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Introduction

In the course of one year, the relationship between the Coastal Resources
Advisory Committee (CRAC) and the administrators of Maryland's Coastal
Zone Management Program (CZMP) dramatically changed. CRAC, the most im
portant public participation element of the Program, went from being a
divisive and frustrated group to one which was cohesive and able to
achieve concensus on Important State policy issues. CZMP staff changed
from a rebellious disinterest in CRAC to using the group to help make
good management decisions. A one year experiment in training with both
groups made workable the shared decision-making concept established,
but never achieved, during the planning years of the Program.

Although public participation is required in coastal management, it has
rarely achieved success at this level. Why, then, did the idea to train
merit the time and expense necessary?

In 1978, a networking (inter-agency partnership) approach to managing
Maryland's coastal resources was formally adopted. CRAC was expected
to fulfill its role as the forum for developing recommendations on con
troversial, complex policies, some affecting major projects such as the
protection of beaches at Ocean City. Designed to reflect the diversity
of public opinion, it was not often successful in bring lasting de
cisions to the Program. This was due, in part, to members (both citi
zens and agency representatives) with opposing viewpoints advancing or
protecting their own interests rather than being open to developing de
cisions with which everyone could live. For a Program dependent upon
voluntary cooperation rather than regulation, this situation was counter
productive.
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The Setting

CRAC is a 100 member advisory committee composed of citizens and local
government representatives from each coastal county, plus Baltimore City
and Ocean City. Members also Include special Interest groups from the
environmental, business and banking communities. In 1979 CRAC members
were often unclear about the Committee role in working with the techni
cal staff for the program, and frequently lacked credibility because of
their own Inability to resolve conflicts within the Committee.

The Coastal Resources Division (CRD), lead staff for Maryland's Coastal
Zone Management Program was concerned about "non-technical" people
giving them advice and were wary about CRAC recommendations with which
they might disagree.

The Approach

After carrying out a needs assessment which identified CRAC and staff
concerns, it was decided to undertake an extensive training program.
Training was chosen because it is a proven technique for affecting long-
term change. The purpose was for participants to learn skills for work
ing together in order to achieve the best CZMP decisions.

A request for proposals was sent out seeking a consultant with skills in
organization development, public participation and group process. After
an extensive review and Interview process, the firm of Interaction, Inc.
was hired to carryout a year long training program.

Interaction's training technique was based on the concept of "self-
fulfilling prophecy". It asks trainees to imagine and describe the ideal
situation for themselves and to then develop specific ways of achieving
that "ideal". This concept was applied to both individual and group be
haviors throughout the year. Another premise of the Interaction training
method was that people learn best when sharing their own ideas - meaning
that for each category of training, participants developed methods and
solutions for accomplishing goals. All of the training was based on
'real' issues with which CRAC was working.

Throughout the workshops, the training focus was as follows:

IMPROVING LEADS TO

Attitude ^ increase in trust

Cooperation ^ less competitive attitude

Communication ^ less distortion, defensiveness & hidden
messages

Climate ^ optimism, high morale & mutual support

Team Work ^ problem-solving together

The Training Workshops

Eight workshops lasting one to two days, were held between January 1980
and January 1981. Some workshops were held in the evenings and on
Saturdays to minimize numbers of missed work days. Twenty participants,
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12 from CRAC and 8 from CRD, volunteered for the project. Each workshop
was designed to build on the skills learned in the previous one.

Purpose

Workshop I
Team Building

To develop a sense of team work
and trust among the participants

Basic skills acquisition -
communicating and understanding
group process

What Was Done

Identified an ideal model

for CRAC and CRD members

Identified skills and be

haviors participants would
like to do differently

Workshop II
Group and System Diagnosis

Purpose

1. Understanding how to accomplish
tasks while still maintaining
group process

2. Understanding how climate
(setting, noise, attitudes)
affect group functioning

What Was Done

Practiced participating,
observing and designing
group activities

Tested & developed listening
behaviors

Workshop III
Group Problem Solving

Purpose

1. Provide an opportunity to try
out problem-solving techniques
and evaluate them for strengths
and weaknesses

What Was Done

Using four problem solving
models, participants learned
how to: use the range and
values and interests of the

group; identify impasses and
find ways to solve them; en
courage a supportive climate
and go through a series of
problem steps in order to
reach a solution

Workshop IV
Process Consultation

Purpose

1. To provide skills and techniques
for improving the operation of
groups
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What Was Done

Learned to give and receive
feedback, and to provide
support and reinforcement
for group members who help
the group accomplish Its
task



Workshop V
Review & Consolidation

Purpose

Review key concepts of previous
workshops, i.e., group decision
making and techniques to enhance
group operation

Workshop VI
Leadership

Purpose

1. Provide overview on management/
leadership concepts

Workshop VII
Meeting Design

Purpose

Provide basic theory for meeting
design

What Was Done

Developed support groups
(individuals identify be
haviors for Improvement;
support group monitors at
next CRAC meeting; meets
and provides feedback on
how participants func
tioned)

What Was Done

Trainers helped partici
pants focus on leadership
skills they want to try at
future CRAC meetings
(skill practice was in
cluded)

What Was Done

Identified effective and

ineffective meetings

Practiced meeting designs
(Each group designed a
mini-meeting, carried out
another group's design,
and provided feedback on
how meeting was conducted

Workshop VIII
Final Team Building & Evaluation

Purpose

Provide additional skill practice
in creating team work

Evaluating the training program

The Results

What Was Done

Identified recommendations

and suggestions for con
tinuing to improve the ef
fectiveness of CRAC

Evaluation -

Four different mechanisms were used in order to evaluate the training
program and its consequences. The mechanisms are:
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- Evaluations by the participants of each individual training
workshop;

- Trainee evaluation of the entire program;

- Trainee evaluation of the Impact of the program on CRAC;

- Before and after CRAC opinion poss.

Based on the findings of these evaluation tools, the following con
clusions were made by Interaction, Inc. in their final report on the
training program:

The core group of CRAC members who participated in the training
program succeeded in establishing an improved framework and
climate for the conduct of CRAC meetings.

The core group of trainees was also successful in Improving the
way the dynamics of the meetings were conducted including con
flict management, problem-solving, the establishment of appro
priate discussion time, creating well designed meetings and
encouraging understanding and Improved listening on the part of
all CRAC participants.

The training program improved not only the relationship that
exists between CRAC and CRD staff members, but also the com
petence and skill level of the staff members themselves as they
interact with CRAC members.

The actual trainees themselves are convinced that their own

knowledge, skills and attitudes were demonstrably improved as
a consequence of the program and that those skills have carried
over into other parts of their lives, such as their professions.

The core group of trainees seemed to have been successful In
helping the entire body of CRAC clarify both its role and its
goals.

Assessment

For the past two years, we have been applying the learnings of the train
ing program to Maryland's CZMP Public Participation Program. Evidence of
the training is still in effect, particularly noticeable in the behaviors
of the trainees who are still active in CRAC. There is less tension and

"in-fighting" at CRAC meetings and more focus on problem-solving activi
ties. Public Participation staff conducts annual workshops for new CRAC
members and for its Executive Committee members using portions of the
training program design. Debriefings occur after all CRAC meetings.
Attendance at CRAC meetings is high, as is participation - all indica
tions of citizen/state commitment to a joint policy-making process for
Maryland's CZMP.

Undertaking this kind of a training program requires money ($25,000 was
the cost of our project), commitment of time, and most importantly,
support of the highest level of Program administration.

With the completion of the training, we have a complete training design
which is replicable. The Public Participation staff designs and carries

o

o
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out training, meetings and workshops based on using acquired skills and
the training resource materials.

Maryland did accomplish Its objective and encourages any program which
is committed to public participation, to consider similar training con
cepts for citizens and agency personnel. Training is clearly an effec
tive tool for building a vital public participation program.
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DECISIONS FOR LAKE MICHIGAN:

A CASE STUDY IN PUBLIC PARTICIPATION TRAINING

Joanne M. Westphal

Department of Recreation and Parks
Texas A&M University

College Station, Texas 77843

Introduction

Citizen Involvement in public deolslon-maklng processes has
received considerable attention over the past decade. This can
be largely attributed to specific pieces of congressional leg
islation mandating such involvement. To attain meaningful
citizen participation, however. Is often a difficult task.
The complexity of many issues, particularly those dealing with
the environment, discourages many citizens from partici
pating in public meetings due to feelings of Inadequacy
or Incompetency.

Studies have shown that one of the greatest deterrents to public
participation is an inadequate flow of information from sci
entists to laymen. In short, an Information gap prevents
legislative mandates from being realized.

This paper reports on a program that was designed to close this gap.
The focus, however, is on the long-term impacts that the program
had on individuals and the communities in which they resided. The
purpose is to assess whether education programs like the one des
cribed in this paper, actually meet objectives set by program de
signers.

1. ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY ACT (PL88-M52); MODEL CITIES ACT (PL89-751);
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND HOUSING ACT (PL93-383): COASTAL ZONE
MANAGEMENT ACT (PL91-370).
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Background Information

In 1977, the US Department of Health, Education, and Welfare
awarded a Title I grant to Purdue University—Calumet Campus and
the Lake Michigan Federation to develop an Interstate Water Quality
Program. The program was funded over a two year period (Table 1) at
approximately $150,000.00. It called for the development of cur
riculum materials and the organization of a workshop entitled
"Decisions for Lake Hichlgan". The intended audience for
the program was key community leaders and decision-makers who
were located in one of four communities around Lake Mich

igan—i.e., Chicago, IL, Hammond, IN, Benton Harbor, MI, and
Green Bay, WI.

The objectives of the workshop were threefold:
1. To encourage citizen participation in public decision-making

processes affecting Lake Michigan.
2. To provide the latest and best information on issues concerning

Lake Michigan and its water quality in non-technical terms.
3. To produce a knowledgeable and informed citizenry concerning

Lake Hichlgan water quality issues.

To achieve these objectives a set of curriculum materials
were developed by individuals in government, academla and
business on the major issues affecting water quality in Lake
Michigan. The intent of the curriculum materials was to pro
vide technical information in layman's terms.

A series of 9-10 lectures were offered at one of four insti

tutions of higher learnlng~l.e.. University of Illinois-
Chicago Circle, Purdue University-Calumet, Lake Michigan College,
University of Wisconsin-Green Bay—located in each of the four
states surrounding Lake Hichlgan. A workshop coordinator (us
ually a faculty member of the respective institution) organized
speakers for each of the lectures and insured that adequate
space and appropriate teaching aids were provided.

No fee was assessed for participation in the program and
at least 29 people participated in each of the four states.
A total of 119 people participated altogether.

Approximately, five months after the sessions terminated
in each of the four states (Table 1), an evaluation of the
program was conducted which Included program participants,
workshop organizers, curriculum writers and presentors.
This evaluation was structured in a round-table type of
format with most discussions centering on what could be done
to retain interest in the Issues identified in the program as
well as promoting the program in other states bordering the
Great Lakes. Almost no discussion centered on whether or not

the program met its original objectives.

The purpose of this paper is to assess whether the workshop
did succeed in meeting its stated objectives, and to identify
.any long-term impacts the program had on citizen Involvement in
Issues relating to water quality in Lake Michigan.
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Materials and Hethods

A two page survey was mailed to each of the 119 participants
in the workshop. Considering the age of the nailing lists
(e.g., two years old) and the mobility of the population in
the study area, the response rate was relatively high. Of
the 119 surveys mailed, 16 surveys were completed and return
ed. Twenty-five surveys were returned by the US Post Office
due to change of address. Of these 25 surveys, five were
located by telephone and administered a survey. Therefore,
fifty-one participants (13 J) provided information for data
analysis.

The survey was composed of fifteen statements concerning the
workshop and the curriculum materials. Respondents were ask
ed to indicate the degree to which they agreed or disagreed
with the statement. A five point Likert scale was used. Res
pondents were also asked to complete a series of open-ended
questions that addressed possible changes that may have occurred
as a result of the workshop. Of particular importance were
questions relating to perceived personal and/or community bene
fits resulting from workshop participation.

Finally, respondents were asked to check the sessions of the
•.orkshop that they attended. This was to bring the other res
ponses into context since attendance, or lack of it, could af
fect a respondent's perception of the workshop's overall quali
ty.

The data was coded and analyzed by computer. Frequencies and
cross-tabulations were determined for the group as a whole
as well as the group on a state-by-state basis.

Questions in the survey were matched to stated objectives as
follows:

Questions 1,6,12,11 Objective 1
Questions 3.5,7 Objective 2
Questions 2,8,11,13 Objective 3

In terms of the curriculum materials providing "technical In
formation in layman's terms", questions 1,5,9,11 probed this
aspect of the workshop.

Data and Results

Table 2 contains a summary of the questions and critical res
ponses to the Inquires concerning the Interstate Water Quality
Project and subsequent workshop.

In terms of the overall objectives of the workshop, the data In
dicates the following.

Objective 1. To encourage citizen participation In the public
decision making processes affecting Lake Michigan. Respondents
indicated that they were, overall, more active in public decis
ion-making processes affecting Lake Hichlgan as a result of the
workshop.
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Objective 2. To provide the latest and most accurate informa
tion on issues concerning Lake Michigan and its water quality
in non-technical terms. The data indicates that the respondents
viewed the general course information as being the most up-to-
date at the time. Most disagreed or strongly disagreed that
the data was too technical, and many continue to use the curri
culum materials as a reference source today (although many re
quested that the materials be updated on the survey).

Objective 3. To produce a knowledgeable and informed citizenry
on the Issues concerning Lake Michigan and its water quality.
Data from the questions addressing this objective indicated that
most respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statements.
They felt that the workshop provided greater insight into the
technical aspects of water quality; most graded the course at
the A or B level on the basis of making them informed citizens
on the issues. However, in terms of producing a "knowledgeable"
and informed group of citizens in their community on water qual
ity issues, respondents scored the data on a more neutral basis.
This may indicate that they were unsure what impacts the course
had on the community beyond class participants.

Curriculum materials. Data relating the the curriculum materials
indicate that they successfully met their proscribed objectives.

Other effects. The survey attempted to assess other effects that
may have resulted as a result of workshop participation. A summary
of the data can be found in Table 3. Highlights of this data follow.

It was found that the workshop did not significantly
Induce Job change or job advancement. It did open new opportuni
ties for additional employment on a consulting basis for one in
dividual and it gave another respondent a competitive edge
in the Job market. In terms of personal benefits, almost all res
pondents indicated that they derived some type of personal benefit
from workshop participation; the most commonly stated benefits were
"personal statisfaction" and "new insight and greater knowledge".
The community benefits were extremely diverse in nature and were
perceived to occur by a fewer number of respondents. Responses in
cluded newspaper editorials,grant development applications, and in
formation transfer to various organizations. The most impressive
effect of the workshop was the development of a citizen advocacy
group to monlor political decisions affecting water quality in Green
Bay, WI. This advocacy group, called "Bay Reneissance", was formed
by workshop participants as a result of the course and continues
to operate today.

As a final measure of the quality of the workshop, respondents were
asked if they would participate in another similar workshop. Over
whelmingly, the response was "yes" despite the fact that most in
dividuals were claiming an hourly consulting fee that averaged
$25.00/hour.

Summary

It is always difficult to determine the educational benefits and
environmental impacts of a program such as the Interstate Water
Quality Program. The average cost to train the participants was
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approximately $1,250/participant. Whether the benefits derived
from such a cost were greater is unknown. It is known, however,
that key pieces of legislation has been influenced in several
states by certain members of the workshop progam. It is also
known that a group of highly skilled, professional community lead
ers were willing to attend an average of 8 meetings over a nine
week period and that they would be willing to dedicate an addition
al 9-10 weeks for a similar workshop. In that sense, it appears
that the workshop was a success.

Table 1. Timetable of activities relating to the Interstate Water Quality
Program.

Funding Application Spring 1976

Funding Granted Summer 1977

Workshop Conceptualization Fall 1977
Workshop organization
Curriculum objectives
Community selection
Curriculum writer identification

(preliminary)

Curriculum Development
Coordinator selection

Lecturer selection

Workshops (9-10 sessions)

Workshop Evaluation

Follow-up Evaluation of Workshop

Summer 1978-

Spring 1979

Spring 1979

Fall 1979

Fall 1982
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Table 2. Reopcneea to the close-ended questions pertaining to the "Declalone for Lata Hichlgan" courae.
(S-polnt Likert aeale with 1—ottongly disagree; 2—dleagrcc; 3—neutral; »-agrcc; 5—atronely agree)

Stateseat

1. A> a result of this course, I becase core active
in political issues affecting Lake Hichlgan and
Its water quality.

The course provided Be ulth a greater Insight In
to the technical/aclentiric aspects of water qual
ity in Lake Hichlgan.

I thought the Information provided In the course
was the best and cost up-to-date at the tine.

6.

I continue to use the curriculum materials as a

reference source on water quality Issues.

The curriculum materials froa the course docu-
nented the nost orltlcal issues confronting
Lake Hichlgan.

After the course, I felt that I could do some
thing about water quality In Lake Hichlgan.

As I recall, the lnforeatlon provided during
the course was often too technical Tor ne to
understand.

Rcaponae

FREQUENCY CUM FREO PERCENT CUM PERCENT

3
IB
21

*

FftCOUENCY

2
20
29

FREQUENCY

I
3

22
2S

FiteoveNCv

3
5
6

27
0

9
23
a«

«a

cum freo

2
22
SI

cum freo

I
«

2a
si

• o.air
jr.loo
»j.;so
8.131

10.417
♦7.917
91.667

I 00.000

PERCENT CUM PERCENT

391216
56.063

3.922
•3.137

100.000

PERCENT CUM PERCENT

I .961
9.662

43.137
49.020

1.961
7.0*3

50.900
100.000

CUM FREO PERCENT CUH PERCENT

3
B

I*
41
50

6.000
10.000
12.000
54.000
19.000

6.000
16.000
20.000
62.000

100.000

FREQUENCY CUM FREO PERCENT CUM PERCENT

I
3
7

27
13

I
4

II
3S
51

1.961
5.882

13.725
52.941
2S.490

1 .961
7.S43

21 .S69
74.510

100.000

0,6 FHCQUENCY CUM FREO PERCENT CUH PEnCENT

7
12
23

7
19
42
90

14,000
24.000
46.000
16.000

14.000
30.000
64.0 00

I 00.000

FNEQueNCv cuh FRea percent cum pemcent

16
29

2
3
I

16
45
47
50
SI

31.373
56.663
3.922
5.662
I .961

31.373
86.235
92.157
90.039

100 .000



01

Table 2. (coin,)

This course produced a knowledgeable and In-
foratd group of cltltens in ny cemaunlly con
cerning Lake Michigan's water quality Issues.

The curriculum aaterlals helped to eiplaln
soac or the aaterlals presented during the
lectures of the course.

10. 1 have used the lecture end currlculun aat
erlals in ay occupational endeavors.

11. I have used the lecture and curriculum oat-
criala to inforn others of the Issues con
cerning water quality In lake envlronaents.

12. 1 have attended city council aeetlngs or
governaent functions concerned with water
quality Issues as a result of this course.

13. In teres of caking oe an Informed citizen

on Issues relating to water quality, t would
have graded this course as:

11. In teres of caking oe an active cooounlty
spokesperson ror issues relating to water
quality, I would have graded this course as:
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Table 3. Responses to open-ended questions pertaining to the effects
of the workshop "Decisions for Lake Hichlgan".

Job change due to course participation

Career advancement due to course

Type of advancement:inconclusive

Personal benefits derived

Community benefits derived

68

response n *

Yes 0 00.0

No 10 19.6

No response .3.1.... 80.6

51 100.0

Yes 6 11.8

No 17 80.4

No response .1 7,8,

51 100.0

Salary raise 1 2.0

Consulting T 2.0

Return to school 1 2.0

No response 48 94.0

51 100.0

Satisfaction 7 13.7

Aid decisions 3 6.0

Informed on

Issues 27 53.0

Other 8 16.0

No response 6 11.3

51 100.0

Hore informed 7 13.7

community
Public awareness 3 5.9

Aid decisions 4 7.8

(community)
Editorials 2 3.9

Grants sought 2 3.9

Information trans 5.9

fer 3

Advocacy group 2 3.9

formed

Hore articulate 5 9.8

In public
Questionnable 5 9.8

Other 7 13.7

No response 11 21.7

51 100.0



THE COASTAL ALABAMA EXPERIENCE:
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION AND EDUCATION

William Hosklng

Sea Grant Advisory Service
Alabama Cooperative Extension Service

3940 Government Blvd.
Mobile, Alabama 36609

Introduction

Despite the requirements of organizational policy and regulatory man
dates, public participation in governmental programs is often lacking.
Both federal and state agencies face this problem. Interaction with
the "publics" that are impacted by the development and implementation
of coastal policies and programs is deemed desirable and Indeed neces
sary in solving public problems. Individuals involved in this type of
activity would take little or no exception to the preceding com
ments. One of the primary concerns, however, is how to obtain effective
public participation.

The purpose of this paper is to focus on an approach that has proven
productive in coastal Alabama. It is believed that many of the broadly
stated principles Identified in the Alabama experience are also applica
ble to other areas facing the same types of challenge.

Developing the Process

In mid-1978, the Sea Grant Advisory Service of the Alabama Cooperative
Extension Service began to develop a mechanism to increase public parti
cipation. This effort has continued to the present time with modifica
tions, refinements, and improvements as evaluated by attendance and
interaction. Initially, it was our belief that because of the somewhat
unique role of the Sea Grant Advisory Service, a true advisory organiza
tion without enforcement, decision making, or any type of regulatory
function, we could effectively function as the facilitator for interac
tions between government agencies and private individuals. Furthermore,
because of our association with marine and coastal industries and the
commercial fishing interests, it was believed that we could readily
Identify those individuals, firms, or groups that would be most
affected by the proposed programs.
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This belief was strengthened after a series of seven workshops on the
identification of water resource problems in coastal Alabama was held.
Separate workshops were conducted for representatives of each of seven
primary Interest groups. These Included: marine transportation inter
ests, recreation interests, seafood processing and commercial fishing,
state and federal agencies, the academic/research community, environmen
tal/civic action groups, and local elected officials.

At these sessions, participants were asked to identify and discuss
their perceptions of water-resource related problems. No limitation
was placed on this discussion other than Impact on the Alabama coastal
area. Each workshop resulted in an extensive listing of subjects of
concern, that were then ordered by priority using a modified nominal
grouping technique. Because of the diverse groups participating in
these sessions, 170 specific topics of concern were Identified.

However, when these concerns were listed in order of group priority,
the major concerns of all groups were encompassed by a listing of 20
problem statements. This change from an unwieldy and virtually useless
list of 170 problems to a comprehensible and therefore workable 11st
of 20 problems was made with only slight modifications in wording.
This step allowed the focus of energy and efforts on areas of prime
concern, rather than a dissipation of energy among large numbers of
objectives.

One major problem that surfaced while the workshop sessions were being
conducted should be noted. Government agencies seeking public input
suffer from a lack of credibility with the public, primarily because
of a suspicion that agencies do not seriously consider public input in
their program planning process. This feeling was particularly evident
and strongly expressed by several of the groups, but was found to be
present in varying degrees in all groups participating. The existence
and serious nature of this problem should be a concern of all agency
personnel who work in the realm of public participation.

Problems in the Process

During the years since our first venture Into the public participation
process, a number of problems and limitations have become evident. In
many instances, these problems might be described as somewhat self-evi
dent, but are stated here lest they be overlooked in the planning
process. No attempt is made to list in order of importance, nor to
imply that these are the only types of problems encountered. Based on
the Alabama experience, these are some of the main factors that must
be considered and overcome before effective public participation can
occur.

Educating the public

One of the most effective methods of assuring increased levels of
public participation is to begin a public education effort prior to
attempting to obtain participation. In this context, education includes
both technical issue-oriented education and the more general awareness
educational efforts. It is important to educate as many potential
participants as possible, so that all sides of the issues under
consideration are represented.

In the Alabama experience, we have found that not only does issue-
oriented education produce a better informed participant in public
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forums, but it also tends to produce greater numbers of participants.
It is also important to provide generalized information on the proce
dures to be followed by citizen participants that ensure their input
will be considered. This may be as broad and general as informing the
public on the procedure that must be followed to present written state
ments or the advisability of notifying those conducting public hearings
of their intent to make a statement prior to the time of the hearing.
Although these are relatively simple premises, they have been verified
by our experience.

Demonstrating commitment

Before any group attempting to facilitate and increase public participa
tion can expect continuing results, 1t must first demonstrate a commit
ment to this goal. Unfortunately, we have all seen examples of efforts
at public participation that were approached as hurried attempts to
comply with policy or regulations. The results they produce are general
ly unsatisfactory.

Commitment should not be interpreted as supporting any one viewpoint.
Objectivity rather than advocacy must become the focus of any public
participation program. The group or organization that is attempting to
stimulate participation should provide equal time and opportunity for
opposing viewpoints to be heard. In reality, this is frequently a
difficult role to maintain.

Both commitment and education are best approached as long-term pro
grams. Reinforcement of Ideas and principles by repetition has a posi
tive impact on virtually all public participation programs. When an
organization or group is recognized by the general public as having
demonstrated its commitment to the idea of public participation, the
need for objectivity becomes even more important.

Maintaining public interest

Often public participation programs require relatively long periods of
time from inception to completion. Unless concerted efforts are made
to keep participants aware of developments, people have the tendency
to lose interest in the process. If public input is truly desired, few
things are more damaging than to solicit input and then have the issue
disappear for a lengthy time.

Interest can be maintained by the selective and appropriate use of
various media forms and also by more informal personal meetings and
correspondence. Efforts to sustain interest do have a high cost in
terms of time expended. However, intensity of effort does not satisfac
torily substitute for long-term involvement.

One important factor in any attempts to maintain interest is to
provide information that is clearly stated and understandable to the
general public. Varying levels of technical information should be
matched with the audience they are intended to stimulate. Technically
trained individuals often use the vocabulary or jargon of their
specialty in preparing information for the public. At times, it is
useful to have non-technical personnel take an active part in preparing
technical information for general distribution. The result 1s frequent
ly more readily understood by the general public.
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Improving the Process

If the problems discussed in the preceding section of this paper are
successfully resolved, one essential factor in any public participation
program is still missing. A structured feedback system is needed to
achieve maximum effectiveness. The lack of a functional structured
feedback system was one of the most frequent problems encountered in
initial attempts to stimulate public participation in coastal Alabama.
Individuals were asked to comment and participate in the planning pro
cess, but the process frequently stopped at that point. Further inter
action between the agency and the participants was either nonexistent
or extremely limited.

As mentioned earlier, many government agencies seeking public input
suffer from a lack of credibility with the public. This 1s primarily
because of the suspicions of potential participants that the agencies
actually do not seriously consider the public input they solicit in
their planning process. The belief exists in varying degrees among
almost all potential participants including industrial developers,
environmentalists, established industries, and the general public.

In order to achieve effective public participation, this doubt must be
overcome. This difficult task can be accomplished only by a demon
strated willingness on the part of the agency to modify or at very
least, consider changes in their approach that are directly based on
citizen Input.

Reluctance on the part of highly-trained technical personnel to modify
scientific or technical aspects of agency plans or proposals based on
input provided by non-scientists can be readily understood. It is not
reasonable to expect complete revision or modification In the design
or approach of scientific methodology due to lay input, but at the
minimum, an explanation of the reason for not incorporating the
suggestions or comments of the public should be given.

One possible approach to improving the process is to Integrate into
the overall plan, sequential meetings specifically for this purpose.
Adequate time for the interaction to occur and, if required, adequate
funds are implicit requirements of this method. Using this technique,
prior to a complete proposal presentation being made, the intent to
proceed in this direction is explained to the public, and public
response is solicited to help define the limits of the project. The
input received Is used to refine and focus the proposal, and the
results are presented with further requests for input. If the sugges
tions and comments of the public are fully considered during developmen
tal and later stages of the project by utilizing this technique, a
large portion of the credibility gap can be eliminated.

Summary and Conclusions

The Alabama coastal experience in public participation and education
has produced several observations that may be of direct benefit to
other public participation programs. Public participation is consider
ably enhanced when preceded by public education efforts. The most pro
ductive time to begin educational efforts is before an issue becomes
emotional; once the public becomes polarized, factual information
often has limited impact. It should be acknowledged that both public
education and participation are long-term programs. Intensity or snort-
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term effort does not satisfactorily substitute for long-term involve
ment. Any group attempting to facilitate and increase public participa
tion must clearly demonstrate a commitment to this goal before it can
expect sustained results. Public interest in seemingly transient issues
easily wanes and can be sustained only by identifiable actions and
clear and understandable Information. The most effective public partici
pation programs will include a structured feedback mechanism to assure
participants that their input is being considered and utilized.
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