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U.S. Environmental Policy and Politics:
From the 1960s to the 1990s

Environmental policy and politics in the United States have changed dra-
matically over the past three decades. What began in the late 1960s as an
heroic effort by an incipient environmental movement to conserve dwin-
dling natural resources and prevent further deterioration of the air, water,
and land has been transformed over more than three decades into an ex-
traordinarily complex, diverse, and often controversial array of environmen-
tal policies. Those policies occupy a continuing position of high visibility
on the political agenda at all levels of government, and environmental val-
ues are widely embraced by the American public. Yet throughout the 1990s
environmental policies and programs were characterized as much by sharp
political conflict as by the consensus over policy goals and means that reigned
during the early to mid-1970s. As the twenty-first century approaches, there
is considerable value in looking back at this exceptional period to under-
stand the nature of the transformation and its implications for the future.

In this article I use a framework of agenda setting and policy change to
review and assess some of the most important developments in environmen-
tal policy and politics from the 1960s to the late 1990s. I give special atten-
tion to the establishment of the environmental protection regulatory regime
of the 1970s and the maturation and expansion over time of the institutions
charged with policy implementation. I also highlight the changing fortunes
of the environmental movement and its battles with the "environmental
opposition" during the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, I look to the early stages of
what promises to be the next major transition in environmental policy as
policymakers, business leaders, and citizens seek to establish sustainability
as a concept and set of practices that can help to reconcile and integrate
what have often been clashing environmental, economic, and social values.1
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18 US. ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY AND POUTICS

Agenda Setting and Policy Change

Political scientists have used several different analytical and heuristic frame-
works to help explain the nature of agenda setting and policy change over
time. Among the most appropriate for environmental policy development
over the last three decades are those advanced by John Kingdon, Frank
Baumgartner and Brian Jones, and Paul Sabatier and Hank Jenkins-Smith.2

To greatly simplify their work, we can think about the rise of environmental
issues on the political agenda and agreement and disagreement over policy
goals and means as resulting from several different, but interacting, social
and political processes. Among the most important of these are problem,
policy, and politics "streams" of activities that operate somewhat indepen-
dently of each other but which also converge at certain historical junctures.
The convergence reflects the actions of policy entrepreneurs and activists,
and processes of debate and learning that take place as differing advocacy
coalitions compete.

The problem stream influences the policy agenda by providing data about
the state of environmental conditions and trends such as air quality, use of
toxic chemicals, or loss of biological diversity. The data and assessments
circulate among policy specialists, affecting their perceptions and understand-
ing of the problems regardless of whether they produce any immediate ef-
fects on policy decisions. The problem stream is also affected by catalytic or
focusing events such as crises or disasters, which may increase the salience of
the issues and influence the credibility of pertinent studies and reports.3

The policy stream refers to the ensemble of policy ideas and proposals that
are developed by analysts, academics, legislators, bureaucratic officials, in-
terest-group representatives, and other policy actors. They become the ob-
jects of political speeches, legislative hearings, task-force studies, and pub-
lished articles and reports. They may also be the focus of pilot projects and
experimental programs, especially at the state and local level. In these ways
proposals get tested by the policy community for technical acceptability and
political and economic feasibility. Policy ideas that are inconsistent with the
prevailing political mood, such as recommendations during the 1970s to
use economic incentives as an alternative to regulation, may be dropped
from consideration and relegated to the policy back burner for warming or
incubation until the climate improves-as it did during the 1990s. The same
shift in the political climate led to a diversity of new policy strategies given
serious consideration during the 1990s, such as the use of public-private
partnerships, privatization, regulatory flexibility, and collaborative
decisionmaking processes.

The politics stream refers to the political climate or national mood as re-
vealed in opinion surveys, election results (particularly a change in presiden-
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tial administrations or control of Congress), and the activities and perceived
strength of interest groups. The political mood is never easy to decipher at
any given time, and sometimes judgments are well off the mark. For ex-
ample, in the early 1980s and again in the mid-1990s, policymakers assumed
erroneously that the lower salience of environmental issues implied reduced
public support for environmental policy.4

Although these three streams can be said to "flow" independently through
the society and political system, they may converge at any given time because
of the efforts of environmental policy leaders or entrepreneurs, the creation
of windows of opportunity through catalytic events such as accidents or
crises, or an abrupt shift in the political climate. For example, after over ten
years of congressional inaction on oil-spill legislation, the Exxon Valdez spill
in 1989 prompted Congress to enact the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, requir-
ing companies to submit oil-spill contingency plans to the Coast Guard and
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and to train their employees in
oil-spill response.5

Policy entrepreneurs are often prepared to take advantage of such oppor-
tunities. Even when they do not present themselves, however, such leaders
and policy activists in the environmental community, or in the opposition
camps, continue to stimulate interest in the problems, circulate new studies,
educate the public and policy makers (largely through communications de-
signed to win public support for the groups' perspectives), and otherwise
incubate the issues.6 Leaders and activists are rarely equal in their ability to
perform those essential tasks, and critics of U.S. politics often suggest im-
portant differentials in political access and influence. There is little ques-
tion that environmental and other public interest groups such as the Sierra
Club and the Natural Resources Defense Council have greatly increased
their political clout over the past thirty years. Nonetheless, according to sev-
eral credible assessments, they still lack the financial and other resources
common among the business and industry groups that continue to wield
exceptional influence in environmental policymaking.7

Finally, we can add to this general picture of agenda setting one further
element that helps to explain policy change over long periods of time, such
as several decades or more. Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith argue that much
policy change takes place as different advocacy coalitions, such as environ-
mentalists and the business community, debate the issues, and in the pro-
cess help to promote policy learning through changes in belief systems (val-
ues and attitudes). Eventually such learning can lead to a substantial shift in
the political climate and new directions in environmental policy.
Baumgartner and Jones argue that such a process led to the decline of the
once-popular nuclear power establishment, and Christopher Bosso makes a
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similar case for the decline of the once-dominant agricultural chemical in-
dustry under an assault by environmental and consumer groups.8

Applying these general ideas to the evolution of environmental policy in
the United States over three decades suggests a movement, albeit somewhat
erratic, through three distinctive and overlapping eras of policy and politics:
national environmental regulation dating largely from the early 1970s and
continuing (with increasing criticism and modification) through the 1980s
and 1990s; efficiency-based reform and reaction, which began in earnest in
the 1980s and continued through the 1990s; and sustainability-based envi-
ronmental policy and planning, which gained considerable support through-
out the 1990s and which is likely to set the overall character of environmen-
tal policy well into the twenty-first century. In this context, sustainability
means finding ways to integrate environmental integrity, economic health
and vitality, and social and cultural well-being and to ensure that the needs
of future generations are not compromised.

It is important to recognized that within each of these periods there is a
dominant view of environmental problems and of acceptable policy strate-
gies. Each of these views gradually gives way to the defining characteristics of
the next era, based in part on policy learning and the changes noted above
in the problem, policy, and politics streams.9 In this way we can see the
gradual evolution of environmental policy over three decades and more. By
the late 1990s, nearly all serious analysis pointed toward the long-term goal
of sustainable development, and hence the need to ground environmental
policy in the concept of sustainability—despite the diversity of ways in which
these concepts have been defined.10

During the first of these three eras, beginning in the 1960s and reaching
its full flowering in the early to mid-1970s, the modern movement arose
from relative obscurity to national prominence, and its actions spurred the
development of dozens of new national policies for environmental protec-
tion. Largely because of rising affluence and education, and fundamental
changes in American values associated with the shift from an industrial to a
postindustrial or postmaterialist society, this first era reflected and reinforced
what Norman Vig and I have called a deep political current of environmen-
talism. This deep current consists of long-term social, economic, technologi-
cal, and political forces that virtually guarantee continued public support
for the 1970s-era environmental policies. In contrast, there is a shallow cur-
rent consisting of shorter-term political and economic forces, such as elec-
tions, economic cycles, and crises, that may alter the salience of environ-
mental issues and either reinforce the long-term trends or temporarily weaken
them.11

Much as Kingdon suggests that significant policy developments tend to
occur when the three streams converge, Vig and I argue that interaction of
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the deep and shallow currents helps to explain fluctuations in environmen-
tal policy commitments from one year, or decade, to the next. Over time,
however, one can see the continuity of strong public support for environ-
mental protection, expanding governmental authority, and, at least to some
extent, increasingly effective, if controversial, policy implementation. The
near-term discontinuities in these patterns capture our attention; an example
is intense opposition to environmental policies in the 104 Congress (1995-
96). Yet the longer-term transformations in values and environmental behav-
ior arguably are more important. A brief review of key developments within
each of these periods illustrates these patterns. It also permits historically
informed speculation about the intriguing changes under way in environ-
mental policy and politics as the twentieth century draws to a close.

Environmental Policy Comes of Age: From the 1960s to the 1970s

The modern era of environmental policy is commonly associated with the
enactment of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, signed
into law by President Richard Nixon on the first day of 1970. Yet well before
the momentous policy developments of the 1970s that would follow NEPA's
approval, federal environmental policy had began to change in response to the
forces described above—especially recognition of the threats to public lands and
natural resources and increasing public support for policy intervention.

Early Actions on Natural Resources and Population Issues

Throughout much of the twentieth century, Congress set aside portions of
the public domain for preservation as national parks, forests, grazing lands,
recreational areas, and wildlife refuges. Some of the guiding principles of
those actions, such as multiple use and sustained yield, can be traced back
to the Progressive Era conservation movement at the turn of the century.
Public land management for the first half of the twentieth century enjoyed
some success in natural resource stewardship, particularly in protecting lands
from development. By the 1960s, a succession of public lands policies helped
to complete the transition from an earlier emphasis on resource extraction
and privatization of the nation's resources to one characterized by a broader
stewardship of public lands that would protect selected areas from economic
development. Among the most important of these acts of Congress were the
Multiple Use-Sustained Yield Act of 1960, the Wilderness Act of 1964, the
Land and Water Conservation Fund Act of 1964, and the Wild and Scenic
Rivers Act of 1968. They set the stage for the equally important public lands
management acts to follow in the mid-1970s.12

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0006


22 US. ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY AND POLITICS

At least one other notable policy action that aspired to affect the global
environment dates back to the 1960s. During the mid-1960s, largely as a
consequence of the actions of policy entrepreneurs in Congress such as Sena-
tor Ernest Gruening (D.-Alaska), the United States began an international
population policy designed to assist developing nations through provision
of financial aid for family planning efforts. President Lyndon B. Johnson
and congressional sponsors of the programs tied them explicitly to a con-
cern for new ways to deal with "the explosion in world population and the
growing scarcity in world resources."13

The population issue never achieved the agenda status of most other en-
vironmental policies. Even with President Richard Nixon's first presidential
message to Congress ever on population issues (18 July 1969), and creation
of the Commission on Population Growth and the American Future (1970
to 1972), the subject was too controversial to attract policymaker support.
The politics stream would remain unfavorable toward action on population
issues over most of the next thirty years even with the creation and expan-
sion of both domestic and international programs devoted to provision of
family planning services. Opposition to such programs increased during the
1980s and 1990s even as evidence mounted that global population growth
could undermine many of the other achievements of environmental protec-
tion and natural resource policies. Nonetheless, the programs begun during
the 1960s for international population assistance and in the 1970s for do-
mestic family planning programs continued to be funded despite regular
battles in Congress that centered on abortion controversies.14

Federal Pollution Control Responsibilities Soar

Despite this longtime concern for resource conservation and land manage-
ment, and the new interest in population issues that arose in the 1960s,
federal environmental policy was only slowly extended to control of indus-
trial pollution and human waste. Air and water pollution were long consid-
ered a strictly local matter, and they were not high on the national agenda
until around 1970. After World War II, policies to control the most obvious
forms of pollution were gradually developed at the local, state, and federal
levels. With passage of the Water Pollution Control Act of 1948, the federal
government began assisting local authorities in building sewage treatment
plants, and it initiated a limited program for air pollution research in 1955.
Following the Clean Air Act of 1963 and amendments to the water pollu-
tion law, Washington began prodding the states to set pollution abatement
standards and to formulate implementation plans based on federal guide-
lines.15
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The policy agenda expanded exponentially after 1970, as the problem,
policy, and politics streams converged, and national policy leaders took up
the challenge. Among the most notable of them in the U.S. Congress were
Senators Edmund Muskie (D.-Maine), Gaylord Nelson (D.-Wis.), and Henry
Jackson (D.-Wash.), and Representatives Paul Rogers (D.-Fla.), John Saylor
(R.-Pa.), Morris Udall (D.-Ariz.), and John Blatnik (D.-Minn.). Membership
in the leading environmental groups had grown significantly during the 1960s,
but it enjoyed another substantial surge following the first Earth Day on 22
April 1970. For example, the Sierra Club's membership grew from 15,000
in 1960 to 113,000 by 1970, and then rose to 180,000 by 1980. The Na-
tional Audubon Society saw its membership increase from 32,000 in 1960
to 148,000 by 1970, and to 400,000 by 1980.16

The effect of this stunning growth in membership was to push the poli-
tics stream in a direction greatly favorable to the policies endorsed by the
leading environmental groups. The polls indicated a sharp rise in public
concern about the environment and the newly energized and well-endowed
environmental lobby was making its presence felt throughout the
policymaking venues of Washington, D.C. (and at the state and local level).
In addition, mounting evidence of environmental degradation (the prob-
lem stream)—reaching the public through wider media coverage of the issues
and through popular books such as Rachel Carson's Silent Spring (1962),
Paul Ehrlich's The Population Bomb (1968), and Barry Commoner's The Clos-
ing Circle (1970)—propelled the issues to new heights on the political agenda.17

To use the concepts introduced above, the shallow current of the 1970s,
including public confidence in the federal government, a strong economy,
and a skeptical attitude toward the business community reinforced the deep
current of new social values and public concern for the environment and
public health, and other quality of life issues, that had been growing through-
out the 1960s.18

The consequence of these merging social and political forces was a pe-
riod of legislative productivity on environmental issues that was truly ex-
traordinary for a political system where the norm is incremental policy change
at best. In scarcely more than half a decade, policy entrepreneurs in Con-
gress helped to push through the Clean Air Act of 1970, the Clean Water
Act of 1972 (over a presidential veto), the Federal Environmental Pesticides
Control Act of 1972, the Endangered Species Act of 1973, the Safe Drink-
ing Water Act of 1974, the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act of
1976 (the nation's major hazardous-waste control law), the Toxic Substances
Control Act of 1976, and two highly significant natural resource policies:
the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 and the National
Forest Management Act of 1976. Other major environmental laws followed
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through 1980, including amendments to the clean air and clean water laws,
requirements to restore strip-mine lands, the setting aside of more than one
hundred million acres of Alaskan wilderness for varying degrees of protec-
tion, and the creation of a "Superfund" (in the Comprehensive Environ-
mental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act, or CERCLA) for clean-
ing up hazardous-waste sites.19

It is especially noteworthy in light of critiques that emerged during the
1980s and 1990s that environmental protection, or pollution control, stat-
utes approved in the 1970s adopted a common policy strategy: national en-
vironmental quality standards to be achieved through a federal-dominated
regulatory—or command-and-control—process. The underlying assumptions
appeared to be that environmental problems were relatively simple and the
solutions obvious and easily achieved. Offending industries (and munici-
palities) would be forced to clean up through the setting and enforcement of
standards by a federal regulatory bureaucracy that often was legally required
to pay little attention to cost or to the technical and administrative obstacles
to achieving statutory goals within the specified time period.20 The assump-
tions behind these new policy strategies would later prove to be highly prob-
lematic, and dissatisfaction with the "pollution control system" grew sub-
stantially after the late 1970s.

The pollution control laws were to be implemented by a newly created
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), brought into existence by an ex-
ecutive order signed by President Nixon on 2 December 1970. The order
transferred most, although not all, existing federal environmental protec-
tion programs to the EPA, which was established as an independent execu-
tive agency reporting directly to the president. The agency would later suffer
from this arrangement. Its administrator did not enjoy cabinet rank, as was
the case with environmental ministers in other industrialized nations, and
there was no "organic" act of Congress setting forth the agency's mission
and goals. Hence the agency had little basis in law for the essential tasks of
priority setting among what would eventually become a vast array of pro-
grams competing for limited resources.

Congressional and presidential enthusiasm for environmental policies
continued throughout the 1970s as a succession of presidential administra-
tions through Jimmy Carter's cooperated in a bipartisan fashion in advanc-
ing policy development.21 Democrats and Republicans differed in the ex-
tent of their support for environmental laws, but the bitter partisan disputes
over these issues that were to erupt in the 1980s and 1990s were not yet a
fixture on the political scene.22

It is particularly striking in light of partisan conflict over the environ-
ment in the 1980s and 1990s that President Nixon chose to embrace envi-
ronmental policy initiatives. Indeed, Nixon declared himself an environ-

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0006


MICHAEL E. KRAFT 25

mentalist and proclaimed the "Environmental Decade" on 1 January 1970.
As the first EPA administrator, he appointed William Ruckelshaus, who
helped to build bipartisan support for the new agency and give it the institu-
tional resources it needed to succeed. Perhaps most significantly, Nixon sup-
ported demanding clean-air legislation, and even competed with Senator
Muskie in offering increasingly stringent proposals on the pending Clean
Air Act Amendments in Congress. Nixon's support was crucial to the enact-
ment of the landmark clean-air bill, which set the pace for environmental
protection legislation in the 1970s.23

Eventually, however, Nixon had to mollify core Republican constituen-
cies in business ancf industry, who opposed tougn regulations on air and*
water pollution. When Congress overrode Nixon's veto of the 1972 Water
Pollution Control Act Amendments (which he viewed as too costly), he grew
more critical of environmental policy actions being taken in Congress and
sought to impose centralized White House control over the burgeoning fed-
eral responsibilities for environmental protection. It was a style of presiden-
tial administration that would be repeated more successfully during Ronald
Reagan's tenure in the White House.24

Congress continued to enact major new environmental policies through
1980. Yet survey data and congressional actions began to signal that the
salience of environmental issues for die American public was waning.25 By
die late 1970s, die impact of new environmental regulations on die economy
began to create a backlash that would reach its full expression in the presi-
dency of Ronald Reagan. It would also reappear in the mid-1990s in the
104th Congress.

Institutionalization of Environmental Policy
at the Federal and State Level

Aside from the enactment of new environmental and natural resource poli-
cies and the creation of the EPA, one of the most important developments
during the 1970s was the institutionalization of environmental programs
widiin federal and state bureaucracies. For example, under Ruckelshaus the
EPA's legislative mandate grew rapidly as a consequence of the policy pro-
cess summarized above, and the agency acquired many new programs, of-
fices, and staffs. Its operating budget (the funds available to implement its
programs) grew from about $500 million in 1973 to $1.3 billion by 1980.
Full-time employees increased from about 7,000 in 1971 to nearly 13,000 by
1980, with two-thirds of them in the agency's ten regional offices and other
facilities outside Washington, D.C.26 Even with its expanded budget and
staff, however, the nation's leading environmental agency found it increas-
ingly difficult by 1980 to meet new program obligations.
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Beyond the EPA, other federal agencies were affected by new environ-
mental mandates, particularly those related to the implementation of NEPA.
During the 1970s virtually every federal agency was forced to develop some
capabilities for environmental analysis under NEPA, which required that
environmental impact statements (EISs) be prepared for all "major federal
actions significantly affecting the quality of the human environment." De-
tailed requirements for the statements were set out by the Council on Envi-
ronmental Quality and enforced in the courts. Provisions for public hear-
ings and citizen participation allowed environmental and community groups
to challenge administrative decisions, often by filing legal suits questioning
the adequacy of the impact statements.27

In response to these potential objections, agencies changed their project
designs—sometimes dramatically. Even the Army Corps of Engineers, which
had often been castigated by environmentalists, learned to adapt. Although
the EIS process was roundly criticized (indeed, it was revised in 1979 to
focus more sharply on crucial issues), most studies show that it forced greater
environmental awareness and more careful planning in many agencies; more-
over, such success led to extension of this kind of impact analysis to other
policy areas.28

Established natural-resource agencies, such as Agriculture's Forest Ser-
vice and Interior's Bureau of Land Management, generally made die transi-
tion to better environmental analysis and planning more easily. Long-stand-
ing doctrines of multiple use and strong professional norms of land manage-
ment were gradually adapted to serve new environmental goals and inter-
ests. Wilderness preservation, never a dominant purpose of these agencies,
came to be accepted as part of their mission, as did the new and comprehen-
sive approach called ecosystem management.29

State capacities for environmental protection also grew markedly during
the 1970s, and even more so during the 1980s and 1990s. Much of the
justification for the strong federal role in environmental policy that began
with enactment of the Clean Air Act Amendments in 1970 was predicated
on the assumption that the states were, as Barry Rabe has put it, "mired in
corruption, hostile to innovation, and unable to take a serious role in envi-
ronmental policy out of fear of alienating key economic constituencies."90

The newly empowered federal government, particularly the EPA, often batded
fiercely with state and local officials, and the business community, as poli-
cies were put into effect. Surveys of state program administrators revealed
great skepticism toward the EPA and the stringent and often rigid regulatory
processes characteristic of policies enacted during the 1970s.31

Over time, however, the states greatly improved their technical, fiscal,
and managerial capacities, and many were just as eager to tackle environ-
mental and resource issues of concern to state residents as was the federal
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government, or more so. By the 1980s (and even more evident by the 1990s),
new calls for devolution of environmental responsibilities to the states be-
came common as state governments emerged as the "new heroes" of Ameri-
can federalism. State bureaucracies expanded and became more professional,
federal transfer dollars and new tax revenues greatly improved state fiscal
conditions, and use of direct democracy provisions such as the initiative
and referendum processes all suggested a sea change in state capability and
in federal-state relations in environmental policy.32

From Consensus to Conflict: Environmental Policy
in the 1980s and 1990s

The 1970s were notable for the extent of public consensus on environmen-
tal quality goals and bipartisan cooperation on adoption of new and expan-
sive environmental and natural-resource policies. The politics stream was
supportive of these policy changes and public perception of environmental
problems seemed to demand the kind of federally driven regulatory policies
put into effect in the 1970s. The convergence of the three streams was not to
last. In sharp contrast to the Environmental Decade, the 1980s stand out as
an era of challenge and conflict over the goals and values of environmental-
ism and the specific public policies and programs adopted to help achieve
them. As noted, even by the end of the 1970s, late in the Carter administra-
tion, concern over economic growth and inflation led to some skepticism
about environmental policies that might have adverse economic effects.

We can consider much of the 1980s and 1990s to constitute a second era
of environmental policy reform initiatives anchored in concern for efficiency
and effectiveness. But this period also revealed strong political reaction or
"brownlash"—particularly by ideological conservatives, the business commu-
nity, and to some extent state and local governments—to expansion of the
regulatory regime of the 1970s and the burdens, real and perceived, it placed
on the nation. Compared to the 1970s, public confidence in government
had declined considerably, concern over the health of the economy had
risen, and the business community had greatly improved its lobbying pres-
ence in Washington, D.C. Taken together, these changes altered the politi-
cal climate that so affects environmental politics and policy.

Implementation Problems and Policy Reform

By the late 1970s it became increasingly evident that implementation of new
environmental policies was far more difficult than Congress had imagined,
and that it often lagged years behind schedule. Much of the legislation of
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the 1970s had overestimated the speed with which new technologies could
be developed and applied. The laws also underestimated compliance costs
and the difficulty of writing standards for hundreds of major industries. As
regulated industries sought to block implementation and environmental or-
ganizations tried to speed it up, frequent legal challenges compounded the
backlog. Other delays were caused by personnel and budgetary shortages,
scientific and technical uncertainties, and the need for extensive consulta-
tion with other federal agencies, Congress, and state governments.33

As a result of these difficulties, an extensive agenda for reforming envi-
ronmental policies and improving administrative capabilities emerged by
1980. One would have expected the election of Ronald Reagan to provide
an appropriate opportunity for a review and reassessment of environmental
policy needs after the first experimental decade of the modern environmen-
tal era. It was not to be quite so simple, primarily because the political mood
of the nation changed abruptly with the 1980 presidential election, and
significantly altered the environmental policy agenda.

The Reagan Presidency and Its Impact

The Reagan presidency brought to the federal government a very different
environmental policy agenda than Congress had established in the 1970s.
Under Reagan, virtually all environmental protection and resource policies
enacted during the previous decade, and in the 1960s, were reevaluated in
light of the president's desire to reduce the scope of government regulation,
shift responsibilities to the states, and rely more on the private sector.

These policy positions derived in large part from the work of conserva-
tive "think tanks" such as the Heritage Foundation, which played a key role
in influencing the president's transition team. The formal transition task
force on the environment, headed by Dan Lufkin, a former director of the
Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection, was fairly balanced.
It even included two former EPA administrators, William Ruckelshaus and
Russell Train, widely respected within both parties. The task force produced
a voluminous report for the president that called for moderate reforms that,
as Russell Peterson, former head of the Council on Environmental Quality
under Presidents Nixon and Ford, put it, "sought to maintain the momen-
tum of environmental protection while allowing for some easing of regula-
tion and for economic incentives for pollution control."34 However, the task
force's report was largely ignored and Reagan's transition staff chose instead
to follow the more extreme recommendations of an ad hoc group of conser-
vatives who rallied around the Heritage study, Mandate for Leaderships

Whatever the merits of Reagan's environmental policy agenda, it was put
into effect through a risky strategy that relied on ideologically committed
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presidential appointees to the EPA and the Agriculture, Interior, and En-
ergy departments, and on sharp cutbacks in budgets for environmental pro-
grams.36 In retrospect, it is apparent that such a strategy had almost no
chance of success and that it would set back reform of environmental poli-
cies by a decade or more.

Among the most notable appointees in the Reagan administration were
James G. Watt as Secretary of the Interior and Anne Burford as EPA admin-
istrator. Watt was an experienced administrator but highly antagonistic to-
ward the resource preservation orientation of the Interior Department.
Burford was an attorney with no experience in the environmental field, but
determined to curtail environmental regulations and sharply constrain ac-
tivities of the EPA that were thought to be harmful to the business commu-
nity. Along with key appointees in other agencies and departments, Watt
and Burford adhered closely to White House preferences for providing short-
term regulatory relief to industry.

The administration paid far less attention to reform of environmental
laws and administrative practices that might have improved the effective-
ness and efficiency of environmental programs. Indeed, the president's ad-
ministrative strategy appeared to be designed to reverse the institutionaliza-
tion process described above, not to enhance agency effectiveness or to im-
prove capabilities at the state level. Budgetary reductions would slow policy
implementation, the authority of experienced professionals in environmen-
tal agencies would be weakened, and many offices, particularly at the EPA,
would be eliminated or restructured, often leaving them unable to meet statu-
tory responsibilities. Not surprisingly, staff morale and EPA credibility suf-
fered under Burford's leadership, although both improved to some extent
under administrators William Ruckelshaus (returning for a second tour of
duty) and Lee Thomas late in the Reagan administration, and William Reilly
in the Bush administration.37

At the end of the Reagan presidency in January 1989, environmentalists
still complained that there was no policy leadership at the EPA and that
little had been done to restore the momentum of environmental protection
that had characterized the 1970s. They also criticized President Reagan for
failing to pursue regulatory reform, saying he "blew the chance to streamline
regulations and use marketplace incentives in an honest way to speed up
environmental progress, lower regulatory costs, and foster economic growth."
Ironically, business groups remained dissatisfied with what they believed
was still an unnecessarily expensive and rigid system of federal environmen-
tal regulation. And even conservative critics expressed disappointment with
what the Heritage Foundation termed a "squandered" opportunity to re-
form environmental protection laws and reduce their cost.38
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There were two important consequences of the Reagan agenda for envi-
ronmental policy and politics. One concerns the way in which Congress
responded to the Reagan agenda and the perpetuation of the regulatory
regime established in the 1970s. The other reflects the public reaction to
Reagan's efforts and the impact on the environmental movement. Both have
influenced environmental politics through the late 1990s.

Although Congress initially cooperated with Reagan, particularly in ap-
proving budget cuts, it soon reverted to its accustomed defense of existing
environmental policy. Thus it frequently criticized the president's manage-
ment of the EPA and the Interior Department under Burford and Watt, and
both were forced to resign by the end of 1983. The lasting impact, however,
flowed from the distrust of the EPA that the Reagan administration fostered
among members of Congress. Because they had little faith in the White
House's dedication to implementing policies faithfully, members began draft-
ing far more detailed and demanding environmental laws. Prime examples
are the renewal of the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act in 1984,
and the enactment of the Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act
in 1986 and the Safe Drinking Water Act in 1986.

The second effect was that, paradoxically, Reagan actually strengthened
environmental forces in the nation. Through his administration's lax en-
forcement of pollution laws and pro-development resource policies, Reagan
created political issues around which national and grassroots environmen-
tal groups could organize. They appealed successfully to a public that was
increasingly disturbed by the health and environmental risks of industrial
society and by threats to ecological stability. As a result, membership in
national environmental groups soared and new grassroots organizations de-
veloped, creating further political incentives for environmental activism at
all levels of government. The Sierra Club, for example, saw its membership
increase from about 180,000 in 1980 to more than 600,000 by 1990, and the
Wilderness Society leaped from 45,000 members in 1980 to 350,000 by 1990.39

Those membership numbers suggest continued strong public concern
for the environment and growing support for environmental policy. Survey
data reinforce such conclusions. Surveys conducted throughout the 1980s
indicate clearly that public support for environmental improvement, the
driving force for policy development in the 1970s, increased markedly dur-
ing the Reagan presidency and represented a stunning rejection of the
president's agenda by the American public.40 The lesson was not lost on
Reagan's successor, George Bush. In a memorable speech near Detroit in
August 1988, Bush openly broke with the Reagan administration, and prom-
ised to be "a Republican president in the Teddy Roosevelt tradition. A con-
servationist. An environmentalist."41
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Conflict Continues Under Presidents Bush and Clinton

The emphasis in the second era of environmental policy on efficiency-based
reform continued under President Bush and into Bill Clinton's presidency
even as a third era began to emerge by the early 1990s. Especially in his first
two years, Bush was eager as well to adopt a more positive environmental
policy agenda than his predecessor, although his concern for limiting the
costs and burdens of regulation was equally evident. He maintained an ex-
ecutive order mandating cost-benefit analysis for new environmental regula-
tions that was first issued in 1981 in the Reagan administration, and he
supplemented that process with a new White House oversight body, the
Council on Competitiveness (chaired by Vice President Dan Quayle). The
council was widely criticized for providing a "back door" for business groups
eager to weaken environmental and other regulatory policies.42

Bush's White House was deeply divided on environmental issues, from
the Clean Air Act of 1990 to the position the United States should take on
climate change at the UN Conference on Environment and Development
(the Earth Summit) in 1992. For example, the EPA under William Reilly,
fought continuously with the president's conservative advisers in the White
House over the pace and stringency of environmental regulations. Running
for reelection in 1992, Bush frequently criticized environmentalists as ex-
tremists who were putting Americans out of work. Bill Clinton took a far
more supportive stance on the environment, symbolized by his selection of
Senator Al Gore (D-Tenn.) as his running mate. Gore had been the leading
environmentalist in the Senate and was the author of the best-selling Earth
in the Balance.

Despite Al Gore's presence in the White House, many of the same con-
flicts over economic development and the environment, and concern over
the costs and burdens of environmental regulation, were as evident in the
Clinton administration as they had been under Bush. Clinton made re-
peated efforts to work with Congress to reform the major environmental
statutes throughout the 1990s, but policy gridlock prevailed from 1993
through 1998, and political conditions worsened with the election of a Re-
publican Congress in 1994.

Few analysts had predicted the astonishing outcomes of the 1994 mid-
term elections in which Republicans won control of the House of Represen-
tatives for the first time in forty years. With the conservative, antigovern-
ment "Contract with America" as the cornerstone of their legislative agenda
in 1995 and 1996, the Republicans in Congress fought intensely to rein in
what they saw as regulatory bureaucracies run amok. Environmental agen-
cies such as the EPA became prime targets of their efforts to curtail bureau-
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cratic power and reduce the costs of regulation. The new congressional envi-
ronmental agenda was remarkably similar to the one initiated in the early
1980s in the Reagan administration. But this time the roles of the Congress
and White House were reversed, with the Congress eager to cut environmental
budgets and weaken regulations and the White House rising to their defense.

During the 104th Congress (1995-96), conservative Republican mem-
bers pursued these goals with a revolutionary fervor. Environmental budgets
were targeted for massive cuts, regulatory "reform" bills that would have
undercut environmental rulemaking by the EPA and other agencies were
pushed energetically, and attempts were made to revise most of the major
environmental statutes by inserting more protection for business interests
and property owners. The newly elected lawmakers rejected political com-
promise with their ideological foes and, led by a determined Speaker, Newt
Gingrich (R-Ga.), they tended to give far less weight than previous Congresses to
the essential tasks of policy deliberation, debate, and coalition building.

Initially these legislative measures appeared to be headed for approval by
the entire Congress. For example, the House quickly passed a major regula-
tory reform bill that would have imposed stringent and burdensome require-
ments for cost-benefit analysis and risk assessment on the EPA and other
agencies. That bill also would have required compensation to property own-
ers when regulations under certain laws reduced property values by 20 per-
cent or more. This provision reflected efforts by property rights groups to
curtail so-called "regulatory takings" by federal and state agencies, stimu-
lated by a 1992 Supreme Court case, Lucas v. South Carolina Coastal Council,
that was favorable to property rights arguments.

By mid-1995, however, media coverage of the conflicts had escalated dra-
matically and the environmental community fought back furiously. The
Natural Resources Defense Council in particular was successful in charac-
terizing the budget cuts and attempts to change policies through appropria-
tions "riders" as a "stealth attack" on environmental laws mounted at the
behest of corporate polluters. The charge was later repeated by President
Clinton and other administration officials. Clinton refused to back down
on the sharp budget cuts voted by both houses, and he forced congressional
Republicans to bear the brunt of the public's wrath over two government
shutdowns that resulted.

Once again public support for environmental protection blunted radical
efforts to backtrack on the policy commitments the nation made in the
1970s. For the most part, the anti-environmental agenda of the 104th Con-
gress, and that of the somewhat less revolutionary 105th Congress, failed.
Environmental agency budgets were restored and even improved somewhat.
Most of the appropriation riders were defeated or removed before final pas-
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sage of budget bills, and the broad-based attacks on regulatory rulemaking
attracted insufficient support to gain congressional approval. However, few
of the major environmental statutes could be reauthorized. Congress did
approve new versions of pesticide control policy and amendments to the
Safe Drinking Water Act, both in 1996. But members could not reach agree-
ment on renewal of any of the other statutes, from the Endangered Species
Act to Superfund and the Clean Water Act. That outcome meant that poli-
cies that had become seriously outmoded were left in place.43

In some respects, then, the politics stream affecting environmental policy
was mixed. Public support for environmental protection remained relatively
firm, but opponents of environmental policy, from Wise Use and property
rights groups to business and industry groups, were able to exert consider-
able pressure on the federal government and the states to limit regulation.
The environmental "brownlash" that had been building since the early Reagan
years flourished once again.44 As the brief review of actions in the 104th
and 105th Congresses illustrates, environmental groups were often capable
of blocking their adversaries, but they were less able to fashion broadly ac-
ceptable compromises. Hence stalemate was a common outcome.

These constraints on statutory reform, notwithstanding, the Clinton
White House and the EPA under Carol Browner pursued the reform agenda
that had been built throughout the 1980s as both the federal government
and the states attempted to shift environmental policy from an adversarial
command-and-control system to one characterized more by collaboration
between government and industry, flexibility in rulemaking, greater use of
economic incentives, and improved federal-state relations. Those actions were
part of a broader political agenda in the Clinton administration to "rein-
vent" government by improving its performance and responsiveness to the
public.45 Some of the same kinds of changes were evident in natural-resources
policy, especially under Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt. Babbitt sought to
eliminate long-standing subsidies to timber, mining, and ranching interests
and to institute a new philosophy of ecosystem management within the de-
partment.46

Sustainability-Based Environmental Policy in the 1990s

The third era of environmental policy and politics is a work in progress. It
builds on efforts over the past two decades to reformulate policies approved
in the 1970s to improve their effectiveness and efficiency. But it also con-
tains the seeds of a far more significant shift in thinking and action grounded
in the concept of sustainability. In many ways, the ultimate end of environ-
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mental policy is sustainable development. Yet this goal often was lost sight
of as public officials and regulated parties focused on actions required by
command-and-control legislation.

It is clear, however, that in sectors as diverse as air and water pollution,
energy use, agriculture, home and commercial construction, transportation,
land use, and urban planning, environmental goals must be integrated with
economic and social goals. Among other matters, this means that policies
must take into account the growth in human population and our seemingly
insatiable appetite for consumption of natural resources. This task is well
beyond the capacity of the media-specific environmental policies of the 1970s
and 1980s, particularly in light of the intense political conflict that had
developed over their prescribed policy strategies and styles of implementa-
tion.

By the early 1990s, national political leaders had begun to recognize the
imperative of sustainability, even if the meaning of the concept remained
unclear. One can point, for example, to actions taken at the 1992 Earth
Summit and its Agenda 21 blueprint for sustainable development in the
twenty-first century, and to reports such as the Brundtland Commission's
Our Common Future, released in 1987, and the National Commission on the
Environment's Choosing a Sustainable Future in 1993.47

More recently, the Clinton administration's President's Council on Sus-
tainable Development (PCSD) issued a set of reports urging the nation to
reconcile social, economic, and environmental goals at all levels of govern-
ment and to pursue a broad agenda of sustainable development. The PSCD
used what had become the dominant, almost official, definition of sustain-
able development first coined by the Brundtland Commission nearly a de-
cade earlier: "development that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs."18 But
as a practical matter, sustainability refers to any significant changes in val-
ues, public policies, and actions (public or private sector) that facilitate
movement toward three key components: ecological integrity or health, so-
cial or community well-being, and economic health and vitality.

As noted earlier, there is no shortage of competing definitions of
sustainability, nor of arguments about whether the concept is sufficiently
clear and measurable to serve as a foundation for policy actions from the
local to the national and international level. One could, of course, be skep-
tical of many of the assertions being made, as is always the case with ill-
defined social change. At the same time, the wide embrace of sustainability
as a way of thinking about long-term environmental quality goals that can be
integrated with economic and social goals is politically intriguing. So too is
the thriving industry in devising sustainability indicators for communities

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0006


MICHAEL E. KRAFT 35

and regions striving to clarify their goals and measure their progress toward
them.49

Evidence of a movement toward sustainability-based environmental policy
could be found almost everywhere by the mid-1990s. Consider, for example,
the Clinton administration's reinvention of government efforts beginning
with the National Performance Review of 1993 and the initiation of a diver-
sity of pilot programs and policy experiments by the EPA in the mid-1990s.
These include the agency's Common Sense Initiative, Project XL, and what
it has called Community-Based Environmental Protection (CBEP).

CBEP is especially interesting. The EPA argues that it is to be a founda-
tion for a new generation of environmental protection that is more compre-
hensive and better integrated with economic development. The agency main-
tains that such an emphasis at the community level holds great promise for
addressing many of the serious defects of contemporary environmental regu-
lation.50 There are good reasons to support that position. Yet there is also
the potential that community-based environmental policy could result in a
weakening of the protections afforded under federal law, depending on local
economic and political pressures. The same risk is presented if federal envi-
ronmental responsibilities are increasingly delegated to the fifty states with-
out sufficient mechanisms of oversight and accountability. Indeed, the Na-
tional Academy of Public Administration had warned of this possibility in
its widely read 1995 study, and other scholars have issued similar advisories
about a possible "race to the bottom" as states (and communities) are freed
from restrictive federal regulations.51

It is too early to speak confidently of how far this transition to
sustainability-based environmental policy will go, how fast it will occur, or
how successful it will be in addressing the major environmental challenges
facing the nation and the world. Yet there is little question that a shift has
begun from the era of environmental regulation that dominated the 1970s
and 1980s to a more diversified set of environmental policies rooted in the
long-term goal of sustainability. One can see it in the transition to ecosystem
management in public lands agencies, in the use of collaborative
decisionmaking by the EPA and state environmental protection agencies, in
the new optimism about use of market-based incentives to supplement or
replace regulation, and in many other aspects of environmental
decisionmaking in the late 1990s.52 Increasingly, the political mood of the
nation appears to favor a pragmatic search for environmental policies that
"work," that is, that achieve environmental quality goals and also help to
integrate economic and social concerns with environmental quality. Thus
in many respects, support for the generation of environmental policies en-
acted during the 1970s and 1980s is changing significantly as the search
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continues for newer policy strategies that are better suited for the problems
and political climate of the late 1990s.

Progress in Achieving Environmental Policy Goals?

As noted, one of the most important questions raised about the past three
decades of environmental policy is whether policy goals have been met, and
at reasonable cost. The answers are clearly pertinent for the choice of policy
approaches to be used in the future. For many reasons, however, it is diffi-
cult both conceptually and empirically to measure the success or failure of
environmental policies. These constraints have not prevented a lively debate
between what are usually termed optimists and pessimists over just how much
progress has been made. This is especially so in light of continuing criticism
of the adversarial character, intrusiveness, inflexibility, high costs, and inef-
ficiencies of environmental protection policy.53 As might be expected, as-
sessments of the evidence tend to reflect the different political agendas and
ideologies found among participants in these debates.

Even without the confusion fostered by such popular debates over policy
efficacy, consider the challenge of interpreting the evidence. If the nation
has made substantial gains, does this imply that we have done enough and
perhaps should pull back, or at least not press strongly for further advance-
ment? If the gains are fairly modest, what are the policy implications? Should
we redouble our regulatory efforts, spend more money on research, and adopt
more stringent monitoring and enforcement strategies? Or should conven-
tional regulatory approaches be abandoned in favor of market-based incen-
tives and other new policy instruments? As Robert Bartlett has suggested,
even if short-term gains in measurable environmental-quality outcomes are
decidedly limited and trenchant criticisms are offered by regulated parties
and others, environmental policies such as Superfund and the Endangered
Species Act may have enormous symbolic value, and they may deeply affect
public attitudes and fundamentally alter institutional practices. Thus such
policies may well have much greater success in the long term in changing
human behavior and environmental quality than is likely to be revealed in
any conventional policy or program evaluation.54

These kinds of judgments about specific policy success and failure and
larger questions about the impact of the environmental movement itself on
environmental quality and human health are made even more difficult be-
cause the achievements and policy implications vary substantially from one
policy area to the next. Strong gains in air quality may occur while little
improvement is seen in nonpoint water pollution, control of toxic chemi-
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cals, cleaning up of hazardous-waste sites, or protection of biological diver-
sity. Moreover, some regions and localities may experience progress while
others suffer decline.

The EPA, Interior Department, and other federal agencies have provided
abundant data from which such judgments can be made, although not with-
out some difficulty. The data have been collected inconsistently over the
past three decades and they are not always valid. By the late 1990s, data
collection had improved greatly, although it remained uneven and not al-
ways helpful for the purposes of policy evaluation and change.55 Nonethe-
less, some conclusions can be drawn on the basis of available evidence.

The overall picture is one of improving environmental quality, or at least
prevention of a worsening of environmental and public health risks. Gains
in air quality are the most impressive. For example, the EPA reports that
between 1970 and 1996, total emissions of the six principal or "criteria" air
pollutants decreased by some 32 percent even while the nation's population
grew by 29 percent, the gross domestic product rose by 104 percent, and
vehicle miles traveled increased by 121 percent. Such impressive air-quality
gains continued for the most recent ten-year period: 1987 through 1996,
although in 1996 some 46 million people lived in counties that failed to
meet at least one of the national air-quality standards, typically for ozone.56

The nation's water quality also has improved since passage of the Clean
Water Act of 1972, although more slowly and more unevenly across the
country than has air quality. There has been a major reduction in the raw
pollution of surface waters, and the percentage of the U.S. population served
by wastewater treatment plants rose dramatically (from 42 percent in 1970
to 74 percent by 1985). There have been striking declines since 1972 in the
discharge of priority toxic organic pollutants and toxic metals. Thus surface
water quality generally is getting better even if major problems remain. The
most recent national surveys indicate that 64 percent of surveyed river and
stream miles fully support all uses set by states and tribes, with some 36
percent found to be impaired to some degree—as were some 39 percent of
lakes, ponds, and reservoirs.57 Prevention of further degradation of water
quality in the face of a growing population and strong economic growth
could be considered an important achievement. At the same time, water
quality falls short of the goab of federal clean water laws despite the expendi-
ture of more than $700 billion in public and private funds since 1972.

A similar portrait could be painted for protection of natural resources
(parks, wilderness, wild rivers, wildlife refuges, endangered species) and for
cleanup of Superfund and other hazardous-waste sites. Evidence of progress
is readily apparent, but generally less than environmentalists and most
policymakers would like to have seen by the late 1990s.58
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As suggested, limited achievements may be associated with insufficient
funds for full policy implementation (clearly a factor for the Endangered
Species Act), and with related bureaucratic characteristics such as poor man-
agement, weak or nonexistent program evaluations, and inappropriately
trained staff. Among other reasons often cited for modest achievement of
policy goals are significant opposition over time by businesses and property
owners, delays attributable to the adversarial processes of regulation (includ-
ing litigation), the inordinately complex procedural requirements of the laws,
and the intractable nature of many environmental problems themselves.
Whatever the explanation, the mixed record of environmental and natural-
resource policies can be used to support arguments that the policies have
worked and should be maintained or strengthened, or that they have fallen
short of expectations and should be replaced or supplemented with new
approaches.

Conclusions

In this article I have tried to provide an overview of environmental policy
and politics from the 1960s to the late 1990s. In doing so I have made use of
several related agenda-setting frameworks that help to explain the key devel-
opments that have occurred. As this review makes clear, environmental policy
and politics are a reflection of the larger social, economic, technological,
and political forces in society, and of the special circumstances that have
characterized the past three decades. Such a view suggests that similar forces will
shape environmental policy and politics as we enter the twenty-first century.

The past thirty years have brought both incremental and radical changes
to environmental policy. The regulatory regime established during the 1970s
was significantly different from what came before; in many respects it consti-
tuted a major departure from prevailing practices of the 1960s. During the
1980s and 1990s we have seen chiefly evolutionary adjustments to that col-
lection of policies, agencies, and practices. However, the third major era of
environmental policy, firmly attached to the concept of sustainability, has
the potential of shifting the character of environmental policy, and the po-
litical relationships associated with it, dramatically.

Despite the many valid criticisms directed at federal environmental poli-
cies from the 1970s, they continue in force. There is also some fairly good
evidence that they have materially improved environmental quality, albeit
not always at a reasonable cost and usually not as much as both environmen-
talists and policymakers had hoped. That success should signal the need to
maintain a federal regulatory presence in environmental policy even as the
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search continues for new approaches that promise to be more effective and
efficient and more easily integrated with other social goals. When those new
approaches are adopted, they should be subject to the same kinds of rigor-
ous evaluation to be confident that they do indeed offer the advantages over
established policy strategies that their proponents suggest.

The sometimes intense political conflicts over environmental policies
during the past two decades also should tell us that reform of the existing
statutes will not be easy. The recent movement toward sustainability will
likely face comparable, if not greater, political obstacles. Nonetheless, deal-
ing effectively with the daunting challenges of contemporary environmental
problems such as energy use and climate change, protection of biological
diversity, and human population growth demands a concerted effort to re-
design environmental policy for the twenty-first century.
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