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THE ENDURING MYTHS OF
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

by Jerry Delli Priscoli

Imagine you are to build a several
million dollar power plant or waste
disposal site. How much would you be
willing to invest to reduce the possi-
bility of project stoppage’ Suppose you
4re tC mAnNAage an extensive water guality
permit program. Would vou invest one-
half of one percent of the project funds
=0 reduce court case loads by 30 or 30
percent® Public involvement in admin-
istrative decision-making can, and has,
performed such management functions.

Yet somehow the public involvement of
the 1960s and 1970s seems less important
o the 1980s' free market ideclogy. We
igency Sureaucrats speak of a pendulum's
swinging dack.
regulations are modified or eliminated;
budgets are cut; OMB tightens citizen
advisory group regulations; volunteerisa
15 zouted as the only legitimate form of

participation. Why the undercurrent of
cetrenchment® One could offer many Tea-
sons. I will discuss six and then offer

opinions of where we are going with pub-
11¢ involvement.

1. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = PARALYSIS OF
ACTION AND INEFFICIENCY

Most legislation throughout the &0s
and “0Os reguired some form of ‘public in-
“slvement.
+T:15 3f apen government, the iegislation
was somet:.mes confusing. [n effect,
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Agency public involvement

Along with its positive bene-

Congress passed laws requiring public
involvesent at the same time they stated
specific substantive policy ends. For
example, Congress passed the 7108 water
quality program calling for cleanup

of U.S. waters by a certain date and,
further, for involvement of the public
in reaching these goals. Some of the
best public involvement done under 208
reached the opposite conclusion—that
cleanup, as dJefined in legislation, was
too expensive: Conseguently, the good
bureaucrat, concerned with efficiently
achieving legitimately establishea goals,
was frustrated. When all that resulted
was expensive reports and few plants,
the public was also frustrated.

More generally, public involvement
cams to symbolize "anti-project’” or
“ant1-bureaucratic” goals. The public,
at least those who participated, were
seen as adversaries, not partners. In-
:reased access meant increased delay.
is both agencies and the public turned
to legal mechanisms to resolve conflict,
extreme positions solidified. The major
reasons for access—to share information,
to :reate new approaches, and to nego-
tiate reasonable tradeoffs—-were Thus
subverted. The combination of access in
the hands of extremists, bureaucratic
intransigence, increased regulation, and
fixation with legal tactics *o manage
sonriics, created paralvsis.

irill, manv Jutstanding exceptions
smerged. A1l of us oncerned =1tn DJub-
1i¢ invai.ement arograms sought %2 fuind
and lescriSe them. 3ut o many within
Sureaus, Sublic involvement simply meant
negat:.e paralvsis. n short, the posi-

tive rTationales for participation—to
build soalitions and 2o create consensus
45 4 Drecursor toO J4ctiOn-—were Zorgotten.
Although often viewed d:ifferentlv,
Fubize MUC.UMWNT I3 Tresmotic moncce-
meni. Over two thousand vears ayo, no
i€335 4 PrIgRATIST TRan Pericles stated:
- .o Atheniams . —. . instead of iook-
ing on discussion is 3 stumbling
block in the way of actisn, . . .
think 1t an indispensacie prelim-
tnary 10 AnY wise action at all. ...
AS we reeximine our public service
commiTments, we ATe in danger of suc-
cumbing to & false illusion of efficien-
cy. So what if we sneak into town at
night and get the hazardous waste dis-
posal license with no one watching? Is
this efficient when citizens subsequently
shut down an operation after it's begun?
So what if we produce an elegant flood
control plan in four rather than 15
vears? [s this efficient when the proj-
ect 13 delayed by local residents and
national interest groups after 20 or 30
percent of capital costs have been sunk
into the projsct?

*“, . . the public involvement
of the 1960s and 1970s seems
less important to the 1980s
free market of ideology.” -

Efficiency is illusive in a plural-
istic society where authority is frag-
mented across many buresu offices and
departments. Limiting public access to
buresus and offices in the name of ef-
ficiency 1s a very dangercus path in &
society that calls itself democratic.

If the goverrment—that means its admin-
istrative as well as 1ts legislative
branches —demonstrates daily disdain for
fundamental social ideologies, you can-
not expect the larger public to long
hold those beliefs.

Public involvement is symptomatic of
broader changing social values in soci-
ety. Within administrative agencies,
it can be 2 tool to build consensus or
to find proof, or disproof, of constit-
Jency suppert for project altermatives.
Public involvement reallv savs, “Two
heads are better than one.” However,
its synergistic effects cannot be real-
1zed when met by bureaucratic indiffer-
ence. Ae bureavcrats should spend more
Time summoning the creative and positive
Power I0 public involvement than eulo-
gi=ing 1ts policy death. The question
1s not "Should we do public involvement,”
Sut “Can we do anything without it?"
Seeing public involvement as equal to
paralvsis of action will be an expensive
ayth te cling to, should we 30 choose.

2 PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = A SINGLE POLICY
STAND

This impression is particularly
strong :n the natural Tesources and en-
vironmental policy areas. Public in-
volvement has coma tO mean snvironmental
gToups. Since much of 1ts visibilaity
was achieved through the National Envi-
ronmental Policy Act 'NEPA), this 1s not
surprising. dut even the environmental
<ommunity is beginping to Juestion the
eguation. Wwhat nappens when vou achieve
.2 dudlic :nvoluement and tl.e result
14 S22 anvironment” #hich delief 13
jetzisoned” Look at the Jebate over the
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Clean Waters Act's 7404 permit program.
Yany water-based 3port and recreation
groups who tend to support the current
regulatory refora imiziatives are -
favor of reducing the paperwork burden
izposed by the government. They are
i1lso in favor of wetlands and 404 regu-
lations to protect their :industrv. How-
sver, that 404 7e™iT DTOgTam >rocesses
sver 13 2100 per=iti 3 Jedr, 30stU of
which invoive smali and aedium-sized
individual prolects. These same jTouns
Secome ambivalent when participating in
public involvement efforts to write gen-
eral regional permits designed to reduce
the citizen burden of individual permit-
ting.

For years, natural resources agencies
worked under the consensus of the "self-
evident” truth that economic development
was always good. Recently, environmental
protection groups challenged this con-
cept with their own "self-evident”
truths, such as decreasing resources and
increasing vulnerability of public
health. The truth lies in some blend
of these extremes. Public involvement
is a "process” helief that assists the
achisvement of some substantive synthe-
515 between these views. [t is beyond
a substantive single issue focus. Those
who falsely invoke the legitimacy of
public involvement in the name of sub-
stantive policy values will ultimately
compromise their own credibility.

3. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = VOCAL MINORITY
“Whos do they represent?" How often
have you heard, or maybe used, this
statement® Bursaucrats, as well as cit-
izen participants and special interest

class anyway."

The fact that we admin-
istrators are from that same middle

class 1s often forgotten. Rather than
a2 reason to discount their views, the
middle class bias 1s crucial. [t is
symptomatic of value differences within
our own middle class.

50 the majority-minerity perspective
1s misleading. Administrators need a
broad representation of values. [t is
the interested and committed, those
willing to coalesce into action, not
necessarily the inactive, whom we.should
seek. Both goals are served by public
involvement and, like it or not, are
part of the bureaucratic reality. Neo
amount of executive orders will change
that reality.

*“Those who falsely invoke the legitimacy of public
involvement in the name of substantive policy values will
ultimately compromise their own credibility.”’

groups, often clais to represent the
silent majority. If they would only
speak, “hey, the silent majority, would
surely support our position. Of course
“they" never do speak; that is why they
are called silent. One consultant has
referred to the silent majority as the
“mythical beast.”

Those whe enthusiastically question
the validity of public participation
often do so feeling that they possess a
special hotline to the mythical beast.
This misses the point, which is, as
another consultant states, to "create
the greatest possible mumber of unsur-
prised apathics.” Mot everybody is, or
perhaps should be, involved in every
issue. Public imvolvement provides a
means for those who feel ltmgly_md
are consequently likely to be major
actors, to axpress feslings. [t Zs 2
representation of valuss, not necessari-
ly mambers, wrich is oririocal to the

If it does nothing else, public in-
volvement confronts the administrator
with alternative sets of values. Devel-
opment of technical options without
public involvement begins simply to
reflect the values of their bureaucrat-
ic creators. Without multiple "reali-
ties,” the taxpayers' aoney will be
increasingly wasted on unrealistic and
unimplemsntable alternatives.

How often have vou heard the follow-
ing statesent: “Well, the envirommental
groups only represent 4 leisure middle

& Masch Aprtl 1963 Cltisen Participotion

4. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = [RRATIONALITY

AND INVALID INFORMATION

Early in my caresr, [ was attending
2 public mesting with several hundred
participants. After listening to one
participant pour her heart out in tears
over & proposed project, the presiding
officer responded, "Thank you, Ma'am.
Now do we have any factual comments™

The officer was unaware that he had
just received some of the best factual
data anyone could ask for. Feeling and
intensity are among the most important
“facts” any administrator requires to
design implesentable alternatives.

For us bursaucrats, arsed with ad-
vanced engineering and scientific
degrees, this is a hard pall. To us,
emotions are irrational; facts can be
separated from values.

Both enviromnmental groups and bursau-
erats often summon ths "perfect informa-
tion” myth to climb out of this box:
“Once the public has the facts, they
will understand.” Wwell, perfect infor-
mation can just as easily lead to per-
fect conflict as it can to consensus.
[t can perfectly describe the reality
of basic conflicts. No amount of "fac-
tual" information wiil sutomatically
overcome such value comflicts.

We administrators must realize that
facts and values ara not, separate., Our
elegantly constructed algorithas and
projections of the future are based on
husan assumptions. Thev are statements
of how we feel the world cugnt to be.

And the public knows it. They are not
fool?. It takes about two months in the
public involvement business to discover
a variant of Newton's second law: for
every Ph.D., you can find an equal and
opposite Ph.D.! Yer we continually
couch our assumptions in complex jargom,
effectively locking out sesmingful con-
tributions from those whom the projec-
tions are to service,

I don't know whether we do this to
reassure 3 sense of technical compe-*
tence, OT tO Assure our continual role.
Thers is nothing wrong with values. It
is only when we deny their sxistence
that we both look suspicious snd demy
ourselves access to this most crucial
source of informatiom.

In our business, the ides of a pure,
objective observer of natural and social
sSystems serves us poorly. Actually, it
13 questionable science. Note what John
Wheeler, the well-known physicist, says
on the topic:

May the universs in some strange

sense be brought into being by the

participation of those who partici-
pate. . .. The vital act is the act
of "participation.” Participation
is the incomtrovertible new concept

given by guantum sechanics. [t

strikes down the term "observer” of

classical theory, the man who stands
safely behind the thick glass wall
and watches what goes on without
taking part. It can't be done,
quantus mechanics say.

If you think the public is irratiomal,
you only have a few choices. One is to
ignore them and wait for disaster to
descend. Another i3 to tell the public
what i3 good for them and force them to
accept it. Another approach is better
stated by Thomas Jefferson:

T know of no safe depository of the

ultimate powers of the society, but

the people themselves; and if we
think them not enlightened enough to
exercise their control with whole-
some discretion, the remsdy is not
to take it from thes, but to inform
their discretion by education.

In other words, not only must we edu-
cate the public, but e must also be
willing to be educated. As Wheeler's
comments reflect, and public involvement
experience confirms, reality is a pro-
cess of shared creations. Jacob Brow-
nowski reached a similar conclusion:

There 1s not a field of science

which has not been made over from

Contimud m page 20
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zo9p %3 Yorzom :n she last fifcy
vears., Science Suas filled our
»OFLl3 Sesause T =45 been olerant
and fiexidie and emilessiv dpen 0
nes ideas. In the >est semse of
that Jiffizult word, science :5 a
democratic method. That has Seen
135 strength: that anu i1ty oonfi-
dence =hat nothing zan be more
important than what is true.
Administrators should searcn less for
excuses 10 separate values from facis in
our decisions and concentTate more on
deveioping skills to synthesize thea.
Public involvement techniques provide
tools to hone such skills.

S. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT = SUBVERSIVE
ACTION :

Mobody en)oys being threatened, and
public involvement can be a threat.
Most bureaucrats are dedicated people
who honestly do their job. It .s hard
to understand why the rest af those
folks out =here don’'t see it that wav.

““The question is not ‘Should
we do public involvement,’
but ‘Can we do anything
without it?" "’

Howsver, as administrators in a worid
af fragmented apthority, information is
our power. It 1s difficult to share
power. Among other things, public in-
volvesent requires sharing information
and power. That can be uncomfortable
to the expert.

After all, "I spent a lifetime in
training, working, and being concerned
about this issue. The .idea that Joe
Sixpack knows more about nuclear engi-
neering or bridge building 1s ridicu-
ious.” While Mr. Sizpack might not
build the bridge, he 1s likely to use
it, look at it, and feel the good and
bad consequences of 1ts construction.
In our society this qualifies him for
participation in the engineering deci-
iions.

\s experts, we must emplov our tech-
nical expertise to Ireate new technical
options which had not previously been
conceived. [f we zalk only to ourselves,
this 18 difficult To accomplish. Often
1T takes outside and even uninformed
naive questions to spur a look at that
which we thought unthinkable. This is -
the design, or creative, aspect of pro-
fessional engineering which Samuel Flor-
man has called the “existential pleas-
ures of engineering.”

such of the envirommental and natural
resources debate in the L970s zentered
around forcing public engineering bdu-
reaucracies to create and embrace new
=echnical solutions. Far from a threat,
<his is a need which is zrying out for
technical expertise. NOtU %o answer the
iry=not to reach for Florman's "exis-
tential pleasure’'—is to deny our coun-
" try a needed technical professionalism.
It 15 =0 condemn our society to technol-
ogy fix. We become solutions seeking
applicat:on rather than problem-solving
zapabilities ready %o create new OpLions.
It will gradually push the expert into a

29 MarcivApril 1962 Citissa Participation

role of limiting, rather than sxpanding,
possibilities, When this occurs, the
experts’' legitimacy deteriorates., [f
the technical expert :annot help our
society design and create new opportuni-
ties, society will quickly jettison its
eXperts a3 expensive overnead. Public
involvement 1s a princival ool to as-
s1st he technical expert in providing
such service. It is subversive and
threatening only to the degree that we,
ourselves, have become sedentary, un-
enthusiastic, and fatalistic.

6. PORGING SYNTHESIS IN 1980

The forward-looking administration of
the 1980s will be rewarded for implemen-
tation, efficient delivery of services,
timely action, and innovative mixes of
private and public funding packages.

The critical administrative skills will
5e managesent of uncertainty, negotiatiom,
conflict management, coalition building,
and consensus formation—precisely those
skills which formed the heart of public
participation in the 1970s.

For example, & businessman's notion of
efficiency 13 not simply analyrical eco-
nomizs, bSut also implementability. [t
does no good if the Jdeal is elegant but
<cannot be closed. Public involvement is
an investment in reducing closing costs
and :closing the deal.

Competition over funds for capital
investment will increase. Most projects
will require sultiple funding sources.
Sutring together funding and cost-sharing
packages will require far more public
involvement than previously experienced.
More numercus funding sources bring that
many more competing values. [n an era
of tight money, those putting up funds
will ask more penetrating questions about
how their consticuencies will be affected.
As states scramble to mest increased ser-
vice responsibilities, and the private
sector performs more public service func-
tions, the ability to negotiate, to build
awareness, to resolve comflict, and to
have public involvement will grow.

Successful administrators will be
those who forge workable plans that com-
pensate local people for bearing a high-
ly parceived risk—often not in dollars

. =to movide geographically disbursed

.

benefits. A sucoessful administratcr
will stek information about how necple
perceive risks. They will seek to know
how a proposed NTOJECT WAV 3ISSist come
munities to reach established goals or
eVen asS1ST COCEMUNLITiEs O establish
future goals. #ithout JgTeement on
goals, administrators will*meed to know
how to mitigate Jegative projec: effects
within comwunities. They wiil have :z3
assess whether intractable conflice s
likely. 3Successful administrators will
build “win-win' options by plamming
sish, not just “or, people; by inter-
acting with, not just observing, those
impacted by their projects.

If the experience of the 1970s taught
us anything, it was that good project
sanagement demands 4 blend of analyrical
and process skills. Successful admin-
istrators in the 19803 will encourage
such synthesis. The tool kit of the
successful administrator will include,
among other tools, a working knowledge
of nominal and other small group-process
techniques; listening and communication
skills; seeting and workshop designs:
conciliation and mediation technigues;
values analysis and mapping skills; in-
stitutional analysis; policy profiling;
trend and cross-impact forecasting; com-
munity service impact projection assess-
ment; and tradeoff analysis.

CONCLUSIONS

The degree to which public involve-
ment 15 dead i3 in the minds of us bu-
Tusaucrats., Perhaps we yearn for a
simpler world, for a time when consensus
was clearer and our job simpler. Per-
haps we carry bitter tastes of public
involvement experiences. However, public
involvement is central to our social
ideclogy and public service responsibili-
ty. It is both a great frustration and
a great job. As with Pericles' Athens,
public involvement places us apart and
makes us better. Thomas Jefferson onmce
noted:

. +the execution of the laws is

more important than making them. . . .

To introduce the people into every

departaent of government. . .is the

only way to insure a long-continued

and honest administration.

THE
CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
INSTITUTE

EARLY BIRD DEADLINE
APRIL 22

See page ‘16

*“. .. we can choose to see
public involvement as a
negative burden or a positive
opportunity.”’

AS with mOSt issues in life, we can
choose to see public involvement as-a
negative burden OT a positive Opportuni-
ty. Just as in other engineering and
technical programs, we can choose to see
public involvement as managing probabil-
tties in order te increase potential
acceptability or decrease potential con-
flict. Choosing a positive outlook
;eans creating incentive for compromise
tn building a middle ground, expanding
Jpportunities by forcing New technical
options, and building new coalit.ons
of support. When we feel Our tradi-
tional engineering products rejected,
=e should ask whether if i3 the fault
3f =he consuming public, or whether we
should either modify the old nroduct or
develop a new nroduct.

So wnere i3 olic involvement®
Alive, resting, and awaiting Jur call
to public service.g
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