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letter to the editor

To Jim Kent and Glenn Winfree,

I just read your article, “Citizens Awakening: The 
Paradigm Shift,” in the March/April 2019 issue of Right 
of Way Magazine. This is spot on! You nailed the futility 
of traditional corporate processes for trying to gain 
citizen support for proposed controversial projects. 
In 1986, I was hired by a wholly-owned subsidiary of 
Bechtel Corporation and then its successor, AMOCO Oil 
Company. They realized that the traditional corporate 
siting and permitting models didn’t work in highly 
controversial projects. They attempted to site, permit, 
build and operate hazardous waste transfer, storage 
and treatment facilities, but citizen and community 
opposition were blocking their projects.

They first tried the slick “Madison Avenue” approach 
to convince communities that the project was the best 
thing since sliced bread. One citizen commented publicly, 
“I don’t trust you because you’re trying to convince us 
that your hazardous waste incinerator is cleaner than 
the Norelco Clean Air Machine.” People just didn’t trust 
the “suits” who came to town with the well-prepared 
information materials and open checkbooks.  

When that approach didn’t work, they tried the political 
route of trying to convince elected officials that the 
project would be wonderful for their community, 
county and state. It was easy to get politicians to sign on 
with promises of jobs and tax revenues, but as the hot 
winds of citizen opposition began to blow, their support 
evaporated quickly. I remember sitting in the Missouri 
governor’s office informing him of the company’s plans 
to build a facility in his state. He told me point blank that 
he would support the project for 30 days but if citizen 
opposition arose, he would back away from it. At least he 
was honest and forthright, and I appreciated it.   

As proposed projects were blocked one by one, the 
company became desperate to find an approach that 
worked. That’s why they hired me. I pitched them the 
Socially Responsive Management approach that Jim 
Kent developed for the Forest Service in the 1970s. They 
weren’t quite sure what it was, but they decided to give it 
a try on a small $15 million project in Louisiana in 1986. 
I was not an employee at that point, but they gave me a 
six-month contract and access to company resources to 

see if the approach would work. Although there was some 
initial and understandable citizen opposition, we were able 
to work through it by doing the things you propose in your 
IRWA Social Ecology articles. The project (a hazardous 
waste incinerator) was permitted and built for one of the 
largest polyvinyl chloride (PVC) feedstock production 
facilities in the nation. With the project’s success and the 
buyout by AMOCO Oil Company, I was offered the fulltime 
position of Director of Facilities Siting. Beginning in 1987, 
we used the approach for a $100 million project in Nebraska 
that was also successfully permitted and built in 1995. It is 
still operating today with citizen support, and provides the 
community with 150 high paying jobs, while protecting the 
environment from hazardous hydrocarbon wastes.  

Corporate policy established a legal contingency fund 
equal to 10 percent of the estimated cost of the proposed 
project, so for the Nebraska project, the company budgeted 
$10 million for legal. However, because of the socially 
responsive management approach we used, the company 
didn’t have to use it.  This is the same approach that you 
proposed in your March/April article.

I’m glad that you provided solid financial data in the article 
regarding the costs of blocked projects.  Those numbers are 
staggering. However, even those numbers do not consider 
the losses in company credibility, shareholder confidence, 
employee morale or lost market opportunities.  
Indeed, the paradigm has shifted regarding working with 
citizens to gain their support for proposed projects.  Good 
job, Jim and Glenn, for bringing this shift to the forefront of 
project siting and permitting. 

Gary Severson
Evergreen, Colorado

social ecologysocial ecology

n August 2018, the Global Energy Institute 
of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce (USCC) 
published a report called, “Infrastructure 
Lost: Why America Cannot Afford to ‘Keep 
it in the Ground,’” which is a well-designed 
study of one statewide ban on fracking 

and 15 energy infrastructure projects. These 
are projects that have been stopped, delayed, or 
canceled by a movement called Keep It in The 
Ground (KIITG). The report studied 15 of the 
hundreds of infrastructure and development 
projects that are under assault by well-organized 
and coordinated national opposition groups. 
It explains, “Furthermore, the projects that are 
part of this analysis represent only a snapshot 
of the countless energy activities under threat…
the estimates set forth in this analysis should 
be considered a conservative snapshot of the 
potential economic harm posed.” 

The report goes on to list the financial losses 
for the 15 individual projects. The losses were 
calculated in the time period between January of 
2010 and August 2018:

•  Costs of Projects Lost: $57.9 billion

•  Gross Domestic Product Lost: $91.9 billion

•  Tax Revenue to Local and State Governments 
Lost: $20.3 billion

The data from this study should be a major 
concern to company CEOs, their boards of 
directors, shareholders and investors. Their 
concern should be especially focused on the costs 
of projects lost because of organized opposition 
to the 15 projects. While the losses reported are 
staggering, a serious and unexpected development 
was uncovered. In reading the study, it is now 
clear that the methods historically used for 
gaining project approval have not been working 
over the last 10 years. This is obviously a serious 
concern for infrastructure project owners and 
investors, and not just for today but for the future 
as well.

A Dated Method 

Infrastructure and development projects have been 
relying on old paradigm methods to secure project 
approval in an environment that is changing to a 
citizen-empowered world. In the old paradigm, 
governments, courts and legislatures could be 
expected to favor resource development decisions 
simply as default decisions. This is an expectation 
that is embedded in the thinking and structure 

of most corporate approaches, despite its 
failings. Here is a common corporate path 
and why these tactics do not achieve their 
goals in our changing environment. 

1. Project uses public relations to 
convince the public that the project 
is necessary and good for them. 

Why this no longer works: This form 
of one-way communication has become 
ineffective. 

2. They mobilize lawyers to interpret 
the laws in their favor and prepare 
for litigation. 

Why this no longer works: This sets up 
a non-productive “reaction and counter 
action” scenario. 

3. Projects hire lobbyists to persuade 
governments that their corporate 
model is still what’s best for 
everyone. 

Why this no longer works: Governments, 
especially state and local, are more and 
more focusing on concerns voiced by the 
people they serve. 

4. They employ eminent domain 
whenever there are delays or 
challenges.  

Why this no longer works: A too-
frequent use of this option is currently 
causing regulatory and legislative 
re-evaluation of this practice in some 
jurisdictions. 

5. They expect the PUCs to favor 
project proponents as a final 
authority. 

Why this no longer works: This no 
longer is true in all cases.

Prior modes of operating in today’s 
environment are costly, as evidenced by the 
tens of billions of dollars forfeited as well as 
the loss of company effectiveness through 
over-reliance on these methods. Moreover, 
reliance on these methods leads to a loss 
of company goodwill, which has long-
term consequences from the willingness of 
citizens to fight back.
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