Defining and Measuring the Transparency of Voluntary Environmental Agreements: Analysis of Twenty-Two US EPA Voluntary Partnerships

Ekaterina Arzamassova

Master of Arts, Program in Environmental Studies, Brown University

May 2005

Executive Summary

Changes in environmental regulation—including the growing power of information, increased involvement of stakeholders in environmental decision-making, and introduction of voluntary initiatives aimed at pollution prevention and regulatory flexibility—have made transparency an important aspect of current environmental policy. The concept of transparency addresses issues of openness about policy intentions, formulation and implementation, effectiveness of communications between stakeholders and their involvement in the decision-making process, and monitoring and assessment of policy outcomes.  This research contributes to the current literature on transparency in environmental policy by formulating a consistent framework to assess transparency.

This thesis is concerned with the transparency of voluntary environmental agreements (VEAs) developed between the government and industry to improve environmental performance, beyond existing legal requirements. My research addresses two questions:

1) Do VEAs vary in terms of their transparency?

2) What factors affect levels of VEA transparency?

To answer the first question, I developed a framework to measure VEA transparency and developed eighteen transparency indicators. I distinguish between internal transparency (relating to communication and engagement between the sponsoring agency and its industry partners) and external transparency (relating to communication and engagement between the VEA partners and their external stakeholders). I also measure transparency at various stages of VEA lifecycle: design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. I applied this transparency framework to twenty-two VEAs implemented by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). I collected data through interviews with VEA managers and coordinators at the EPA. I found some general trends across VEAs that reflect common approaches to communications and stakeholder involvement. First, most VEAs inadequately monitor partner performance. Second, I conclude that the methodology for evaluating VEA program performance should be improved. Third, I find that the communication with external stakeholders, including the general public, flows in one direction. VEA sponsoring agency and industry partners generally do not elicit feedback from external stakeholders. Fourth, I identify that EPA managers are generally successful in establishing trusting relationships with VEA partners through informal communication. These trusting relations have a positive effect on partner retention and VEA performance. However there is still certain concern over the EPA’s role as a regulator. Fifth, I recommend that VEAs adopt mechanisms for soliciting partner feedback in a systematic way to ensure that all partners are involved in the dialogue. Finally, I find that most of the studied VEAs collaborate with other voluntary partnerships and that this collaboration is essential for resource saving, collective learning, better coordination between EPA offices, and success in attracting new partners.

To answer the second research question, I categorized the twenty-two VEAs according to three criteria: 1) stakeholder role in VEA design and implementation; 2) the type of environmental issue addressed through the VEA; and 3) the number of participating industries. I found that VEAs designed in negotiation with external stakeholders tend to show higher levels of transparency at the implementation and evaluation stages.  I also found that VEAs that address climate change issues are more proactive in involving potential industry partners at the design stage. However, VEAs that address emissions to air and water, and/or waste generation identify and involve a wider range of external stakeholders. The latter also develop better communications with industry partners and external stakeholders at evaluation stage. Finally, I found that VEA transparency increases with the number of participating industries. Multi-sector VEAs involve a broader range of external stakeholders, are more proactive in soliciting stakeholder input, and develop better internal and external communications than single-sector VEAs.

I conclude the thesis by identifying best practices in VEA transparency. I highlight particular programs that, in my view, represent best practices in the area of communications, stakeholder involvement, monitoring and evaluation and can be considered by the EPA and other agencies when they develop new VEAs or improve current voluntary programs.

My research project contributes to the study of the transparency in environmental policy, adds to the empirical database on VEAs, and lays the foundation for further studies of relationship between transparency and program performance.

