that need to be considered. One such issue is a concern about the timing of 
these meetings in the decision process. For those interested members of the 
public, the timetable for public meetings may occur too late in the process to 
provide any comments for true consideration. 

Another issue pertains to the audience attending these meetings. People are 
being asked to participate in so many other activities and meetings, in addition 
to spending time at their jobs and with their families. Therefore, only the more 
extreme members of the community may have or find the time to attend public 
meetings, and their views, which are not representative of the community, are 
made part of the public record. 

Additionally, the public meeting format only allows for a one-way dialogue -
from the speaker to the audience. This format does not allow for or encourage 
any type of exchange between those present which could be positive or 
productive. By allowing a more two-way dialogue to occur, stakeholder 
concerns and questions can be acknowledged and addressed. This allows the 
stakeholders to feel they have had some type of influence over the process 
proposed by the facility and subsequently, not present or raise any obstacles to 
the proposed changes. 

New Approaches for Public Participation 

Many of the new guidelines being produced by agencies and/or facilities have 
begun to place more emphasis on the need for more user-friendly mechanisms 
for public input and participation. These mechanisms include more two-way 
dialogues as mentioned above. Other mechanisms include utilizing more 
informal approaches for interaction with the public, which in turn, promotes two-
way communication between the facility, regulatory agencies and the local 
communities. 

The basis for this informal approach is an awareness of the need for the facility 
and/or agency to learn about and how to utilize a community's usual way of 
interacting and sharing information. In order for efforts to be successful with this 



new approach, it is necessary for the facility or agency to learn and understand 
how people not involved in the facility or agency communicate with each other -
the meetings people attend, the newspapers they read and where and with 
whom they spend time. A corollary to this approach is the need to learn how 
people in these communities (a.k.a. stakeholders) talk to each other. An ability 
to speak the same language with stakeholders is as important as learning how 
information is shared. 

What all of this really means is that during the early stages of building 
community communications, it is necessary to pay attention to what your 
respondents are saying. By actively listening to them, you as a representative 
of a facility or agency, can gain a lot of knowledge about "your" stakeholders. 
"You" will learn how the public perceives the facility - its impacts in their lives 
and their communities. "You" will learn who people talk to, how often, and 
about what topics. However, by practicing "active listening", you as a facility 
representative will not only gain this knowledge, but you will also begin the 
process of trust and rapport building. This process alone can have far-reaching 
effects of opening up doors that might normally be closed, learning that the 
areas of concern that the facility presumed the public was concerned with, may 
not have been of any major concern, as well as broadening the sphere of active 
and informed public in facility/agency processes. 

Now, this all sounds wonderful and I'm sure you all will want to rush out to begin 
this process. However, there are of course some cautionary remarks about this 
process of informal, two-way dialogue. As all of this discussion is based on 
facilities and agencies dealing with hazardous waste, there will be much 
resistance to, distrust in, and education - by both the public and the facility -
about each other. As many of the hazardous waste sites are located within 
close proximity to areas inhabited by minority groups, attempts to build the two-
way communication with stakeholders will most likely be met initially with much 
hostility and the need to discuss issues seemingly unrelated to the issues at 
hand. Don't panic! This is a necessary step towards the trust-building and 
opening up of dialogue with the public, not to mention that since these minority 
groups have learned how to exercise their political voice, these will be issues 
that must be addressed first before people will be willing to talk about what the 
facility is interested. It is important to see these interactions not as diverging 
from the issues at hand, but rather as laying the groundwork for achieving more 
acceptable approaches for the public and the facility and solutions to issues 
and concerns. 
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