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HElplN THe
- Public DEqCIdE

POWERFUL INDIVIDUALS OR GROUPS affected by government deci-
sions have always demanded and achieved influence in making those
decisions. Now that large numbers of ordinary citizens in democracies
such as the United States are educated and the mass media inform and
connect them, they too are capable of becoming organized and there-
fore powerful when the right issues arise. The increase in the number of
vocal interests is making government more difficult, but it may also
lead to better considered and fairer decisions.

Public participation in decision making serves two basic functions:
first, it adds to the legitimacy and public acceptance of government
decisions; and, secondly, what the public contributes—an outside perspec-
tive, unusual kinds of expertise, a longer—range view than most elected
officials can afford, and on occasion basic moral demands—may actually
lead to a better decision. This latter function is less recognized than the
former by the government’s own decision makers and experts, but there
is no doubt that, at least in some cases, input from the public has saved
us from some technological Vietnams, for example, the anti-ballistic
missile system and the SST.

Government difficulty in winning public acceptance of nuclear power,
combined with public frustration with existing procedures in this area,
has led to various proposals for new forums and procedures that would
permit more public input. But one cannot develop intelligent procedures
in the abstract, even on a particular problem such as nuclear waste dis-
posal, without first determining the nature of the issues for which the
procedure is supposed to produce legitimate and wise decisions. As long
as the framing of the questions is unexamined, the strong possibility
exists that public participation appears to be difficult to obtain primarily
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The caption which accompanies this Depart-
ment of Energy photograph states that “nu-
clear waste can be immobilized for handling
or disposal’ in the form shown—25 percent
high-level waste mixed with 75 percent glass.
The small object on the left is said to repre-
sent the annual quantity of high-level waste
glass which would be generated per person
served exclusively by nuclear power plants;the
large piece on the right represents a person’s
lifetime share. However, several important
points are not mentioned. First, if there were
actually nuclear waste within these pieces of
glass, no one would be holding them in his
bare hands. Also, the glassifying or “vitrifica-
tion” process is being considered only for dis-
posal of wastes which have been reprocessed,
not for disposal of unreprocessed spent fuel
rods. Yet U.S. policy has explicitly rejected
reprocessing because of its proliferation im-
plications. Additionally, it has not been proved
that nuclear wastes can in fact be successfully
disposed of in vitrified form. To the contrary,
it has been shown that this type of glass, when
subjected to the pressure it would receive if
buried in salt, together with the effects of the
heat and radioactivity within it and the brine
around it, would disintegrate in about two
weeks (see note 16).

because it is being sought on the least
appropriate questions. We would argue
that this is true in the case of nuclear
waste disposal, based on the following
considerations.

Public workshops and hearings spon-
sored by the Environmental Protection
Administration (EPA), the Department
of Energy (DOE), and the Nuclear Regu-
latory Commission (NRC) as well as
NRC licensing experience indicate that
these agencies permit public participation
either too early, when plans are extreme-
ly vague, or too late, when the public is
presented with a fair accompli, and also
that the agencies have not thought
through which of their decisions are the
ones on which public participation is
most essential or most feasible. The
resulting confusion of issues makes most
current public participation attempts
frustrating and nonproductive.

Identifying the major decisions which
must be made in nuclear waste manage-
ment is a prerequisite to determining
which of those decisions require public
input and who constitutes the “public”’
in each case. This has never been done
by the federal agencies.

Environment, Vol. 22, No. 3

The controversy we are seeing today
is not simply over the choice among vari-
ous possible methods of nuclear waste
disposal; it also involves serious doubt,
if not suspicion, about the government’s
real intentions in handling the whole
problem. It would be highly desirable
for the government to present as soon
as possible a complete tentative plan for
nuclear waste disposal. This plan should
then be broadly discussed and criticized
through government-funded studies by
outsiders. Such a procedure would help
to establish the main issues for public
debate and thus facilitate informed and
effective public participation. In this
article we propose a new model for
doing this—“critical review and public
assessment,” a two-tiered approach to
public participation.

There have been attempts to develop
“public participation mechanisms” but,
with respect to the nuclear waste issue,
these have been so premature that their
use would prove not only worthless but
diversionary. The public cannot respond
to an enormous, vague technical question
submitted to it directly. Members of the
public have neither the expertise nor the
patience. If government is serious about
involving the public, it must first seek
and fund expert comment and analysis
from interested and independent experts
on everything that could go wrong with
a plan and allow this stage of criticism
to establish the real issues and trade-offs
for the public. It is well documented that
again and again in public controversies
over technologies it has been independent
scientists who first effectively raised the
issues which public activists came to
understand and took over from there.!

Federal Agencies and the Public

The Environmental Protection Agency,
the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, and
the Department of Energy apparently
believe public input on the nuclear waste
disposal issue to be appropriate only as
guidance on the most general issues be-
fore any real decisions have been made
or as a challenge to a fully developed
plan in a formal hearing. In other words,
they do not know how to integrate pub-
lic participation into an ongoing decision-
making process where strong public input
could really make a difference.

If the EPA addresses unplanned
events in its environmental protec-
tion criteria, what would be an
appropriate and effective approach?
What aspects of the disposal process
and of the unplanned events should
be addressed?

This was the first question participants
at EPA’s Albuquerque workshop on
radioactive waste were supposed to con-
sider. How they were supposed to know
what “unplanned events” were, if EPA
did not, is unclear.

Can andjor should environmental
radiation protection criteria be
established on a generic basis addres-
sing all forms and types of radio-
active wastes if possible?

This was the opener at EPA’s Reston
(Virginia) workshop. A few of the pre-
pared papers dealt with questions like
these, but a reading of the public com-
ments shows one after another person
expressing basically fear—fear that hu-
man beings will not handle radioactive
waste with the care it demands, fear
that the future of the earth is in danger—
and ending with plaintive pleas to EPA
to “take my statement into account.”
According to one participant at the
Denver workshop, lack of travel funds
meant that only the most dedicated
antinuclear activists and the well-heeled
nuclear industry representatives (who
comprised about two-thirds of those
attending) came, with a consequent
polarization of all discussions and a
premium placed on scoring points.
Despite successes in getting some of
their views reflected in the workshop pro-
ceedings, many antinuclear participants
wondered what it was all for. Some de-
manded assurances on the record that
they would be listened to.

NRC also held a series of workshops
under specific instructions in their 1979
authorization act® that they prepare a
report for Congress by March 1979 on the
advisability of awarding grants to the
states to fund development of “review
capability,” as they called it, and to
make recommendations on better meth-
ods of participation by the states in the
siting, licensing, and development of
federal nuclear waste facilities. State
officials and legislators thus made up the
vast majority of participants at these
workshops.
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According to NRC’s report,” a con-
sensus was clear among the state repre-
sentatives that states should have “con-
sultation and concurrence™ with federal
authorities at every stage, but no ideas
emerged as to exactly how this would be
done. Another view on which the states
all agreed was that NRC’s preliminary site
suitability criteria were far too vague to
discuss usefully. The NRC report’s recom-
mendations to Congress, with the benefit
of state input at four workshops, were
basically that “a (federal-state) planning
council be established” (as recommended
already by the Interagency Review Group
in their report to the President”), a review
capability [of states] be established,” and
“measures be taken to involve the states.”®

The main subject of discussion in the
report, and apparently a central NRC
concern, is how to proceed with siting a
federal waste dump if state concurrence
cannot be obtained voluntarily. Many
arguments are provided to justify a fed-
eral right to proceed “in the national
interest,” creating a reasonable doubt in
the mind of the reader as to the serious-
ness of NRC’s concern with genuine state
involvement. In NRC’s own words, the
purpose of state involvement is twofold:
it serves as a “‘channel for informing the
states,” and “‘it enables federal decision
makers to solicit and receive a more or
less authoritative expression from policy-
making officials of the states with respect
to those matters which are of direct con-
cern to them.”” In other words, state
participation is basically for information
exchange, not a sharing of power.

The IRG report also discusses the
“state veto” issue but, while determining
that a recommendation for or against a
state veto would be premature, it con-
cludes that “consultation and concur-
rence” would be more in the interests of
the srates than a state veto right. Both
these rationalizations miss the point that
a “veto” need not be over the flat ques-
tion of siting or not siting but could be
over part of the issue—namely, the
acceptability of incentives offered for
siting and of the criteria according to
which the facility is guaranteed by con-
tract to be built. Only by separating out
the specific issues can one move beyond
the standard legalistic approach of each
party attempting to preserve its rights
for a future dispute.
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DOE’s draft Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS) on “Management of
Commercially Generated Radioactive
Waste”® weighs about seven pounds.

It gives no indication what DOE plans
to do; instead, options within options
are all duly presented. DOE has held
several public hearings around the coun-
try to elicit the public’s reactions to its
EIS, but the San Francisco hearing® was
not even conducted by DOE’s own
employees. Instead, some outside con-
sultants with unspecified, if any, con-
nections to DOE policy making had
been hired to take care of this apparent
nuisance of a task.

EPA, NRC, and DOE discuss general-
ities and numberless options, presumably
in the hope that somehow a solution will
emerge. Their jurisdictions and missions
are limited in such a way that no one of
them is in a position to take charge or
even to take an overview of the whole
process. This contributes to public con-
fusion because it is impossible to tell
what solution is emerging, if any, or who
is responsible and, consequently, where
one’s efforts and concern should be
focused. As the NRC itself says:

One reason that State parficipation at
the present time may be poorly focused
is that there is no effective way to deter-
mine exactly what the Federal policies
and programs consist of. To a large ex-
tent, this may reflect the fact that activi-
ties at the Federal level are themselves
still in the process of being worked out
and, further, that the participation of
several Federal agencies creates inevitable
problems of coordination.

Without sorting out this admitted
confusion, the agencies would like to
“involve the public,” as if they could
help clarify matters. But involving more
people in a confused effort merely mag-
nifies the confusion; it also creates ill
feelings. The “State Planning Council”
proposed by the IRG will have the same
problem. It is supposed to develop
“criteria for evaluating proposed nuclear
waste management activities.”'' Mean-
while, DOE determines “‘site selection
criteria”; NRC determines “‘site suitabil-
ity criteria”;!? and EPA determines
“environmental protection criteria.”'?
Since development of criteria is the area
most in need of public participation,
something basic must be done to give
the public half a chance to participate.

The “Public”

Before discussing public participation
further, it is important to define “pub-
lic.” Of course, the public is not a mono-
lith with a single point of view. For our
purposes the public is composed of all
the people outside the federal agencies
and the nuclear industry (representatives
of the nuclear industry have never lacked
channels through which they can and do
influence government decision making).
All individuals or groups with a contribu-
tion to make to the national debate or
to a local debate on radioactive waste
management are considered to be legiti-
mate spokespersons for the public, even
if they do not represent anyone else.

Peter Montague has pointed out that
there are two major unrepresented inter-
ests in the radwaste controversy: the
uninformed and the unborn.™ It is im-
portant to consider these groups, to be
sure, because they are the largest in num-
ber, yet the least likely to be heard from.
But there is another unrepresented group
far easier to reach, whose input could be
of great value: the informed and con-
cerned public. This last category of the
informed, concerned, and uninfluential
includes:

e people who oppose nuclear energy
anytime, anywhere;

® people who oppose nuclear power-
plants near their homes;

® people like the authors of the Kemeny
Report, who have no objections to
nuclear power in principle but insist
that, if it is used, it must be made
much safer;

® [abor organizations mostly concerned
with jobs;

® nuclear proponents outside the nuclear
industry;

® businesspeople, especially those con-
cerned about the relationship between
nuclear power and the national econ-
omy, or between nuclear power and
their local economy;

® public interest scientists, lawyers,
economists, energy analysts, and
other independent experts;

® civil liberties advocates;

® environmental organizations;

® foreign policy experts or others con-
cerned about the relationship between
nuclear energy and proliferation;

® state officials concerned about addi-

April 1980



tional responsibilities nuclear facilities
may place upon them (such as trans-
portation monitoring, evacuation
planning);

® and other concerned persons.

All these groups should be thought of

as the “public™ in the discussion which

follows.

The Crucial Decisions
Criteria the Program Must Meet

Short-term safety. Short term safety
may turn out to be the most important
question of all. How much safety will
we require in the transportation, handling,
interim storage, and burial operations of
the spent fuels and other waste forms?
Most attention has been paid to the long-
range effects of nuclear waste because
frontiers of science are more interesting
than such mundane issues as how to get
the waste safely off a truck. But these
are not only the chief concerns of work-
ers and unions; they are precisely the
concerns of greatest importance to the
people living in the region of the site
and will also be the first public test of
the competence of the entire operation.
Transportation, handling, and burial
operations could become to nuclear
waste disposal what the waste disposal
issue has become to nuclear power: the
“trivial” but recalcitrant engineering
problem that threatens to undermine
the whole venture.

Long-term safety. How safe should
the disposal facility be in relation to
people living nearby, people who will
live there in the future, and the environ-
ment?

Design specifications. How much
radioactivity can be released in various
forms, both before burial and after?

What degree of certainty will be required?
Salt, for example, might really work as

a storage medium. But there are so many
uncertainities about it that it just might
not. We do not have the necessary scien-
tific knowledge now to predict with
assurance the fate of cannisters, glass, or

other physical barriers, water flow, etc.,
and therefore cannot do realistic calcu-
lations. The usual engineering approach
in such circumstances is to do “conser-
vative” computer simulations (use con-
servative values for parameters), although

Environment, Vol. 22, No. 3

Sandia Laboratories

A Sandia Laboratories researcher readies a salt cylinder for testing at temperatures of 700°F in
order to obtain information needed to calculate the behavior of salt at high heat. Salt has long been
the “preferred” geologic storage medium for final disposal of processed radioactive waste, but many
uncertainties remain.

the computer simulations themselves are
of uncertain validity because the whole
approach might be wrong. The real ques-
tion is, thus, how much scientific under-
standing will we demand before pro-
ceeding.

How much scientific verification of
the procedure will we require? How
much hydrologic, seismic, and other
geologic data and understanding? How
much certainty about the long-term be-
havior of the physical barriers, the sorp-
tion of various radioactive elements by
the rock? Will we require that all relevant
tests be performed at the actual site?
Must waterflow rates be measured on-
site? This is an extremely important
question.

If it were decided that everything
must be done very conservatively, then
DOE, when they thought they had a
site, would have to drill each exploratory
hole as if they were starting the real con-
struction, since it is not possible to drill
alot of test holes without ruining a site.

Yet in beginning measurements in these
holes they would have to be open to the
possibility of having to abandon the site
as inadequate. The price of such an
approach could be enormous, both
financially and in delay, but this is pre-
cisely the kind of decision that needs
public input—from a public that under-
stands the trade-offs. This is not a
scientific decision.

How reliable or robust should the
technology be? In other words, if the
technical designers forget to take some
parameter into account or careless
workers mess up some aspect of con-
struction, will it still work reasonably
well? Is it failsafe, like the Italian dessert,
appropriately called “Il Diplomatico,”
whose recipe says:

You can put in a little less rum or a little
more chocolate, add or subtract an egg,
and you’ll still come up with a successful

and delicious cake. It’s practically fool-
proof. 15

Nuclear technology is not known for its
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robustness. Nuclear power plants are so
complicated that they are out of service
much of the time for one cause or
another, and it gets harder to service
them as they grow older and become
increasingly contaminated with radio-
activity. Can we afford a temperamental
nuclear waste disposal technology?

Time and cost. Despite all protesta-
tions that safety comes first, time and
cost are the major trade-offs in all deci-
sions about waste disposal. How soon.
do we demand that final disposal opera-
tions begin? How much are we willing
to spend on the whole venture, now and
in the future?

Geologic Medium

Salt has been the “preferred” geologic
storage medium for over 20 years, and
DOE inherited the idea with so much
momentum behind it because no alter-
natives were seriously studied until
recently. The particular public whose
input is badly needed on this decision is
independent scientists.

Technology

Given a choice of geologic medium,
there are still many decisions to be made
about technologies. Should the waste
be left in the form of fuel rods, or should
it be physically or chemically reprocessed?
Should reprocessed waste be combined
with glass or ceramics; and, if so, with
what dilution-and in which chemical-
form?'® What materials should the waste
be encased in? How many layers and
which metals? Should the waste forms
be surrounded by something which will
still be there in thousands of years when
the long-lived isotopes like plutonium
come out, to be sure they emerge with
the proper valence to be sorbed by the
surrounding rock and not dissolve in
groundwater? The decisions made under
“Criteria” above are crucial for guidance
on such questions and, if there has been
substantial and meaningful public input
into the decisions about criteria, then
there may be no need to involve the
general public in this kind of technical
choice. The need to involve public inter-
est scientists and other outside experts
remains, however.

Management
How should the waste program be set
up? Should a federal agency manage it

18

Often public participation in
decision making appears diffi-
cult to obtain. because it is
sought on the least appropriate
questions. One cannot develop
intelligent procedures without
first determining the nature of
the issues for which the proce-
dure is supposed to produce
decisions.

directly? Should it be managed by a
private corporation? A public corpera-
tion?"” This is a valid question for public
participation by management experts,
knowledgeable businesspeople, and pub-
lic interest lawyers; among others. And
it should be discussed with the recogni-
tion that the short-term and the long-
term tasks involved in nuclear waste dis-
posal present very different management
problems which might best be handled
by different schemes.

Right to Negotiate

Who will negotiate for the potential
victims? As the NRC Report puts it:
A State may have sound economic moti-
vation for welcoming the location of
nuclear power reactors within its bounda-
ries; the incentive for accepting high-level
wastes, on the other hand, is hardly so
clear. ¥

It is admittedly a no-win proposition,
involving unknown risks but no conceiv-
able gain; therefore the government will
have the choice of either negotiating
incentives to encourage a region to accept
siting of a nuclear waste repository or

of forcing it to do so by a near-totalita-
rian exercise of power. The IRG and

the NRC, as mentioned earlier, are clearly
concerned about what will happen if
“consultation” does not lead to “con-
currence,” so it is probably safe to
assume that at least an attempt at negoti-
ation will be made.

The local people—and exactly what
constitutes “local” will have to be deter-
mined case by case—should have a strong
say in who represents them in these
negotiations. It should not be automat-
ically assumed that officials elected for
entirely different reasons, such as mayors
or governors—officials who may never
have taken any public positions on nu-
clear issues—should represent the public

in such a capacity. Probably no one
would. want to be represented by an:
official like the mayor of Carlsbad,
New Mexico, who was quoted-in the
International Herald Tribune in 1978
as saying about the Waste Isolation
Pilot Project, which was to have been
built in Carlsbad. “Well, I guess it’ll be
good for the economy if it doesn’t kill
us all.”

NRC has already discussed the issue
of incentives with state representatives
in its workshops, and apparently West-
ern states oppose “special incentives”
while Central and Eastern states want
them. However, all states have agreed
that the federal government should pay
what they call ““compensation for the-
direct and indirect costs of repository
siting.””"® When DOE finally points the
finger, “indirect costs” may very well be
indistinguishable from “special incentives.”

Suppose, for the sake of argument,
that a negotiating team agreed, in a
region that did not want a nuclear waste
facility, that they would accept such a
facility if the government promised to
fulfill certain publicly determined
criteria (of safety, etc.); to-guarantee
full property insurance (no Price-Ander-
son type arrangements), with strict
liability and a 100-year statute of limi-
tations; to provide parks, a civic center,
a library, assurance of gasoline supplies,
and other benefits.

It would still be extremely important,
regardless of the method by which the
negotiating team was selected, that the
public concerned also approve the con-
tract, just as most labor unions require
membership approval of contracts. This
approval could take the form of a ref-
erendum where the choices were simply
“yes” or “no”’—possibly with a required
two-thirds vote. This is probably the
only issue of those we have discussed
where the public should not only have
its say but should actually make the
decision.

Legal Issues

Should sanctions be specified in
advance for gross incompetence in man-
aging the wastes? How? Imposing sanc-
tions would require independent moni-
toring of performance and is related to
the question of management. What
would the appropriate remedies be?
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Another concern is, who will protect
the dangerous materials during.trans-
port.and while they are collected at the
site? Since siting cannot be near a big
population center, it will have to be in
a rural, relatively quiet area of the coun-
«try which is not accustomed. to a large
police presence and the kind of security
arrangements which may be necessary.
Local police, furthermore, will be too
few in number and not trained to handle
these matters alone. What kinds of civil
liberties problems are posed by the

- possibility of a federal police force and
surveillance to avert terrorist or other
attempts at sabotage or theft? These are

- matters for public debate.

Continuing Public Input

Finally, but perhaps most fundamen-
tally, the question arises: How much
public participation does the public
want? The federal government should
not look for a single “final solution” to
the public participation problem. This,
above all other problems, is not one
which could be solved “if only we had
enough information.” For example,
would the region around a site want a
local nuclear waste board to monitor
activities at the site, or would they
rather leave it to the federal experts?
Some areas probably would want such
a board, like a school board or a police
supervisory board, that would not only
monitor but keep the whole process
open, especially to the media. Other
regions might prefer to leave matters to
the experts, but the region in question
should have the choice. People in a
given region may even want different
things at different times because more
participation will always be sought at
times when trust in the main.actors is
low. Rather than trying to establish a
single policy on public participation,
therefore, the federal government should
recognize by law the right of regions in
which a site is proposed or constructed
to determine the extent of participation
in the waste management program-that
they consider to be necessary. They
should also have the right to review their
decision periodically.

One Plan |Is Better than
a Thousand Options

The number of important decisions
to be made in nuclear waste management
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Identifying the major.decisions
which must be made in nuclear
waste management is a prereq-
uisite to determining which of
those decisions require public
input and whHo constitutes the
“public’ in each case. This has
never been done by the federal
agencies,

is large, and it is always dangerous to
make such interconnected decisions in

a vacuum, each separate from the others.
The confusion among the agencies, and
between the agencies and the public,

has created a situation where we will be
lucky if there even is a conscious deci-
sion made on each of the questions
discussed above. The fundamental flaw

“in the process is that no one sees the

big picture. There is a solution, however.
In Sweden in 1977 a law was passed
preventing utilities from starting up new
nuclear power. plants until they had
shown that a safe plan for nuclear waste
disposal existed. With five operating
reactors and two newly completed
reactors ready to go into operation, the
Swedish utilities formed a study group
called KBS (“Nuclear Fuel Safety” in
Swedish) which in one year put together

-a detailed plan for nuclear waste disposal.

This was not the plan which would
necessarily be used, since actual waste
disposal was.not within the power of
the utilities to control; it was instead
an existence proof—a plan to show that

.a safe plan could be devised. The Swedish

government then had the plan reviewed
by about 25 Swedish.and 25 foreign
organizations. In addition, the govern-
ment had its own. Energy: Commission,

a politically appointed body with limited
lifespan, perform an extraordinary tech-
nical review according to.a new procedure
called “scientific mediation,” which
Nancy Abrams and Steve Berry had
developed a year earlier.”

The KBS Report-laid out a complete
scenario: fuel rods would be removed
from reactors, stored in a central facility
in Sweden, then shipped to France for
reprocessing, including vitrification
(conversion to glass) of the high-level
liquid waste. The vitrified blocks would
then be returned to. Sweden, stored for

30 years in a middle-term facility which
was described in detail, then encased in
various layers of metals and buried 500
meters deep in tunnels cut into solid
granite and irrigated for cooling until
the depository was ready to be closed;
it would then be sealed with a bentonite
clay and quartz-sand mixture. Computer
models were used to predict the long-
range behavior of the waste form, the
containers, the .groundwater movements,
and so forth.

There were enormous problems with
such a complex plan. Many were discover-
ed by the various reviewers. They might
never have been foreseen given the piece-
meal planning now going on in the United
States. Furthermore, during the entire
period since 1977, this plan and a sub-
sequent one proposed for disposal of
unreprocessed spent fuel have been
central topics of public controversy and
political debate at the highest levels of
government in Sweden.

The enormous value of preparing the
KBS Report and having it reviewed inde-
pendently by so many organizations and
individuals was that Sweden got a real
sense of the big picture. Ironically, the
United States, with the biggest collection
of nuclear waste in the world, has not
even attempted an exercise on the scale
of the Swedish effort. It should and it
can.

A single overall nuclear waste manage-
ment and disposal plan should be design-
ed, including a complete scenario for the
fuel rods from the reactor to the waste
forms that will exist thousands of years
from now. The scenario should be under-
standable and visualizable, not a list of
options. However, unlike the KBS Re-
port, it should also contain an explana-
tion of the reasons behind the main
technological choices in the scenario
and upfront, unvarnished worst-case
analyses.

This plan, representing the best
thinking of its makers, should be pub-
lished and open for criticism. Numerous
independent critical reviews funded by
the government would ensure that the
plan would become a focus of national
and international scientific interest as
well as of public debate. It is always
easier to rewrite a draft.than to start
from scratch, and this plan would be the
nation’s first draft.
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Helping the Public Decide
{continued from page 20)

battles inevitable in such a forum. At a
deeper level, however, intervention does
not seek to challenge the decision-making
process, which is itself essentially flawed.
Since an agency decision, as explained
earlier in this article, is frequently a

fait accompli by the time of intervention,
there is no real opportunity for inter-
venors to do anything but create delay.
Consequently, they are regarded by both
their industrial opponents and the agency
before which they appear as obstruction-
ists.

“Critical review and public assess-
ment” can be seen as an alternative
strategy to intervention, a strategy which
challenges the decision-making process
but which, ironically, may be less objec-
tionable to the agencies and industry for
several reasons. First, money paid out by
the relevant agency (or possibly through
a separate agency set up specifically for
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this purpose) would go directly for con-
structive critical reviews, not to hire
lawyers. Second, scientists representing
many points of view would be funded,
not just environmentalists. Third, raising
new technical issues or problems, so
difficult in agency hearings, would be
encouraged as one of the main goals of
the entire process. Finally, the use of
“critical review and public assessment”
would, in a relatively short time, sub-
stantially increase the number of
scientists who contribute to public
issues generally, broadening the base of
the public-interest science movement
with beneficial results across the board
for technology politics.

The Need for Public Participation

The legitimacy that public participa-
tion can lend to decision making on
nuclear waste disposal is not mere sugar-
coating. The alternative—the federal
preemption-rush approach—may work
to obtain the first dump site, but as
things inevitably go wrong, mounting

public anger and distrust will prove
incomparably harder to deal with there-
after. The other central purpose of pub-
lic participation—improving the quality
of the decision—may also turn out t&"
be of incalculable value. The public has
already saved us from several technolog-
ical quagmires, and a disastrous nuclear
dump could be harder to pull out of
than Vietnam.

The fear of some people that public
participation will lead to endless delay
is based on the mistaken belief that the
“public” is comprised of only those
totally committed antinuclear people who
are fighting the possibility of safe nuclear
waste disposal on the grounds that the
existence of such a technology will
encourage the production of more waste
and more nuclear plants. This group cer-
tainly exists and is highly vocal. However,
there are many others who could under-
stand, if real efforts were made to clarify
for the public the issues and trade-offs
involved, that the price of preventing
development of safe nuclear waste dis-
posal (or even of demanding such excru-
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ciatingly high standards of safety and
conservatism as to put off such develop-
ment indefinitely) is an increased proba-
bility over time that the wastes will never
be disposed of properly. Instead, as the
public loses interest in the issue, the
problem will be inherited by lower and
lower levels of bureaucracy as the wastes
themselves age, leak, and become more
dangerous. Like the other toxic wastes
that litter the countryside, nuclear
waste, once the national attention shifts,
will become just another kind of garbage,
to be taken care of whenever someone
has the time.

Public participation need not cause
interminable delay. To the contrary,
if no waste disposal technology is
developed in the next few years, delay—
the traditional tool of the environmental-
ists—may well be intentionally appropri-
ated by the pro-nuclear forces, who
understand the difficulty of safe nuclear
waste disposal and would like to put it
off till no watchful eye remains. This
was the approach before environmental-
ists got the public interested, and there
is every reason to expect that this will
be the approach again if environmental-
ists and the public lose interest.
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Overview — Cities

(continued from page 5)

Now, my perception of this intruder
movement was that it was a non-people
phenomenon that detracted energy,
resources, and support from the civil
rights/human rights movement, which
had become too dangerous and uncom-
fortable for many. It seemed typical of
a white elitist movement that the pri-
mary concerns articulated, at least as
I heard them, were for areas where
people were not, rather than where
people were.

I left college angrier than ever but
determined to continue fighting, in what-
ever arena presented itself, for change in
general conditions that I considered to
be intolerable. [ went to work at the

40

National Urban League on a health
project; health seemed to be a niche that
needed activists and encompassed many
of the ills that needed curing. Then I
became involved in the education field,
and discovered another set of needs that
were still unmet—in education also there
was room for activism and energy. From
education, communications was a logical
next step; for in all of these areas, a
prime issue was lack of resources and
lack of control. In each case, minorities
and poor persons were victims who were
unable to participate in developing solu-
tions to their problems. And imposed
solutions never worked—they were al-
wayss too little too late.

After wandering through other areas
with a growing sense of frustration at
not being able to pull these concerns
(and the advocates thereof) under one
workable umbrella, I returned to the

National Urban League to work on a
project called the Community Urban
Environment program. I probably would
not have gone by choice, but it seemed
a preferable alternative to unemploy-
ment and I took it.

From considerable soul searching, a
question arose: why did I feel that
environmental concerns excluded me
when the concept of environment was
an all-inclusive umbrella? The definition
of environment is “the sum total of
external influences on an organism,”
and that seemed to me to include poverty,
deteriorating housing, poor health, inade-
quate education and health care, and
unemployment, none of which I recalled
being considered as environmental con-
cerns. Why not? Because these were para-
mount concerns of minorities and the
poor, and we had not participated in
defining, directing, and prioritizing

April 1980





