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ABSTRACT 

For geothermal energy development t o  
f u l f i l l  i t s  po ten t i a l  as a major energy 
source, i t  must f i r s t  win the  confidence 
and support o f  the  general pub l i c  and key 
special i n t e r e s t  groups. Even i n  areas 
where geothermal po ten t i a l  i s  considerable 
and where 1 arge-scale successful devel opinent 
(e.g., t he  Geysers) has occurred, widespread 
pub l ic  support has y e t  t o  be demonstrated. 
I n  f a c i  ng the  comi ng decade, geothermal 
proponents should consider why publ i c  
support has been lukewarm and how i t  can 
be strengthened. 
t o  previous large-scale geothermal and 
other energy developments can provide 
useful insights.  This paper suggests 
some lessons from these e a r l i e r  experiences 
which may be app l icab le  t o  pub l i c  acceptance 
o f  f u tu re  geothermal projects. Also 
proposed i s  a ser ies o f  spec i f i c  steps t o  
be taken by t h e  geothermal indus t ry  t o  
encourage pub l i c  support and in te res t .  

Examining publ i c  response 

INTRODUCTION 

Publ ic acceptance o f  and i n t e r e s t  i n  
geothermal resource development du r i  ng 
the  1980s w i l l  be powerful ly a f fec ted  by 
a number o f  somewhat cont rad ic to ry  concerns. 
On the one hand, the  demand f o r  renewable, 
i nexpensi ve sources o f  energy has never 
been greater: . the  general pub l i c  recognizes 
the  need t o  reduce our dependence on 
imported f o s s i l  f u e l s  and i s  becoming 
increasingly aware o f  a1 te rna t  i ves ( i  nc l  ud- 
i n g  geothermal, expanded coal use, so la r  
technologies, etc.) A t  the  same t i m e  
there i s  a deep f e l t  concern, t h a t  o f ten  
emerges i n  response t o  s i t e -spec i f i c  
energy development proposal s, over possi b l  e 
ef fects on the  natural  and social  environment 
and the  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e .  This i s  p a r t l y  
a 1 egacy o f  t he  environmental consciousness 
t h a t  developed i n  the  1970s, p a r t l y  a r e s u l t  
o f  emergi ng resentment (whether 1 eg i t imate  
o r  not) toward the  energy indus t ry  and other 
la rge  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  governmental and p r i va te  

Fortunately, t he  geothermal indus t ry  has 
general ly been able t o  avoid such negative 
reaction, though i t  has f a i l e d  t o  generate 
much o f  a pos i t i ve  react ion--wi th the  notable 
exception o f  l oca l  pub l i c  support f o r  geothermal 
development i n  Imperial Valley. With the  fu tu re  
o f  geothermal energy never so promising as 
it appears t o  be i n  the  1980s, what might 
be done t o  achieve a l l - impor tan t  pub l i c  acceptance 
and support f o r  expanded development a c t i v i t i e s  
and spec i f i c  geothermal p ro jec ts?  

WHY GO TO THE PUBLIC? 

Pub1 i c i nvol vement i n  planni ng f o r  resource 
development and considerat ion o f  pub l i c  concerns 
has increasingly become a major aspect o f  many 
energy development projects. This i s  a r e s u l t  
o f  1 egal /regul a to ry  requirements , as we1 1 as 
social /pol  i t i c a l  forces. 

I n  November 1978, the  President 's Council 
on Environmental Qual i ty  (CEQ) issued regulat ions 
f o r  implementation o f  the  National Environmental 
Pol i c y  Act (NEPA), which requ i re  extensive 
publ i c input  and "scopi ngll-- ea r l y  (p l  anni ng 
phase) i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  issues and 
concerns t o  be addressed i n  the  subsequent 
environmental assessments. Several s ta tes  have 
enacted s i m i l a r  requirements as pa r t  o f  t h e i r  
permi t t ing  and environmental decision-making 
process. Other lega l  and regulatory fac to rs  
t h a t  deserve mention include: the  passa e o f  
NEPA i n  1969, as wel l  as o ther  Federal fe.g., 
t he  Clean A i r  Act) and s ta te  and l o c a l  laws and 
regulat ions t o  cont ro l  and reverse envi ron- 
mental degradation; t he  requirements f o r  d i r e c t  
pub l i c  involvement i n  the  environmental review 
process (e.g., pub l i c  hearings fo l l ow ing  pub l i -  
ca t i on  o f  d r a f t  environmental assessments) ; the  
passage o f  publ i c  disc1 osure l e g i s l a t i o n  such 
as the  Freedom o f  Informat ion Act, which has 
made i t  easier f o r  non-governmental i n te res ts  
t o  ob ta in  de ta i led  program information; t rends 
i n  the  j ud i c ia l / regu la to ry  arena t h a t  have made 
it easier f o r  those who percei ve themsel ves as 
adversely affected by a p ro jec t  .to use 
the  lega l  system t o  p ro tec t  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  
through cour t  in junc t ions  and pro t rac ted  
1 i t i  g a t i  on. 
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A number o f  recent soc ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  
trends i n  American soc ie ty  have also combined 
t o  make considerat ion o f  pub l i c  accep tab i l i t y  
v i r t u a l l y  a requirement on the  pa r t  o f  those 
proposing devel opment of 1 arge-scale energy 
projects. These include: t he  pub l i c ' s  recogn i t ion  
o f  1 i m i  t s  t o  t h e  natural  envi ronment ' s capaci ty 

t o  absorb ever-increasi ng impacts o f  an i n d u s t r i a l  
society; t he  d i r e c t  impact o f  t he  energy r e s o y c e  
" c r i s i s "  on i nd i v idua l  l i v e s  and pocketbooks; 
a general dec l ine  i n  the  pub l i c ' s  t r u s t  o f  
and goodwi 11 towards government and p r i va te  
industry; t he  r i s e  t o  prominence o f  pub l i c  
i n t e r e s t  organizations (e. g, Common Cause, 
S ie r ra  Club, t he  Nader organizations) which 
lobby and otherwise serve as watchdogs o f  t he  
pub l ic  good, as they define it; and the  growth 
o f  s ingle- issue p o l i t i c a l  organizations and 
behavior, as i l l u s t r a t e d  by c e r t a i n  adherents 
o f  the  consumer and environmental movements. 

Increasingly, f ac to rs  such as those noted 
above have resu l ted  i n  vigorous opposi t ion 
and o f ten  i n  delay o r  o u t r i g h t  cance l la t ion  
o f  con t rovers ia l  p ro jec ts  and programs, even 
those o f f e r i n g  substant ia l  pub l i c  and p r i v a t e  
benefi t .  Achieving a broad consensus o f  support 
f o r  major p ro jec ts  has become, a t  the  same 
t ime more important--and more d i f f i c u l t - - t o  
achieve. Thus, two tasks are o f  great importance 
t o  the  fu tu re  acceptance and support o f  geothermal 
development: 
t he  concerns o f  those who percei ve themsel ves 
t o  be a f fec ted  by a "new" technology o r  a 
spec i f i c  development proBosali  and second, 
t o  es tab l i sh  mechanisms o r  a tempting t o  resolve 
concerns and c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  a r i se  from competing 
values and perceptions. 

f i r s t ,  t o  i d e n t i f y  and understand 

GENERALIZED CONCLUSIONS REGARDING 
PUBLIC ACCEPTANCE 

The fo l l ow ing  general izat ions regarding 
pub l ic  a t t i t u d e s  toward geothermal development 
a c t i v i t i e s  are a r e s u l t  o f  the  authors' p a r t i c i p a t i o n  
i n  numerous geothermal envi ronmental assessments 
and pub l ic  attitudes/issues/acceptance studies 
fo r  large-scale energy development projects. 
Also considered were a number of previous pub l i c  
concerns studies and environmental statements 
support ing major development proposals f o r  
r u r a l  areas o f  the  western U.S. containing o r  
contiguous t o  KGRAs and other loca t ions  w i th  
high po ten t i a l  f o r  f u t u r e  geothermal development. 
Thus, i t  i s  suggested t h a t  such generalized 
conclusions are  useful  i nd i ca to rs  o f  t he  scope 
and focus f o r  any broad-based, long-term e f f o r t  
aimed a t  achieving grea ter  pub l i c  acceptance 
and support f o r  geothermal development 
plans and a c t i v i t i e s .  

0 There i s  general ly a lack o f  knowledge 
and awareness o f  l eg i t ima te  benef i t s  
and drawbacks o f  geothermal energy 
devel opment ; the  publ i c  needs more 
and b e t t e r  informat ion before s p e c i f i c  

p ro jec t  plans are f i n a l i z e d  and reviewed 
as pa r t  of t he  environmental process. 

0 Most pub l i c  a t t i t udes  and concerns 
regarding geothermal development focus 
on problems o r  issues t h a t  are common 
t o  most large-scale development projects;  
geothermal-specif ic issues o f ten  
tend t o  be oi secondary importance. 

0 The pub l i c ' s  i n i t i a l  concerns and perceptions 
o f  major issues do not always r e f l e c t  
the  actual environmental impacts i d e n t i f i e d  
dur ing technical  analysis phases o f  
the  environmental assessment process. 

0 Among various i n t e r e s t  groups a f fec ted  
by geothermal development, ce r ta in  
trends cons is ten t ly  emerge: social  
and economic issues o f ten  predominate over 
environmental concerns on the  par t  
of l oca l  residents; environmental concerns 
are o f ten  most vir jurously 
expressed by "outside" (i .e. non-resident) 
groups; Native Americans are almost 
excl us i  vely concerned w i t h  cu l tu ra l  
Val ues and pro tec t  i on  o f  t h e i r  percei ved 
t r a d i t i o n a l  use areas. 

0 Careful pre-devel opment scopi ng o f  
potent i a1 issues and publ i c i nvol vement 
i n  pre-project  p lanning i s  a cos t -e f fec t i ve  
means o f  minimizing pub l i c  opposition. 

0 Worki ng w i th  (and through) 1 ocal i n te res t  
groups and spokesmen,rather than merely 
reac t ing  t o  them a f te r  a t t i t udes  have 
so l id i f ied ,o f ten  i s  a successful means 
o f  avoiding adversar ia l  re lat ionships;  
short-term compromise and accommodation 
t o  1 ocal concerns maximizes 1 ong-term 
pub l i c  acceptance. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR AN INDUSTRY-SPONSORED PROGRAM 

Clear ly,  t he  geothermal indus t ry  and 
proponents o f  geothermal development need 
t o  c u l t i v a t e  the  support and acceptance 
o f  t he  pub l i c  and relevant i n t e r e s t  
groups j u s t  as much as the  pub l i c  (perhaps 
without r e a l i z i n g  i t )  needs geothermal 
energy. Given the  po ten t i a l  f o r  pub l i c  
opposition, as we l l  as support, dur ing 
the  coming decade, i t  would seem reasonable 
t o  pursue a c a r e f u l l y  planned and caut iously 
executed program t o  i d e n t i f y  publ i c  a t t i t udes  
and concerns--whether t h e  indus t ry  agrees 
w i th  them o r  not--and t o  develop methods 
o f  encouraging wide-spread publ i c  acceptance 
and support. 
suggested: 

The fo l l ow ing  act ions are 

1 ) A comprehensive publ i c informat ion 
and education program should be 
developed t o  ca r ry  the  "geothermal 
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message" t o  the  general publ ic. 
This would include production o f  
appropriate l i t e r a t u r e ,  audio-visual 
materials, curr iculum guides, 
etc., f o r  use i n  schools (a t  a1 1 
levels,  from co l lege t o  kindergarten); 
development o f  pub l i c  informat ion 
k i t s  and press releases f o r  p r i n t  
and e lec t ron ic  media; p rov is ion  
o f  geothermal spokesmen f o r  pub l i c  
meetings and speci a1 i nteres t  group 
forums. 

2) A f u r the r  ref inement o f  pub l i c  accep 
tance issues should be made by 
the  industry, w i t h  the  goal o f  
more c l e a r l y  understanding the  
source o f  po ten t i a l  controversies. 
D is t i nc t i ons  should be made among 
controversies stemming from d i f f e r i n g  
values and p r i o r i t i e s ,  genuine technical  
uncertaint ies,  perceptions based on 
a 1 ack o f  information, m i  s i  nformat ion, 
skepticism regarding published informa- 
t i on ,  etc. Changes i n  pub l i c  
perceptions as a r e s u l t  o f  newly 
avai 1 able data, a1 te red  soci a1 , 
p o l i t i c a l  o r  other condit ions, 
o r  f o r  a va r ie t y  o f  other reasons, 
w i  11 requ i re  ongoing reassess- 
ment o f  t h e  nature and degree of 
i n te res t  group concerns. 

3)  Pub1 i c  controversies surrounding 
previous geothermal p ro jec ts  and 
programs, as we1 1 as other major 
energy pro jec ts  should be examined. 
The focus o f  these studies should 
be on the  relevant substantive 
issues, t he  pa r t i c i pan ts  (e.g., 
i n te res t  groups, publ i c agencies) 
involved, t he  behavior o f  t he  groups 
i nvol ved ( the  p ro jec t  sponsor, 
supporters and opponents), and 
the  nature and forum f o r  t h e  
reso lu t ion  o f  t he  c o n f l i c t .  

4) Publ ic a t t i t udes  and governmental 
response t o  a number o f  general 
issues should be monitored and 
analyzed. These include: 

0 land use issues and po ten t i a l  
f o r  conf 1 i c t  o r  co- i  nc i  dent 
land uses w i t h  geothermal 
development areas; 

0 Nat ive American values and 
concerns, both general i zed  
and s i te -spec i f i c ;  

0 "boomtown" e f f e c t s  and soc ia l  
destabi 1 i z a t i  on produced by 
devel opment ac t  i v i  t i es i n  
r u r a l  areas; 

0 pub l i c  response t o  the  newly- 
requi  red 'Iscopi ng'l process 
and i t s  ef fect iveness i n  issue 
iden t i f i ca t i on ;  

0 government regu la t ion  and 
pol icy,  as i t  re la tes  t o  pub l i c  
support o f  geothermal development ; 

0 1 oca1 environmental issues 
and impacts resu l t i ng  from 
other ongoi ng devel opment 

- a c t i v i t i e s  i n  areas o f  i n t e r e s t  
t o  geothermal developers. 

5) Emerging developments i n  the  f i e l d  . 
o f  c o n f l i c t  management and reso lu t i on  
should be examined care fu l l y .  Both 
successful and unsuccessful app l i ca t ions  
o f  these techniques t o  actual  con- 
t rovers ies  should be studied t o  
see what lessons they may ho ld  
f o r  resol  v i  ng conf 1 i c t s  over 
geot hermal devel opment . 

6) Industry representatives should seek 
out opportuni t ies f o r  dialogue w i t h  
members o f  t he  a f fec ted  pub l i c  a t  
an e a r l y  stage o f  p ro jec t  development 
i n  order t o  incorporate measures which 
m i t i ga te  pub l i c  concerns; t h i s  would 
i d e a l l y  be done as pa r t  o f  the  e a r l y  
phases o f  p ro jec t  design. Development 
proponents should encourage publ i c  
pa r t i c i pa t i on  and involvement i n  the  
planning process through use o f  pub l i c  
acceptance and mediation spec ia l i s t s  
as ''advance men" i n  areas proposed 
fo r  geothermal development ; these 
experts would serve t o  enl ighten 
publ i c and p r i  vate i nteres t  groups 
and t o  respond t o  l o c a l l y  expressed 
concerns and opposit ion. 

7 )  A comprehensi ve program f o r  geot hermal 
publ i c  acceptance and involvement 
a c t i v i t i e s  over the  next few 
years should be developed. This 
m i  ght i nc l  ude plans f o r  moni t o r i  ng 
media reports on geothermal devel- 
opment and re la ted  issues. It 
a lso  should include such a c t i v i t i e s  
as developing a de ta i led  ros te r  o f  
i n te res ts  (i .e., i n te res t  groups 
and i ndi vidual s) potent i a1 l y  
a f fec ted  by geothermal development 
proposals. Such a ros te r  can 
serve t o  i d e n t i f y  po ten t i a l  
p a r t i c i  pants i n  a nonadversari a1 , 
consensus-building program s i m i l a r  
t o  t h a t  employed i n  the  National 
Coal Pol i c y  Project, which involved 
indus t ry  and environmental ist 
par t i c ipants  and -produced a sur- 
p r i s i n g  ( t o  the  par t i c ipants )  
degree of agreement on many 
re1 evant i ssues. 
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