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Over the past year, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA) has implemented a new, 
more interactive stakeholder program in preparation for conducting a comprehensive technical update 
of the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) after its first five years of operation. As the national 
repository for long-lived transuranic radioactive waste from U.S. defense activities and site clean-up, 
the facility continues to be of great interest both locally and nationally. 

We have worked actively with stakeholders since Congress established EPA as the regulator at 
WIPP in 1992. Early on, we visited with local communities near WIPP to understand their concerns 
and information needs. In response, we established toll-free telephone information lines and developed 
numerous public documents (in multiple languages). During the technical review and regulatory 
decision regarding WIPP’s safety, we provided numerous public hearings and solicited written 
comments on important topics. 

Ultimately, we issued the WIPP certification decision (1998), finding WIPP in compliance with 
EPA’s radioactive waste disposal regulations and allowing it to open (1999). During “lessons learned” 
assessments afterwards, we found that stakeholders appreciated some aspects of our program but were 
frustrated with the lack of two-way dialogue and were interested in getting clearer information on 
technical issues. 

We are using the “lessons learned” in formulating our stakeholder activities for WIPP’s first 
recertification review, begun in March 2004. The recertification review is intended to confirm that the 
WIPP continues to comply with EPA’s regulations, taking into account the changes and new 
information gained over its first five years of operation. Key aspects of the stakeholder program are 
summarized below: 

• Define the goals for public information and participation. Our goal is to gain public 
acceptance, not necessarily full agreement, of our actions. We want to foster in the public (1) 
a clear understanding of the basis for our decisions, and (2) belief in the integrity of our 
Agency people and processes. 

• Establish clearly what recertification means, and how the review will progress. We have 
developed key messages describing the recertification: 

− The review is not intended to revisit the original decision to open WIPP. 

− We will conduct a thorough technical evaluation focused on changes to the WIPP. 

− Based on our ongoing oversight, we haven’t identified issues to date that we expect 
would lead us to deny recertification. 
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We use the same messages internally and externally and repeat them often. In addition, we have 
published (in print and on internet) a step-by-step description of the review process, estimated 
schedule, and public role at each stage. 

• Provide more opportunities for dialogue and face-to-face meetings. This is a departure from 
past strategies emphasizing public hearings and comment periods, in which the Agency only 
gathers information, and responses to concerns tend to be provided long afterwards. We’ve 
been more direct about asking stakeholders what information and meetings they want, rather 
than trying to predict. 

• Promise only what we know we can deliver. This can be challenging because it means 
saying “no” (or “we don’t know”) more frequently, and often in person. It also requires 
being blunt about what kind of information is most useful to us, and about how we will (or 
won’t) provide feedback. But we believe it is an important factor in building personal trust, 
and that establishing more realistic expectations will lead to less frustration for stakeholders. 

• Take advantage of new technologies. While maintaining telephone hotlines and libraries of 
printed material (for those who are uncomfortable with computers, or do not have them 
accessible), we are increasingly using e-mail and the internet to allow broader and quicker 
distribution of information. Through a new e-mail alert system, we can notify interested 
stakeholders of actions the same day they occur. Similarly, we have been able to make 
DOE’s technical documentation fully available on our web page. 

• Seek a broader group of stakeholders. We are cultivating the interest and participation of 
communities along transportation routes and near DOE sites sending waste to WIPP. This 
provides a greater diversity of views and interests. 

The revised stakeholder program builds on our “lessons learned” and also those expressed 
through the FSC. There are some challenges to implementing this new strategy within our Agency 
structure, which is oriented towards more formal rulemaking procedures and building defenses against 
legal battles. Nevertheless, we have gained the necessary internal support. Stakeholders have been 
very receptive to the new approach and already we see that there is more dialogue and less hostility 
(although of course that doesn’t mean they always agree with us!). 

 


