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Introduction 
 
 There is no disagreement that the environmental issues facing the Texas-Mexico 
border are significant. Added to this, the amount of information available about 
environmental issues is enormous.  However, the fact is that information is not always fully 
accessible or shared among interested individuals and groups in the region.  In this regard, 
this project has explored current environmental information sources and how information 
flows between and to interested parties in order to determine what future actions might be 
available and, subsequently undertaken, that will move the region closer towards having an 
integrated environmental information network. 
 
Objectives of the research 
  

The overall goals of this project focused on developing a baseline for future policy 
discussions, and determining existing networks and flow of information with the longer-term 
goals of: 

1) Increasing public access to environmental information; 
2) Promoting an increase in bi-national sharing of information; 
3) Improving public participation about environmental issues; and, 
4) Promoting effective environmental education. 

The degree to which these questions and concerns can be assessed are documented in this 
summarized final report.  The entire final report itself is quite voluminous and contains a 
great deal of information.  Nonetheless, the research objectives are laid out in sections that 
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reflect the way in which the project was conducted. These sections included in the final 
report are: Website Assessments, Organization Survey, Sources of Information, Hunt for 
Environmental Information and Explanations, Policy Implications and Environmental Risks. 
 
Research methodology/approaches 
 
 Our approach to this problem required that we explore the issue(s) at hand from as 
wide of set of perspectives as possible given the available funding and the time constraints 
that face any research.  To begin, the sheer size of the region presents certain difficulties.  
First, covering the entire Rio Grande valley is a difficult task that is hindered by access to 
some areas.  Second, the geography and economic conditions of the area has led to different 
problems emerging across the region.   Put another way, the lower portions of the Rio Grande 
Valley face different problems than the upper portion.  In order to gain a perspective that 
would represent these differences, the study was conducted in two areas.  In the north, or the 
upstream area, UTEP conducted activities in the El Paso/Ciudad Juarez region.  This area is 
densely populated (2 million) and includes over 200 maquiladoras.  The area faces a host of 
environmental problems, including but not limited to, air quality issues, water shortages, 
stormwater run-off, pollution and land-use.  In the south, or downstream area, a parallel study  
was conducted by Border Information & Solutions Network (BISN), a sub-contractor for the 
project, who focused on Brownsville in Texas and Matamoras and Reynosa in Mexico. 
Unlike the arid desert setting of El Paso/Juarez, this area is sub-tropical and has had a long 
agriculture history that has brought with it a number of environmental concerns. 

Both United States and Mexico communities were included to determine the extent of 
a “binational network” of environmental information and to see if differences obtain because 
of the socio-economic and development differences, including technology access, that exist 
between the two nations.  The linkages between the two nations in the environmental arena 
cannot be overlooked, but how well-informed policy makers and the general public are sets 
the tone for deliberations among the two nations and the states involved.  If they are not 
knowledgeable about environmental conditions on both sides of the border any attempts to 
manage programs and design solutions will be hampered because of the simple fact 
environmental media do not respect borders and thus one nation’s problem simultaneously is 
the other nations’ problem as well.  Yet, most observers would agree that information 
exchange is not routinely undertaken and is compounded by differences and inconsistencies 
in data collection.  Overall, it can be said we know a lot, but do not have a strategy for 
organizing and sharing environmental data.  With this observation in mind, it was decided 
that in both areas, multiple methods could be used to identify how well environmental 
information is organized. 
 First, we were interested in the internet and how it is providing access to 
environmental information, including how “user-friendly” it is in the binational region.  
Websites with border relevance were assessed and categorized by their information and 
accessibility.  Second, we explored how environmental organizations within the region 
provide information through a survey conducted in both the United States and Mexico in 
both regions of the study.  Third, we assessed the set of resources available to the public that 
provide, in one from or another, environmental information.  Fourth, we queried the public 
about how they obtain information through a scenario process that we called the scavenger 
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hunt.  Lastly, we looked for explanations for present behavior and patterns related to 
environmental information dissemination using concepts grounded in policy analysis and 
network theory.  From these, recommendations for future action that will advance the sharing 
of information were developed.  The full set of findings from these activities is documented 
in the report that accompanies this Executive Summary and Overview.  Key findings are 
provided herein that are indicative of the state of the art in environmental information sharing 
and networking in the Texas-Mexico border region.  
  
Problems/issues encountered 
 
 There were two major problems in conducting the research for this project, First, the 
actual gathering of data seemed to require more one-on-one types of research than 
anticipated. Thus, these efforts required an enormous amount of time, in lieu of data gathered 
from a well- represented mail survey. Second, the data from Mexico was, primarily, not 
available and the information that was gathered was rendered too minimal to reflect an 
accurate representation.  
 
Research findings 
 
 Our efforts were largely directed by some basic research questions that asked: 
  How available is environmentally-related information? 
  In what forms does this information exist? 
  What role does technology play in the information dissemination process? 

What explanations are there for better understanding the issue of information 
exchanges? 

  What are the next steps to enhance environmental information flows? 
 
 

Website Assessments 
 
 There is no denying that the development of the internet has had a profound effect on 
how information is accessed and shared.  However, the internet has not been a cure-all that 
erases problems between information haves and have-nots.  In fact, the quantity of 
information and the concerns for quality control have brought about new problems.  To 
address these concerns an evaluation of 84 websites was conducted as an initial part of this 
project using an evaluation instrument that considered several factors including: 

• Language 
• Interactive abilities 
•  Access to other sites and data via hotlinks 
• Specialized software needs 
• Access to data 
• Personnel listings and contact information 
• Information on the Texas-Mexico border 
• Level of knowledge necessary to use and understand what is 

presented. 
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Forty-five U.S.-based, thirty-one Mexican-based and eight Canadian-based websites were 
considered.  Only 15, or less than 20 percent were in a bilingual format, a critical gap in 
sharing knowledge in the border. In addition, the majority are U.S.-based.  The latter, we can 
safely say is a function of the level of sophistication in the United States internet market and 
level of service available, as well as a technical gap that exists between the developed and 
developing worlds.   We also found that less than forty percent (36.9%) of the sites we 
assessed had border-specific knowledge and data, and over 15 percent did not carry-data or 
relevant knowledge per se, but served only as contact points.  Despite the large set of border 
problems, the net is not experiencing a wave of use or web-based presentation of data from 
one perspective, while at the same time it is growing and presents opportunities that need to 
be more fully explored in the next few years, a point to which we shall return.  
 The information available on the sites we assessed varies.  On a positive note, nearly 
ninety percent (86.9%) have hotlinks, enabling browsers to access other sites and sources of 
information.  However, with this access comes the need to better organize data to insure that 
such links are not randomly incorporated and that links to other sources include integrity or 
quality control measures.  Interactivity is also present in one half of the sites, an increasingly 
important characteristic of websites that enhances their usage, especially their educational 
values. However, we also found most sites did not allow for downloading data (70.2%) 
which limits, in some ways, the potential use of data.  Given the great geographic expanse of 
the region and the need to have interested parties increase their communication among each 
other, it was sad to find that less than 50 percent (48.8%) of the sites had personnel 
directories that would increase access to interested parties. 
 Overtime, most users of the internet have become frustrated with sites that are 
cumbersome and difficult to use.  User-friendliness has become the buzzword associated to 
this problem.  In looking at the set of websites we found 11 to be very friendly and not 
requiring more than a general knowledge level, and that most sites were friendly, but 
required a college level knowledge. A full 20 percent were useable, but not especially 
friendly.  While little may be said about this from a policy perspective, it is important to 
remember as we move forward and attempt to bring these knowledge resources closer 
together that ease of use to a broad range of users will be a critical factor in determining the 
success of the internet as a tool for policy advocates in the future. 
 

Organization Survey 
 
 As the next step, a survey was conducted in both locations. The survey explored how 
organizations working in the border region of Texas and Mexico access, produce and 
distribute information to the general public.  While the general public has access to the web, 
the role that local organizations, both public and private, for-profit and not for profit, play in 
information development and dissemination, is, in many ways, still at the core of how 
information flows to the general public. 
 The survey was prepared in a bilingual format and explored issues relating to 
technical capabilities, organization structure, data development, production and 
dissemination.  The surveys were collected in El Paso (21), Ciudad Juarez (24), Brownsville 
(23) and Matamoros (3).  The survey included 34 questions and asked, in considerable detail, 
about information related services.  Overall, the findings bring out a few key issues.  First, 
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the majority of organizations is using generally recognized computer platforms and software, 
including windows formats, and maintain access to the Internet.  The majority of the 
respondents reported that information is best provided through community meetings and 
government publications, however, in Mexico government entities were the primary 
respondents, thus somewhat over-favoring this outlet.  Workshops, public hearings and news 
and magazine articles are also noted, suggesting that no one format is preferred and that 
multiple avenues exist for providing information to the public. 
  One of the more interesting findings was that a number of organizations (40%) were, 
in fact, producing their environmental education materials in-house and that 44 percent do so 
in a bilingual format.  We also find that most groups build in a feedback mechanism and run 
their efforts on minimal funding and often with minimal or no assigned staffing. 

Accessing data is also critical for ascertaining the degree to which a viable network 
exists.  When asked what were the best locations for the general public to access information, 
universities, public libraries, environmental education/resource facilities and government 
agencies topped the lists.  Surprisingly, while newspapers and the mass media have, 
historically, proven to be the most utilized sources of information in numerous studies, there 
value in the border environment is viewed as being considerably lower.  One explanation for 
this may be the role that universities assume in an area that has low education levels and also 
the fact that in Mexico, in particular, and to a lesser extent on the United States side, 
government plays a major role as a function of the political system and a high reliance on 
government programs in health and infrastructure. 
 Organizational collaboration about environmental issues was strongly desired by 
nearly 90 percent of the respondents (88.9%) primarily to avoid duplication and to better 
share information.  The needs of the region are great and every effort to better coordinate 
more, and compete less, can be viewed as critical to improving efforts on both sides of the 
border is a theme repeated in both locations. 
 Overall, it can be said that little difference was exhibited in the two locations of the 
study.  Moreover, efforts to coordinate would seem to be well accepted by most entities. Yet, 
resources to actually coordinate, either money or personnel, are limited and will continue to 
play a role in restricting opportunities. 
 

Sources of Information 
 

 One of the key issues in determining the extent of a network and the way in which 
information flows to the general and special interest publics is by reviewing the available 
sources (see Part III, VII. IV. and Part V, IX. Appendices D. – G of Final Report).  In both 
locations we developed extensive lists of entities that develop and disseminate environmental 
information.  These lists include: special interest; utilities; the mass media; and, educational 
institutions, among others.  These are indicative of the fact that there are multiple outlets that 
exist by which to provide or find information.  Yet, there is another side to this which was 
not fully explored by this study, namely who does the public most often rely upon to obtain 
information and who do they trust among competing providers of information.  A host of 
other studies1 have explored this issue and concur that the public’s reliance on one or more 
sources of information does not always correlate with their trust in those sources.  To this 
end, we are aware that the general public relies heavily on the mass media, primarily TV 
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news and newspapers, and that in low income and heavy Hispanic areas radio also plays a 
prominent role.  Yet, trust remains highest in magazines and newspapers versus television. 
And, it is well-documented that individuals more often than not rely and trust those sources 
with whom they have political aligned and or who support their ideological views.  In the 
border region political parties are not strong and the issue of the environment, like in many 
other locations, has become bipartisan.  Thus, it may be that this inclination in other locations 
may not play out the same way in the border region and the networks that exist in other 
places may take a less political form. Future research into this issue is required and is critical 
to long-term policy development. 
 

Hunt for Environmental Information 
  

 In order to obtain a perspective of how the “typical” citizen might obtain information 
about environmental issues, we developed a hypothetical situation “scavenger hunt” type of 
survey, entitled the Hunt for Environmental Information, and asked members of the 
community to tell us how they would go about obtaining information.  Our scenario focused 
on exposure of a family member to a dangerous substance or material.  While we only had 36 
participants in this activity we found relative consistency among them.  One third of the 
voluntary participants were somewhat angered by our attempt to try to measure their ability 
to acquire information.  A lack of knowledge was generally visible in the participants, but a 
segment of college students who were involved pursued a number of sources, including 
clinics, websites, manufacturers hotlines and the like.  Our experience leads us to point out 
that these findings are not unexpected.2  A younger cohort, such as college students, has been 
exposed to environmental education throughout their primary and secondary education in the 
U.S., and to a lesser degree in Mexico.  Consequently, they are beginning a search for 
information based on a higher initial knowledge set and a greater proclivity to support 
environmental actions.  By contrast older individuals who did not receive similar training are 
apt to find frustration in accessing environmental information, a fact clearly visible in the 
Hunt for Environmental Information survey. 
 

Explanations and Policy Implications 
Network Theory 
 The basic concern or focus of this study considered the degree to which linkages or a 
network exists with regard to environmental information in the border region.  Network 
theory has been an off-again, on-again approach in the social sciences that examines 
relationships between individuals and groups about specific issues or groups of issues.  Yet, 
despite that it is seldom employed, it seemed appropriate to our goals.  Our analysis based on 
network theory is interesting.  First, it is clear that the two regions are not closely linked, 
which may be a function of geography and the nature of the issues within each region – an 
agriculture economy and its by-products in the southern reach of the Rio Grande and 
industrial conditions in the north.  Also, no links to Laredo/Nuevo Laredo, a middle reach 
even emerged.  Thus it appears that sub-networks are in existence and act independently.  
Secondly, the networks are weak.  They include an attentive public that has been attracted to 
environmental concerns, but the public-at-large is not fully incorporated into environmental 
activities.  The most elegant explanation of this lays in the region's socio-economic status.  
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The border region remains one of the poorest in the United States.  Subsequently, those who 
reside in the region are struggling to meet their most basic needs – food and shelter.  
Numerous studies have shown that the public’s interest in environmental concerns rise only 
as a result of direct exposure to a problem or with income.3 The latter results in many 
residents of the region simply not having interest in the environment as part of their 
individual and/or group agenda.  Moreover, without basic education, a factor also prevalent 
in the region, these individuals cannot participant at the level of discussion that prevails 
about environmental issues. 
 As a result, the environmental information that does exist is based in government or 
quasi-government institutions and special interest groups that have the mandate and/or 
wherewithal to participate in environmental issues.  Thus, even despite numerous and 
significant efforts to enhance the public’s role, it remains problematic and environmental 
information is more likely to be exchanged among elites in government and special interest 
groups than among the general public.  The network then becomes more narrowly defined 
and must expand based on other criteria that will overcome some of the region’s endemic 
problems of poverty, including a rise in income and education levels.  However, these 
problems become a double-edged sword in a region where the economy is based on 
comparative advantage of low labor costs that by continental standards has led to the region’s 
growth.  Thus, unless a shift in the economic base occurs, which would result in a majority of 
positions being significantly higher levels, the region is left with a damned-if-you-do- 
damned-if you don’t option. For instance, education and income could increase and lead to 
out-migration, or damned if you don’t, leaving the status-quo in tact and the set of 
contemporary problems in-place. 
 
Policy Perspectives 
 In order to address the policy questions that arise out of the need for enhanced 
information sharing in the border region, we operate under the assumption that knowledge 
about the general public’s opinions concerning contemporary issues is important to the health 
of a democracy, and that the public has the ability to understand issues and participate in 
them fully.  In addition, this view assumes that the public has the capacity to deal with 
complex issues, such as those associated with the environment, particularly if there is 
adequate motivation.4    
 This school of thought is particularly important to risk management and the efforts 
that accompany that effort, that include information dissemination, inasmuch as the scientific 
and technical nature of the program should not become a screen behind which activities are 
conducted outside the public interest.5  As greater concern for informing the public has 
brought about fundamental change in much of the way government does business, an 
interactive exchange process is required in order to exchange information among individuals, 
groups and institutions, not only within nations but, across national boundaries where 
resources are shared.6  As former-EPA Administrator William Reily noted while leading a 
major public-interest group, conflict and confusion over risk questions is primarily an 
inability to get the position or preferences of one or more groups understood.7  Thus, an 
important first step is to involve the general public -- the body politic-- into the process.  
While the era of town hall meetings is all but forgotten except in a few places in the nation, 
communitarianism--the energizing of communities to work out their own futures, with people 
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coming together to express their concerns, to set the agenda and take action-- is achievable.8  
While it inconceivable to include everyone in the policy process, either as a result of 
geographic restrictions or lack of interest on the part of many or because of the differences 
that obtain when two nations share resources, the opinions of the community are, in many 
ways, the fundamental building block for bridging the gap between the technical elite, 
political elite, activists, and the general public. Put another way, an understanding of public 
policy issues requires a database about the public, in the same way that a political candidate 
explores the electoral atmosphere.  Therefore, the public policy process cannot proceed 
without some knowledge of the general public. 
 In this regard, our knowledge of the level of knowledge that exists among the general 
public is scant and existing networks do not seem to be aimed at a broad segment of the 
population.  Instead, an attentive and activist segment, in cooperation with the science and 
technical community, are the major users, subsequently beneficiaries are not broadly 
distributed among the general public.  Unlike other areas that are more affluent, efforts to 
increase the public’s knowledge and subsequent participation in environmental issues will 
take a greater effort and involve a different set of distributors.  Put simply, the network’s 
inherent weakness requires genuine creativity and new thinking that, most probably, should 
build on those grass roots efforts that have registered success.  If, as Amory Lovins argues, 
“ordinary people are qualified and responsible...”,9 they are likewise responsible for 
demanding that their views are regularly and routinely incorporated into issue analysis, but it 
may well be that they have been so disenfranchised and outside the policy process for so long 
that they need a near-literal hand-holding. 
 The other choice we face, if the public is lacking the requisite training and 
background necessary for understanding complex technical policy questions, is that those in 
a position to compete on the technical and scientific levels required by the issues are, as a 
result of the canons of democratic society, the representatives of the public, whether activists, 
specifically chosen to represent a set of interests, a.k.a., plurism10 or elites well-versed in the 
issues or policy makers holding roles as a result of expertise or electoral victory.11  However, 
this would only perpetuate the existing network and, consequently, not enhance the public’s 
role.  Thus, the position of the general public becomes the baseline for further action by 
citizens groups, public institutions and individuals, consistent with the idea of 
communitarianism. By contrast the option is that a gap increases away from the community 
in favor of a policy elite. 

 Yet, we argue that reliance on a technical or activist elite is not in the best interest of the 
border community, despite the short-term reality that the arena is so dominated.  
Additionally, in an era of knowledge explosion, the efficacy of developing public input is 
challenging, requiring an understanding of who is trusted and distrusted in a particular issue 
arena,12 even when the issue is highly politicized. To date, identification of trusted sources is 
hampered by technological and cultural dimensions unmatched in almost any locale.  Thus, 
future steps require we consider what are the most trusted and most relied upon sources of 
information about the environment so that we may increase our capabilities and the public’s 
subsequent capacity to address environmental concerns. 
 Because of the complex technological and scientific aspects of policy issues facing 
citizens, especially in post-industrial societies today, demands for more public participation 
and citizen action is heightened in nearly every instance,13 and mandated in others as the 



 9

result of policy changes such as the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). While this 
is primarily American in its focus, it does suggest that as a nation like Mexico increases its 
support for environmental regulation and control, as evidenced by the NAFTA side-accords 
on the environment, among other actions, the public role can be enhanced through 
participation, thereby reducing public ignorance, and creating increased salience which the 
general public attaches to a particular issue.  

 Our experience suggests that even with a broad level of interest in the environmental 
activities and belief in the efficacy of the public participation process does not manifest itself 
in individual citizen actions. A vast majority of the public never attend or participate in a 
public meeting and believe that government officials do not desire their participation in the 
decision making process.  There remains a small segment of the population who has actively 
participated through meetings, public workshops, and the like. In contrast to those who 
believe in public participation and citizen action, but fail to exercise their opportunity to get 
involved, this small, albeit important component of the population, believe it is important to 
voice their opinions and preferences.  In general, it is viewed as not being rational for 
individuals to participate in the decision making process either by voting or becoming 
knowledgeable, hence producing “rational ignorance” about the issues at hand.14 Because of 
the time involved and the myriad pressures on already complex lives that symbolize post 
industrial society, it is not rational to incur the costs of obtaining information about all public 
policy issues.  As a result, there is broad reliance on elected officials and experts, a.k.a. elite, 
and activists serving in behalf of interested, yet less-devoted group members, a.k.a. 
pluralism.  If, however, individuals come to believe the stakes are high enough, the costs of 
obtaining information and participating in a particular public policy issue are lessened. In this 
condition, which exists for a small, yet important part of the population, rational ignorance is 
not operational, and participation is in evidence.  It is at this level, regardless of how hard it 
may be to identify these individuals, that networks, indeed already exist and need to be  
better identified and linked more closely.  In this regard, data base development for data base 
sake, results in one more clearinghouse that services those already in the policy process.  
Instead, we need to find methods for expanding existing networks in the region.  Key to this 
is database development for identified or specified policy purposes and expansion into the 
most likely venues for dissemination for the current generation, and, let us add, the next 
generation. More than likely, the internet and mass media in its variety of forms will 
dominate this future. 

 
Environmental Risks: An Opportunity? 

 
 Risk assessment is a multi-disciplinary method that involves the input of both the hard 

and soft sciences and is, in large part, a product of actions that result in stimulating the policy 
process.  As such, it relies heavily on the information available to those adversely impacted 
by any variety of activities.  “Hard” and “soft” versions of risk assessment provide variations 
for systematically investigating potential risks.  While hard versions rely on probabilistic 
statements and quantifiable dimensions associated with risks, the soft version is based on the 
premise that risk is multi-dimensional and represents the confluence of public values and 
attitudes and underscores information exchanged within the public domain.15  This soft 
ranking is more impressionistic than expert rankings and incorporates the qualities of 



 10

uncertainty, lack of information, and fears prevalent among the general public.  A cursory 
view of this soft approach, which exists widely through methods employed by survey 
research, would suggest a straight-forward approach.  Simply put, ask people their 
probability estimates of an event and compare it to the best estimates of the science 
community.16  However, the range of cross-cutting effects on public perceptions of risk and 
the dynamic nature of public opinion, coupled with the problems of public comprehension of 
complex policy questions quickly clouds the horizon.17 In addition, the political process often 
seems to overwhelm the contributions of science to risk activities.  Realizing this, 
Freudenberg contends that risk assessment “calls for input from the social and behavioral 
sciences...” and, in particular, their “...contribution is generally seen to lie in the area of risk 
communication, risk perception, and risk management.”18  The ability to manage through a 
network that is more inclusive of both the general public, versus activists and experts/elites, 
and has more geographic links throughout the region is a first step in the management of risk 
and its subsequent or parallel communication to the general public or vice-a-versa.  
 Collection of data bases for data base collection purposes without consideration of what 
can be done with data on a region-wide level will not take us far and while it will help to 
document problems, the record of the past decade indicates we have not really accomplished 
much in the way of enhancing data useage through policy development. In this regard, while 
risks abound, we are not systematically moving forward in a way that marks the use of 
information that is useful for solving more than small problems in one location. In the arena 
of air, water, soils and food, piecemeal approaches will not lead us to an information network 
that require large concentrations of resources, thus the risks we have discovered must be 
linked regionally, not locally, to gather the political momentum that will develop long-term 
support from those levels of government that are able to come to the table. Without this 
“networking,” risk perceptions, unlike probability estimates of hard risk analysis, will be 
based on fears, feelings of unfairness and a feeling that no control exists among one or more 
segments of society affected by some activity resulting in a series of fruitless activities that 
will settle few, if any, disputes and policy versus pushing it forward.  
 Regardless, of our best efforts, there remains a problem in the study of risks perceptions, 
namely that social scientists have found that people tend to ignore highly destructive hazards, 
such as living in a flood plain (evidence the flood along the riparian lands of the Mississippi 
and its tributaries in the past five years), a hurricane-prone barrier island (seen in Hurricane 
Hugo, 1989; Andrew, 1993; Erin and Opal, 1995) or on a major earthquake fault (California, 
1993; 1994).  Additional voluntary risks such as driving an automobile, smoking or improper 
diet are rationalized as providing greater benefits than costs.19 Wildavsky and Dake20 suggest 
that some individuals accept and in fact seek high risk, but in general we feel laypersons are 
most likely to base their perceptions on what they have seen or hear, or concur with others 
with whom they concur on the majority of issues.21  Recalling what one has heard also allows 
for simplification of complex issues and allows for association with some recognized source 
of expertise (i.e., the media, elected officials, university researchers).22  Overall, public 
perceptions may not be rationally derived, but this does not mean they are incorrect,23 nor 
does it mean they are not real policy problems that risk assessment and risk management 
programs can dismiss.  Yet, until that can be addressed systematically and in the broadest 
regional context possible, risks will continue to be outside our routine information 
dissemination efforts, and will sporadically come to the fore (i.e., the Sierra Blanca 
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controversy). Instead, as we discover risk, we must develop forward thinking, little of which 
is apparent in information that is available in the region or in most discussions. Moving 
information into a future thinking mode would do well in moving the multiple agenda of 
environmental problems forward versus reactive approaches on which there is an easy 
political escape that we are over-reliant upon. 
 
Conclusions  
 
 This project has provided a preliminary view into the pattern of information in the region 
and we feel leads us to ask more questions than provide answers.  It demonstrates that the 
public has not been fully incorporated into information, and that activism remains in the 
hands of a small group and overly in the hands of a technical elite, especially in Mexico. 
Concerns that policy and decision makers must recognize and address, include diversity 
which may result in a classic clash over the proper role of information, its access and its use. 
This perspective differs in the United States and Mexico, as the federal presence in policy 
varies in each regime. Consequently, demands for regional autonomy on both sides provides 
as avenue for moving forward, but this will not be done without considerable resistance from 
centralized environmental agencies in Mexico City and Washington. 
 A number of issues also muddy the waters. Public source reliance in addressing 
complicated policy issues, and the degree to which these sources are trusted by the general 
public, appear inconsistent. While identification of the most trusted information sources may 
assist in efforts to educate the public, the identification of information providers and to what 
degree they are trusted are also important for policy and decision makers in order to enhance 
their ability to maximize the information dissemination processes.24  

 In addition, the policy process is loaded with cases and issues where recognized 
controversy exponentially has expanded into ideological and political stalemate or gridlock 
resulting in a lose-lose situation. Recognizing the potential conflict to the border region as a 
result of high-levels of perceived risks, debates about the proper future mission of the facility 
and the complications compounded by other issues, such as growth in the maquiladoras, is 
paramount.  Individual forces preferring one set of alternatives over another can be expected 
to join through collective action not only to economize their efforts, but to use their collective 
clout to speak-out for their view of the “public interest” and to dominate, when the 
information flows.  Opposing forces will be made up of sets of individuals who also hold like 
attitudes and characteristics, a fact documented throughout the extant literature of public 
policy and public opinion.25  

 
Recommendations for further research 
 

Based upon the study data, the overall environmental information network is weak, 
sporadic and not well understood in the border region. In response to these factors, the 
following prescriptions are recommended:  

• Knowledge of trust in sources of environmental information needs to be documented. 
• Realize that the internet and other sources are likely to emerge quickly as the 

mechanism for linking or networking the region. 
 The technology gap in Mexico can be expected to close quickly. 
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 Technology will close the geographic problem and allow for more region-
wide solutions. 

 Sharing information must become routine. 
• Risk perception and risk communication knowledge in the region must be better 

understood. 
• A policy-oriented clearinghouse that assists in developing protocols for information 

collection and dissemination must be developed. 
• Policy-orientations must be region-wide and future-oriented. 
• SES realities should become a secondary focus resulting in one or more actors taking 

on a disproportionate burden in problem solving and information dissemination. 
• Generational support for environmental protection must be built upon using youth 

interest in the environment as a key conduit for information dissemination. 
• Bi-lingualism should be a non-issue simply a matter of presenting information. 
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