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Module :

Organizing  Public Comment
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Introduction

Public response to USDA Forest Service proposals has risen to unprecedented levels over the past decade or so, ranging from a record high of 1.6 million responses on the proposed National Roadless Area Conservation rule to over 10,000 responses on forest level proposals. Work with other Federal land and resource of management agencies suggests this trend is not limited to the Forest Service. Increased public awareness of environmental issues, increased access to information, and additional opportunities to comment through electronic mediums will continue to facilitate high levels of public response to land management proposals.

Because of this tremendous volume of comment, previous methods of responding to each individual comment are unwieldy and often impossible from all practical perspectives. The main objective in doing content analysis is to identify and summarize concerns so many similar concerns may be addressed in one response. Through content analysis, each comment is considered individually as it is coded and then again as it is reviewed for incorporating into public concern statements. The identified concerns are then reviewed collectively and grouped for response. Because many public concern statements will elicit the same or similar response, they can be further grouped based on what the appropriate response would be.

Regulatory Guidance on Use of Public Comment

Response to comment should be the underlying purpose behind the structure of any comment analysis process. Response to comment is the process by which public concerns are acknowledged, the need for changes or corrections to the document are identified, and new issues are incorporated. Regulations provide clear guidance on both the intent of soliciting public comment and how comment should be used. 
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Regulatory guidance makes it clear that the intended outcome of soliciting public input is an improved environmental analysis and decision. Where modifications or additions to a proposal are the result of public input, we are constrained to show how this input helped shape the analysis and decision. Where public input does not result in a modification or addition, we are nevertheless required to provide some kind of explanation. In other words, regulatory intent is that we make active use of public input in the analysis and decision-making process. 

We need to be able to demonstrate that: 
· All public input has been read. 
· All public input received appropriate and equal consideration.
· All public concerns have been noted and responded to.
· Any necessary changes to the document that occurred as a result of specific public input are made . 
Why Respond to Public Comment?
An agency’s use of public input or response to comment, in its operational setting, is sometimes viewed as little more than another item for managers to check off the list of regulatory requirements under NEPA. 

However, there are several valid and important reasons to consider and respond to public comment. 

· People feel heard, builds credibility

· Offers opportunity for educating people

· Identifies errors or omissions

· Improves NEPA document or decision

Build Credibility
There are few things as frustrating and discouraging as running through the obstacle course of bureaucratic indifference. One of the reasons people begin to resent government agencies is that the agencies appear oblivious to people’s efforts to be heard, acknowledged, and responded to. Most of us have encounter a civil servant whose only authority is the power to say “no,” and some will exercise this power rather than trying to find a way to offer a more positive response. Although sometimes the public asks for something that is outside our range of influence or against policy, often just an explanation of what the policy or restrictions are and why they exist will satisfy them, or at least make them feel that they’ve been heard. Land and resource management agencies can go a long way towards building public respect, trust, and credibility by considering and responding to all comments, not just those deemed to be within scope and reasonable. Anytime someone takes the time or makes the effort to comment, even if just by signing a form letter, it usually means that it is something they care about. Responses to those concerns that are out of scope are generally simple and can cover an array of concerns.
Educate the Public
Many of the public concerns identified during comment analysis reveal common misconceptions of the regulatory or planning process, the extent of agency authority, or the presentation of analysis of effects. Many of these concerns are also out of scope. Agencies often give them only a cursory response at best. Responding effectively to these concerns provides the agency with an opportunity to educate, clarify misconceptions, and build public capacity to participate in a more collaborative setting. To the benefit of an agency, these misconceptions on the part of the public are usually easy to answer. It does require that the person responding be familiar with a wide range of relevant laws and policies, and be able to provide citations and resources for further information.
Identify Errors or Omissions
Although rare, it does happen that agency personnel make mistakes. Some find it a bit embarrassing when some member of the public, often someone who is not even a specialist in the field, gleefully points out a mistake in the writing and editing of the document; in the consistency between charts, graphs, tables, and text; or in elements of the analysis. When editors or specialists attempt to deny or excuse their errors, it may serve only to make them appear irresponsible and incompetent. If a specialist omits a notable part of the analysis, presents charts or graphs that are inaccurate, or makes a statement that is incorrect, the best response is to acknowledge the omission or error, and thank the individual or group for noticing it in the response to comment. The same goes for editorial errors in spelling, punctuation, or grammar. Editors should acknowledge the error and then make the correction for the final document.
Improve the Quality of Documents and Decisions

Concerns questioning the adequacy of the range of alternatives or analysis are usually the most difficult to answer – often the concern is both substantive and correctly identifies a shortcoming in the planning process. Responding to these concerns in a narrative format offers the opportunity to explain the rationale behind the decision to use certain analytical tools, exclude a given alternative, or make any modifications between a draft and final proposal. If the suggestion offered or problem identified do not result in a change to the final, provide an explanation for the factors that go into the decision to not make the change. 
“An agency preparing a final environmental impact statement shall assess and consider comments both individually and collectively, and shall respond by one or more of the means listed below…. Possible responses are to: 


Modify alternatives including the proposed action. 


Develop and evaluate alternatives not previously given serious consideration by the agency.


Supplement, improve, or modify its analyses. ;


Make factual corrections; 


Explain why the comments do not warrant further agency response, citing the sources, authorities, or reasons which support the agency’s position and, if appropriate, indicate those circumstances which would trigger agency reappraisal or further response.”(40 CFR 1503.4). 
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