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December 27, 1999

Deborah Ddton

EPA

Mail Stop 2136

401 M Street, SW
Washington, DC 20460

Re  Review of Environmenta Protection Agency Public Participation Policies
64 Federa Register 229, 66906-66913 (November 30, 1999)

The National Association of County and City Hedlth Officials (NACCHO) is pleased to provide the
following comments on the Environmenta Protection Agency’ s Public Participation Policies NACCHO
represents the nearly 3000 local public health agencies— in cities, counties and towns - in the United
States. These agencies serve on the front lines in protecting and promoting the hedlth of their
communities.

Asthe governmenta presence at the loca level responsible for the protection of public health, loca
public hedlth agencies play a critical role in environmental health protection. While other local agencies
may provide environmenta services or have environmentd responghilities, loca public hedth agencies
have unique characteristics that make them essentiad playersin protecting public hedlth and the
environment. Loca public hedth agencies: 1) focus on prevention rather than treatment or enforcement;
2) serve the entire community (rather than individuas) and, therefore utilize popul ation-based
approaches; and 3) possess expertise on the critical link between hedlth issues and environmentd
factors. In addition, loca public hedth agencies have unpardlded community-based knowledge,
contacts, and resources. As community-based agencies, they are able to respond rapidly to their
communities environmenta hedth concerns. Locd public hedth agencies are often the first point of
contact for concerned residents and their primary source of information about environmental hazards.

NACCHO commends the United States Environmenta Protection Agency (EPA) for undertaking an
ambitious, but critically important effort to assess how well the EPA’ s regulations and policies ensure
public participation in decison-making. NACCHO' s responses to the EPA Workgroup' s two issues
are outlined below.

1) What changes need to be made to the 1981 Policy on Public Participation? What is working well,
and how does the experience of the past nineteen years suggest the need for improvementsin the
generd procedures for involving the public in EPA programs and decisons?



The 1981 Policy on Public Participation — was intended “to strengthen EPA’s commitment to public
participation and to establish uniform procedures for participation by the public in EPA’s decison+
making process.” This policy has been the basis for EPA’s public participation requirementsin the
nineteen years Snceitsinitid publication.  We believe that this policy provides an excdlent framework
for public participation and should be shared with other federa agencies. Changes should not dter the
intent of the policy, but rather improve implementation procedures based on the experiences over the
last nineteen years. NACCHO's comments and suggestions below reflect loca public health agencies
recommendations with regard to EPA’ s public participation process.

The EPA’simplementation of the 1981 policy usudly focuses on meeting the legd requirements,
rather than having the public play a sgnificant role in EPA’ s decison-making processes. Engaging
the public goes beyond “ligening” to developing full and equa partnerships with communitiesin
designing and implementing EPA’ s programs and decisions. Some specific examples of EPA
actions that inhibit meaningful community collaboration include: no opportunities for local agencies,
groups and residents to participate in the development of public participation work plans, posting
hearing notices through media channdls, rather than through direct contact with loca agencies,
groups and residents; public hearings'mestings (as opposed to information/share sessions) thet are
led in a bureaucratic fashion, for the sole purpose of recording the public's comments, with answers
only provided in writing after the meeting; and agenera lack of open dialogue among EPA, locd
agencies, groups, and residents to share information, concerns, questions, and future actions. A
more effective approach to engaging the public would be a more flexible implementation of the 1981
policy dlowing for collaboration with locd agencies, groups and residents throughout al phases of
the public participation process and the ability to tailor activities to meet the needs of individua
communities.

EPA should work within its own agency and with state and local agencies to implement President
Clinton’ s Executive Order #12898, directing al federa agenciesto take into account the
disproportionate burdens placed on communities of color. 1ssues here often involve state policies
and actions that can hinder progressin thisarea. For example, in Michigan, the Governor abolished
an environmental review process that was active from 1974-1990. EPA’s assstance in providing
opportunities for affected communities to participate in decision making processes would be very
helpful to those trying to improve their communities hedth at the locd leve.

EPA has devel oped excdlent websites to disseminate information and data. However, often EPA’s
materids and data are unavailable in formats that are rlevant to those at the local level. Dataand
information on polices and programs relevant to a specific geographic area would help to improve
communities access, understanding and engagement in loca-level EPA activities. A system where
users can enter their zipcode and receive data and information on EPA activities relevant to ther
local area, aswell aslinksto other siteswith loca information, would improve the public's
understanding and engagement in EPA’ s programs and palicies.
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EPA needs to utilize other venues for information dissemination besides the Internet. The Internet is
excdllent for displaying information, but is not available to everyone and does not encourage
didogue --- it only provides one-way communication. In addition, nationd datathet are available
on the Internet do not reflect the totdity of loca circumstances. Omitted is such information as
community history, hedth of affected residents, loca media stories, and local monitoring information.
A more haligtic gpproach to engaging the public in EPA programs and decisions requires open
dialogue among EPA, loca agencies, groups and residents to share information, interpret data, and
condder locdly relevant informeation.

2) How can EPA further engage the public in the effort to revise the 1981 Policy and other EPA
regulations and policies which may need to be updated in regard to public participation? What are the
suggested eements of a srategy to further engage the public in updating requirements and filling gapsin
EPA’s regulations and palicies concerning public participation?

EPA’s support of loca |eadership development and education will increase the public’ s engagement
in EPA’ s palicies and programs. NACCHO supports the establishment of loca environmenta
“andygs’ from communities (particularly from communities of color) trained to collaborate with
local residents on interpreting data, understanding environmenta laws and regulations, and defining
scientific terminology. The availability of such locd expertise would increase the public’'s
understanding and participation in updating EPA’s palicies and regulations.

EPA’s engagement in and support of community processes, such as NACCHO's Protocol for
Assessing Community Excellence in Environmental Health (PACE EH), will enable EPA to
learn more about a community’s environmenta hedlth concerns and inform residents about
opportunities for public participation in EPA decison-making. NACCHO's PACE EH processis
intended to provide assistance and guidance in strengthening a collective understanding of and
appreciation for the critica role environmentd hedlth playsin the overdl hedlth of acommunity.
PACE EH provides aframework for a comprehensive community- based environmenta health
assessment that should enhance decision-making by providing an accurate and verifidble profile of
the community’ s environmenta health status (to the leve of datathat is available), on which
decisons can be based. Rather than smply following priorities set by federa or sate authorities
based on |egidative mandates, a completed assessment process should alow community decison
makers to plan and direct resources specific to their locae. 1n addition, the process should establish
afoundation of trust and broad-based support anong community partners and federd participants
s0 that decison makers can act cooperatively and decisively if crises arise.

On behdlf of the nation’s local public hedlth agencies, NACCHO looks forward to an ongoing,
productive involvement in evauating and updating EPA’ s public participation palicies. If you have any
guestions on our recommendations or would like to discuss any of these issues further, please contact
Beth Resnick, Director of NACCHO's Office of Environmental Hedlth at 202-783-5550 x 221 or at
bresnick@naccho.org.
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