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INSTRUCTIONS











Please read the case study and answer to the following questions.





Use the advocacy coalition approach and re-group the main actors involved in this policy in adversarial coalitions.


How do change and success emerge from confrontation and stalemate?


Do organizations (for example, a political party or the Regions) define actors?


To what extent are the policy problems described in this case-study socially constructed?


To what extent is this episode of policy change consistent with the hypotheses of the advocacy coalition framework?


What is the role of scientific knowledge and analysis, as opposed to social interaction, in the policy process under examination here?


What are the resources (e.g., financial resources, and legal resources) at work in this policy process?














IMPORTANT: PLEASE NOTE THAT THE FIGURES ARE NOT INCLUDED IN THIS FILE. THEY WILL BE MADE AVAILABLE AT LECTURES AND SEMINARS.





Thank you for your participation.


Claudio Radaelli


�
0. INTRODUCTION





This paper focuses on the decision making process taking to the complete stop of the regularly authorised dumping of chemical waste into the Adriatic Sea, near the Venice Lagoon. A process which is not very long in terms of time (four years between 1984 and 1988), but which is very intense, highly conflictual, involving many different actors, and producing at last a recognised positive outcome.


Far from being representative of the patterns of environmental policy making in Italy, this case was chosen because of its exceptional features. During the eighties the increased environmental consciousness among the population brought about the rise of specific pollution problems, in particular the ones caused by large industrial plants. Set at the local level, most of pollution problems became important issues at the national level, through the media, and thanks to the intervention of central actors. But just in a few cases, like the one described here, the final outcome, if any, was considered by most of the actors involved as positive, this being a necessary condition to define it as a 'success'. Therefore the case study considered here is exceptional in its outcome.





On the other hand, this very peculiar 'story' sheds light on some recurrent elements of environmental policies related to the difficulties in reaching success.


The first element is the conflict between the interests of the workers and environmental protection: in many cases the solution of this type of environmental problems is seen as involving a loss of jobs. Indeed, in many cases the position of an environmental problem was related to the economic crisis of the company responsible for the pollution. This conflict is one of the most important factors for the failure of environmental policies.


The second element concerns the 'visibility' of the industrial polluter. This triggers a process in which an actor is easily blamed, although its behaviour contributes only in minor part to the problem. The result of this blame game is the huge difficulty to reach an agreement.


The third element is related to the difficulties in using scientific knowledge as a resource within decision making processes characterised by a highly emotional approach to the problem.


The aim of this case study is then to understand how a positive outcome is reached in such a situation of adversity.








1. The Problem and the Achievements





1.1 THE PROBLEM


Since the 60s (and until 1984) more than 1.500.000 tons of industrial waste (low-level toxic by-products of chemical processes from three companies - Ausidet, Montefluos, Agrimont - of the same group, i.e. Montedison) have been dumped every year in the Adriatic Sea, 15 miles off the coast of Venice. Adriatic Sea is very shallow: in the dumping zone the depth is about 30 meters (100 feet). Plants are located in Porto Marghera, an important industrial pole in Northern Italy (with more that 20.000 workers), situated on the coast of the Lagoon, a few miles from the historic centre of Venice. Waste is the result of the production of phosphoric acid and hydrofluoric acid, used to obtain derivatives such as fertilisers, detergents, and freon. The ratio between product and by-product is about 1/10, that is: to obtain 1 ton of acid more than 10 tons of waste are produced. Disposal through sea-dumping (as the large majority of world producers do), is caused by the large quantity of waste.





Dumping was subject to periodic authorisation, in an early period issued by the Department of Merchant Navy (Marina Mercantile), and afterwards, after its constitution, by the Department of Environment (Ministero dell’Ambiente). In 1984 environmentalist groups raised the problem, arguing that the periodical controls provided by the authorisation were not carried out properly. But immediately after that - as a consequence of the fact that dumping became known to public opinion - the problem shifted from that of controls, to the legitimacy of the authorisation itself. The position of the environmentalists in this policy process is hence that dumping contributes sensibly to the eutrophication of the Adriatic Sea.


Regarding this problem it must be said that:


- the industrial contribution as a whole to eutrophication is about 10% of the total phosphates in the sea;


- the causal relation between Montedison waste and eutrophication has never been scientifically demonstrated.





However, the initiative of the environmentalists spawned a heated debate, characterised by high level of conflict and by the apparent impossibility to get to an agreed solution. In contrast with this daunting premise the outcome of the decision making process is considered by all the actors involved as a success. This is confirmed by the fact that each participant tried, at the end of the story, to represent itself to the public opinion as the one responsible for the solution.� In fact, the problem is by now virtually solved: since summer 1988 dumping in the Adriatic Sea has completely stopped.





1.2 THE ACHIEVEMENTS


Three different solutions have been implemented in different moments during the process.





In a chronological order, the first solution (implemented in July 1985) regards the waste produced by Ausidet plants (about 40% of the total). Here the decision was to close the phosphoric acid production, buying the acid from North African producers.





The second solution (implemented in June 1986) regards the production of hydrofluoric acid by Montefluos. In this case the solution was based on the recycling of waste (25% of the total). The acid production was retained, and the waste, after a simple treatment, was sold as a substitute for quarry limestone to the building industry. In terms of environmental protection there was indeed a double benefit: the interruption of dumping, and the reduction in the use of quarry limestone.





The third solution (implemented in June 1988) regards the waste deriving from the production of phosphoric acid by Agrimont (35% of the total). The solution was similar to the one applied to Ausidet - �the acid was no longer produced in Porto Marghera, but bought from abroad - but it was different for the consequences it had on other parts of the production cycle. In the complex interdependence of Montedison plants in Porto Marghera, phosphoric acid by Agrimont was obtained using a by-product of Montedipe, diluted sulphuric acid. Stopping the phosphoric acid plant could mean to create a new, and much more dangerous, waste. The third solution, therefore, was based on the construction of a new equipment to re-concentrate sulphuric acid, and on using its outputs in the Montedipe plant.





The definition of this case as a success story needs some explanations. Someone could argue that, apart from the solution based on recycling, where the (double) environmental benefit is clear, choosing to buy phosphoric acid from abroad means to move the problem somewhere else, not to solve it. This is obviously true.





On the other hand, we must consider that the environmental situation of the Adriatic Sea is particularly critical: an enclosed, very shallow basin, receiving a large amount of pollution from the river Po, that cuts across Northern Italy, a highly industrialised and populated region.� From this point of view we could say that the environmental costs of dumping into the Atlantic Ocean are lower, and consequently, that stopping dumping into the Adriatic Sea is in itself positive. Finally, we must consider that finding a solution to this problem can be an important contribution to the redefinition of the strategies by one of the most important chemical groups in Europe, i.e. Montedison, thus making environmental protection a more important element in corporate strategy.





In the following three parts of this paper we will describe how this outcome was made possible. The first part is dedicated to the analysis of the 'tit for tat' situation that characterises the process, making very difficult to reach a positive solution. In the second part we will briefly describe the policy network, i.e. the main actors involved, their objectives, strategies, and the coalitions among them. The third part emphasises the success factors of the decision making process.








2. The Vicious Circle of a Zero-Sum, Veto-Power-Ruled Game





The decision making process that brings about the solution to Montedison's waste disposal problem is characterised by four elements.





The first element is the high level of conflict, emphasised by the presence of many different actors, and by the significant role played by the media and, consequently, the public opinion.


The second element is the 'stop and go' nature of the process: since the beginning, when the problem arises, an immediate decision must be made (waste was to be disposed somewhere), but it is impossible to adopt a solution that could be perceived as a 'final decision'. This depends on the deep divergence of objectives between the main actors involved. This is a typical Zero-Sum Game. Whenever a decision must be made, choosing between the renewal vs. the refusal of a new authorisation, a stalemate is reached: whatever course of action is considered, some actors oppose it, making it non feasible, or very difficult to implement. The result is that the process appears as a series of contingent decisions, seemingly unrelated but actually trying to reduce the conflict and to drive to process toward a solution.


The third element is the relative stability of the positions expressed by the main actors involved, during the four years of the process. Together with the postponement of what could be perceived as a 'final decision', this stability makes the process somewhat cyclical: every time the authorisation gets to the deadline (or, which is the same, the conditions imposed by the authorisation are not respected), conflict arises, with the main actors playing the same role on the stage.


The fourth element is that most of the actors have political resources giving them a (quasi) veto power on the content of the decision making process.





The outcome of these elements could very easily have been (and at different points in time has been) what could be called a 'vicious circle' that, at every cycle, seems to reinforce itself, leading to an entrapped situation. It is possible to schematise this vicious circle, taking into consideration the points of the cycle where the conflict gets to the highest level, and identifying seven steps (see Figure 1).





- First step: the Department withdraws the authorisation.


Under the pressure of the environmentalist groups, the media, and the public opinion, the Department decides to block dumping into the Adriatic Sea.





- Second step: Montedison blocks the production.


The reaction of Montedison is to block the production cycle as a whole, and to suspend the workers until a new authorisation is granted. Obviously, this decision is used strategically. Montedison threatens to stop the production before the decision to refuse the authorisation is taken, trying to prevent it. Anyway, once the dumping is forbidden, the immediate block of production gives a dramatic turn to the situation.





- Third step: Montedison workers call a strike.


The decision to stop the production provokes the immediate reaction by Montedison workers. The actions undertaken by the Trade Unions, intended at exerting pressure on the Department to renew the dumping authorisation, are:


- to call a strike;


- to call a particular kind of strike: opposing the decision by the company, workers keep active the production cycle, at the minimum level, threatening to throw waste into the plant area if the authorisation is not renewed;


- to organise a road blockade.





- Fourth step: The Department grants a new authorisation, conditioned by the construction of a landfill.


The situation reaches a very high level of conflict, so that the Department is compelled to find a way out. Every time this step is reached, the decision of the Department is to renew the authorisation for a limited time, posing some conditions for the identification and implementation of an alternative solution. The mediation takes to the proposal of realising a landfill, as a substitute of sea-dumping. This solution, quite complicated technically, looks like the only one politically acceptable by the actors so far involved in the bargaining process.�





- Fifth step: NIMBY (Not in My backyard) syndrome against the landfill.


The decision of building a landfill raise a new 'conflict area', with new actors entering the stage, most crucially residents in areas wherein the landfill could be located, and their representatives in the public administration (neighbourhood councils, city councils). They try, successfully, to block the decision, through campaigns (the residents) and threatening to dissolve local councils.





- Sixth step: The environmentalist groups (try to) block the ship dumping waste into the  Adriatic Sea.


As far as the landfill solution, which is connected to the perspective of adopting a recycling approach, looks very difficult to implement, the environmentalist groups open a new campaign against dumping.


The opposition becomes more and more radical in the course of the process. For example, by adopting a "Greenpeace" style, the environmentalists try to block with some small boats, and in conjunction with Chioggia fishermen, the ship carrying waste into the dumping zone. Or, a one week human chain around the Standa supermarket (Montedison owned) is organised, asking people to boycott the shops as a consequence of the polluting responsibility of the industrial group.





- Seventh (First) step: The Department withdraws the authorisation.


Under the pressure of the environmentalist groups, the media, and public opinion, and as a consequence of the difficulties in implementing the conditions indicated by the authorisation, the Department of the Environment blocks dumping. Here we go back to square one: Montedison threatens to block the production and to dismiss workers, Trade Unions threaten to declare a strike, etc.








3. A Policy Network Based on the Confrontation of Two Blocks





Understanding  the  factors that determine a pattern of interaction as the one described above and, even more, how - in a situation like that - a 'positive' outcome is reached, depends in the first instance on an analysis of the actors involved, their objectives, resources, strategies, and the coalitions among them in the course of the decision making process.





Three elements characterise the case study, under this point of view. 


The first one is that we can easily represent the policy network as the confrontation between two main blocks of actors: 'around' these two blocks other actors move, playing specific roles in the process (see Figure 2).


The second one is that the coalitions defining the blocks are in some way 'anomalous'. Actors holding the same position on this particular issue are actually driven by very different objectives, and are typically counterparts on other matters. The process, furthermore, determines conflicting positions within the same organisation.


The third one is that the policy network is relatively stable; actors' objectives and strategies, as represented in the 'policy discourse', remain basically the same during the four years between problem-setting and problem-solving.





Nonetheless, a solution is found, at last, which seems satisfying for the large part of the belligerents.





The two main blocks naturally reflect a different evaluation of the toxicity of industrial waste. We have on one side actors claiming the non-toxicity and, consequently, asking for maintaining the 'status quo', i.e., going on with dumping. On this side of the stage we have: the chemical company, its workers, their trade unions and the Communist Party at the local level. Montedison tried, all along the process, to demonstrate the rightness of its position, financing a series of scientific analyses about all the aspects of the impact of dumping on the eutrophication of the Adriatic Sea. Even when, under the pressure of the authorising authority, the company eventually defined and implemented alternative solutions, it continued to claim that the causal relation between dumping and eutrophication was false: the problem, it was argued, did not exist.





The position of Porto Marghera workers and their representatives (basically the Trade Unions and the Communist Party at the local level) about the non-toxicity of waste, is actually depending on objectives situated at a completely different level. They are threatened by the possibility for Montedison to use strategically the solution of an environmental problem as a sort of "Trojan Horse" for the treatment of another problem: the reorganisation of the production cycle as a whole. The outcome could have been a reduction of jobs and/or the redistribution of parts of the production in other plants, somewhere else in Italy or abroad. Montedison, in this way (representing the decision in terms of involvement in environmental protection) would reach its objectives, by-passing the normal (and complex) bargaining process between the company and the Trade Unions, hence reinforcing its position on the market, shifting the costs onto the workers.�





On the opposite side we find a group of actors convinced of the toxicity of the industrial waste, and in particular of the significant contribution it would give to the process of eutrophication of the Adriatic Sea. In the very first part of the process, this position was held just by the environmentalist groups of Veneto. However, once the media gave voice to the issue, other actors entered the stage. Two elements contribute to the enlargement of the coalition.





First, the 'communicative power' of quantitative information: 1.5 million of industrial waste thrown every year near the Venice Lido makes the news, independently from the scientific demonstration of the toxic level of waste, and its contribution to the eutrophication process.


Secondly, the chronological coincidence between the public announcement of the (authorised) dumping in the Adriatic Sea, and the phenomenon of 'sea jelly', that in the Summer of 1984 had a very negative impact on the tourist economy along the coast, particularly in the most developed areas of Emilia Romagna. The connection between dumping, eutrophication, and 'sea jelly' was perceived as immediate.�  


Within this framework, the stakeholders directly affected by eutrophication became actors in the decision making process (i.e. actors mobilization). The coalition asking for a public intervention forbidding any further dumping, apart from the local environmentalist groups, numbered: Regione Emilia Romagna, the associations of tourist operators in the area, the associations of fishermen of Chioggia (the most important fishing port in the Northern Adriatic), the left parties of Emilia Romagna, and the environmentalist groups at the national level.�





The objectives of these actors are fairly clear. Apart from the specific issue of the consequences induced by dumping on eutrophication, the strategy here is to 'use' the debate to put the central government under pressure regarding the eutrophication process as a whole.





Standing in the middle, between the two blocks (see figure 2), there is the authorising authority, i.e. the third element of the network: the Department of Merchant Navy (and, after its constitution, the Department of the Environment). The counterparts did not interact directly, but through the Department: this is because the problem was usually framed by the question "Should the Department authorise dumping, or not?". The role of the Department was crucial, and not just that of a 'filter', neither simply that of a 'referee'. As soon as the problem definition shifted from the regularity of authorising procedures, to the consequences of dumping on eutrophication, and - for some of the actors involved - to eutrophication itself, the position of the Department changed. Parallel to this escalation, the Department was increasingly regarded as the actor in charge of devising a solution for a different problem: that is the definition of a policy for the Adriatic Sea. In this respect the legal status became a very important resource through which the Department was able to put pressure on the other actors (Montedison in particular) in order to steer the process toward an agreed solution. By using strategically this resource, the Department became the 'focal point' of the policy network. 





The fourth group of actors enters the decisional arena later in time, when the debate led to the proposal of building up a landfill, somewhere around Port Marghera, and the process took a typical NIMBY structure. This groups of actors numbers: the residents of Malcontenta and Marcon (considered sites for the landfill location), neighbourhood councils and city councils, and, with a less explicit position, the Veneto Region. Veneto Region is the elected authority responsible for the final decision about the location. Obviously the councillors were not enthusiastic about the idea of making a choice antagonised by their voters. The tactic adopted by the Region was to postpone the decision until the deadline for getting funds by the State (to build up the landfill) expired, thus making this solution impossible to implement. 








4. From 1.5 Million Tons per Year to Zero:


    Conflict and Pressure as Success Factors





Explaining how, in this situation, a  successful outcome was reached, means to find out how the process changed, from a Zero-Sum to a Positive-Sum game. This is, in fact, what happened as the story evolved towards its end. The implemented solutions were indeed perceived as distributing benefits to most of the participants. In this sense, it can be argued that the policy process was perceived by all actors as a Positive-Sum game.





The key point here is to understand how solving a 'not existent' problem (this has always been the position of the company) did benefit Montedison itself. We will draw attention to some aspects of the decision making process, describing it as the cognitive process through which Montedison redefines its strategy, and identifying the factors that facilitated this redefinition (see Figure 3). The first reaction by Montedison, once the authorisation had been withdrawn, was the attempt to demonstrate the non toxicity of waste, through scientific knowledge, i.e. financing research to sustain its position. This strategy failed because scientific support is, in an emotional decision making process, characterised by the high level of social conflict, and by the role of media and public opinion, simply useless. The counterparts, furthermore, were supported by different experts holding opposite positions about the toxic level of waste, and about its impact on eutrophication, making it impossible to devise and implement a purely 'technical' approach to the problem.





The second approach by Montedison was then to argue for an 'end of the pipe' solution, changing the way to dispose waste, from sea dumping to the realisation of a landfill. The condition facilitating the adoption of this approach was the powerful support by the other actors of the block: Montedison workers, the trade unions, the communist party of Veneto. The reason for this support was that the landfill was the only available alternative solution with no impact on the production cycle. However this approach failed because of the conflict raised by residents (and their representatives) against the landfill, which, in the pattern of interaction outlined above, was more powerful than the support by workers.





The third approach, that takes to the final successful outcome, was based on the adoption of different solutions to the problem. The high level of conflict (raised by the previous strategies) brought Montedison to redefine in a broader way its objectives, including aspects related to the production cycle as a whole. For example, the 'make or buy' alternative about phosphoric acid was taken into consideration, and the same happened to the possibility of treating waste as a product in itself. Different conditions facilitated the adoption of  this strategy:


- the availability of the 'buy' option regarding phosphoric acid (prices by Third World producers are competitive compared to production costs in Porto Marghera);


- the growing marginality of some of the products resulting from phosphoric acid in the strategies by Montedison;


- the existence of a market for waste as a substitute for quarry limestone;


- the availability of money provided by the state for the implementation of the solutions.





These conditions made the chosen solutions economically feasible for the company,  without  any cost for the other actors  of the same block �. The demands of all the counterparts were indeed satisfied: no more dumping, no landfills. However, we must say that this process stopped here also because of the lack of interest - and of social conflict - about environmental matters in the countries were phosphoric acid is produced and bought by Montedison. Otherwise, this approach too could have failed, and new solutions should have been found.





Finally, we can try to identify (apart from the above conditions) the factors, related to the structure of the decision making process, responsible for the success of the process itself.


The first factor is the availability of different alternative solutions to dumping, all of them technically available since the beginning of the process (but not all of them taken into account, as shown in the previous pages). This facilitates the choice of an alternative which is not conflicting with the interests expressed by the main actors, and consequently the presence of different solutions is able to stop the 'vicious circle'.


The second factor is the use of veto power by the authorising authority. The cycle defined by the withdrawal and the conditioned renewal of the authorisation to dumping makes it possible to adopt an incremental approach, finding different solutions to specific aspects of the problem, and implementing them when consensus has been found.


The third factor, which is a consequence of the previous two, is problem fragmentability (or ‘unpacking’ a complex problem) A successful outcome would not have been possible without the opportunity to adopt different solutions, in different moments, with different contents.





From this point of view, two constraints, i.e. the impossibility to make a 'final decision' right at the beginning of the process, and the necessity to make contingent decisions at every turn of the cycle outlined above, produce a positive outcome rather than, as it could be expected, havoc or stalemate. In fact, these constraints:





propitiate the adoption of an incremental approach


trigger the development of the learning process by Montedison 


facilitate identification of specific solutions to the various elements of the problem.





We finally turn our attention to two other crucial factors of success: the use of time as a resource on one side; the positive role of social conflict (a resource in the process, more than a constraint). It is the availability of time, together with the resource of veto power, and the high level of conflict, that facilitates the production of what has been called 'interactive knowledge' � - the one produced by the actors themselves by participating to the decision making process - leading to a redefinition of the objectives by the participants and, eventually, to a final agreement. In this case interactive knowledge favoured innovation. Paradoxically, this would not have happened if scientific support had been proven successful in overcoming the conflict. Where scientific knowledge fails, it is the cognitive process induced by the interaction which succeeds.
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� For example, an adversiting by Montedison on national newspapers titled "Montefluos redefine an environmental problem in an industrial success".





� In Italy about 60.000 tons of phosphates are discharged every year: 48.000 tons get into the Adriatic Sea (40.000 through river Po).





� Two siting alternatives were taken into consideration, in the communes of Marcon and Malcontenta.


Apart from the political problems of acceptability at the local level, the construction of the landfill (that would have occupied an area of 400.000 - 600.000 sq.mt.) posed a technical problem: how to move waste from the plant to the landfill. A first solution - carrying waste by truck - was rejected when it had been calculated that about 70 trips per day would be needed. The final project was based on the construction of a long tube that would connect the plant with the landfill, pushing the waste at a very high pressure, with a total investment of about 60 billion lira (38 million ECU). Operating costs were calculated at about 2 billion lira (1.3 million ECU) per year.





� Porto Marghera is one of the most important industrial poles in Veneto, and the ‘core’ of left parties electorate in a region traditionally controlled by the Christian Democrat party until the end of the 1980s, and now by the Lega Nord (although the major of Venice, the philosopher Massimo Cacciari, was elected with the votes of a centre-left coalition). In the 1980s the chemical industry in Porto Marghera was in a deep crisis, with a stable risk of a reduction of jobs. This led to a strong, defensive approach by workers and their representatives.


Besides, the destiny of Porto Marghera is negatively correlated related to that of Venice. A strategy based on Venice as a touristic attraction entails that Porto Marghera is seen as a constraint: a source of pollution, something that should Never be In the Back Yard of Venice. If tourism is the most important resource for economic development (the argument goes on) no one should defend Porto Marghera. The workers (and their representatives) felt attacked by the crisis of chemical industry on one side, and by the competition of Venice as an economic resource on the other. Within this frame, environmental protection was perceived as sustaining the interests linked to tourism, thus worsening  the already critical position of Porto Marghera.





� This causal relationship between eutrophication and the phenomenon of 'sea jelly' is incorrect, as it is, at least partly, the connection between dumping and eutrophication. The overproduction of 'sea jelly' still is a bit of a scientific mistery, even if it is demonstrated that eutrophication is not its main cause.





� The position of Emilia Romagna actors (and in particular the Region Council) contributed to exacerbate the conflict.





� An agreement was signed by Montedison and the trade unions, where a guarantee was given that the solutions implemented would not have had consequences in terms of jobs in Porto Marghera.





� This definition is taken from Lindblom & Cohen, 1979.











