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Introduction
The Sierra Club is the largest active-membership environmental group in the
United States. The Club was founded by John Muir in 1892, more than a century
ago. Each year the Club runs hundreds of wilderness outings throughout the
United States and the World. In order to be able to engage in political lobbying
activities the Club long ago relinquished tax-exempt status. It is politically active
at all levels from local to international. Local and regional chapters seek to
influence local policy. The Club operates National offices which are active in
political education and lobbying.

The active involvement of its members distinguishes the Sierra Club from
organizations such as the World Wildlife Foundation and the Environmental
Defense Fund. These organizations call financial contributors "members".
However, contributors have minute influence over policy and the organizations
conduct most of their activities through professional staffs.

The unique position of the Sierra Club among US environmental groups makes the
organization interesting in terms of its approach to environmental values and
environmental risks. My goal in this paper is to provide some insight into how
values and risks are articulated and relate to practical policy.

Mission
The formal "Mission Statement" of the Sierra Club r commits the organization: "To
explore enjoy, and protect the wild places of the earth; To practice and promote
the responsible use of the earth's ecosystems and resources; To educate and enlist
humanity to protect and restore the quality of the natural and human
environments".

Note the emphasis both on the importance of "wild places" and on the human as
well as the natural" environment. The Club's Mission Statement is reflected and
reified in specific policies.

Ethics
Perhaps the Club's strongest ethical statement occurs in the Club's policy on
Wildlife and Native Plants [1994]: "The Sierra Club is committed to maintaining
the world's remaining natural ecosystems — marine, aquatic and terrestrial. ...AH
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living organisms and their natural ecosystems possess intrinsic, spiritual, and
ethical values that cannot be measured in human economic or utilitarian terms.
...The Sierra Club believes that preserving wildlife, plants, and native ecosystems
is a moral and ethical obligation that all people share ".

Following this ethics-based introduction, the policy continues with a strictly
utilitarian argument: "Wildlife, both animals and plants and their habitat, are an
essential component of fully functioning ecosystems and are a barometer of the
well-being of the biosphere. ... Human over-population and over-consumption of
resources threatens natural ecosystems on a global scale. "

The Club's statement on Energy and Economic Policy [1995] also makes an
ethical appeal, though in this case deep values are not so clearly articulated: The
Club encourages "Education and promotion that engenders an ethic of energy
conservation."

Population and Resource Use
The Club believes that human impacts on the biosphere are driven by a ombination
of high population and high per-capita impact. It has developed policies in both
areas.

The cornerstone of the Club's population policy is found in this statement: "The
Sierra Club believes that a rapid end to population growth in this country and
around the world is an essential part of any effort to protect the environment,
sustain the ability of the earth to support life, and enhance the quality of life for all
human beings ".

Values appear as an expression of obligation of nations and individuals to curb
population growth by reducing family size.

In 1978 the Club adapted the goal that "All nations of the world, including
developed nations, should formulate and participate in programs designed to curb
their own population growth, and All developed nations, including the United
States, being the countries with impact on the world environment disproportionate
to their population sizes, have an obligation both to end their population growth as
soon as feasible and to substantially reduce their consumption of this planet's non-
renewable resources. "

Values should motivate and constrain means. A 1969 policy statement on
population stabilization makes this linkage.. The Club's goal is to " ... find,
encourage, and implement at the earliest possible time the necessary policies,
attitudes, social standards, and actions that will, by voluntary and humane means
consistent with human rights and individual conscience, bring about the
stabilization of the population first of the United States and then of the world"
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Policy regarding technology and industry
The Sierra Club is generally supportive of use of technology to achieve social
goals. The policy on hazardous waste illustrates this. The statement also illustrates
interplay between social needs and environmental protection.

"The Sierra Club recognizes that hazardous wastes present immediate and long-
term problems that threaten the life-sustaining capabilities of the Earth. Our goal
is to manage existing wastes in the safest way and ultimately to lead society to the
wisest use of all materials so that hazardous wastes are not produced. This will
protect worker and community health, conserve resources and improve
environmental quality. Each state or region should inventory its waste
management needs, set goals for waste minimization, and avoid permitting excess
capability. Waste streams should be kept separate, transported as little as possible,
and treated with the best technology. Some secure, retrievable storage may be
necessary while safer, better treatment technologies are developed and
implemented. The best technology should be used to protect the health and safety
of all workers."

"... Elimination or reduction of wastes from industrial processes should have the
highest priority in a waste management program. Process substitution, waste
reduction, reuse, and conversion to nonhazardous substances should be
encouraged. Closed systems of manufacture, use, and disposal should be
developed. Industrial processes producing wastes that cannot be reused, converted
to nonhazardous substances, or safely incinerated should be phased out. If
materials and energy recovery are not possible, the best technologies should be
used to reduce the level of hazard as much as possible. Waste exchanges should be
encouraged by regulatory programs", f 1987 and 1989]

Public participation is essential in developing sound policy. The policy on Energy
Facilities Siting states that "Full public participation should be part of all phases
of the decisionmaking process at all levels of government... Funding of public
interest groups should be at a level to allow their use of expert witnesses and
lawyers in order to present their case in a credible manner... Public notice in a
form easily understood by the local population should be published in all areas
impacted environmentally or economically [by a proposed facility]".

Energy
Many policies demonstrate that the Club recognizes energy as an important
organizing principle as well as the source of major environmental problems. A
general policy statement on energy states: : "The Sierra Club believes our long-
range welfare, and the integrity of the natural environment upon which we
ultimately depend, can better be served by the use of energy in a manner more
consistent with the prudent use of the world's remaining natural resources and the
restoration and preservation of environmental quality. To achieve this, all the
major uses and sources of energy must be considered together, along with their
environmental consequences and social and economic inequities".

338



To accomplish this goal requires constraints on energy system planning. The Club
endorses the use of both regulatory and economic approaches. It objects to
perverse "economic incentives that tend to promote energy consumption and
waste " . Policy includes calls for internalization of both environmental and social
costs.

Nuclear Power
The Sierra Club's position on nuclear power evolved over several decades. The
earliest references I was able to find in Club literature go back to the 1960s. In the
early days the Club was moderately optimistic about nuclear power. It lent support
to the idea of siting the Diablo Canyon, California reactor near San Luis Obispo on
the California Coast. [The site endorsement was a part of a compromise designed
to protect some endangered ecosystems]. Endorsement shifted to doubt as
earthquake faults were found near the site, and grew rapidly after the Three Mile
Island core meltdown in 1989 and even more after the Chernobyl explosion.

The Three Mile Island accident lead to the following stronger position, adopted in
1974: "Events at Three Mile Island Nuclear Plant reaffirm the validity of the Sierra
Club policy on the lack of safety in nuclear plants and in the nuclear fuel cycle.
These problems can lead to adverse health and environmental effects. The
possibility of human failure dooms the nuclear fuel cycle to unacceptable risks.
The Sierra Club continues to oppose construction of any new commercial nuclear

fission power plants. Further, the Sierra Club supports the systematic reduction of
society's dependence on nuclear fission as a source of electric power and
recommends a phased closure and decommissioning of operating commercial
nuclear fission electric power reactors ".

By 1993 reservations had grown even more. In that year a policy was adopted
which reads in part: "The Sierra Club opposes the licensing, construction and
operation of new nuclear reactors utilizing the fission process, pending: (I)
Development of adequate national and global policies to curb energy over-use and
unnecessary economic growth [and] (2) Resolution of the significant safety
problems inherent in reactor operation, disposal of spent fuels, and possible
diversion of nuclear materials capable of use in weapons manufacture ".

It is hard to envisage circumstances where endorsement of nuclear power might
occur. These reservations apply with particular force to energy policies for
addressing greenhouse warming. Despite the obvious potential of nuclear power to
reduce carbon emissions, this advantage does not, in the view of the Club, come
close to offsetting the many problems nuclear power faces. Not the least of these
problems is nuclear waste.

Nuclear Waste
Sierra Club high level nuclear waste policy calls for the federal government to
take responsibility for nuclear waste and to explore a number of potential sites.
The Club has long been disturbed by the government's sense of urgency, which it
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believes may hinder a sound selection process: The following policy was adopted
in 1984:

" (1) The site selection schedule must be extended as necessary by Congress to
provide sufficient time to resolve the scientific and technical uncertainties that
threaten successful development of a safe high-level radioactive waste repository.

"(2) The number of repository sites under consideration for the first repository
must be increased. Such sites shall provide high geological predictability. Non-
federal as well as federal lands shall be considered. Sites that endanger natural
resources must be excluded from consideration.

"(3) Careful environmental review must provide the basis for initial site selections.
The selection of candidate sites shall not begin until all required reviews and
assessments are completed. Site evaluation shall include in situ measurement at
the proposed repository depth of relevant geological, geophysical, and
hydrological parameters. The selection of the first site shall not occur until site
characterization is complete for all candidate sites. The final site selection shall be
independently reviewed by the Geological Survey and by the National Academy of
Sciences".

The Government's program has lead to increasing frustration. In 1986 the policy
was amended to include the following supplemental language:

" (I) The Sierra Club believes that the first-round repository sites, the three
finalists identified by the Department of Energy (DoE) as of May 1986, and the
guidelines under which they were identified, are inadequate to assure the siting of
a safe, technically adequate, and environmentally sound repository for the
permanent isolation of high-level radioactive waste".

"(2) "Research efforts to explore and identify potential repository sites should
continue and should not be constrained or hindered by the arbitrary 1998 deadline
of the Nuclear Waste Policy Act.

"(3) In view ofDoE's mishandling of the HLRW program, its inherent conflict of
interest, and the need for public credibility in the search for a permanent
resolution to the HLRW problem, alternatives to DoE management should be
explored.

":(4) The Sierra Club believes that, pending the establishment of a permanent
repository, interim storage can best be accomplished through the dry storage of
spent fuel at the site of generation, except that when there is a clear and present
danger, spent fuel should be transferred to a more stable reactor site for storage.
For the long term, a geologic repository, selected according to rigorous criteria,
presently appears to represent the safest method of isolation of high-level
radioactive waste.
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"(5) The obvious difficulty of assuring the permanent isolation of HLRWfrom the
environment confirms the Sierra Club in its belief that the generation of further
HLRW should be curtailed. "

The Club believes that at-reactor storage is the preferred option during the search
for a means of permanent disposal. It is concerned about transportation risks and
believes that transportation of nuclear waste should be held to a minimum. A
centralized monitored retrievable storage facility was of concern, a primary risk
being that such a facility "wastes money..., may become the de facto final, above-
ground repository and possibly, the preferred site for reprocessing the nation's
HLRW." Instead, the Club believes that for the time being the best approach is to:
"frjequire safe storage of commercial HLRW at the site of origin until a

permanent repository becomes operational, with dry cask storage for spent fuel or
a safer method to be used to extend on-site capacity when fuel pool storage has
been fully utilized".

Permissible Radiation Levels
The Sierra Club has never expressed generic opposition to nuclear technology, nor
taken a position in favor of zero exposure to radiation. A 1986 policy statement on
clean-up of reactor sites includes a specific acceptable radiation level: " A residual
radiation level of 10 millirem above background annual full body dose at plant
sites released for "unrestricted" use should be established".

Global Warming
The Sierra Club has identified global warming as one of its top priorities. This
decision is motivated by unwillingness to place future generations at risk: "The
danger posed to the environment by the current and projected release of pollutants
that are affecting the thermal balance of the atmosphere, the so-called
"greenhouse effect gases," is so great that mitigation measures must be taken
now". The risk-averse aspects of the policy are clear. The policy identifies a
number of specific areas for action, most relating to carbon reductions in energy
systems.

A number of environmental groups, and the US Administration, support emissions
trading as a means to achieve early-action on global warming. The Sierra Club
demurs. A policy adopted in 199 states: "The Sierra Club opposes use of trading.
In all cases, if a program is initiated, there must be full public notice, disclosure,
participation, oversight, accountability, verification, and effective enforcement,
with rights of appeal for affected citizens and administrative and judicial
remedies". The policy lists a number of conditions it believes should be met by
any emissions trading plan. The policy may be viewed as one that balances the
risk of constraints associated with too-early action against the risk of delay.
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Conclusions

Sierra Club values are driven by an overriding environmental ethic. Sierra Club
environmental values may be characterized by the concept of "usufruct" a term
favored by United States Founding Father Thomas Jefferson. Usufruct conveys the
idea that the environment is ours to use, but not to destroy. Each generation has the
obligation to pass on to future generations a world at least as environmentally rich
as the one it inherited. It is appropriate to accept risk today in order to preserve the
environment for generations yet to come.

As viewed through the lens of its formal policies, the Sierra Club is an
organization that embraces technology, but insists that technology be evaluated
comprehensively, taking full account of both environmental and social
externalities. The Club is "risk averse" with respect to early introduction of
technologies seen as likely to have significant negative environmental or social
impact. The Club places heavy emphasis on process, which must involve the
public meaningfully.

Sierra Club policies may be found at www.sierraclub.org

Opinions expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily
reflect those of any organizations with which he is associated.
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