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ABSTRACT 
 
Public participation has become an important component to many decision-making processes. It 
has many benefits, both for the participant as well as the decision-maker. It provides education 
and raises public awareness on important issues. It can reduce conflict between competing 
interest groups. It increases the willingness to accept programs to which participation is 
contributed. 
 
As part of the Fisheries Reform Act of 1997, the North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries 
(DMF) is developing an integrated approach to coastal management. The North Carolina Coastal 
Habitat Protection Plan (CHPP) will be the first attempt at regulatory co-management of 
commercially important coastal fish habitats. Within the scope of this project, DMF has included 
a public participation aspect to the writing and researching process. To increase the level of 
cooperation and support to this new management approach, DMF and the North Carolina Coastal 
Federation began an outreach campaign that started with the distribution of educational materials 
and resulted in the execution of 10 public meetings.  
 
I conducted a survey of participants who attended the ten public meetings. I assessed the 
representation of participating interest groups, the distribution tactics of the publications, and the 
effectiveness of the educational portion of the meetings. I also evaluated the respondents’ 
satisfaction with the level of knowledge gained from the outreach materials and the meetings. 
Anticipated future involvement in the process was an indicator of the success of the campaign. 
 
The results of this project indicate that the meetings and public outreach campaign succeeded in 
many ways. They provided education for the participating citizens, and they increased interest 
for future involvement in environmental issues. However, representation of target populations, 
such as fishermen and developers, did not meet the expressed goals of NCCF and DMF. 
Distribution tactics and outreach procedures should be reanalyzed to further increase the interest 
of the CHPP process for broader involvement of interest groups. As this is an ongoing process, it 
is important to see how public participation benefits citizens so that the decision-makers can 
work to maintain, or increase citizens’ level of interest in the CHPP process. 
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Evaluation of Public Participation and Outreach Methods for the 
North Carolina Coastal Habitat Protection Plan 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In the last few decades, public participation has become an important component to many 

decision-making processes. In literature, the term encompasses countless meanings and 

definitions. In practice, it has varying objectives and goals. This creates interesting challenges 

when assessing the success of a public participation campaign.   

The broad nature of the public participation concept allows manipulation of participatory 

programs, depending on the desired outcome. In many ways, this creates positive benefits. The 

use of public participation can be molded to the situation. On the other hand, the lack of 

definition can create negative outcomes, for both the policy makers as well as the participants. 

Expectations may not be met, which can create distrust between representatives and the 

represented.  

Supporters of public participation argue that the benefits of including the public in the 

political process outweigh the detriments. For policy-makers, it can enhance communication 

between governmental entities and the public. It can lead to consensus and agreement on an 

issue. For citizens, participation offers a sense of ownership and responsibility to an issue. 

Education on important environmental issues is invaluable to many individuals.  

Public participation can also lead to negative outcomes. Dissent between the public and 

the political entity arise when the participants do not see their expectations met by the final 

decision. Citizens are often concerned that public participation does not generate changes in 

political systems. This can lead citizens to lose their trust in the policy-makers. Representation of 

special interests can also skew impressions of majority views among the public. The most 
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outspoken and strongly represented participants do not always represent popular opinion. All of 

these aspects lead many critics to argue that public participation is a waste of resources and time. 

The North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries, DMF, is currently in the process of 

developing an integrated approach to coastal management. The Coastal Habitat Protection Plan 

or CHPP, will be the first attempt at regulatory co-management of coastal habitats essential for 

the health of commercially important fish species. It will combine the regulatory actions of three 

commissions under the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources, 

DENR: the Marine Fisheries Commission, the Coastal Resources Commission, and the 

Environmental Management Commission. The Commissions will work together to regulate and 

improve the health of coastal habitats. 

Within the scope of this project, DMF has included a public participation aspect to the 

writing and researching process. According to Mike Street, Chief of the Habitat Protection 

Section for the Division of Marine Fisheries, rule makers have only rarely attempted this new 

approach to ecosystem management (Street 2003). Therefore, the cooperation and support of 

local communities is essential for the success of the new regulations and guidelines. The most 

appropriate means to do this is to involve the public in the task of pinpointing issues threatening 

the health of the North Carolina coastline.   

With the help of the North Carolina Coastal Federation, NCCF, the Division of Marine 

Fisheries began an outreach campaign that commenced with the distribution of educational 

publications. The outreach initiative resulted in the execution of 10 public meetings that were 

located in both inland and coastal communities. The meetings were designed to educate the 

public on the new approach to habitat protection, as well as to gather information regarding 

critical degradation issues within each community. 
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I developed a survey to evaluate the public participation and outreach methods for the 

Coastal Habitat Protection Plan. My evaluation focused on two pertinent aspects of this process. 

First, I assessed the success of the outreach and participation methods developed by the North 

Carolina Coastal Federation and the Division of Marine Fisheries. The purpose of the 

educational materials and series of meetings was to educate the public on the CHPP process, and 

to attract a wide array of citizen interest groups to the meetings. I considered three main points to 

gauge the effectiveness of the methods: representation of participating interest groups at the 

meetings, the distribution tactics of the publications, and the respondents’ general satisfaction 

with the educational portion of the meeting. 

Second, I evaluated the effectiveness of the outreach program and participation events for 

the participating citizens. I used respondents’ satisfaction with the level of knowledge gained 

through involvement in the campaign as an indication of the success of the outreach and 

participation methods. Additionally, I was interested in assessing the respondents’ confidence in 

the intentions of the policy-makers to use the public comments in the development of the CHPP. 

Whether participants would continue involvement in the CHPP process was an indicator of the 

success of the campaign.  

As of the completion of this evaluation, the CHPP public outreach work is still in 

progress. The information I acquired through the survey will be helpful to the public outreach 

team to continue its mission to both educate the public, and use local knowledge in order to 

create a successful integrated habitat protection program. 
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PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 

The concept of public participation is one that varies meaning with the changing needs of 

the political actors involved. Most definitions strive to represent the all-encompassing aspect of 

this label. One source suggests that public participation involves “…purposeful activities in 

which citizens take part in relation to government” (Langdon 1997). Another publication 

describes it as “…the various mechanisms that individuals or groups may use to communicate 

their views on a public issue” (Zillman et al. 2002).  

For the purpose of this paper, I define public participation as a devise used by policy 

makers to include citizens in decisions in order to enhance the effectiveness of a policy. This 

broad definition indicates that the concept goes beyond the inclusion of interest groups and 

stakeholders. It strives to include means of educating citizens on management issues. It also 

indicates that the participants can influence the outcome of the policy decision in a way that is 

beneficial for the public and the decision-maker (Korfmacher 1998). 

There are two distinct views on the success and usefulness of public participation in 

political processes. Proponents believe that it is an essential component. It benefits both the 

participant, as well as the decision-maker. On the other side of the argument, some suggest that 

there is such a wide range of costs that stem from the use of public participation, that its worth in 

political systems is limited at best.  

For policy-makers, the use of public participation can enhance the political process 

substantially. One of the most important advantages is that participation can increase consensus 

for a plan of action, making it easier to realize the intended goal (Buckingham and Theobald 

2003). Increased public acceptance of new policies encourages successful implementation of 

new regulations, which enhances compliance, and potentially decreases the need for enforcement 
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(Picolotti and Taillant 2003). Dissent between governmental entities and the public lessens by 

using participatory tools. 

Many supporters also believe that citizens benefit substantially by taking part in decision-

making processes. They gain a sense of empowerment by being part of the political process 

(Buckingham and Theobald 2003). Outreach can educate citizens and raise awareness of 

important issues. It can also allow the public an opportunity to express its concerns on issues it 

feels are important. By having a voice in political processes, citizens often feel greater social 

responsibility and a stronger bond with their community (Langdon 1978). The value of 

participation from the public standpoint is a strong argument for its inclusion in the political 

process. 

However, many critics of public participation cite the negative outcomes that can often 

arise with its use. Public forum events have the tendency of eliciting input from a group of 

citizens that do not represent the majority view. Those who become involved in public 

participation events are often citizen elite that represent special interests (Langdon 1978). Those 

that are less interested in participating, but are possibly impacted, fail to make an input, and so 

their sides of the issue are left unheard (Barrow 2000). 

Another common argument is that public hearings and events are used to manipulate the 

public while maintaining the decisions as they are. In many cases, the public expresses its 

frustration and fears, allowing dissent to diminish between the two parties. In the end, though, 

the decision goes unaltered and no changes occur to address the public’s concerns (Barrow 

2000).  Public events can be empty rituals that create the appearance of citizens having influence 

or power over the decision-makers. When the public does not see its goals achieved, this leads to 
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a distrust of the decision-makers and a sense of frustration towards the political system (Zillman 

et al. 2002). 

While public participation has varying arguments for and against its use, it is apparent 

that if done correctly, it creates valuable advantages for the decision-maker and the public. 

Having the trust of citizens is critical in the implementation and success of new policies. The 

public should feel educated and empowered from their involvement. This leads to a greater 

willingness to accept programs to which participation has been a component. 

 

 

COASTAL HABITAT PROTECTION PLAN (CHPP)  

BACKGROUND 

In response to a marked reduction in North Carolina commercial fishery landings in the 

early 1990s, the North Carolina General Assembly passed the Fisheries Moratorium Act on July 

1, 1994. The act postponed the issuance of all new fishing licenses until 1998 (Street 2003). 

During the moratorium, DENR conducted a study addressing five areas of concern regarding the 

status of state-managed fish stocks: licensing, reorganizing the Marine Fisheries Commission, 

establishing Fishery Management Plans, writing Coastal Habitat Protection Plans, and law 

enforcement (DMF). 

The Seafood and Aquaculture Study Commission of the General Assembly received the 

completed report in October 1996. The Commission decided not to act on the findings. Two 

legislators, one a Democrat and the other a Republican, took over the report and initiated a push 

for the Fisheries Reform Act (Street). On August 14, 1997, the governor of North Carolina, 

James B. Hunt Jr. signed the Fisheries Reform Act into law (DMF 2003). 
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The Fisheries Reform Act, FRA, mandates the Department of Environment and Natural 

Resources, to write a North Carolina Coastal Habitat Protection Plan. The goal of the plan is the 

“…long-term enhancement of coastal fisheries associated with each identified habitat” {FRA 

G.S. 143B-279.8}. The aim is to address the connections between habitat degradation and 

sharply depleting fish stocks in state waters. The purpose of the plan is to help protect and restore 

those resources that are important to the state’s economy, both commercially and recreationally 

(DCM 2003). 

The Act states specifically that the plan is to: 

(1) Describe and classify biological systems in the habitats, including wetlands, fish 

spawning grounds, estuarine or aquatic endangered or threatened species, primary or 

secondary nursery areas, shellfish beds, submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) beds, 

and habitats in outstanding resource waters. 

(2) Evaluate the function, value to coastal fisheries, status, and trends of the habitats. 

(3) Identify existing and potential threats to the habitats and the impact on coastal fishing. 

(4) Recommend actions to protect and restore the habitats. (FRA G.S. 143B-279.8)  

 

The FRA requires three commissions under DENR to work jointly to develop and approve 

Coastal Habitat Protection Plans: the Marine Fisheries Commission, the Environmental 

Management Commission, and the Coastal Resources Commission (DCM 2003). The objective 

of all three commissions will be to support regulations intended to preserve habitats critical to 

commercially important fish stocks.  
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Human and Institutional Ecologies 

This is the first attempt by the government of North Carolina to establish a horizontal 

integration approach to habitat management. After the Plans are accepted and adopted, all three 

commissions must work together to co-manage the natural resources of the state, with the 

primary goal of protecting coastal habitats to enhance commercial coastal fisheries. 

In 1998, the CHPP Development Team was established to provide varying expertise to 

the writing of the Plan. The Team includes representatives from the three commissions, Division 

of Environmental Health, Division of Water Quality, Wildlife Resources Commission, and 

Wetlands Restoration Project (Annual Report 2002).  

Stakeholders potentially affected by these plans range broadly from marine economically 

dependent interest groups, to development industries, to local coastal residents. Of those 

potentially most affected by these plans, recreational and commercial fishing groups rank 

towards the top. These groups may experience positive effects of this plan if the habitats improve 

and lead to higher fish stock yields. Yet, if favored fishing habitats are excluded from these 

fisheries in an effort of preservation, and fish populations do not increase, the industry will be 

impacted quite negatively. 

Similarly, developers, agriculturalists, foresters, and any industrial group that may 

negatively affect these critical habitat areas will feel the effects of new regulations. Assuming 

that the three commissions will successfully regulate the adopted plans, rules will be set in place 

that will prohibit those actions of the industries deemed disruptive to biologically important 

coastal waters. However, the true outcome of the Plan is unknown until the three commissions 

finalize the adoptions of the recommendations.      
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Other local stakeholders affected by this new approach to habitat preservation, include 

the tourist industry that could feel impacts on restricted areas. This could cause local revenues to 

decrease by limiting access to natural resources. Environmental and conservation groups have a 

major stake in this project. Coastal residents will always be affected by the outcomes of new 

policies that affect their natural communities. 

The development of the CHPP also includes scientists. The scientific data is gathered 

from both external sources, as well as from those affiliated with DENR. A 5-year GIS employee 

has joined the Division of Marine Fisheries to map these critical areas. A staff of writers is 

compiling the plans. Local universities are contributing to this effort. The North Carolina Coastal 

Federation has been awarded a grant to incorporate local communities, both coastal and inland, 

to assess the current issues being faced in these counties (Street 2003). 

  

Final Product 

The final Coastal Habitat Protection Plan will coordinate information and data from 

research by natural scientists from institutes throughout the state. It is being written using a 

variety of data sources, such as: wetland maps, soil types, agricultural acreage, point source 

discharges, Natural Heritage sites, and recreational fisheries landings. Information regarding the 

function of habitats that are necessary for the production of important fish stocks will be 

included.  Links between habitats and life-cycle stages of commercially important fish species 

will be addressed. Issues of threats to these critical habitats will be incorporated. The plan will 

also summarize the institutional structure for the management of important fisheries habitat, 

water quality, and fisheries in eastern North Carolina (Annual Report 2002). 



 

 14

The North Carolina Coastal Habitat Protection Plan will be the source document for all 

other plans (Street 2003). Within this all-inclusive document, individual plans are being written 

that focus on the six habitat types identified in North Carolina coastal waters. These habitats are 

as follows: 

Ocean hard bottom: Exposed areas of consolidated sediments or rock that may or may not 

be covered by a veneer of live or dead animals. 

Soft bottom: Areas inundated sufficiently to normally support vegetation typically 

adapted to life in saturated soils. 

Shell bottom: Intertidal and subtidal bottoms composed of shell concentrations, and 

living oysters, hard clams, and other shellfish. 

Water Column: Water covering a submerged surface and its physical, chemical, and 

biological properties. 

Wetlands: Areas inundated sufficiently to normally support vegetation typically adapted 

to life in saturated soils. 

Submerged Aquatic Vegetation: Habitat dominated by one or more species of submersed 

rooted vascular plants or macroalgae. (Street 2003, Insert 2003) 

 

These six plans will lay the groundwork for the second step of the CHPP planning 

process. Once the writing of the six habitat plans is completed, they will be implemented into a 

system of management units (Street 2003). Most units are based on the eight river basins that 

connect with the open ocean (Map 1). The other three units include southern estuaries, Core and 

Bogue Sound, and the coastal ocean (Street 2003). The plans will be prepared in a prioritized 
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order based on the geographic distribution of units, the issues within the areas, and the 

availability of data pertaining to the units (Street 2003).  

Map 1: Map of geographic management units for implementation of CHPPs (Street 2003) 

 

The plans for the management units will focus on two approaches. The first approach will 

be to identify and map critical areas for each of the units. These critical areas will include 

spawning and nursery areas, and protective habitats. The second approach will then be to address 

issues that may be specific to each basin, or management area. For instance, channelization is a 

central topic in some areas, but not in all. Acute problems like beach renourishment and 

pollution hotspots will be prioritized (Street 2003). 

 Once the writing and revising of the plans have been completed, each recommendation 

will be addressed by each of the three commissions. Individually, a commission must then 

approve or reject each recommendation, one at a time. The FRA requires that all three of the 
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commissions approve each recommendation for it to be included in the final North Carolina 

Coastal Habitat Protection Plan (Street 2003). If the acceptance of a recommendation is not 

unanimous, that particular recommendation will be dropped from the Plan. All plans are 

scheduled to be adopted by December 31, 2004 (Street 2003). 

Once all three commissions adopt the recommendations, the Plans are binding. From that 

point on, all regulatory actions by the Division of Marine Fisheries, the Environmental 

Management Division, and the Division of Coastal Resources must be consistent with the 

approved CHPPs. According to the Act, the three commissions “…shall ensure, to the maximum 

extent practicable, that their actions are consistent with the Coastal Habitat Protection Plans as 

adopted by the three commissions” (FRA 1997).  Regulations must be set to address the 

recommendations put forth by the Plans to improve coastal fisheries through habitat 

preservation. 

According to the Mike Street and Todd Miller, Executive Director of the North Carolina 

Coastal Federation, the writers and developers of the Plan will be utilizing the input from the 

public participation campaign to create recommendations for the new management approach 

(Street 2003, Miller 2004). The CHPP developers look to the public contributions as a way of 

prioritizing issues within the natural communities. The input from the public will essentially 

direct the writers in narrowing down the recommendations and placing priorities on the issues 

that are the most critical.  

 

PUBLICATIONS 

The North Carolina Coastal Federation commenced their outreach campaign in early 

2003 with the distribution of three educational materials. They began with the production and 
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distribution of an informational video, entitled Fish ‘n CHPPs. It provided the public with a 

means to connect the natural environment in their community with a new political system that 

diverged from old management ideas of a nonintegrated regulatory system. They sent 200 videos 

to aquariums, museums, environmental advocacy groups, and public access channels for public 

viewing (Miller, Tancred 2004).  

The brochure, with a distribution of 15,000, was a basic, cursory invitation for the public 

to learn more about the CHPP process, and to participate in the upcoming meetings. NCCF 

designed it as a type of calling card to spread the word about the CHPP and the upcoming public 

meetings. Members of the Development Team distributed the brochures after public speaking 

engagements about the CHPP (Miller 2004). 

The 12-page tabloid, which had the most broadly based distribution, took the reader 

through the importance of North Carolina habitats, the human impacts threatening the health of 

the fishing industry, as well as an explanation of the CHPP and its goals and intentions 

(Appendix D). NCCF printed 250,000 tabloids. Ten thousand were mailed to commercially 

licensed fishermen within North Carolina. Others were inserted into various local newspapers, 

and distributed to North Carolina business and educational institutions to be passed out to the 

general public (Street 2003).  

 

 

PUBLIC MEETINGS 

Ten meetings took place between July and August of 2003. Map 2 shows the towns and 

counties in which the meetings were held. Eight meetings were located in coastal counties, and 

two were located inland. According to Todd Miller, the locations for the meetings were spread 
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out along the coast. Locales for the meetings were decided based on where citizens were 

accustomed to meeting for other public forum events, such as high schools and community 

centers (2004). 

 

Map 2: Locations of the 10 CHPP meetings (Insert 2003) 

 

Each of the ten meetings followed the same structure. The participants were greeted at 

the door by a facilitator, who requested each person to sign in. The sign-in sheets had columns 

for name and affiliation, address, telephone number, and email address.  

The meeting began with an introductory presentation and slideshow. The script was 

similar to the information in the tabloid. It explained the different types of habitats, the CHPP 

process, and the purpose for the meeting. A PowerPoint presentation followed the introduction. 

The Fish ‘n CHPPs video was then shown. 
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After the video, the participants broke into small groups. A facilitator, chosen in advance, 

accompanied each group. There were approximately eight to ten small groups in each meeting, 

depending on the attendance size. The facilitator handed each group member a note card. On one 

side of the card, the participant wrote “Threats” and on the other, “Actions”. On the “Threats” 

side, participants listed all of the critical practices in their community that are negatively 

affecting the coastal environment. On the “Actions” side, they indicated specific actions that 

should be taken to mitigate these impacts. The facilitator then went around the group and asked 

each participant to contribute their comments. 

At the end of the small group session, the facilitator collected the comment cards. The 

participants were asked to reconvene into the larger meeting setting. Each facilitator condensed 

and grouped the comments. The meeting concluded with each facilitator taking turns at the 

podium, sharing some of the most common and original comments. 

  

 

METHODS 

There were 529 total participants in the ten meetings held in the summer of 2003. I 

administered a telephone survey to the participants of the public meetings (Appendix A). I 

defined the sampling frame as those individuals attending the ten meetings that signed in with 

their names and contact information. The sign-in sheets were located at the entrance, and a 

facilitator stood at the sign-in table requesting the participants supply their personal information. 

All names with contact information on the sign-in sheets were included in the sampling frame. 

While there is no indication of the number of participants that did not sign in, the facilitator 

strived to have every person who entered the meeting supply their information. 
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In total, 150 participants were included in the sample. I selected a sample population to 

represent the sampling frame as closely as possible. I based the sample population on a stratified 

random sample of the ten sign-in sheets. Table 1 in the Data Analysis section shows the number 

of participants attending each meeting, and the number selected from each meeting for the 

stratified random sample. Only those participants who legibly wrote their telephone numbers 

were included. The participants who did not supply a phone number, or whose phone number 

was not decipherable were not included. In these instances, the next participant down the list on 

the sign-in sheet that had supplied a legible phone number was included in the sample 

population. 

Pre-testing of the survey began with a peer-review. After the peer-review, I revised the 

survey to increase clarity. Various Duke University instructors, including the advisors of this 

project, also reviewed the survey. Members of the CHPP development team, including Division 

of Marine Fisheries and North Carolina Coastal Federation employees, further assessed the 

survey to eliminate bias, confusion, and potential misinformation. 

After the survey revisions, I submitted the questionnaire to the Duke University 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Non-Medical Research 

(IRB) for approval of exemption. See Appendix F for the Notice of Approval of Exemption 

Request. On October 31, 2003, the IRB found that the survey was exempt from further review as 

there were no unanticipated risks to the subjects of the survey. 

The survey had five main components. It began with an introductory statement that 

identified my affiliation with Duke University. It then went on to explain the purpose of my 

research, and included informed consent. The statement assured participants that the results were 

completely confidential and they were welcome to skip questions they did not want to answer, 
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and stop the survey at any time. I then asked their consent in participating in the survey. When 

the participant agreed, I began administering the survey. 

The second section recorded demographics, including residential and occupational 

information. The third section included specific questions regarding the educational publications. 

To assure that the respondents were clear on the various types of publications, I included a 

paragraph that described each of the three publications, their appearance and distribution tactics. 

The next five categorical questions were related to the publications: which ones the respondent 

viewed prior to the meetings, how they received them, and which were the most effective. 

The fourth section was a Likert Scale assessment of the respondents’ level of satisfaction 

with components of the outreach and participation campaign. All questions were based on the 

same principle of 1 being negative, 5 being positive and 3 being neutral. Likert scales rate the 

attitude of the respondent on a continuum, with an equal number of positive and negative 

responses, and a middle neutral category (Rea and Parker 1997).  

The fifth section gauged the respondents’ historic and projected level of involvement, 

both in the CHPP process, as well as with other environmental issues. This section also used the 

Likert scale assessment. The last question in this section was open-ended. I recorded the 

comments as verbatim as possible ( Appendix C). 

I began surveying on November 8, 2003, and concluded my telephone calls on January 

17, 2004. I placed phone calls throughout the day, and early evenings. I did not make phone calls 

on Sunday, but did call during the remaining days of the week. If a participant was not available, 

I did not leave a message, but called back at another time. 

Following the completion of 115 surveys, I entered the results into an Excel spreadsheet. 

Using S-Plus, I calculated the mean for those questions based on a Likert Scale. Even though a 
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Likert Scale utilizes ordinal data, the accepted and recommended measure of central tendency 

should be the arithmetic mean (Rea and Parker 1997). I did not quantify the open-ended question 

in the survey. The full responses for the open-ended questions are located in Appendix C. I 

discuss the analysis results in Data Analysis section later in this report. 

 

 

ERROR STRUCTURE 

Sampling bias 

 Of the 150 participants in the sample population, 115 completed the survey. The 

remaining participants were either unreachable, 26, or refusals, 9. Due to the season in which 

survey was implemented, I may not have reached those participants who were not primary 

residents. The meetings took place between July and August of 2003. During summer months, 

the populations of coastal areas in North Carolina surge. Many houses are secondary residents, in 

which the owners are only there during the summer months. I was not able to contact 26 

participants from my random sample. It is likely that a seasonal bias may be an issue in the 

results of this survey. Because there was a lag between the meetings and the implementation of 

the survey, seasonal bias was not avoidable. 

 

Non-response 

Only nine participants refused to take part in the survey. One respondent indicated that he 

did not recall the meeting and so felt uncomfortable answering questions about it. Recall bias, 

due to the time lag between the meetings and the survey implementation, may have also 

introduced bias in this survey. One participant indicated that she was a member of the CHPP 
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development team and therefore felt that her responses were biased due to her relationship with 

the political process. Other respondents refused to participate based on uncertainty towards the 

purpose of the survey. These refusals may have introduced a non-response bias to the survey. 

Questions skipped by respondents on the survey can also potentially cause a bias in the 

survey results. However, the questions that were skipped by the participants were not refusals to 

answer. Some of the respondents stayed only for the introductory presentation, and left for the 

small group session. In those cases, I asked questions pertaining to the sections of the meeting 

that were relevant and skipped over the others. Those respondents that did leave the meeting 

early could have done so for various reasons, including disagreements with how the meeting was 

run. However, I am not able to assess this.  

The response rate for this survey was 77%, including the unreachable participants. With 

the removal of the unreachable participants, the corrected response rate is 93%. This high 

response rate indicates that refusal bias did not have a strong effect on the results.    

 

Question Design 

I conducted the implementation of all surveys and did not encounter any confusion with 

the questions. Question 20, while clear in its objectives, became an avenue for the participants to 

express all of their concerns, positive and negative, towards many different aspects of the 

process. Information was not only gained regarding other ways to educate the public, but also 

feelings towards the governmental officials and their intentions, the process, and general 

environmental concerns, were also included in responses. I allowed this to occur and while not 

initially in the design, will be utilizing some of the ideas in my evaluation. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Demographic Data 

Participation in the ten meetings totaled 529. As stated previously, 115 respondents 

completed the survey, with a response rate of 77%. Nine respondents were refusals, and 26 were 

unreachable by telephone. The corrected response rate, excluding the 26 unreachable participants 

was 93%. The participants gave demographic information based primarily on open-ended 

questions. 

Table 1 shows the breakdown of exact participation numbers for each meeting. It also 

includes the number of participants in each stratified sample group based on the percentage of 

participants attending each meeting. The first column from the left indicates the town where the 

meetings took place. Locations of the meeting were common public gathering areas. Participants 

generally came from that town and the surrounding areas to participate.  

MEETING LOCATION DATE TOTAL  PERCENT  
OF TOTAL 

SAMPLE 
150 

Raleigh NC Museum of 
Natural Science 

July 23, 2003 38 7.18% 11 

Mooresville Citizens Center July 24, 2003 30 5.67% 9 

Supply Brunswick Electric  July 29, 2003 36 6.81% 10 

Wilmington New Hanover 
County Library 

July 30, 2003 80 15.12% 23 

Holly Ridge Dixon High School Aug. 12, 2003 52 9.83% 15 

Beaufort East Carteret  
High School 

Aug. 13, 2003 93 17.58% 26 

Manteo NC Aquarium Aug. 19, 2003 64 12.10% 18 
Edenton Town Council  Aug. 20, 2003 33 6.24% 9 

Washington NC Estuarium Sept. 9, 2003 59 11.15% 17 

Bayboro Pamlico County 
High School 

Sept. 10, 2003 44 8.32% 12 

   529 100.00% 150 
 

Table 1: Meeting attendance by location, including stratified random sample totals 
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Table 2 summarizes the frequencies and percentages of key job categories for all 115 

respondents. The question pertaining to occupation was open-ended, and I grouped jobs into 

categories.  The category definitions are broad, and a full list of occupations may be found in 

Appendix C. 

Occupational Category Frequency Percentage 
Retired 37 32.17% 
Other 21 18.26% 
Biologists/Environmental Scientists/ Professors 12 10.43% 
Full-Time Students  8 6.96% 
Government Employee 8 6.96% 
environmental nonprofit 7 6.09% 
Building/Contractor/Real Estate 6 5.22% 
Businessperson 6 5.22% 
Fisherman 3 2.61% 
Environmentalist 3 2.61% 
Forester 2 1.74% 
Farmer 2 1.74% 
 Total 115 100% 

 

Table 2: Job categories and frequencies 

 

The largest portion of participants self-classified themselves as retired (32.2%). The 

category of environmental nonprofits, biologists/environmental scientists/professors, and 

environmentalists together constitute 19.1% of the respondents. Many of those who worked for a 

local, state or federal government (7%) may have been drawn to these meetings because their 

occupational positions have strong environmental components. Because this is not obviously 

apparent, I did not include them in the environmental advocacy category. The population of 

developers, commercial fishermen, farmers and foresters only constitute 10.4%.  
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I measured length of current residence in years according to the supplied responses of the 

participants. Figure 2 displays residential frequency in 5-year increments. Responses of one year 

or less are categorized as 1 year. Respondents most frequently indicated current residential 

history between 6-10 years (25.2%) with 2-5 years (14.8%) having the second highest frequency. 

Besides the outliers, most participants range from 1 to 20 years of residence.  
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Figure 2: Respondents’ indicated time of current residence, in 5-year increments 

 

Publications 

To assess the effectiveness of the publication distribution as a means to entice 

participants to attend the meetings and be involved in the process, I asked respondents how they 

initially learned about the public meetings. Appendix B offers the condensed version of the data. 

See Appendix A to view the survey and the response categories. The respondents listed all 

appropriate sources that applied. Some had heard of the meetings through multiple sources and 

this is indicated in Appendix B. 
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The most common source of information was the tabloid with 50.4% indicating they had 

seen it. Other important sources of information for those who did not receive the tabloid were 

friend or associate, environmental advocacy group, or from a newspaper article or blurb.  

The video, which had minimal distribution, was a source of meeting information for 20, 

or 17% of the respondents in the survey. Of those 20, four participants each had seen the video 

through a friend or associate, an environmental advocacy group, or work. Others had seen the 

video in class, or had received it from a government agency. 

Twenty-three respondents learned of the meeting by reading the brochure. The intention 

of the brochure was to spread the word about meetings regarding the CHPP. Information 

regarding the meetings was only supplied to those who contacted DMF through email, fax, 

phone, or through the Internet. Only three participants noted that the brochure was the only 

source of information they had received prior to the meeting. For these three, I assume they made 

contact with DMF to learn more about the meeting and the CHPP.  

Of those who indicated they had access to more than one information source prior to the 

meeting, I asked them to indicate which publication was the most informative. Thirty-one, or 

27%, had viewed more than one source. Twenty of these indicated that the tabloid was the most 

informative. Only one participant considered the brochure effective, and 10 out of the 20 who 

had seen the video indicated that it was the best publication. 

 

Respondents’ opinions of outreach and participation methods 

The participants were asked to choose a category that best suited their purpose for 

attending the public meeting (see Figure 3). Respondents most frequently chose the “Just 

interested in coastal issues” category over all others (24%). Seventeen percent attended the 
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meeting because they worked for an environmental or government organization that strives to 

preserve the coast. Recreational purposes and living close to the coast were frequent answers 

(17% each). Only 10% of the participants attended the meeting because they use the coast or 

ocean as an economic resource. 

Primary Purpose for Attending Meeting

17.39%

9.57%

16.52%

4.35%17.39%

23.48%

11.30%

Make living from coast or ocean

Work for env. or govt. organization

Job supported by coastal communities

Live close to the coast

Interested in coastal issues

Other
Use coast for recreation

  

Figure 3: Pie chart of primary purpose for respondents to attend meetings 

To assess the effectiveness of the informational and educational publications distributed 

before the meetings, I asked respondents whether the information received before attending the 

meeting substantially aided them in understanding the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan. The scale 

ranged from 1 Understood very little through 5 Understood nearly everything, with 3 being 

neutral. According to Figure 4, the majority of the responses were in the middle, at 3, with a 

mean of 2.99. The remaining responses were roughly split between 1 and 2 at 30.43% 

(understood little), 4 and 5 (understood a lot) at 35.65%. The total percentage of responses for 3 

was 35.65%. 
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Figure 4: Bar graph for respondents’ understanding of CHPP prior to meeting 

 

I asked respondents whether the information received prior to the meeting substantially 

aided them in understanding the role the public has on the planning of the CHPP. Figure 5 

demonstrates that only 7.83% had a strong understanding of their role and purpose in attending 

the meeting. The mean was 2.72, which falls in the Understood little section of the scale. 

1 2 3 4 5 N o  A n s w e r

U n d e r s t o o d  v e r y  l i t t l e  t o  u n d e r s t o o d  n e a r l y  e v e r y t h i n g  ( 1 - 5 )

0

5

1 0

1 5

2 0

2 5

3 0

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f R

es
p

on
d

en
ts

U n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  P u b l i c ' s  R o l e  i n  C H P P

 

 Figure 5: Respondents’ understanding of public’s role of CHPP prior to meeting 
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I asked participants if they agreed that the information from the presentation and 

slideshow was useful in for understanding the purpose of the meeting. The mean was 3.88. 

Figure 6 shows that the respondents most frequently indicated that the introductory section was 

useful in educating them on the CHPP and the purpose of the meeting. The majority of the 

respondents, 72%, replied that they agreed or strongly agreed that the presentation and slideshow 

was useful. 
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Figure 6: Usefulness of introductory presentation and slideshow 

I asked the participants if they agreed that they had been allocated enough opportunities 

to voice their concerns about coastal issues during the meeting. The questions were again based 

on the standard Likert Scale where 1 represented strongly disagreeing with the questionnaire 

statement and 5 represented a strongly agree response. 

As indicated by Figure 7 the participants felt that the meetings allowed substantial 

opportunities to air their concerns regarding coastal environmental issues.  The mean score was 

4.02. Forty-eight percent strongly agreed that the meeting provided sufficient opportunities for 

concerns to be voiced.  
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Figure 7: Respondents’ satisfaction of opportunities to participate during meetings 
 

Similarly, when asked if they agreed that they had enough opportunities to voice 

concerns during the small group session, the mean was 4.33. Over 69% of the participants 

replied that they strongly agreed that the small group sessions were an appropriate means for 

them to contribute their comments (see Figure 8). 

1 2 3 4 5 N o  a n s w e r

S t r o n g l y  d i s a g r e e  t o  s t r o n g l y  a g r e e  ( 1 - 5 )

0

2 0

4 0

6 0

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f 

R
es

p
on

d
en

ts

P a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  S m a l l  G r o u p s

 
 Figure 8: Respondents’ satisfaction with opportunities to participate in small groups 
 



 

 32

The means for both questions were above the neutral (3) mark. Figures 7 and 8 

demonstrate the overwhelming responses for 4 and 5. The majority of the respondents believed 

that the meetings allowed for substantial participation and contribution by the attendants. Of all 

respondents, 75.66% agreed or strongly agreed that the meeting allowed enough opportunities to 

voice concerns, and 86.09% agreed or strongly agreed that the small group sessions allowed 

ample input from the participants. 

I asked participants if they agreed or disagreed that the input supplied at the meeting by 

the attendants would influence the writing of the plan. The mean was 2.81, slightly below the 

neutral mark. The majority of the respondents replied with a 3. Eighty percent fell in the mid-

region, 2-4. Very few strongly agreed or disagreed with this statement. While few respondents 

felt strongly either way about this statement, the responses fall relatively evenly between agree, 

neutral, and disagree.   

1 2 3 4 5 N o  a n s w e r

S t r o n g l y  d i s a g r e e  t o  s t r o n g l y  a g r e e  ( 1 - 5 )

1

1 1

2 1

3 1

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f R

es
p

on
d

en
ts

I n f l u e n c e  o f  P u b l i c  I n p u t

 
Figure 9: Respondents’ opinion on comments utilized in development of CHPP 
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Trends of historic and projected involvement 

I asked participants to gauge their expected involvement in Coastal Habitat Protection 

Plan public events in the future. When asked if they agreed or disagreed that they anticipated 

taking part in the ongoing CHPP process, 56.52% responded that they agree or strongly agree 

that they did foresee continued involvement (Figure 10). While the mean falls at 3.4, the graph 

clearly indicates the majority of responses falling above the neutral mark.  
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Figure 10: Projected level of involvement in CHPP process in future 
 
 

Similarly, I asked a more direct question regarding the chance that a participant would 

attend another public forum event if specifically asked (Figure 11). This question yielded even 

stronger results, with 85.22% responding that they would foresee themselves participating if they 

received an invitation to attend an event. Very few respondents replied that they would not be 

likely to attend another event of this nature. 
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Figure 11: Likelihood of future participation in CHPP events if asked 

 

To determine the participant trends in relation to historic and future involvement in 

environmental public meetings and events, I asked the respondents to gauge their level of 

involvement with past environmental issues. According to Figure 12, the majority of the 

respondents appear to have already been involved in environmental meetings. Only 17% 

responded that they did not often participate in these types of meetings. The mean was 3.62. 
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Figure 12: Historical involvement in environmental public meetings 
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The participants who attended these meetings appear to be eager to continue attending 

public meetings in the future (Figure 13). Eighty percent, with a mean of 4.17, responded that 

they would be likely or highly likely to be involved in public meetings regarding other 

environmental issues in the future. 
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Figure 13: Future involvement in environmental public meetings 

 

DISCUSSION 

Implications for NCCF and DMF 

Outreach 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sees public participation as a sequence of 

necessary steps that lead to acceptable decision-making (EPA 2000). EPA suggests that public 

participation begins with exchange of information and outreach. Here management and citizens 

compare ideas and share data. Once this is accomplished, collaboration between all parties leads 

to recommendations for action. The result is decisions that are satisfying to the public, as well as 
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the governmental agencies.  NCCF and DMF followed these basic steps as they went through the 

outreach and public participation process.  

Critics of public participation have often claimed that the citizens most likely to be 

involved in outreach programs rarely embody the majority of views. Groups of ‘citizen elite’ that 

represent specific interests tend to be more involved in these types of programs (Langdon 1978). 

According to one source, “Uninterested, but possibly impacted, people fail to make an input” 

(Barrow 2000). Another source points out that “Participants tend to be from upper socio-

economic classes, leading to charges of elitism” (Zillman 2002). 

The organizers of the CHPP public participation process kept this issue in mind while 

planning their distribution tactics for the educational materials. They wanted to hear from those 

on all sides of the issue, including individuals impacted by degraded habitats and dirty 

shorelines, as well as those who are blamed for creating negative impacts on the ecosystem. 

They took measures to limit the gap between the citizen elite and the true general public. They 

focused attention on the 10,000 commercially licensed fishermen by directly mailing each 

license-holder a tabloid. They inserted the tabloid into local newspapers throughout the coastal 

North Carolina area.  

Additionally, the brochure and the video were distributed to various types of clubs and 

organizations to entice citizen interest groups of all backgrounds. They hoped that the 

distribution strategies would accomplish the goal of reaching those with varying interests and 

agendas. This team had clear goals as to the desired citizen composition of these ten meetings. I 

investigated whether those interest groups, such as fishermen, farmers, and developers that are 

often targeted as sources of major habitat degradation, had a strong enough presence in the 

meetings to allow for varying opinions on the political process.  
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With this effort, however, only three of the 115 respondents were fishermen. Assuming 

the sample population was an adequate representation of the 529 total meeting participants, it 

would indicate that roughly 14 fishermen attended the meetings. Only two farmers and two 

foresters attended the 10 meetings. Similarly, the occupation category encompassing developers 

(contractors, builders, real estate agents), only represented a minimal fraction of the total 

participants (5.2%). 

The representation of government actors and environmental advocates overwhelmed the 

sample population. From the environmental perspective, these groups potentially need the least 

amount of education on environmental issues, and their daily activities most likely do not affect 

essential fish habitats. According to the results of the survey, 17% indicated that their primary 

purpose for attending the meeting was that they worked for a government organization, or 

environmental advocacy group. Comparing that to the 9.6% who indicated their livelihood was 

dependant on the coast or ocean, it demonstrates that the representation may not have been well 

rounded. 

Occupations do not necessarily signify why an individual is concerned about the 

degradation and threats to coastal habitats. When asked to categorize their primary purpose for 

attending the meeting, 24% replied that they participated in the meetings because they were just 

interested in coastal issues (Figure 3). Similarly, 32.2% of the respondents were retired. From 

these results, it appears that this subsection of the sample population may be the most concerned 

about environmental policy, and potentially have the more time to commit to environmental 

issues than a citizen in the workforce has. This is a very positive result when applying the 

interests of citizens to the potential acceptance of the new policies. The retired population may 

have countless positive impacts to their coastal community. Despite this, however, they are not 
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considered a section of the population as crucial to coastal degradation issues as the target 

population of fishermen and developers. 

This data suggests that the outreach efforts were not sufficient to target the interest 

groups that may potentially be the most affected groups by the outcome of the CHPP process.  

The question then becomes, what could the NCCF have done more appropriately to reach the 

population that is considered to both affect the health of the coastal habitats, and to be affected 

the most by this new policy structure. To investigate that, we can look at the publications and the 

distribution tactics to see if some answers lie there. 

 

Distribution 

The North Carolina Coastal Federation distributed publications designed to educate the 

public on coastal degradation issues. The intent of the publications was to advertise the public 

meetings, and to create a knowledge base for the participants so that they could effectively 

contribute to the political process. The publications included summaries of threats, types of 

habitats, the CHPP and its purpose. Their design allowed uncomplicated, informative 

assimilation by the public.  

NCCF focused a great deal of resources on these publications. The outreach team used 

distribution tactics intended to reach a large subset of North Carolina citizens, and to draw them 

to become involved in the process. It was important in this evaluation to consider which 

publications worked the best. This information is useful in DMF’s ongoing public outreach 

campaign for the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan.  

Of the respondents included in this survey, only 13% did not receive a publication at all. 

Information regarding the CHPP and the meetings in these cases primarily came from friends or 
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associates, small blurbs or articles in local newspapers, word of mouth, and through work. In 

these instances, we cannot assess the level of knowledge gained from these sources. They can 

range from a conversation about the CHPP and its implications, to a quick email from a friend 

regarding basic information about a public meeting.   

Of the remaining 100, or 87%, 57 respondents who had seen more than one publication 

stated that the tabloid was the most informative. Twenty respondents saw the video, and half of 

those said it was more informative than the other published educational materials to which they 

had access.  Those who attended deemed the video and the tabloid highly effective. Whether I 

can say, however, that the outreach campaign was a success is questionable.  

It would be easy to suggest that 529 participants in 10 meetings were substantial in 

relation to the administered outreach resources. It is no surprise that those who attended the 

meeting felt the publications was useful and effective. While this is a significant start to base the 

initiative on, NCCF should strive to improve these results. They set a goal at 1000 participants. 

While Todd Miller asserted he was pleased with the number of participants, the results were 

slightly more than half of the anticipated participation numbers. Of the 250,000 tabloids, 200 

videos, 15,000 brochures, important word of mouth advertising, and environmental advocacy 

groups doing what they could to spread the word, still only 529 North Carolinians felt this issue 

was important enough to become involved. While this is a significant beginning, the Coastal 

Federation should strive to increase their numbers.   

 

Access and Right to Information 

One of the fundamental components to successful public participation for both the policy-

makers and the public is the right to information. This right creates a relationship between the 
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public, the environment, and the particular governmental entities (Picolotti and Taillant 2003). 

The relationship can produce benefits for all parties, including a sense of ownership and 

responsibility to the issues, cooperation, and a willingness to accept the outcomes.  Knowledge 

and information is a vital tool in the efforts to reach consensus about difficult issues. 

Access to information is of crucial importance in the success of public participation 

(Zillman et al. 2002). Publishing information provides a tool for the public that enables educated 

participation in discussions and decision-making. The CHPP developers wanted to gather 

information about local communities and the environmental issues present in these areas. With 

the publications, their intent was to supply enough background information such that it would 

ensure educated comments and participation, which will ultimately benefit the writing of the 

plan. 

According to the results of the survey, however, the respondents felt that their knowledge 

about the CHPP and the role they had on the writing process was not sufficient. Regardless of the 

informational material received prior to the meeting, the most frequent responses on the survey 

fell around the neutral area. Considering the efforts of the outreach initiative, we would expect 

more responses higher on the scale.  

These are not terrible results, of course. A substantial portion of respondents felt they had 

acquired enough information before attending the meeting. The scope of this project does not 

permit me to investigate the difference in responses to the materials received prior to the 

meeting. However, the informational introduction that included a PowerPoint presentation and 

Fish ‘n CHPPs video screening, ranked positively among the respondents. A vast majority of 

respondents agreed that it was useful in helping them understand the purpose of the meeting.  
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The effectiveness of educational materials for the public seems to plague policy-makers. 

How can we present information in a format that is accessible, interesting, and easily assimilated 

to the wide range of individuals that make up American society? If this question was answered, it 

would greatly alter the way information is shared with the public. Some literature suggests that 

public ignorance is a hurdle not easily overcome. Opinion surveys, when averaged together, tend 

to portray low intellectual capabilities of the general public (Fischer 2000).  

This idea of ignorance can form walls between political agencies and local citizens. 

Public hearings are commonly used to manipulate the public into thinking they can make a 

difference. They are able to express their frustrations and concerns, and yet the decision may be 

unaltered (Zillman et al. 2002). Some agencies may consider public comment to be useless and 

unnecessary. 

In reality, of course, we cannot categorize citizens as being ignorant. Local knowledge, 

defined as “…popular or folk knowledge that can be contrasted to formal or specialized 

knowledge that defines scientific, professional and intellectual elites…” is critical to successful 

habitat management (Fischer 2000). Residents who live and work on the coast, who have seen 

changes and pressures with new development and overfishing, can be invaluable sources of 

information. Tapping into this information provides decision-makers with a connection between 

scientific data and important local knowledge. 

A simple adjustment in approach to the educational materials and meeting coordination 

might have benefited both the participants, and the CHPP developers. The meetings were 

advertised as informational sessions where the public would hear about a new development in 

coastal management. In fact, these meetings were implemented to be workshops, where 

participants and organizers collaborated to share ideas and discuss coastal issues. The difference 
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may seem minimal and unimportant. However, workshops “…represent a middle 

ground…involving citizens in a task-oriented process that enables more discussion than public 

meetings..” (Chess and Purcell 1999). Had participants had the perception that these public 

gatherings were meant to produce results that would be used in the policy process, they may 

have come to the meeting prepared to actively participate. This does not suggest that participants 

were unable to contribute appropriately to the meeting, but this slight shift in approach may have 

enabled participants to prepare novel and insightful ideas that may not have developed on the 

spot. 

While the results of the meetings are positive overall from the policy-maker’s 

perspective, NCCF and DMF should strive to improve the outcome. The allocated resources to 

the outreach campaign should have attracted a larger, wider variety of citizens. The meetings did 

not represent all interest groups affected by the new management system. Regardless, the 

benefits gleaned from these meetings were positive. The attendance numbers were adequate to 

accomplish the goals of the outreach planners. With a few adjustments, DMF and NCCF will 

benefit greatly from the perspectives contributed by the participating citizens. 

 

Implications for Participants 

While analyses of benefits and costs to decision-makers are prevalent in public 

participation literature, it is important to recognize that participants benefit greatly from their 

involvement. Not only does public comment supply decision-makers with valuable local 

knowledge, varying opinions, and communication between affected parties, it promotes 

involvement and ownership for the participants. 
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Of course, no political process will make everyone completely satisfied. Outcomes in 

these processes will always be negative for some, and positive for others, according to the 

varying agendas of individual citizens and interest groups (Renn et al. 1995). Those who did not 

see their interests met in the results will evaluate the outcome negatively, while those who were 

satisfied with the final product will come away from the experience with a positive appraisal. 

This makes evaluation of the success from the participant standpoint often difficult and skewed. 

Regardless of the outcomes, one of the most important products of public participation is 

the education and knowledge imparted to the participants. This education creates a sense of 

empowerment (Buckingham and Theobald 2003). Indeed, if individuals know enough about a 

topic, they will feel that they have the ability to speak out in an educated, well-informed manner.  

Participants in this study felt that the information they received during the public 

meetings were a useful tool in helping them understand what the issues were. The largest 

percentage of respondents cited that their primary purpose for attending the meeting was that 

they were interested in coastal issues. This would indicate that there was a curiosity and a desire 

to learn that attracted many of them to the meetings. The majority of the respondents were 

pleased with the level of knowledge they gained from the experience. 

The respondents believed that the meetings and the small group sessions allowed them to 

contribute their comments sufficiently. This leads us to the concept of citizens possessing the 

right to participate in decision-making processes. Participation from the standpoint of the citizen 

should not be considered as a way to achieve an end, but as a process that benefits all parties 

involved (Picolloti and Taillant 2003). It allows the decision-making entities to establish 

priorities, and offers participants an opportunity to comment on and recommend solutions to the 

issues. 
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Respondents were pleased with the level of opportunities to contribute comments and 

voice concerns. Those involved in these meetings felt they had opportunities to raise their 

concerns on the coastal habitat degradation issue. This inclusion in policy development allows 

participants to take an active role in government. One source comments that “…participation 

proposes a change in the dynamics between government and the governed, from a system of 

representative democracy towards one of participatory democracy” (Picolloti and Taillant 2003). 

This idea of having an inherent right to participate in issues that affect communities promotes an 

involvement and a commitment in the decision-making process (Picolloti and Taillant 2003). 

Even though participants had positive experiences with the educational portion and the 

comment session, the respondents did not feel optimistic that the remarks supplied at the meeting 

would influence the writing of the plan. They were more positive about the meeting for 

educational purposes than for allowing them to take a part in policy-making.  

 Negative experiences with public meetings have created a perception that the concerns 

presented by the citizens are not taken seriously (Renn et al. 1995). Many believe that decision-

makers seek public comments only after the decision has been finalized (Chess and Purcell 

1999). Indeed, comments in this survey indicate that there is uncertainty as to the true intentions 

of these public participation events. Participants believe that public meetings and outreach 

programs are empty rituals used to essentially appease the public and make them believe they 

have some influence on the process when they actually do not (Zillman et al. 2002). 

This idea that public participation efforts are simply a front to satisfy the citizens’ right to 

participate leads critics to believe that public participation has failed. The low attendance rates 

and seemingly apathetic attitudes of citizens signify that the public does not trust the government 

to utilize the efforts set forth by the citizens (Renn et al. 1995). This sentiment appeared to be the 
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case in this survey. Most respondents were unsure that DMF would actually use their comments 

in the development of the CHPP. Many respondents asserted that the meetings was a 

disappointment. They believed that the government agency had already made up their minds 

about the management decisions, and this public participation process was simply a façade so the 

public would believe they had a say in the political process. 

Yet, despite the negative viewpoints expressed toward the intentions of the meeting, a 

surprisingly large percentage of participants responded that they would continue to be involved 

in the public participation aspects of the CHPP process. There was an even stronger positive 

response that participants would continue to be a part of the process if they were asked. This 

would indicate that if an individual felt they were specifically targeted to contribute to the 

process, they would be very likely to accept the invitation.  

This seemingly contradictory response might suggest that participants felt they had 

benefited from the process just by being a part of it. While there were negative outlooks 

regarding the impacts they would ultimately have on the decision-making process, they had 

succeeded in a number of ways. It was important that they show their commitment and interest to 

their community. They had been educated on pertinent issues affecting their surrounding 

environment. Perhaps they felt it was important to let government officials know that citizens 

will practice their right to participate in environmental management issues. 

This positive response to the meetings, regardless of whether they believed their voices 

were truly heard, is evident in the trends regarding the respondents’ historic and projected 

involvement in other public participation events. A strong percentage of the participants did 

indicate that they had often been involved in public forum meetings in the past. An even stronger 

percentage responded that they would most likely be involved in environmental issues in the 
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future. Had the participants felt that they had not benefited from the time they spent at the 

meetings, much fewer respondents would have indicated they would continue to participate in 

these types of proceedings. Instead, we can deduce from the numbers that the CHPP public 

participation experience was successful for citizens in a number of ways. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

The public participation efforts for the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan provided a number 

of benefits. They offered DMF insight into issues and priorities in local communities. They 

established a rapport between the government agency and the local citizens. They educated the 

local communities, and gave citizens a sense of ownership to an important political movement. 

As this process will continue through the completion of the CHPP writing stage, I have 

developed some recommendations for both DMF and NCCF to consider. While planning the 

future public participation programs, the following ideas will aid in improving the process. These 

suggestions range from potential changes with publication distribution, to implementing the 

meetings in a form that will enhance the experience and results. 

The distribution tactics of NCCF succeeded in attracting 529 citizens to the ten meetings 

held throughout eastern and central North Carolina. While the number of participants attending 

the meeting is over half of the anticipated number, they may see even stronger participation with 

some new approaches to distribution. I asked participants what they thought was the best way to 

publicize the meetings in the future. The range of results to this question in its entirety is in 

Appendix C.  

The most popular answer to this question was to advertise in newspapers. Many believed 

that the best way to get the word out about environmental issues and participation opportunities 
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is to have articles and informational columns in local newspapers. This approach is both 

informative, and at the same time is a simple, inexpensive way to draw diverse local citizens into 

the process. Two respondents in this survey classified themselves as reporters writing articles for 

their respective newspapers. Additionally, free publications, such as the Beaufort Gam in 

Beaufort, North Carolina, have a broad reader base.  

Comments from respondents also included the use of other forms of mass media. Radio 

was a common suggestion among the respondents. Both public service announcements, as well 

as talk radio programs seem to be popular forms of communication. NCCF distributed the Fish 

‘n CHPPs video to cable access channels. Respondents suggested advertising the meetings on 

commercial televisions stations, which tend to have a larger viewing population than cable 

access. While cost will limit the extent of advertising of the CHPP and the meetings, using other 

forms of mass media would further increase the interests of citizens to the CHPP process, and 

potentially attract a wider range of citizen interest groups. 

Overall, the format of the meetings worked well from the perspective of the participants. 

The small group sessions and introductory presentation were valued. The moderators ran the 

meetings efficiently and smoothly. From an educational standpoint, the meetings succeeded in 

fulfilling the expectations of the participants. They gained valuable knowledge regarding 

important new management approaches, and they were able to represent their views on important 

environmental issues affecting their communities. 

The public meetings were designed in a way to encourage contribution from the 

attendants. A substantial percentage of respondents believed that the meetings did a successful 

job in allowing enough opportunities to voice concerns and share comments. According to the 

survey, however, the participants were not clear on what would be expected of them during the 



 

 48

meeting. The publications did not sufficiently explain what the purpose of the meeting was, or 

what the purpose of the CHPP was.  

Because the participants were unclear on their role, they most likely had not thought 

about the pertinent issues affecting the environment prior to attending the meetings. Had the 

participants been aware that they would be asked to contribute ideas regarding impacts on the 

coastline, and actions to take to mitigate these impacts, the small group sessions may have been 

even more successful in gathering critical issues within the coastal habitats. Instead, the ideas 

that were presented by the small groups may not have been thought through as fully as they 

could have been. 

I suggest advertising and planning the meetings as if they are public workshops as 

opposed to public hearings. Workshops can enable more discussion than public hearings. They 

involve the participants in a task-oriented process, so the participants understand that their 

contribution is just as important as the educational value of attending the meeting (Chess and 

Purcell 1999). This approach will benefit the policy-makers in two ways. First, the knowledge 

they gain from the comments may be more specific and useful in the mission to identify acute 

degradation issues. Second, if the citizens know that the meeting will be a work session, they 

may feel more comfortable that the policy-makers will use their contributions in the development 

of the policies. This, in turn, may attract more participants who are willing to take part in the 

process. If implementation of the meetings is geared more towards workshops than hearings, the 

decision-makers may see some substantial benefits to this approach.  

The NCCF planned and advertised the meetings, while DMF and other government 

agencies facilitated and moderated.- Due to distrust between participants and the governmental 

entities, having a third party that is not involved in the process moderate the meetings may also 
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create improved outcomes to the meetings. Participants tend to feel that public meetings try to 

sway opinions in the direction of the already-established decision. Having an impervious 

implementer could allow the participants to feel they are beginning the process on an even 

playing field. They may feel more confident that the information supplied to them is not intended 

to bias their views on the issues. This can enhance the perception that citizens’ opinions will be 

utilized during the development process of the CHPP. 

It is unclear whether the comments submitted by the participants at the meeting will 

actually be used for the writing of the plan. DMF has posted a report summarizing the results 

gathered from the meetings (Miller Tancred 2004). There is no indication, however, that the 

comments are being considered during the writing of the plan. Given the public’s uncertainty and 

general distrust towards the decision-makers, there should be an emphasis on including 

components of the Plan that have been contributed by the public. Additionally, DMF must be 

sure the public is aware that their comments were utilized in the Plan. 

Public participation, while controversial in the political realm, can create benefits for 

decision-makers and for the participating citizens. My analysis of the public participation and 

outreach methods for the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan demonstrate some of the advantages for 

citizens. However, public participation has pitfalls that, if not properly planned for, can skew the 

level of public involvement and misrepresent concerns among public interest groups. 

While this analysis demonstrates that the outreach and participation campaign for the 

CHPP did contain some shortcomings, these weaknesses are not uncommon to public 

participation programs. The CHPP process has the advantage, unlike many other programs, to 

reassess the procedures and reevaluate the allocation of resources for the future participation 

events. Assessing the outcome of the outreach and participation campaign for the Coastal Habitat 
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Protection Plan is critical at this stage of the ongoing development process. To improve the 

results of future participatory events, it is important to distinguish components of the process that 

worked well, and those that fell short. 

The educational value of the publications was apparent in the results of this survey. Many 

respondents indicated that they had received at least one of the distributed materials, and many 

indicated that the materials were useful for gaining knowledge on local coastal issues and the 

CHPP process. From the results, however, the participants tended to value the meetings over the 

publications. While the introductory presentation and slideshow were based on the information 

provided in the tabloid, participants still indicated that they learned more from their attendance at 

the meetings, than from reading the materials prior to the meeting. Actually being present at 

these meetings may be more valued than any other outreach method. NCCF and DMF can plan 

the allocation of their resources with this in mind, creating a priority to the planning and 

organization of the meetings, away from producing long, elaborate publications. This may aid in 

attracting a more varied representation of interest groups. 

Access to information and the right to participate are two components of public 

participation that are critical in the success of attracting a broad variety of interest groups. The 

public will benefit by gaining important knowledge on local issues, and by feeling a sense of 

empowerment and commitment to the political process. Decision-makers of this process will 

benefit by hearing many sides of the issues, and by prioritizing based on the opinions and local 

knowledge of the participants. Public participation is a tool, which if used appropriately and 

successfully, will allow both the decision-maker and the participating citizen to improve the 

management of environmentally important issues.  
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Appendix A: Telephone Survey 
 
Hello, my name is Leah Kelly. I am a graduate student at Duke University. I am conducting a 
research project on public participation for the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan. I was wondering 
if you would mind answering a few questions about the public outreach meeting you attended on 
[insert date] at [insert location]. Your name was randomly selected from the meeting’s sign-in 
sheet. The survey should take less than 10 minutes. You can stop the survey at any time and skip 
any questions you do not want to answer. The results are completely confidential and your name 
will not appear anywhere on the survey, or in any presentation of results. Would you be willing 
to answer some questions for me? 
 
 

1. What is your zip code? 
2. How long have you been a resident of that town? 
3. What is your occupation? __________________________ 

 
Before we continue, I will need to define a couple of terms to make sure we are talking about the 
same things. I may refer to the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan as C-H-P-P. I will be asking 
about different publications produced by the CHPP planning team that you may or may not have 
seen. The brochure refers to a small, green and blue pamphlet that was distributed throughout 
various communities. The tabloid is a small newspaper insert. This was distributed via mail, to 
various local businesses, and inserted in local newspapers. In addition, a video was created 
entitled Fish n’ CHPPs. 
 

4. How did you learn about the CHPP public meeting? I will run through a list and you 
respond yes or no for each option. Please answer yes for all that apply. 

•  Friend or associate 
•  Advertised on local public access television 
•  Advertised on network television 
•  Through an environmental advocacy group 
•  The Fish ‘n CHPPS video 
•  Brochure  
•  Tabloid 
•  At or through work 
•  Internet 
•  Other (please specify) ________________ 

 
5.  If you answered tabloid, how did you receive it? (list all that apply if you saw it multiple 

times) 
•   Mail 
•  Newspaper insert 
•  I picked it up at a place of business 
•  At work 
•  Other ____________ 
•  Don’t know 
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6. If you saw the video, where did you see it? (list all that apply) 

•  Television 
•  At work 
•  Don’t know 
•  Other (please specify)  ____________ 
 

7. If you saw the brochure, do you recall where you picked it up? _________________ 
 
8. If you had access to more than one of the CHPP information sources, which did you find 

to be the most informative? 
•  Tabloid 
•  Brochure 
•  Fish n CHPPs video 
•  Television ad 
•  Internet (which site)________________ 

 
9. Which of the following is your primary purpose for attending the meeting? Please only 

choose one. 
a. I live close to the coast. 
b. I make my living from the coast or ocean and this could affect my livelihood. 
c. I work for an environmental or government organization that works to preserve 

the coast. 
d. My job is supported by communities that are located near the coast. 
e. I use coastal waters for recreation. 
f. I am just interested in coastal issues.  
g. Other _______________________________ 
 

The next statements are based on a scale of 1 through 5. They are designed to get your opinions 
on the public participation process. You will be answering using a 1 through 5 scale.  
 

10. From the information you received before attending the meeting, your understanding of 
the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan was:  

(You understood very little) 1  2  3  4  5 (You understood nearly everything) 
N/A: You did not receive information before the meeting 
 

11. From the information you received before attending the meeting, your understanding of 
the role the public had on the planning process of the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan 
was: 

(You understood very little) 1  2  3  4  5 (You understood nearly everything) 
N/A: You did not receive information before the meeting 

 
12. During the meeting, the information from the presentation and slideshow was useful in 

helping you further understand the purpose of the meeting. 
(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree) 
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13. The meeting allowed enough opportunities for you to voice your concerns. 
(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree) 

 
14. During the small group session, you were able to contribute your comments. 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree) 
 

15. The public input supplied at the meeting will influence the writing of the Plan. 
(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree) 

 
16. You anticipate being involved in the public participation aspects of this process as it 

progresses. 
(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree) 
 

17.  If asked to participate in another public forum event regarding this issue, would you be 
likely to attend?  
(very unlikely) 1 2 3 4 5 (very likely) 

 
18. Besides this meeting, how involved have you been in other public meetings regarding 

environmental issues?  
(Almost never involved) 1 2 3 4 5 (Often involved) 

 
19. Do you think you will be involved in public meetings involving other environmental 

issues in the future?  
(very unlikely) 1 2 3 4 5 (very likely) 
 

20. Do you have any suggestions on how to keep the public informed about the Coastal 
Habitat Protection Plan in the future? 
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D:  
North Carolina’s Coastal Habitat Protection Plan Newspaper Insert 

 
 

http://www.nccoastalmanagement.net/Facts/CHPPsTab.pdf 

http://www.nccoastalmanagement.net/Facts/CHPPsTab.pdf
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Appendix E:  
North Carolina’s Coastal Habitat Protection Plan Brochure 

 
 

http://www.nccoastalmanagement.net/Facts/CHPPsBro.pdf 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.nccoastalmanagement.net/Facts/CHPPsBro.pdf
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Appendix F: IRB Notice of Approval of Exemption Request 
 
 
 Duke University 
  Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 
 in Non-Medical Research 
 FWA No. 00000265 
 Notice of Approval of Exemption Request 

 Investigator(s): Leah Kelly 
 Advisor: Randall Kramer 
 Title: Evaluation of the Public Outreach Campaign for the Costal Habitat  
 Protection Plan 
 Exemption Number: 715 
 Approval Date: Friday, October 31, 2003 
 Sponsor: Department/School 
  
Please note: Approval is contingent upon maintaining certification to conduct research with  
human subjects.  

 This research is exempt from further review by the IRB unless a proposed change in the 
research makes it no longer eligible for an exemption. For example: 

-- The researchers find that there is an unanticipated risk to the subjects. (There can be no risk to  
subjects in exempt research.)  
 
-- The researcher wishes to add a protected subject population such as students in the Psychology  
Department Subject Pool or students of the researcher. 
 
-- The researcher wishes to change the methodology so that it no longer fits an eligible category 
of research activity. 

 If the research is no longer eligible for exemption, please contact the Human Subjects Specialist 
at 684-3030. 
  
 Duke University adopted a set of ethical principles to cover all research with human subjects, 
even exempt research, regardless of the source of funding. The principles, respect for persons,  
 beneficence, and justice, described in the Belmont Report, can be found at  
 <http://ohrp.osophs.dhhs.gov/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.htm > 

Data Retention 

In accordance with Duke’s Data Retention Policy, signed consent forms and other research 
records  
must be maintained for five years after the completion of the research. 
 < http://www.ors.duke.edu/policies/datarete.htm> 
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