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 Environmental Right-to-Know Focus 
 
 Putting Government Information Online  
• Right-to-Know Network 
• Campaigns (Toxics Release Inventory & Risk 

Management Plans) 
 

 Strengthening Policy 
• Environmental Information Initiative 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
OMB Watch is a non-profit organization that, since 1983, has advocated for a more transparent and accountable government.

ERTK has been a particular focus for us for a long time. The public wants to know about their health and safety, and use this information to protect themselves, their families and their communities.  Government agencies and officials that handle this information are more receptive as well.  Oftentimes, the best advances for transparency in general has started with environmental transparency.  

Over the years, we have used two approaches in advocating for ERTK.  
First, we have long advocated for the government to release public health and environmental information.  In this sense, we try to lead by example: by obtaining the information -- many times through FOIA requests -- and then putting it online in an understandable and searchable format. This is to show how government should post the information online.

Second, we have used more traditional methods of advocacy – i.e., advocating for a particular policy.  This approach has been informed by our efforts in getting government information, as well as working collaboratively with other organizations.

So I will first talk about one of our long-term projects that involves putting government information online – our Right to Know Network.
Then I will discuss two campaigns we have worked on over the years.

I will then finish by talking about one of our more traditional advocacy projects - our EEI.











 Established in 1989 to 
empower citizen 
involvement in community 
& government decision-
making 

 
 A free online service that 

provides access to five 
environmental databases. 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Established in 1989, the purpose of the Right to Know Network is to empower citizen involvement in community & government decision-making.

This site provides free public access to environmental information from five databases managed by the EPA.  Over the years, we have posted more databases online (up to 11 or 12) but as the government improved upon their own databases, we removed them and currently have 5 databases posted.  I will be discussing two of those databases.






TRI contains information on toxic chemical 
releases reported annually to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

 
TRI is similar to pollution registries in other 

countries. 
 
  
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first database we worked to promote online public access to was the TRI.  

TRI, which was established by Congress in 1986, requires the EPA to make publicly available the releases and transfers of toxic chemicals above a certain threshold. 

That is, each year, the country’s largest facilities from a range of industries report their air, water, and land releases of more than 600 toxic chemicals, providing valuable information about which chemicals are entering the environment and where.

TRI is similar to pollution registries often seen in other countries.




Flagship example of the impact of public 
transparency. 

 
Many companies have reduced their 

chemical use and release, often by 30-50 
percent or more. 

 
Chemical giant Monsanto reports that it 

reduced its toxic air emissions by over 90% 
between 1988 and 1992. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since it was established, TRI became a flagship example of the impact of public transparency. 

It has been an important tool for business, federal, state and local governments, emergency first responders such as firefighters, workers, and organizations, who have successfully used the data to address health, safety and environmental issues.  
   
Once companies – and the public – learn exactly how much pollution the companies release, the companies often strive to reduce that amount to avoid embarrassment, to save money, or for other purposes.  
For example:  Many companies have dramatically reduced their chemical use and release, often by 30-50 percent or more.  
The chemical giant Monsanto reports that it reduced its toxic air emissions by over 90 percent between 1988 and 1992. 




1. Go to www.rtknet.org 

2. Select Toxics Release 
Inventory, under the 
“Databases” option. 

3. Search by location, 
      facility, or industry 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To access and search for data, you can link to the TRI database from the RTK NET homepage by clicking the “Databases” option.

We have tried to make accessing the data easier for people. We have enabled people to search for data in ways that make it easier for them to find the information they need – for example, people can search for data by geographic location (city or state), search for a particular facility, or a whole industry.  


 

http://www.rtknet.org/�


 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We have tried to present the data in ways that will answer the most common questions that people ask – such as, what are the top polluting companies in my hometown?  What are the top 5 chemicals I’m most exposed to?  

For example, if you do a basic search for TRI facilities in Washington, DC, you can easily rank the top 5 polluters and the top 5 chemicals used in the area.  This is an especially useful tool when creating a press release as it puts the data into a meaningful context for the public.  

The government presents this data in a big table format, which is difficult to understand and time-consuming to process.






Public education 
• Analysis of data and report publishing 
• Outreach to communities 
• Comparisons of industries and facilities 
• Public health monitoring 

 
Push for pollution reduction/prevention 

• Public Policy 
• Partnerships 
• Courts 

 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
TRI has been an invaluable aid to grassroots environmental groups, who work closely with low-income and minority communities which have been severely impacted by toxic emissions.

For example: In 2004, the data informed residents in Chicago that a nearby facility was the city’s largest emitter of airborne lead.  The residents of the neighborhood formed an organization and pushed for air testing.  As a result, the group was able to secure agreements from the company to reduce emissions.

For example:  In 2009, the Center for Justice, Tolerance and Community used the data to find that poor and minority residents of the San Francisco Bay Area of California get more than their share of exposure to air pollution and environmental hazards. 





Publicize bad actors 
• Top ten toxic companies 
• Analyze and compare facilities 

 
Identify trends 
• Pollution trends (e.g., mercury and power 

plants) 
• Improvements/regressions 
Geographic; by industry; by chemical, etc. 
• Link TRI data to health and economic trends 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Groups can also use the data to publicize the companies who are the largest polluters and write articles about:

the top 10 toxic companies; or 
examine release of chemicals known to cause serious health problems; 
identify states or cities that are bearing the brunt of this pollution; and
Combine TRI data with health data or economic data to show that low-income communities are exposed to more pollution;

For example, a few years ago, a U.S. newspaper, USA Today, published a series on the exposure risk of children at schools near toxic facilities.  As a result of the article and public pressure, EPA Administrator initiated school air monitoring.

An interesting thing to note – as an aside – despite all the benefits of the TRI program, we had a major fight on our hands as we tried to prevent weakening of the program by the Bush administration.





 Over 400 chemical plants pose a significant danger to 
communities  
 

 Purpose is to prevent accidental releases of harmful chemicals 
and reduce the severity of releases that do occur. 
 

 RMPs include:  
Worse case chemical release scenarios (Off-site consequence 

analysis (OCA) information) 

Non-OCA information:   
 5-year accident history;  
 Chemical prevention; and  
 Emergency response programs at facilities.   

 
 Under law, RMPs must be available to the public. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another database I want to talk about is the Risk Management Plans.  We’ve done a lot of work on this to get the information posted.

Currently, there are over 400 chemical plants in the United States, which pose a significant danger to the communities in which they operate

In 1999, under Clean Air Act amendments, EPA began requiring facilities to submit a risk management plan, or RMP, which describes a chemical facility's program to prevent accidental releases of harmful chemicals and reduce the severity of releases that do occur. 

The plans include analyses of the potential offsite consequences of a worst-case accidental release, a five-year accident history, a release prevention program, and emergency planning. 

The law requires this information be available to the public, and this information is the starting point for communities, local officials and the facilities themselves to address these weaknesses, minimize risks, and improve emergency response plans.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Similar to the TRI database, we have tried to present the data in a way that will address the questions that people most want to find out.  We enable people to search for the data by facility name, city and state, by top facilities with 5-year histories and by chemical.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
When doing a basic search on a city, – people will find answers to some of their most basic questions – how many facilities are in Chicago?  Who many deaths and injuries have occurred in the last 5 years?  What are the top chemicals that I’m at risk of being exposed to?  When looking at Chicago, you will see that there are 43 facilities, and 288 injuries have occurred in the past 5 years.









EPA removed the RMP database from its 
website after Sept. 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. 

 In 2003, we submitted a Freedom of 
Information request, which was denied. 

 In 2005, we filed a complaint in court. 

After 30 days: EPA provided us with the data 
without any further explanation. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But, shortly after the Sept. 11th, 2001 terrorist attacks, the EPA removed the RMP database from its website – the agency argued that the information about the potential effects of chemical accidents at facilities could be used by terrorists.  At the time, EPA included a message explaining that in light of the attacks the database had been “temporarily removed.”  EPA already had a system where members of the public can view the RMPs at one of 66 federal reading rooms across the country.  But, this wasn’t adequate access to the electronic information gap, as it poses barriers to people who live far from the reading rooms, or work during normal business hours.  

But, after almost four years, EPA had not reestablished online access to any of the RMP information.   The only online resource for this information was our Right-to-Know Network website. But, we hadn’t updated our data in those 4 years, but we decided that it was time to get this information up to date, and in 2003, submitted a FOIA request, which was denied.  We filed an appeal.

In reviewing our appeal, the agency realized that it didn’t have a legal reason to deny us this information, so their solution was to simply not answer our appeal.  

After waiting for almost two years for EPA to respond to our appeal, we retained legal counsel and filed a complaint in court. After only 30 days, the agency provided the data without ever offering an explanation for its early refusals.
 





 In 2007, EPA changed its rule to remove 
the off-site consequence analysis from 
the RMP’s executive summary. 

  
Current Status of the RMPs:  

After 7 years since the rule change, EPA still has 
not renewed online access to this data. 

RTKNet still remains the only online public 
access to RMP data. 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2007, EPA changed its rule to remove the off-site consequence analysis (the section they considered the most dangerous) from the RMP’s executive summary.  This was done in efforts by the EPA to restore the data online status.  The rule was finalized, but yet, currently, it’s been 7 years since the rule, and EPA has not renewed online access.  RTKNet still remains the only online public access to RMP data.

The only good news is that EPA no longer fights us to with FOIA requests to receive the information.

We continue partner with organizations around the country to push for safer alternatives to hazardous chemicals. 
 



 Collaborated with over 100 groups & 
individuals, including those working 
with low-income & minority 
communities  

 Developed over 100 policy 
recommendations to empower people 
to protect themselves  

 Submitted report to the White House 
and several federal agencies  -                      
• Environmental Protection Agency 
• Health & Human Services 
• Department of Interior 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I now I want to shift gears away from data, and talk about one of our efforts to advocate for policy change.

In this context, our Environmental Information Initiative brought together a wide range of groups and individuals from around the country (many working with low-income communities) to develop a set of policy recommendations (over 100) to empower the public to protect themselves and their communities from toxic pollution.
 
It was a two-year process, and a very collaborative one - we received a lot of input in gathering the information and developing the policy recommendations – we conducted several listening sessions and interviews, and organized a conference with over 100 stakeholders across the nation to review the recommendations.
 
The recommendations were released in a report, which we presented to the Obama administration, and organized meetings with key agencies (EPA). 




Key Priorities: 

Government agencies should always 
consider the environmental & health 
impacts of development projects on 
low-income and minority 
communities. 

Government agencies should present 
health & safety information from 
chemicals in a simple, easy-to-
understand format. 

Government has a responsibility to 
reach out proactively to the public. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some of the recommendations highlighted in the report involve:

considering the impacts of development on low-income and minority communities,
presenting health risks from chemicals in an easy to understand format, and 
govt’ has a responsibility to proactively reach out to the public 
 




 
 
 

Contact information: 
 

Sofia Plagakis 
OMB Watch 

splagakis@ombwatch.org 
(202) 234-8494 
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