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HOW DO TAHOE POLICYMAKERS RANK TAHOE ORGANIZATIONS?


Surely, you’ve had some thoughts about Tahoe’s various agencies and special interest groups and how well they do.  How do you think your ratings of the influence and effectiveness of these organizations compare with ratings by Tahoe’s policymakers?  Read on, and check your impressions with the results found by surveys conducted by UC-Davis and Forest Service political and social science researchers.


The surveys were made in 1984, 1990, and 2001 by Paul Sabatier, Chris Weible, Maryann Hulsman, and Mark Nechodom.  They quizzed six groups of folks who somehow influence Tahoe’s environmental policies.  The groups are Environmentalists, Business/Property Owners, Scientists/Consultants, Local Governments/Public Utility Districts, Regional Governments, and State/Federal Governments.


Do these groups think alike?  The researchers note that there’s a historic cleavage of attitudes between local groups (Business/Property Owners and Local Governments/PUDs) and non-local groups (Environmentalists, Regional Governments, State/Federal Governments, and Scientists/Consultants).  Since 1984, local and non-local groups have disagreed on such issues as returning more authority to local governments, seriousness of air pollution, need for parking fees, and what to do if the environmental threshold evaluations show little improvement.


However, Sabatier, et al, found that the cleavage has narrowed over the past couple of decades.  This is especially true of attitudes about the seriousness of lake water quality, need to prohibit development on high hazard land, need for public transportation and effects of urbanization.  They all support consensus-based negotiations.  And, it was interesting to find that all groups agreed that additional tourist capacity was not needed.


In 2001, according to Sabatier and his colleagues, all groups agreed that they were disappointed with TRPA’s effectiveness.  They all “had reservations about the TRPA’s performance in protecting water quality.”  Though Tahoe’s policymakers also criticize TRPA’s performance on other issues, they aren’t all unhappy with the same things.


For example, does TRPA do a good job of “balancing environmental protection with economic welfare and property rights?”  In 1984, all groups gave TRPA low scores on this issue.  By 2001, they got moderate scores from non-local groups, but continued to get low scores from local groups.  Local groups believe TRPA has had a negative effect on property rights and the economic health of the Basin.  Non-local groups do not agree.


In spite of unhappiness with all or part of its work, there was widespread agreement in 2001 that TRPA is the most influential organization in the Basin.  The gaming industry ranked second on the influential scale, with the Lahontan Water Quality Control Board bringing up third place.  The U.S. Forest Service was ranked fourth most influential, land developers and environmental groups tied for fifth.  The California Tahoe Conservancy was close behind.   Newspapers, radio and TV stations, as well as researchers and consultants, and the EPA, weren’t considered to be at all influential.


Now, when the policy makers were asked which Tahoe organizations were doing a good job, the rankings changed.  The California Tahoe Conservancy ranked first on the “good job” scale.  Lahontan was second, and TRPA ranked third.  The Forest Service was in fourth place, researchers and consultants came in fifth, and environmental groups were sixth.  By contrast, land developers, the gaming industry, property rights groups, and the media ranked very low on the “good job” scale.


Policy makers had some seventeen Tahoe organizations to rank.  That there are that many organizations with some role in Tahoe’s affairs says something about how hard it is for any group to guide Tahoe’s restoration efforts.  Ideally, all those groups could work together and do a great job.  Realistically, they all have their own agendas, “turfs,” budgets, and personnel to protect, as well as constituents to please.


One organization that’s tried to bring disparate groups together is the Lake Tahoe Transportation and Water Quality Coalition.  It was formed by an unlikely partnership of environmental, property rights, gaming, business and skiing folks.  Its efforts have been very successful in getting funds for Tahoe restoration projects.


Yet, strangely enough, the Coalition ranked even lower than newspapers and TV as far as perceived influence was concerned, and about tenth on the “good job” scale.  I’ll admit this was a surprise to me.


The scenic issue became so contentious last year that it spawned lawsuits and diverted the energies of TRPA from other things that needed attention.  Still, in the 2001 survey, it ranked only sixth in importance with Tahoe’s policy makers.  It had ranked second in a 1970 survey conducted by a different researcher.  On the other hand, all groups believed that there were “too many ugly buildings and developments.”  Environmental groups and regional government believed it more strongly than did other groups.


Wouldn’t it be fascinating to know just how well Basin constituents agree with those who make Basin policy?  Maybe some day Basin residents and property owners will be surveyed, and then we’ll have something else to talk about.


Comments should be addressed to basinwatch@earthlink.net


