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THE PARTICIPATORY ROLE OF CITI.ZEN ADVISORY GROUPS IN NEW 

ENGLAND WATER RESOURCE PLANt-;IING: A PRELIMINARY STUDY 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1940, a water resource development of major social and physical impact 

was completed, when flow from the Ware and Swift Rivers in Massachusetts was 

diverted to create the Quabbin Reservoir, which provides water for metropolitan 

Boston. Even though a number of communities were inundated to form this water 

body, no public partidpatory structure existed or was expected in the planning 

of a project with such far-reaching effects. 

In 1970, however, public opposition to a diversion of Connecticut River 

flood waters to this same Reservoir stimulated the appointment of a citizens' com

mittee to review not only the diversion proposal, but the larger water and related 

land resource plan of which it was a part. 

This contrast in the level of public participation illustrates two concurrent 

and related trends: the rise of pub I ic ecological concern, and the refusal of the 

pub! ic to unquestioningly accept the resource decisions of a vague governmental 

"they". These trends are wel I summarized by Terence P. Curran: 

Perhaps the most visible and immediate force pervading the water• 
resources profession today is a pub! ic concern for the environment. 
This concern is leading not only to major legislative changes and 
governmental reorganizations,. but to important changes in basic 
ideology. The roof cause is deeper •. Our citizens, in the past 
few years, have become increasingly_ disenchan~ed and alienated 
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from the traditional political process. The extreme divergence 
among the populace on such central issues as the war in lndo
China, civil rights, student unrest, and the problem of the inner 
city hove undermined whatever faith Americans may have held 
that elected officials and career administrators would fully pro
tect the public interest. This disenchantment has been felt in 
practically all areas of public programs; water resources is no 
exception. ( 1) 

One of the m_ajor responses to this public mood is the increasing use of 

citizen adviscry boards to governmental planning agencies, .This paper is intended 

to survey existing literature and experience concerning the role of citizen advisory 

groups to federally funded agencies in general, with special emphasis on the area 

of water resources in New England. The .use of citizen advisory boards to govern

ment agencies is not a new concept, by any means, and is not unique to the field 

of water resources, This field, however, provides a clear demonstration of the in

creasing use of citizen advisory boards as mechanisms for implementing a spirit of 

public participation that has not been a significant element of resource planning in 

the past. 

I. Survey of Related Literature: 

The rising and comparatively recent concern with public participation 

in government planning studies, and particularly those involving water resources, 

has been thoroughly documented by Katherine Warner in Public Participation In 

Water Resources Planning. (2) This pub I ication describes key dimensions of pub I ic 

participation and reviews current participation program activities of certain Federal 

assistance programs in the areas of community planning, transportation planning, and 
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water resources planning. It should be regarded as essential background for any-

one concerned with the operational questions of public participation. Of partic-

ular interest here is her research finding that citizen advisory boards are consid-

ered by public agencies to be one of the most useful mechanisms of public involve

ment in recent planning studies. She states, however, that further research is need

ed on "identification and testing of effective agency public involvement perfor

mance criteria and evaluation measures and their respective effects on planning 

studies" (3) and about citizens advisory boards in particular, she says that "Whether 

citizens advisory boards, as they are currently structured can meet this need to pro

vide more substantial pub I ic input throughout the planning process is a moot point. 

· Many questions remain to be resolved such as how members of such advisory boards 

should be selected, in what sense the members can be considered representative, 

how members can be made accountable to a large pub I ic constituency, what roles 

and responsibilities should be assigned to such groups in plan formulation, etc." (4) 

Dr. Warner's comments on citizens advisory boards are based in part on ob

servations of their use in urban renewal and Model Cities programs where, she says 

"In many cases, such bodies have assumed an active role in pol icy-making and plan 

formulation, in addition to serving as ci primary communications channel and support-

building unit". (5) A more critical view of such boards, along with those of the 

Office of Economic Opportunity's Community Action Program, is expressed by Sherry 

Arnstein in the context of her "ladder of citizen participation". In terms of power 

actually possessed by citizens in decision-making in these programs, she ranks the 

use of citizen advisory boards at the lowest level: "In the name of citizen partic-
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ipation, people ore placed on .rubber-stamp advisory committees or advisory boards 

for the express purpose of 'educating'them or engineering their support. lnsh~ad of 

genuine citizen participation, the bottom rung of the ladder signifies the distortion 

of participation into a public relations vehicle by powerholders<I. (6) Such con

trasting views are typical of the literature on "maximum feasible participation", 

and also serve to point up the need for objective evaluation of participat.ory groups' 

characteristics and effectiveness. (7) 

This discussion of advisory groups as mechanisms of citizen participation 

should not be equated with the long-standing practice of using advisory boards to 

provide speciolized advice and consultation to Federal agencies. While the num

ber of new. citizen advisory groups hos been increasing in various fields, the tra

ditional advisory structure on the Federal level has, on the other han.d, been sub

ject to recent, rather severe criticism. This criticism has reached the point that 

legislation has been proposed (S. 1637, S. 1964, and S. 2064) which would sub

stantially limit their n~mber and alter their nature and functions, on the grounds 

that too many existing committees actually work to the detriment of the public 

interest by servicing instead the cause of special interests. In the course of hear

ings held by the Senate Subcommittee on Intergovernmental Relations, chaired by 

Senator Lee Metcalf, testimony was presented which strongly wpported this view. 

For example, Professor Henry Steck, a political scientist at New York State Uni

versity at Cortland, testified that "In general, advisory committees attached to 

administrative agencies constitute a prominent device by which industry is insti

tutionally and legitimately joined to the structure of government decision-making. 

• 
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The system of advisory groups forms in fact a kind of shadow branch of government". (8) 

This conception of an advisory "branch" of government was forcefully presented 

also by Ralph Nader. In his testimony, he said: 

Advisory Committees and their unnoticeable, often unreviewable 
role in our Federal Government are threatening to become a con
stitutionally unauthorized fourth branch of Government. This in
cipient fourth branch, unlike the other three, is accountable nei
ther to the public at large or to the Congress. It influences policy 
and administrative action in ways that are essentially sub~visible. 
It routinely stamps the imprimature of the "public-interest." on paro
chial advice and unjustifiable delay which serve neither the public 
nor the citizen constituencies for whose benefit and protection the 
agencies receiving advice were created by Congress. (9) 

Such sweeping criticism in the hearings was directed primarily at certain power

ful boards, the National Industrial Pollution Council, for example (Nader says that the 

criteria for membership on this board is that one be a polluter!), and should not be con

strued as equally applicable to the citizen advisory boards which are the focus of atten

tion here. This report is based on the assumption that, in contrast, the newer advisory 

groups are designed to serve as mechanisrn;for broader and more meaningful public par

ticipation in resource planning. This new approach has developed in the national con-

text of increasing citizen demands for participatory roles in decision-making on vital 

social issues. Also significantly contributing to this new approach has been the rising 

concern, by both citizens and agencies, with environmental protection. What needs 

to be examined is whether the newer citizen.advisory groups can effectively implement 

these concerns without falling heir to the hearings' documented dangers of advisory struc

tures, particularly those of special interest representation and "co-optation" into the 

agency structure. After al I, as Senator Charles Percy observed in testifying at the hear

ings, "The Government sometimes seems so big you can never find the proper channel. 
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The more you learn to find it, the more vested interest you have in keeping it exc;ictly 

the way it is because you have finally figured out the system". (10) 

II. Survey of New England Advisory Groups: 

Thus for in this paper, a distinction has been made between the "old" and 

the "new" in citizen advisory groups; i ,e., those that exist For the purpose of providing 

specialized or professional advice, and those that are being developed to provide input 

from "lay" citizens who may well have particular concern and knowledge about the issue 
' 

at hand, but whose participation is not a part of their professional duties. Within this 

broad category of the "new", further distinctions need to be made For the purposes of 

identi.fying certain groups which illustrate the problems and promises of this mode of pub

lic participation. Three somewhat overlapping, but conceptually distinguishable categor

izations can be observed, based on the groups' originating process: (1) elective; (2) 

s.elf-generating; and (3) appointive. The citizen advisory boards to be described here 

are not to be considered as an exhaustive enumeration of such groups in the New Eng

land area. They are, rather only those which have been identified by pre I iminary in

vestigation, mainly involving contact with knowledgeable persons in the immediate 

area of the research operation, For purposes of defining a data base For more detailed 

and structured· research. 

(1) Elective: This categorization does not apply to any great extent to the 

field of natural resources, but needs to be defined For purposes of contrast. Most typ

ical of the elective boards are those associate.d with Model Cities and Community Action 

Agency programs, embodying the concept of "maximum feasible participation". This 

• 
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type of advisory structure is designed to promote, through resident selection of 

policy board members, the most direct possible representation and participation 

of neighborhood residents in the direction of programs which will affect them • 

While such boards offer the greatest opportunity for "grass-roots" citizen partici

pation in program development, they have been far from uniformly successful in 

achieving this objective. (JJ) 

If the term "elective" is considered to imply "politically accountable", 

then variations on this theme can be identified in New England natural resources 

planning. This involvement occurs as a function of that system of local government 

unique to New England, the town, and takes the form of citizen election or appoint

ment by elected officials to Planning Boards, Conservation Commissions, and more 

specialized advisory bodies. 

The composition of the policy-making board of the Lower Pioneer Valley 

Regional Planning Commission (encompassing Hampshire and Hampden counties in 

Massachusetts} provides an example of the extension of this concept of political ac

countability to a more inclusive geographical area, A professional staff is employed 

to implement the Commission's function of making recommendations on measures neces

sary to meet the physical, social, and educational facilities of the area, but the policy·

making board of the Commission is composed of representatives who are elected annual I)' 

from each of the planning boards of the 43 constituent cities and towns. 

In the State of Maine, the Regional Planning Commissions are serving as 

the vehicles of citizen participation in the "State Water Resources Guide Plan 
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Program". The New England River Basins Commission, which is working with the 

State Planning Office on this program, had originally recommended an appointive 

advisory board to provide citizen involvement, This proposal was not accepted by 

the State, which preferred instead that this role be filled by the Regional Planning 

Commission. Another source of political accountability unique to the administrative 

structure of this program is an "Advisory Committee on Legislation", which is com

posed of the legislative standing committee on Natural Resources, and whose func

tion is to advise the study team on legislative problems and needs with respect to 

water and land resources. 

(2) "Self-Generating" Advisory Boards: The revolution in public awareness 

of impending ecological crisis has resulted in the formation of a great many private 

groups of concerned citizens. These range from single-issue bodies, such as "Save 

Our Streams", locally organized to fight to proposed division of the Tully River, to 

the much more broadly designed and financed "Connecticut River Ecology Action 

Corporation". The influence of such groups in raising, and forming agency recog

nition of, pertinent issues can be great. 

For the purposes of this analysis, however, attention is focussed on "grass

roots" groups which have subsequently achieved formal status as advisory bodies to 

Federal agencies. This achievement implies that without initial citizen effort, ad

visory boards would probably not have been created to provide for a measure of pub

lic participation in these projects. A notable example of such a development is the 

case of the Citizens Advisory Committee for the Mount Holyoke Unit of the Proposed 

Connecticut Historic Riverway. 

• 
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When, in the Spring of 1970, the first public discussions were held concern

ing the development of a National Park on certain sections of the Connecticut River, 

significant opposition to the charac.ter of the proposals was expressed by prominent 

citizens and landowners in the Mount Holyoke area. As a direct result of their con

cern, a Citizen Advisory Committee was appointed(by the Massachusetts Department 

of Natural Resources) to assure an avenue for local suggestions to the National Park 

Service. The Chairman of the Committee, Representative John Olver, definitely 

feels that without this citizen initiation, no such public participation would have 

been structured. The Bills that are now before Congress express plans and criteria 

developed by the Committee for National Park Service facilities that will conserve 

the area, "while at the same time protecting the interests of towns, farmers, land

owners, and sportsmen". (12) · 

In Connecticut, an advisory group far the Gateway Unit of the proposed 

development is also in existence. A current issue in this regard is the proposal of 

the New England River Basins Commission's Connecticut River Basin Program (CRBP) 

that these advisory groups, along with one still to be created far the Coos Unit in 

Vermont and New Hampshire, be incorporated into the citizen advisory structure of 

the CRBP. In the words of David Harrison, Program Manager of CRBP, "The purpose 

of this recommendation is to facil ifate implementation of the Historic Riverway as a 

basin-wide environmental/cultural preservation concept, on the assumption that the 

basin-wide concept originally intended is most I ikely to gain intergovernmental, pri

vate and citizen acceptance". (13) This suggestion is being questioned in the Mount 
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Holyoke Unit on the grounds that it would increase the possibility that strong op

position to the Park concept from New Hampshire and Vermont could destroy the 

whole program. Whether or not this rec6mmendotian is implemented, and whether 

it is successful in achieving its purpose ore issues which will bear scrutiny by ob

servers of advisory group functioning. 

Another example of a "self-generating" advisory group is that estobl ished 

in the Foll of 1971 in connection with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers proposal 

to divert water from the Tully River in western Massachusetts, for augmentation of 

metropolitan Boston's water supply. As in the case of the Mount Holyoke Unit, the 

Co-Chairman of this Citizens Review Board, Joan Ashwell, feels that such formalized 

citizen participation would not have been initiated by the Corps itself. Rather, the 

group first organized itself, and then was designated by the Corps as official repre

sentation of the pub! ic. 

A third example of a "self-generating" advisory body actually falls outside 

the scope of this report because it is not affiliated with a governmental agency, but 

with a private utility concern. Its very uniqueness; however, calls for recognition 

in a survey of existing advisory groups. This group is called Project CE VAL, standing 

for "citizen evaluation" and is supported by funds supplied by Northeast Utilities. 

When Northeast Utilities proposed, in 1970, to seek a peaking power pumped storage 

site in the Housatonic River Valley, Project CE VAL was organized by a number of in

fluential citizens in order to participate in the site selection process. Their activities 

have included a public information program, a public opinion survey, and support of 

ecological, engineering, and economic studies by professional and independent con

sultants. The question of whether a utility-financed citizen group con effectively 

• 
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function as a mechanism of public participation remains to be answered. But as an 

experiment in this direction, Project CE VAL merits much attention. 

(3) Appointive: Examples of the utilization of agency-appointed citizen 

advisory groups in water and related land resource planning in New England are be

coming increasingly numerous. This development is a practical implementation of the 

emphasis, at the Federal level, on public involvement in such planning. An example 

of this emphasis is found in a pub I ication of the Water Resources Council: 

The success of multi-objective planning depends on meaningful 
participation of interests concerned with each objective at each 
step in the planning process. The leaders for water and land re
source planning have the challenging responsibility of achieving 
such participation while managing effective planning studies and 
facilitating decision-making. This responsibility will require an 
aggressive program to involve al I concerned interests in identifying 
an area's problems and needs, in planning alternative solutions,and 
in decisions as to action. (14) 

Of particular interest here are those advisory structures affiliated with the New 

England River Basins Commission (NERBC). The first of these groups serves in a sense 

as a bridge between the self-generating and the appointive categories. The "Citizen 

Review Committee on the Connecticut River Basin Comprehensive Water and Land Re

sources Investigation" (CRC) was appointed by the Chairman of NERBC in 1970, but in 

response to public controversy erupting in respect to certain provisions of the plan as 

issued, and in response to the urging of Congressman Silvio O. Conte that a citizen 

committee be appointed to examine the plan and to make recommendations on accep

tance, rejection, or modification. Working under a severe three-month time limit, 

this 27-member body of knowledgeable citizens produced a remarkably thorough report. (15) 
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The group's Moderator, Professor Bernard B. Berger, believes tfiat "It is reasonable 

to assume that the Committee's preceptions and recommendations will be embodied 

in the plan for the Connecticut River Basin as it finally evolves". (16) 

In addition, the experience of the CRC is proving to be infl uential in the 

NERBC's present approach to the organization of citizen advisory groups at an ear

lier stage in its planning studies. The plan for the Connecticut River Basin Program 

(CRBP) calls for the appointment of a citizen advisory group in the Summer of 1972, 

and the selection process for the advisory body to the Long Island Sound Regional 

Study (LISRS) should be completed by that time. 

As an adjunct to its Southeast New England Study (SENE), NERBC organized 

the "Interim Citizens Participation Advisory Committee", which has recommended a 

strategy for public participation. These plans call for not only a Citizen Advisory 

Committee for the whole study, but the organization of subsidiary advisory committees 

in the individual basin areas involved. 

A Citizen Advisory Board has also been proposed in connection with the Power 

and Environment Committee (P/EC)of NERBC, but its organization is in abeyance (as 

of Summer, 1972) because of current program uncertainties. 

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is also significantly involved in water re

source planning in New England, and is also increasingly accepting the necessity for 

more public participation. In fact, as Bruce Bishop says in a report that focuses on the 

role of the planner in communicating and interacting with the public, "Greatly increased 

emphasis on public participation and involvement in the planning process is now a fact of 

the Corps planner's life". (17) 
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Even before the above statement could have been made, however, public 

involvement though citizens committees was being initiated by the Corps in New 

England. In 1966, the Corps impaneled a Citizens Committee (known as the Lyman 

Committee) whose mis~ion was: 

To provide a broad-scaled analysis of Corps of Engineers planned, 
completed or current water resources development projects, to in .. 
elude those non-governmental projects requiring permits from or 
participation by the Corps of Engineers within the New England 
area, and from such analyses to develop guide I ines, gerieral pol
icies, and procedures which may be utilized in effecting beauti
fication and aesthetic improvement in subject projects. (18) 

One of the suggestions of this Panel was that it be reconvened once every 

six months to determine what progress had been made in the area of its recommendc;i

tions. Partly because .of the death of the Panel's Chairman, Mr. Arthur P, Lymar1, 

this suggestion was not implemented. The work of this Panel, nontheless, was in

fluential in the ·corps decision to appoint in May, 1967 a Citizen Advisory Committee 

to its Charles River Watershed Study •. This Committee is widely regarded as an in

fluential and innovative contribution to the Corps' planning process, not only because 

of its very existence, but also because of its role in encouraging the Corps' consid

eration of non-structural alternatives to flood plain management in the basin of the 

Charles. 

Another New England example of the Corps' growing commitment to public 

participation in the planning process is to be found in pending proposals for a waste

water management study in the Merrimack River Basin, As part of its feasibility study 

for this project, the Corps contracted with the New England Natural Resources Center 

I ' 
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to "recommend framework guidelines for initiating and conducting a public com

munications program for the Merrimack River Valley wastewater management study. 

Specifically, the objective is to design an open planning process that stimulates 

substantial public involvement and participation in the preauthorization study to be 

undertaken by the Corps of Engineers in cooperation with the Environmental Pro

tection Agency". (19) The framework for open planning as presented builds to a 

large degree on an earlier Corps experiment with public participation in the Sus

quehanna River Basin. (20) The Merrimack proposals go for beyond the scope 

of thi_s earlier project, however, particularly in their emphasis on pub I ic involve

ment at the very beginning of a study project. A "Citizen Review Panel" is a · 

key element in ~his open planning process, and as the project develops should be 

a major focus of research attention as a citizen advisory group. 

The Lower Pioneer Valley Regional Planning District, mentioned earlier in 

this paper as illustrative of a politically accountable advisory body, also utilizes 

appointed advisory groups. These committees, currently organized to deal with issues 

of outdoor recreation and open space, housing, environmental impact evaluation and 

water and sewer problems, are a response to requirements for public participation in 

programs involving funding from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel

opment. 
• 
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While not directly related to natural resource planning, a nevertheless 

relevant and interesting use of an appointive participatory process is occurring in 

1972 within the Executive Office of Environmental Affairs of the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts. Knowledgeable individuals in the private sector, plus career govern

mental personnel, have been selected to serve on eight "task forces" whose mission 

is to provide advice and recommendations on means of implementing a legislative 

mandate for the reorganization of executive offices. It is hoped these-task forces 

will provide an examination of the relationship of governmental programs and func

tions to the environmental needs of the Commonwealth. 

111 • Research Issues: 

The foregoing identification of citizen advisory structures should serve 

to demonstrate that this means of public involvement in resource planning is indeed 

on the upswing' in New England. These groups have begun, and hopefully will con

tinue to provide opportunities for concerned citizens to communicate meaningfully 

and productively with the planning agencies. 

It should not be automatically assumed, however, that such structures wil I 

provide the only or the best mechanism of pub I ic participation. As innovative at

tempts to structure citizen participation, they must of necessity proceed on some

what of a "trial and error" basis, learning from the successes and mistakes of each 

experience and tailoring each new approach to the particular needs of individual 

situations • 

The situation is further comp I icated by a lack of practical or conceptual 

agreement, by planners and citizens alike, on the meaning and purpose of public 
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participation. In a recent article, (21) and in subsequent unpublished remarks, 

Norman .Wengert has significantly examined such issues in the context of political 

theory. Wengert's main thesis is that while increasing citizen participation is a 

reality of the day and can be viewed as an expression of basic rationales in the 

American political system, what he cal Is the "rhetoric and polemics of partici

pation" cannot be assumed to result in decision-making that is more rational or re

sponsi.ve to the public interest. In his article, Wengert emphasizes the need for 

"greater identification of all those who are significantly affected by plans and 

proposals (even though they may not perceive their interest)", but points out that: 

"But gaining greater participation does not make the planning job easier. It may 

increase tension and conflict; it may require difficult choices; and it can alter exist

ing power relationships and generate changes with considerable consequences for the 

agencies and its. programs". (22) Wengert also recognizes other important problems 

of citizen participation, such as the relationships of new participatory mechanisms to 

the existing political representative system, the problem of recognizing the interests 

of these who, for various reasons, do not so participate, the issue of distinguishing 

between expressed preferences of participants and the broader public interest, and 

the danger that participatory structures might evolve into mere support structures for 

the bureaucracy. 

The process of identifying the citizen advisory groups that .have been de

scribed in this paper revealed a real sense of enthusiasm and commitment on the 

part of both involved citizens and planners -- a truly encouraging sign that this 

method_ of citizen participation has the potential of being a constructive part of 

i 
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a rational decision-making process. On the other hand, even this preliminary 

investigation has revealed many practical instances of the kinds of problems out

lined by Wengert, and has pointed up the need for what Wengert calls an·analysis 

of participatory structures in "operational" terms. Most frequently observed have 

been problems related to the following: 

(l) Representativeness of Appointed Advisory Groups: How can the mem

bership be selected so as to provide for a realistic balance of interests within what 

may be a wide geographical area and still be kept to a reasonable working size? 

Who should have the appointive power -- elected officials, agency heads, or pri

vate citizen groups? How can the demonstrated interest and knowledgeability of 

the influential persons who are most likely to receive such appointment be reconciled 

with the fact that they all tend to come from a similar socio-economics background? 

(2) Financial Support: Within the fiscal constraint (usually severe) of plan

agencies' budgets, does reimbursement of participants for their expenses and/or time 

make possible wider participation? Or would such support tend to weaken the in

dependent judgment of the group vis-a-vis the agency? How much does agency 

provision of staff assistance, research support, etc. contribute to group productivity? 

(3) Goal Identification: Any functioning group must obviously clearly per

ceive its purpose before it can be pursued. Should it be defined for the group, thus 

possibly "locking-it-in" to agency plans, or should the group define its own goals, 

with the possibility that they remain too ambiguous to be realized? (The same di

lemma applies to operating procedures.) 
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This report has obviously raised questions, not answered them. But it has 

identified a data base which can be used to seek answers. What is needed is be

havioral research that will describe how these questions are being solved in prac

tice, and relate those characteristics to an evaluation of groups' contributions to 

the decision-making process. 

• 
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