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Impediments to Maintaining the Vibrant National Innovation System

America’s ability to rapidly and successfully commercialize cutting edge science and technology advances to some significant degree requires all levels of government to respond rapidly to emerging growth and expansion needs of companies.  Companies make major decisions about where to locate their facilities to best serve markets and customers, and to efficiently reach highly skilled workers, suppliers, and diverse types of business partners.  All too often federal and state environmental regulatory agencies and local permitting agencies move slowly, in contrast to a seemingly speed-of-light agility of cutting edge companies. 

The most discussed governance movement in the nation is generally referred to as the anti-sprawl, smart growth, quality growth, or livability movement.  Consistent with this movement, at its recent annual meeting NGA adopted as policy “Principles for Better Land Use.”  The New Economy is confronting a fundamental change in American culture, where choices involving land use, in particular, are being viewed through the prism of more thoughtful growth patterns.  Increasingly today’s decisions are being examined not entirely through current or near-term costs and benefits, but also through much longer-term, inter-generational impacts on the total quality of communities.  The result often can be significant new impediments to fast-paced actions by key parts of the national innovation system.  Companies can no longer assume, for example, that they can build new office complexes, manufacturing facilities, research laboratories, or distribution centers wherever they think they should be constructed, based strictly on sound business management decisions.  Even educational institutions and government agencies can face similar obstacles in siting new facilities. Local limits to urban sprawl, resistance to building new highways, demands to preserve open  “green” spaces and agricultural land, and financial penalties for exceeding employment limits can quickly block the growth of innovation-oriented companies and even research-oriented institutions.

At the same time, companies and other institutions increasingly have adopted strong environmental commitments and have developed “green” agendas and ethics.  What’s good for the environment is seen by industry as good for business and their ability to attract and retain workers.  Even with respect to the quality growth movement, there has been wide industry support.  Carl Guardino, president and CEO of the Silicon Valley Manufacturing Group, said, “High-tech employers recognize that we will only be as successful as the employees that we attract.  …technology companies must support smarter growth to protect local quality of life in order to compete for the best and brightest workers.”

On one hand these organizations are likely to share the broad environmental and quality-of-life goals of quality growth strategies.  But when conflicts arise between local supporters of quality growth strategies and specific attempts of organizations to grow and expand, friction can lead to a slower pace of decisionmaking in both the public and private sectors.  For the best and most dynamic organizations, particularly high tech industries, delay in necessary government decisions is death, because developing and commercializing new innovations and responding to immediate market needs require fast action. 

As the quality growth movement picks up momentum, which it clearly is doing, there is an increasing clash between the impacts of better land use and anti-sprawl policies and the needs of the nation’s innovation system.  The unintended consequence of some popular anti-sprawl programs could be a slowdown in the efficiency of the American innovation system at a time when global competition is accelerating, especially for high tech industries.  The solution could be found in developing a better process to reconcile seemingly conflicting interests and in having quality growth efforts explicitly consider potential unintended consequences for the national innovation system.  At the same time, the U.S. environmental regulatory system continues to expand and become more complicated.  This regulatory system offers various tools that can be used by agencies implementing better land use strategies to manage, control and, in extreme cases, limit industrial growth and expansion.  The expanding economy’s need to rapidly commercialize science and technology advances is becoming increasingly inconsistent with and contradicted by the nation’s traditional legal and regulatory structure that impedes fast decisionmaking.  Unlike older traditional regulatory impacts on smokestack industries, however, the issue now is not what is manufactured and what pollution is controlled, but rather where high tech, information-based, and other innovation-based organizations are located with respect to urban and suburban population centers.   None of this, however, means that industrial and institutional interests are fundamentally in conflict with the broad environmental and social goals of the quality growth movement.  To the contrary, the recent report “Profiles of Business Leadership On Smart Growth” by the National Association of Local Government Environmental Professionals documents just the opposite.

Conflict Resolution With The Enlibra Doctrine

The core problem is one of ineffective and inefficient processes to speedily and equitably resolve conflicts of a more tactical than philosophic nature.  For example, an internet software or biotech company may face local opposition by anti-sprawl advocates to locating a new greenfield facility in some suburban area.  Other parties may want new, high paying jobs in the community.  The need is for some constructive dialogue between all grassroots parties.  The Enlibra doctrine provides a set of principles for conducting such a dialogue in the context of a shared vision of accommodating the compatible goals of environmental and resource protection, quality of life, and economic growth and prosperity.  

The relatively new environmental philosophy called Enlibra, already adopted by the Western Governors’ Association and the National Governors’ Association and embraced by many private and public sector organizations, offers the innovative problem-solving, conflict-resolution framework necessary to sustain America’s New Economy.  The New Economy is based on rapid technological innovation and commercialization, and it requires more rapid means of resolving conflicts and eliminating roadblocks to maintain America’s competitive advantage.   Enlibra is like software for matching the speed of complex societal problem solving with the rapid expansion and constant reengineering of the innovation-based economy.

Upon adopting the Enlibra framework, NGA said that “A new approach to environmental management is required to respond to the environmental challenges of the twenty-first century.”  The Governors believe that adoption of the Enlibra doctrine by state and federal agencies, local governments, and the business community would increase the pace and efficiency of environmental problem solving nationwide.  The Enlibra doctrine can be applied to many different environmental and resource issues and conflicts.  But one particularly important application is in addressing rapidly emerging conflicts between local and state land use planning programs and the desire by many companies to rapidly locate new facilities in such communities.  Using the Enlibra framework would serve the absolutely essential need for maintaining the uniquely American style of agility within the national innovation system.  Enlibra offers communities the philosophical framework to reconcile the needs of the business sector with environmental and natural resource values of local communities and, in so doing, the means to retool, adjust, and diversify to remain competitive. 

The Enlibra Framework

The following descriptions of the Enlibra principles offer an intervention approach to sustaining and maintaining the nation’s innovation system, while giving citizens and communities the means to balance all their economic and quality-of-life needs.

National Standards, Neighborhood Solutions—Assign Responsibilities at the Right Level. There is full acknowledgment that there are environmental issues of national interest, ranging from management of public lands to air and water quality protection. Public processes are used to identify and protect the collective values of the nation’s public. No existing laws or identified legal rights and responsibilities are rejected. The role of the federal government is supported in passing laws that protect these values as well as setting national standards and objectives that identify the appropriate uses and levels of protection to be achieved. As the federal government sets national standards, it should consult with the states, tribes, and local governments as well as other concerned stakeholders to access data and other important information. When environmental standards have not been historically within the federal jurisdiction, nonfederal governments retain their standard setting and enforcing functions to ensure consideration of unique, local-level circumstances and community involvement.

With standards and objectives identified, there should be flexibility for nonfederal governments to develop their own plans to achieve them and to provide accountability. Plans that consider more localized ecological, economic, social, and political factors can have the advantage of having more public support and involvement and therefore can reach national standards more efficiently and effectively.

Governments should reward innovation and take responsibility for achieving environmental goals. They should support this type of empowerment for any level of government that can demonstrate its ability to meet or exceed standards and goals through locally or regionally tailored plans. The federal government should support nonfederal efforts in this regard with funds and technical assistance. In the event that no government or community is progressing toward specific place-based plans, the federal government should become more actively involved in meeting the standards.

Collaboration, Not Polarization—Use Collaborative Processes to Break Down Barriers and Find Solutions. The regulatory tools the nation has been relying on during the last quarter of a century are reaching the point of diminishing returns. In addition, environmental issues tend to be highly polarizing, leading to destructive battles that do not necessarily achieve environmental goals. Successful environmental policy implementation is best accomplished through balanced, open, and inclusive approaches at the ground level, where interested stakeholders work together to formulate critical issue statements and develop locally based solutions to those issues. Collaborative approaches often result in greater satisfaction with outcomes and broader public support, and they can increase the chances of involved parties staying committed over time to the solution and its implementation. Additionally, collaborative mechanisms may save costs when compared with traditional means of policy development. Given the often local nature of collaborative processes, it may be necessary for public and private interests to provide resources to ensure these processes are transparent, have broad participation, and are supported with good technical information.

Reward Results, Not Programs—Move to a Performance-Based System. A clean and safe environment will best be achieved when government actions are focused on outcomes, not programs, and when innovative approaches to achieving desired outcomes are rewarded. Federal, state, and local policies should encourage “outside-the-box” thinking in the development of strategies to achieve desired outcomes. Solving problems, rather than just complying with programs, should be rewarded.

Science for Facts, Process for Priorities—Separate Subjective Choices from Objective Data Gathering. Environmental science is complex and uncertainties exist in most scientific findings. In addressing scientific uncertainties that underlie most environmental issues and decisions, competing interests usually point to scientific conclusions supporting their view and ignore or attack conflicting or insufficient information. This situation allows interests to hold polarized positions and interferes with reconciling the problems at hand. It may also leave stakeholders in denial over readily perceived environmental problems. This, in turn, reduces public confidence and raises the stridency of debate. Critical, preventive steps may never be taken as a result, and this may lead to more costly environmental protection than would otherwise be required.

A better approach is to reach agreement on the underlying facts as well as the range of uncertainty surrounding the environmental question at hand before trying to frame the choices to be made. This approach should use a public, balanced, and inclusive collaborative process and a range of respected scientists and peer-reviewed science. Such a process promotes quality assurance and quality control mechanisms to evaluate the credibility of scientific conclusions. It can also help stakeholders and decisionmakers understand the underlying science and its limitations before decisions are made. If a collaborative process among the stakeholders does not resolve scientific disagreements, decisionmakers must evaluate the differing scientific information and make the difficult policy choices. Decisionmakers should use ongoing scientific monitoring information to adapt their management decisions, as necessary.

Markets Before Mandates—Replace Command and Control with Economic Incentives, Whenever Appropriate. Although most individuals, businesses, and institutions want to protect the environment and achieve desired environmental outcomes at the lowest cost to society, many environmental programs require the use of specific technologies and processes to achieve these outcomes. Reliance on the threat of enforcement action to force compliance with technology or process requirements may result in adequate environmental protection. However, market-based approaches and economic incentives often result in more efficient and cost-effective results and may lead to more rapid compliance. These approaches also reward environmental performance, promote economic health, encourage innovation, and increase trust among government, industry, and the public.

Change a Heart, Change a Nation—Ensure Environmental Understanding. Governments at all levels can develop policies, programs, and procedures for protecting the environment. Yet the success of these policies ultimately depends on the daily choices of citizens. Beginning with the nation’s youth, people need to understand their relationship with the environment. They need to understand the importance of sustaining and enhancing their surroundings for themselves and future generations. If America is able to achieve a healthy environment, it will be because citizens understand that a healthy environment is critical to the social and economic health of the nation. Government has a role in educating people about stewardship of natural resources. One important way for government to promote individual responsibility is by rewarding those who meet their stewardship responsibilities.

Recognition of Benefits and Costs—Make Sure Environmental Decisions Are Fully Informed. The implementation of environmental policies and programs should be guided by an assessment of the costs and benefits of different options across the affected geographic range. To best understand opportunities for win-win solutions, cost and benefit assessments should look at life-cycle costs and economic externalities imposed on those who do not participate in key transactions. These assessments can illustrate the relative advantages of various methods of achieving common public goals. However, not all benefits and costs can be easily quantified or translated into dollars. There may be other non-economic factors, such as equity within and across generations, that should also be fully considered and integrated into every assessment of options. The assessment of options should consider all of the social, legal, economic, and political factors while ensuring that neither quantitative nor qualitative factors dominate.

Solutions Transcend Political Boundaries—Use Appropriate Geographic Boundaries for Environmental Problems. Many of the environmental challenges in the nation cross political and agency boundaries. For example, environmental management issues often fall within natural basins. These are often transboundary water or air sheds. Focusing on the natural boundaries of the problem helps identify the appropriate science, possible markets, cross-border issues, and the full range of affected interests and governments that should participate and facilitate solutions. Voluntary interstate strategies as well as other partnerships also are important tools.
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