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UM-SG-TS-82-07ATTITUDES OF PUBLIC OFFICIALS
AND THE GENERAL PUBLIC
ON CHESAPEAKE BAY ISSUES

Patricia S. Florestano and Patricia A. Rathbun

At the county, municipal, and state levels, public officials are asked to weigh en-
vironmental concerns along wi th concerns about energy productio~, industry, and trans-
portation ~ To what extent do public officials reflect the views of the ci tizens they
represent? In order to find out, Dr. Patricia Florestano and Dr. Patricia Rathbun can-
vassed some 600 citizens From around the state by telephone and over l00 public offi-
cials by mail. They found substantial disagreement � on specific issues such as dredging '.
and private land use and on priorities as well. Moreover, county and municipal offi-
cials, their results indicated, are no near'er to their constituents' views than are
state officials ~ A closer look at the results of their Sea Grant-sponsored research is
presented here.

--The 8di tors

ENTRODUCTZON

This research compares the policies and preferences of county and municipal of fi-
cials at the local level and legislators at the state level to the preferences of citi-
zen users of Bay resources with regard to Chesapeake Bay issues. Zt is a follow-up to
our l,979 study which examined the policies advocated by interest groups and compared
them with the preferences of citizen users of the Bay's resources. By gathering data
which compares the preferences and policies of public officials with the preferences ot
citizen users, this research is intended to contribute to the theory of local government
representativeness, especially with regard to environmental and resource questions. The
study provides government officials and analysts in federal and state agencies concerned
with the use of Bay resources a better knowledge of the attitudes of local officials to-
ward Bay � related issues, and indirec~tly of their perception of citizen demands. At the
same time, local officials will benefit from the assessment of their preferences vis-a-
vis those of their constituents. Project results will be available also to political
scientists, sociologists, and others interested in local government, intergovernmental
relations, and public opinion.

The political setting in the Chesapeake Bay area is complex, with decision making
authority shared by the federal government, several states, and numerous local govern-
ments. Nanagement decisions which affect the estuary and its surrounding areas are made
by federal, state, and local officials often in response to the preferences of special
interest groups and individual citizens. Because no single unit of government adminis'-
ers the Bay region, policy decisions af fecting resource use are made at the state and
loca1 level in 12 Bay area counties and 37 or more Bay area municipa1ities.



While stat<- government is acknowledged to be a power fu1 part icipant in the American
federal system, the importance of local government actions and decision making is often
underestimated. ln the area of land and resource utilization, it would be dif ficultto
overstate the importance of local decision !aaking and administration. Responsibility of
numerous pub Lic services that af feet Che quality of the Chesapeake Bay and its surround-
ing lands resCs wiCh counties, municipalities, and in some cases, special districts.
Land use plans designed at the Local level set the framework for zoning ordinances which
aurhorize or limit specified uses of private land. Local planning and zoning commis-
sions permit or re jec t requests to build new mar inas in jurisdictions adjoining the Bay
and its tributaries. Because water provision, accomplished through either municipal or
county administration is tied closely to sewage treatment, local governments are not
only responsible for supplying their residents with clean usuable waCer, but must un-
dertake also the task of treating waste water. Needless to say, both governmental ac-
tivities have crucial implications for the condition of the Bay. Sanitation services,
park management and recreation programs are all .Local government activiCies which are
determined in part or in whole by local government actions. Collaboration by the local
jurisdictions with the state and federal governments determines the direction of coastal
land use management, environmental, and resource utilization programs. Of ten tRe local.�
ities initiate environmental policy decisions in these areas, leaving the state and fe-
deral governments only the option of taking reactive positions.

The "democratic" or Jacksonian strain tbac runs throughout our political system is
shown in the desire to maximize political accountability at all levels of government.
One measure of political accountability is the responsiveness of officials to public
preferences.

HKTHODOLOGY AHD FINDINGS

The methodological approach of this study was developed to provide comparative data
on Chesapeake Bay issues from two distinct groups: public officials and individual ci-
tizens. This was accomplished through two surveys:

A mail survey of state and local public officials in Maryland; and

A telephone survey of a random sample of state residents to identify patterns
of use and preferences regarding the Bav.

The data from each of these activities were obtained from instrumenCs designed to
elicit comparable responses, thus providing a profile of citizen versus public official
priorities with respect to the issues involved. Each survey was made up of simi1.ar
questions where appropriate, as well as a number of specialized questions applicable to
one or the other group of respondents. The sampling strategies adopted for each segment
were intended to maximize response rates, given the time and cost constraints of the
study.

Characteristics of Public Officials

Status. Elected officials composed 57X of the total of 136 respondents. Thirty-
six percent of the respondents were elected officials serving in Local governments; 21X,
in the state legislature. Of the local elected officials, only 3X were executives; the
remainder were from councils or commissions. Among the local officials, 34%%d were elect-
ed and 55X were appointed officials; state legislators composed 30X of the total.
Twenty-five percent of the appointed local officials who responded were Directors of Re-
creation and Parks, Public Works, and Planning; Town Managers; and Chairs of Zoning and
P1.arming Commissions.



Characteristics of Citizens Surve ed

The following distributions present a demographic profile of the 603 Maryland resi-
dents sampled.

POLITICAL IDEOLOGY  SELF-REPORTED!RACE SEX

79.2X 64. 8X

MAI E FEMALENON-WHITE WHITE EXTREME LIBERAL MODER- CONSER- EXTREME
LIBERAL ATE VAT IVE CONSERVATIVE

PERCEIVED DISTANCE FROM THE BAY  MILES!

34. 9X

PRESENT RESIDENCE

46. 1X

INCOME  DOLLARS!

34.1X

0-14,999 15,000- 25,000 g RURAL SMALL SUBtlRBAN URBAN
24 999 0YER TOWN

0-10 11-25 26-60 61-300

EDIICATION

50.7j

BACHELOR GRADUATE
DEGREE DEGREE

ASSOC I ATE
DEGREE

I.ESS THAN HIGH
HIGH SCHOOL SCHOOL

Jurisdictions Re resented. Fifty-four percent of the respondents worked within
counties, 25X within municipalities, and 2l%%d in the state legislature. These figures
represent 46X of the county officials receiving a questionnaire, 39X of the municipal
officials, and 30X of the state officials. Every county and municipality which was in-
cluded in the survey produced at least one respondent. The highest response rate, 62X,
was that of appointed county of ficials, while the lowest, 30X, was that of elected state
officials.



DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

In general, the findings indicate that the policies supported by local elected and
appointed officials and state elected officials are significantly different from the
preferences expressed by the citizens as a whole regarding Chesapeake Bay-related is-
sues. Both groups agreed that the Bay is not in good condition. On the sixteen other
issue statements, there was a statistically significant difference in the responses af
the two groups  Table 1!.

The strongest disagreements were apparent on the following issues: the impact of
waterfront industry on the environment, the use of Hart and Miller Islands as a contain-
ment facility for dredged waste, the determination of the use of privately owned land,
and expansion of the Baltimore Port. On three of these issues the citizens took vhat
could be interpreted as a more pronounced environmental stand � more strongly opposed to
the use of Hart and Miller Islands, more strongly concerned with the effect of industry
on air and water quality, and more strongly opposed to the expansion of the Baltimore
Port. However, by contrast, the citizens strongly supported the determination of the
use of private land by the owner.

are, however, some divergencies in this pattern. For example, public offi-
more strong1y in support of general protection of the seafood industry by the
were citizens. This could be interpreted to mean that the citizens are sup-
the general idea of protection but are less supportive of the specific sug-
preferential treatment over industry or recreation.

There

cials were

state than

portive of
gestion of

On the last six issue questions which deal directly with government regulation to
protect the environment, the officials vere more strongly in support of such activity on
five of the six than were the citizens. In the trade"off question of heavy industry
which increases jobs but hurts the environment, the officials disagreed with such an
activity at the same rate as the citizens, but had a much higher rate of non-response.

An explanation for this pattern very likely lies in the fact that while citizens
and public officials both may give generalized support to environmental concerns, such
support on the part of public officials is softer because of the pressures on these of-
ficials to balance such concerns with the need to deal with taxes, revenue, and the
problems of industryp business, and employment. These findings may also result from the
fact that citizens would tend to be less in favor of regulation than the regulators. It
is also worthy of note that the citizens' generalized support for environmental issues
disappeared rapidly on an issue which seemed to affect them directly, such as private

One possible explanation of the significant differences between the responses of
the officials and those of the citizens can be seen through further examination of these
attitudes from the perspective of the "environmentalist" viewpoint. When we define this
viewpoint as one which shows overriding concern for the condition of the environment-
air and water quality, preservation of resources, conservation of land, etc.--as opposed
to other issues such as increased development, business, or recreation--we find that the
citizens have taken what could be termed a pro-environmental stand on ten of the seven-
teen.' additional nuclear facilities, additional waterfront industry, public r'eaction to
oil spills, condition of the Bay, use of a commission on toxic substances, preferential
treatment of the seafood industry, dredging the Bay channel, use of Hart and Miller
Islands, and expansion of Baltimore, Crisfield, and Cambridge Ports. On seven of the
same sixteen, the public officials took a stand that could be identified as more pro-
business, industry, and development: public reaction to oil spills, preferential treat-
ment of the seafood industry, dredging of the channel, use of Hart and Miller, and ex-
pansion of the ports.



Table 1. A Compar ison of Public Off ic ials and Citizens Pos i t ions on Bay-Related Issues   In Per-
cent!

STATEMENT

The Chesapeake Bay is in
good environmental condition. 19.829.4 61.124. 3 55.9

Additional nuclear energy fa-
cilities should be permitted
in the Bay area.* 65.2 4.6 13.230.2 42.0 44.8

The public tends to over-
react to oil spills.* 25.8 33.8 69. 8 59 ' 5 6.7

75.7 14.092 ' 3 6.1 1.5 10.3

16.0 44 ~ 4 6.647.8 7.877.2

Baltimore area port facilities
should be expanded.* 46.4 69.9 23.4 11.8 30.3 18.3

Port facilities should be ex-

panded in Cambridge and
Crisfield.+ 55 ' 839. 7 17.8 17. 7 42. 6 26 ~ 5

44.8 61 ' 7 36.5 23.5 18.8 14.S

62.5 49.4 15.015.9 34.6 22.5

*Findings are statistically significant at the .05 level.

A legally constituted corn-
mission should be set up to
keep track of a1.1 toxic or
potentially dangerous sub-
stances dumped into the Bay.*

Increasing waterfront industry
in the Bay area will contr i-
bute to the decline of area air

and water quality.>

The existing channel that runs
the length of the Bay should be
dredged deeper in order to in-
crease shipping business and
allow use of the new deep-draft
vessels being used in commer-
cial shipping.*

Hart and Miller Islands near

the mouth of the Baltimore

Harbor should be used as a

containment facil.ity for dredged
waste.*

AGREE DISAGREE DK/NO ANSWER/NA
Citizen Official Citizen Official Citizen Official



AGREE

Citizen OfficialSTATEMENT

4.47.518.7 13. 373.8 82.3

8.136.0 5 ' 523.455 ' 971.1

The use of land should be

determined primarily by the
person who owns it.* 68.4 5.83.030.366. 7 25.8

Go v e mme n t al re gu 1 a t i ons
should limit water front

construction.* 6.5 5.841.951.6 67.0 27.2

Governmental regulations
should limit increased re-

creational boating.* 58. 8 3.98.862.428.9 37.5

Governmental regulations
should limit new marina con-

structionn.~ 45. 1 59 ~ 6 43.6 11.334. 5 5.9

72.8 15.472.1 7.511.820.4

+Findings are statistically significant at the .05 level.

The s ea f ood industry should be
pro tec ted by the S tate .*

The seafood industry should be

given preferential treatment
over industrial and recreational

interests.*

Suppose that heavy industry
were moving into your area.
If you knew that this industry
would result in increased jobs
for your area, but would have
an adverse impact on Bay ecol-
ogy, would you be in favor
of the industry?*

A Bay area city has an unemploy-
ment problem. A major manufac-
Curer wants to build a new plant
on a marsh it owns which could

employ 1,000 people, but conser-
vationists claim this will destroy
land used by a rare bird. Do you YES
agree that this plant should be Citizen Official
built even if it endangers Lhe
bird species?* 34. 0 44. 1

DISAGREE DK/HO ANSWER/NA
Citizen Official Citizen Official

NO DK/NO ANSWER/NA

Citizen Official Citizen Official

54.9 30-1 11.1 25.8



ownership's determination of land use, or governmental regulation of recreational boat-
ing.

There were also significant differences  Table 2! betveen the views of of ficials
and citizens on the importance of various uses of the Bay. Public officials said that
the seafood industry, the fish and wildlife habitat, recreational boating, and sport
fishing were the most important uses of the Bay. Citizens ranked only fish and wildlife
habitat and the seafood industry as very important uses. The biggest divergence lies in
recreational boating and sport fishing which were given much lower ranking by citizens
than by officials. We are uncertain as to the explanation for this finding at the pres-
ent time. It is conceivable that it reflects the small proportion of Bay area popula-
tion that is actually involved in either activity.

Although the issue of "environmentalism" undoubtedly affected the outcome of this
study, the differential response pattern exhibited by the citizen respondents according
to the variables of sex, age, and education also played an important role in our inabil-
ity to find agreement betveen the preferences of the two groups. These diversities
among the respondents according to sex, income, and level of education, commonly recog-
nized by sociologists, in all likelihood, are one of the major explanations of the di-
vergence between the attitudes of public officials and the general public. In a sense,
there is no "general public"; rather individuals possess discrete attitudes, beliefs,
and values.

Table 2. A Comparison of Public Officials and Citizens on Bay Priorities

VERY IMPORTANT IMPORTANT NOT IMPORTANT DK/NO ANSWER/NA
Citizen Official Citizen Official Citizen Official Citizen OfficialSTATE ME NT

a. Industrial develop-
ment* 3.0 6.6

b. Fish/Wildlife habi-
tat* 6.0 6.653.755.1 37.0 34.6 2.0 5.1

c. SeaEood industry+ 42.5

d. Commercial shipping- 20,9

59.6 7.048.9 28.7 7.4 4.31.7

35.3 57.9 21.3 17.6 35.3 3.6

e. Energy production 40.4 31.654.117 F 6 19 ' 9 22.7 5 ' 6 8.1

f. Residential devel-

opment* 49.36.5 25.7 40.5 49 ' 3 19 F 1 3.8

g. Rec rea Ci ona 1 boa t-
i ng* 11.1 50.0 57.9 42.6 28.4 2.9 4.5

h. Sport fishing* 11.8 50.0 2 952.2 42.6 34.7 1.3

*Findings are statistical1y significant at the .05 level.

The following is a par-
tial list of uses of the

Chesapeake Bay. Please
rank each of them in terms

of how important that use
is to you.

7.1 27.2 45.4 36.8 44.4 29.4
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