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ABSTRACT 

Local Emergency Planning Committees (LEPCs) are nexuses of community 

stakeholders and, as such, represent the diverse interests and concerns of their 

communities regarding preventing and planning for emergencies. These organizations are 

required to establish procedures for giving the public access to information about 

hazardous chemicals in their regions, specifically Tier II chemical reports. However, this 

task is complicated by the rhetorical tension that exists between the two types of risk with 

which LEPCs contend: the risk of chemical accidents (which seems to call for making 

information accessible to the public) and the risk of sabotage (which seems to call for 

limiting public access to information). This applied ethnographic study of two Texas 

LEPCs addresses the following questions. First, how do LEPCs mitigate this tension to 

communicate with the public? Second, what roles do structural flexibility and ambiguity 

in communication play in LEPCs? This study spanned over two years and includes an 

analysis of the following: the texts that guide LEPCs (the Emergency Planning and 

Community Right-to-Know Act, or EPCRA; EPA documents; and LEPC bylaws), the 

texts created by the participating LEPCs (including emails, public education materials, 

and Web sites), the organizational structures of these LEPCs, interviews of members, and 

the members’ oral discourse.  

The EPCRA statute that mandates LEPCs has ambiguity that allows flexibility in 

LEPC organizational structure. This flexibility lets LEPCs structure themselves according 

to their communities’ exigencies and the specialties of members. The flexibility within 

the bylaws allows active LEPC subcommittees to assume duties that other subcommittees 
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are dropping. Most significantly, the Web sites and the members’ discourse reveals that 

LEPCs use ambiguity in their writing, often strategically, to mitigate the tension between 

the two types of risks, communicating the public’s right to access Tier II information but 

dissuading potential saboteurs from requesting this information. Furthermore, one of the 

participating LEPCs uses ambiguity to promote membership. The use of ambiguity can 

be ethical, but ambiguity—particularly in the form of uncontextualized terms—can 

obfuscate the public’s understanding of its rights, even when LEPCs have the right-to-

know information on their Web sites. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Scenario 

Carla sits at the computer with Steve, trying to get all of the details right. She 

worked three extra hours last night trying to finish a draft of the Web site, the Local 

Emergency Planning Committee Web site for Anywhere, Texas. They have to meet the 

terms of the Hazardous Materials Emergency Planning (HMEP) grant by close of 

business today, but there are still problems, still bugs. But Carla and Steve have to have 

the Web site up, problems or not.  

“Steve, I can’t get the server to work with this form. I’m just learning ASP. I 

know a friend who’s built forms in this language, and I’ll get his help. Maybe we can 

solve this problem later in the week.” She takes another gulp of lukewarm coffee. 

“Sorry.” 

He nods. “Yeah, that’s fine. What we really need to focus on is the content. Let’s 

worry about bells and whistles later.” He looks at the menu. “Three more pages to go.” 

He pauses. “Let’s go to the Right-to-Know page first.” She brings up the page, a clean, 

fairly professional-looking page with a small chunk of text in the center. 

“Okay, here it is. I think it’s okay as it is.”  

Steve takes a moment to read the content. “No. No, we can’t say that. We can’t 

require people to fill out a Freedom of Information Act form to access Tier II reports.” 
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“Why not? I got this straight from the Department of State Health Services Web 

site. I mean, I didn’t copy and paste, but this is what they say to do to get a Tier II 

report.” In her last six years working for the city’s Emergency Operations Center and 

volunteering for the LEPC, she’d only had one person call requesting a look at the local 

Tier II chemical reports. The call surprised her: she didn’t know what to do, so she 

forwarded it to Rebecca, who took care of it. What did Rebecca have that guy do? Didn’t 

he have to file a FOIA form? 

“Maybe that’s how they handle it, but we can’t.” Steve taps a binder on lying flat 

on his desk: the EPA handbook for LEPCs. “EPCRA says we have to allow walk-ins, 

appointments, whatever. We have to give them the reports ourselves. Well, not give them 

to the public, that is, unless they pay for copies.” 

“That’s right.” She stares off to the side of the computer for a moment, 

remembering. “Redacted copies, or whatever we get back from Austin. We can’t edit out 

anything extra for the public. And we can’t even request the person’s name.” 

“Yep, no name. It can be anonymous.” 

“Okay, so do we want to put both options on the site? Maybe, ‘To review Tier II 

reports, visit our office or file a FOIA form’?” 

Steve thinks for a moment, eyeing his own coffee cup: empty. 

Carla jumps in to answer her own question. “You know, I don’t think we want to 

do that after all. If someone files a FOIA, Austin won’t notify us. We’ll have no idea that 

someone out there is looking at this information.” 
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“True,” Steve agrees, “but we’d never know the identity of the person anyway, 

unless we recognized them. And what’s the chance of that? We could probably put both 

options on the page. Anyhow, no one ever requests that information.” 

“Almost never,” Carla adds. “Once.” 

“Once,” Steve replies. “Once, because no one knows what the Tier II reports are. 

No one reads the mandatory legal notices. Half of them wouldn’t understand them. 

Besides, how would they know so many facilities have chemicals in our city unless they 

work directly with the chemicals? I don’t think we really have to worry.” 

“But we talked about putting just a list of Tier IIs online when this all started, 

when we got the grant. Remember? Just a list of which companies had to file the report. 

The committee agreed, especially John and Louis from the plant. We don’t want to invite 

trouble.” She takes another gulp—almost cold now. “We don’t want to have someone 

scoping out a good terrorist target by browsing through the list.” She shakes her head. 

“Okay, FOIA isn’t quite the same thing, but it’s similar. We don’t want to send people 

off to State Health Services where we’ll never get a report. If someone’s asking about our 

local stores of chemicals, I want to know about it. Besides, having them come into the 

office would probably deter most people with bad motives.”  

“We don’t have to have them come in, though. I mean, they’re not required to 

come in. They can contact us by e-mail, phone, mail.” Steve shifts in his seat. It’s been a 

long day already; he came in an hour early to sort through some of these problems with 

Carla. “Really, all they have to do is contact us.” 
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“Well…maybe we can leave the wording vague. Send them to the Contact Us 

page. Maybe that’d discourage people we don’t want but keep the information correct.” 

“Okay, lunch is almost over. I’ve got to get back to work. Let’s just leave it 

vague, like you say. Maybe ‘To review this chemical information, contact your local 

LEPC.’ Let’s make that change and post what we have.” 

“Okay, let’s do that. I’ve got to get back to work too.” Carla slugs the last bit of 

her coffee. Definitely cold now. 

Overview 

The anecdote above is a small work of fiction set in Anywhere, Texas. This 

fiction captures the focal point of this descriptive study: the nature of balancing 

communication concerns in civic emergency planning, specifically in cases where 

communication to the public might jeopardize security. Facilities that handle chemical 

and nuclear materials are faced with a difficult challenge: how to balance 1) the public’s 

need and right to know about the risks that surrounding communities face with 2) the risk 

of communication to the public attracting an unwanted audience of terrorists or other 

saboteurs. Even before the September 11 attacks brought security issues to the forefront 

in the minds of the public, these facilities lobbied to protect themselves from malicious 

use of the very risk communication designed to protect the public. At the same time, 

segments of the public fought for broad access to information, even though few people 

took advantage of the access they were finally granted. The limited public demand for 
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information has been quelled to a great measure, but the challenge of balancing these 

concerns is ongoing, and government and civic groups that handle the same types of 

information also face this challenge. Although the government guarantees the public 

access to certain types of chemical information (in other words, public right to know), 

agencies and organizations that serve as intermediaries with the public sometimes restrict 

that access. One type of intermediary organization, the Local Emergency Planning 

Committee (LEPC), is the focus of this study; their internal discourse reveals the 

following: 

 the nature and extent of their safety concerns 
 the nature of their interaction with the community and their government 
 their strategies for balancing public right-to-know with security (and how 

those strategies affect public access) 
 the nature of the community’s involvement (in terms of seeking 

information about local hazards) 
 

This research explores these features of the two LEPCs in this study and their 

surrounding communities at the word- and sentence-level. As I describe later in this 

research, although they are concerned about accidents, when these LEPCs communicate 

with the public in a forum with an uncontrolled audience such as a Web site, they focus 

more on the risk of sabotage that facilities holding hazardous chemicals face. The 

implication is that they believe that communicating with the public may not seriously 

affect the chance of an accident, but it may indeed increase the chance of sabotage by 

letting selected audience members maliciously misuse information. This study’s most 

significant finding is that LEPC members sometimes choose to communicate 

ambiguously to give them a sense that they have reduced the risk of sabotage. These 

communication choices are tied to the structure of the organizations themselves, which 
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give them great responsibility to coordinate and oversee community emergency planning 

and deliver information to the public but little no line-item funding to operate, no tools to 

ensure the accountability of people who seek information (any of the public’s requests for 

information about local chemical holdings can be made anonymously and without stating 

the information seeker’s purpose), and little recourse to take action against facilities that 

break the regulations. Furthermore, ambiguity is inherent in the structure of the LEPCs in 

this study, and members can use this ambiguity to argue, as needed, that they are 

affiliated with city or county entities to access resources that might otherwise be off 

limits to LEPCs. These creative acts of affiliating themselves with local government help 

stretch their limited, grant-based budgets. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has listings for about 3500 LEPCs in 

the 50 states, Washington D.C., the Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico (CEEP, “EPCRA 

Overview”; CEEP, “Local”). Texas has 271 LEPCs; Texas LEPC boundaries primarily 

are drawn along county lines, but a few LEPCs consist of more than one county, and 

some counties are divided into more than one LEPC (Harris County, where Houston is 

located, having 17 LEPCs) (TDSHS). Typically, a Local Emergency Planning Committee 

fulfills a number of emergency management and public education roles, one role being 

the coordination of public access to Tier II reports (a kind of report that provides details 

of chemical holdings at some industrial, agricultural, and municipal facilities). In 

addition, LEPCs are a nexus of stakeholders: industry, government, civic organizations, 

and the public. Thus, their discourse and actions potentially provide a small window into 

the arenas of all regional stakeholders in emergency management and communication.  
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Because the regular activities of LEPCs involve rhetorical and technical discourse 

interactions among the various stakeholders, I chose to focus my dissertation research on 

LEPCs and their discussions of public education and right to know (and, along the way, 

membership). In essence, I looked at communication within such committees and 

between these committees and the public for examples of how technical communication 

occurs given both the demands for information and the constraints. I also examined 

documents that have recorded salient discussions that reflect the challenges of this type of 

technical communication. For this study, I became a participant in the activities of two 

Texas LEPCs and gathered data using ethnographic methods. I collected and analyzed 

documents generated by and related to both LEPCs. My participation included creating 

documents for both LEPCs: a Web site for one LEPC and two public education 

documents, as well as a letter requesting funding, for the other. Many of the findings of 

this research come out of the discourse surrounding the development of these documents. 

To contextualize these findings, I also examined the organizational structure of Local 

Emergency Planning Committees and looked at comments about public discussions that 

preceded federal rule-making (in particular, discussion that preceded decisions about the 

roles of LEPCs in making worst-case scenarios and Tier II chemical reports available to 

the public). 

Risk Communication and LEPCs 

The creation of Local Emergency Planning Committees dates back to the passing 

of the federal Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA) in 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

8 

1986. This act and its parent legislation were created and passed in response to a growing 

public awareness of chemical and nuclear hazards—coming just a year after the 

Chernobyl nuclear power plant disaster in Ukraine, then part of the USSR. Within the 

climate of dissatisfaction with chemical and other risks, the field of risk management, 

including risk communication, blossomed. Below is a brief history of developments that 

led up to the creation of LEPCs and right-to-know laws. This history then provides an 

overview to both the debate over public communication and the recent developments that 

have shaped public access to information. It concludes with a closer examination of the 

nature and roles of LEPCs. 

Rising Public Concern about Hazards 

In the second half of the 20th century, particularly beginning in the 1960s, 

numerous environmental calamities sparked awareness of and concern about chemical 

threats to human health and safety. The most memorable incidents—among them, the 

Love Canal evacuation; the Woburn, Massachusetts, drinking water contamination 

scandal; and the Bhopal, India, chemical release—led to public outcry: U.S. citizens have 

progressively called not only for tighter regulations, but also stricter enforcement of 

regulations. This era saw the birth of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

and the growth of legislation to protect the environment and the public. 

In 1962, biologist Rachel Carson's Silent Spring was published. Her work often 

cited as one of the turning points in public awareness of toxic chemicals, particularly 

dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane, also known as DDT (Commoner 200; Mander 38; 
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Pelvin 254-255; Peterson 8). With stirring images, Carson contradicted the assertions of 

the scientific establishment of her time by documenting her observations of the hazards 

of pesticides. Carson, with her emotional portrayal of her observations of birds dying 

from pesticide contamination, challenged the positivist, progress-driven scientific 

establishment of her time. The significance of Carson’s study is twofold: her work was 

disdained by vocal scientists like Dr. Robert White Stevens (a scientist working in the 

public sector), but it rapidly caused a revolution—scientific and political—among the 

public and, with public pressure, among the research community. She was one of the first 

American scientists to bring the concept of environmental risk into focus for American 

citizens; according to communication scholars M. Jimmie Killingsworth and Jacqueline 

Palmer (qtd. in Peterson), Silent Spring “launch[ed] a new era of environmental activism” 

(45).  

Carson was one of the sparks that ignited the environmental movement. The wave 

of environmental consciousness that followed her work led to the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), signed by President Nixon “on New Years 

day, 1970—thus making the signing his ‘first official act of the decade’” (Lewis), a 

symbolic signing date that belies the fact that “Nixon[’s] administration had aggressively 

opposed enactment of the measure throughout the legislative process” (Dryfus and 

Ingram 243). NEPA was followed closely by the creation of the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency in December 1970. With the rise of environmentalism and the EPA, 

risk became an acceptable question to be addressed, and the public demanded stricter 

regulations and more access to information.  
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The EPA, having oversight in numerous areas—air, water, waste, and so on—

would grow into one of the most powerful government organizations in the United States, 

overseeing not just environmental welfare but also human health as it relates to the 

environment. The EPA’s human health legislation ranges from protection and treatment 

of public drinking water supplies to the regulation of toxic chemicals. Although some of 

the early regulations that fell under the purview of the EPA were originally intended to 

lead to limited examinations of the environmental and health impacts of human activities 

(enough to make the government and industry aware of harmful actions), these 

regulations grew to have enormous consequences. NEPA, the statute that calls for 

Environmental Impact Statements (EISs), for instance, probably were originally 

promulgated with the idea that a short evaluation of impact would be written before the 

government would approve any new “[f]ederal actions significantly affecting the quality 

of the human environment” (42 U.S.C. § 4332 (C)), like major public works projects. As 

environmental specialist Daniel Dreyfus and public policy scholar Helen Ingram point 

out, “Although the language of the act specifies ‘a detailed statement,’ the most active 

participants [Congressional authors] probably had different things in mind.” Citing the 

lack of comprehensive funding for federal review of Environmental Impact Statements, 

they argue “that the conferees never contemplated anything so extravagant as the multiple 

volume dissertations” that EISs became (Dreyfus and Ingram 256). But some agencies 

that tried “to comply with [NEPA’s] detailed statement requirement in a few pages” 

(Clark 18) had their EISs rejected by the courts, setting the stage for comprehensive, 
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voluminous documents that often served “as a defensive exercise rather than an aide to 

decision making” (Clark 19). 

Eventually, mere regulation was not enough to satisfy the public, and the public 

sought access to information about government and industrial projects and activities.  In 

1979, two incidents piqued the public’s interest in being informed. First, residents were 

evacuated from Love Canal in upstate New York because of buried chemicals—

chemicals that most of the public was not aware existed in their soil. Second, two city 

wells in Woburn, Massachusetts, were shut down because of volatile organic compound 

(VOC) contamination. Ultimately, residents of Woburn whose children were part of an 

abnormal leukemia cluster sued the local companies that were most likely responsible for 

the contamination. These cases added to the rising fear of not knowing about the potential 

contamination sources in one’s own neighborhood. The public demanded to know about 

the risks to which they were being exposed. 

Carolyn Miller, a scholar in technical communication whose research is in risk 

communication, traces the history of risk analysis, a discipline that analyzes hazards to 

human health and life. She discusses another influential event in 1979: “in response to a 

request by the U.S. House Committee on Science and Technology,” the U.S. government 

began providing “major funding […] for risk analysis” through the National Science 

Foundation; Miller cites this funding as influential in the development of the risk analysis 

discipline (Miller, “Presumptions” 165). Later, the discipline would separate out 

specialties like risk assessment, a scientific process of “hazard identification, dose-

response assessment, exposure assessment, and risk characterization”; risk management, 
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a political process leading to regulation (Miller, “Presumptions” 165); and risk 

communication, a process originally designed to “explai[n] risk to the public” (Grabill 

and Simmons 2). 

A year later, on December 11, 1980, Congress passed the Comprehensive 

Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), more commonly 

known as Superfund (“CERCLA Overview”). Superfund was created to clean up the 

worst hazardous waste sites. In addition to providing the means for cleanup and ensuring 

corporate liability, Superfund also provided for public involvement. Technical 

communication scholars Jeffrey T. Grabill and W. Michele Simmons point out that 

legislation like Superfund brought the public into the regulatory process to a limited 

degree by legally making the public “an important component in the decisions of 

environmental management” (2).  

Superfund, stricter drinking water regulations, and associated legislation 

addressed and helped assuage (to some degree) the public's fear of chronic illnesses from 

chemical exposure, but events of the 1980s and early 1990s led the public to demand 

protection from chemical releases that cause acute illnesses. In December 1984, a Union 

Carbide plant's accidental release of 30 to 40 tons of a gaseous mixture (primarily methyl 

isocyanate) in Bhopal, India, caused the sudden death of 3,800 to 16,000 people and 

injured somewhere between 350,000 to 600,000 people (“Has the World"). In 1985, 

another Union Carbide plant, this time in the U.S., had an accidental release of a 

chemical, sending 145 people to the hospital (Lucas). And in 1990, a plant in West 

Virginia released a small amount the same chemical responsible for the devastation in 
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Bhopal: methyl isocyanate. Although the West Virginia release did not cause any deaths, 

the public—with its heightened awareness of the possibility of environmental, health, and 

safety disasters since the 1986 Chernobyl incident—associated the release with earlier 

incidents, especially Bhopal.  

The Evolution of Public Access to Risk Information 

Americans also called for greater access to information about risks to their health 

and safety, and the government complied. In 1986, the Superfund Amendments and 

Reauthorization Act (SARA) became law; Title III of the act, the Emergency Planning 

and Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA)1, provides a structure for giving the public access to 

chemical information. According to the LEPC Handbook for the EPA, Region 6 (Mason 

and Reddick 1), the two main goals of EPCRA are to do the following: 

 [P]rovide a basis for each community to develop and tailor a chemical 
emergency planning and response program to suit the community’s needs, 
and  

 [P]rovide the public with a right-to-know attitude to identify, quantify, 
locate, and determine the physical and chemical properties of hazardous 
substances in the community.  

 

                                                
1 Writers use the acronym EPCRA to refer to two different legal documents. First, it can 
refer to the statute, or Congressional act, codified in the U.S. Code. This statute, the 
Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act of 1986, became effective on 
October 17, 1986. This statute is also known as Title III of the Superfund Amendments 
and Reauthorization Act of 1986, or SARA Title III (note: the term title does not refer to 
the specific U.S. Code titles that SARA amends, which is Title 40). When an author cites 
SARA in general terms, he or she usually is referring to 40 U.S.C. Ch. 103; however, 
when an author cites EPCRA in the U.S. Code, he or she is referring to 42 U.S.C. Ch. 
116. Second, the acronym EPCRA can refer to the regulation, which clarifies how the act 
must be regulated by the government. This regulation is codified in the Code of Federal 
Regulations (42 C.F.R. Ch. I, Subpart J, Parts 350-372). To make matters more 
confusing, SARA Title III can also refer to either the statute or the resulting regulation. 
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Among other things, EPCRA establishes State Emergency Response 

Commissions (SERCs) and Local Emergency Planning Committees (LEPCs), giving 

states and communities the responsibility for planning for emergencies within their 

boundaries. In addition, EPCRA requires regulated facilities to report chemical holdings 

and releases (either accidental or through waste management). This reporting structure 

includes three different reports: Tier I Reports (general reports of chemicals in storage 

and use), and Tier II reports (more specific reports of chemicals in storage and use), and 

the Toxic Release Inventory (listing quantities of toxic releases) (42 U.S.C. Ch. 116 § 

11022 (A)(1-3)). The list of chemicals covered by the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) was 

expanded by the Pollution Prevention Act of 1990. All of this information is available to 

the public. 

 Lists of chemicals did not fully quell public and government concern. In the face 

of public outcry over recent disasters, the EPA again responded with legislation: the rule 

on “Risk Management Programs for Chemical Accidental Release Prevention”—or RMP 

Rule, for short—as Section 112(r) of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments (CAAA), 

which requires facilities working with large quantities of hazardous chemicals (500 to 

20,000 pounds, depending on the chemical) to assess, manage, and communicate the 

health and safety risks to the public. The Risk Management Plan (RMP) is a document 

that, for each affected industrial, agricultural, or municipal entity, addresses how to 

minimize chemical hazards, outlines what chemical hazards continue to exist, and 

explains how to best handle a chemical “release.” Furthermore, it details the scope and 

nature of a hypothetical worst-case scenario (the worst possible combination of events, 
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releases, and circumstances), helping both the facility and the community emergency 

responders prepare for the disaster. According to the EPA, 

Covered facilities are required to develop and implement a risk 
management program that includes a five-year accident history, an off-site 
consequence analysis, an accident prevention program, and an emergency 
response program. Companies must also submit to EPA a risk 
management plan (RMP) describing the source’s risk management 
program (OSWER, “Changes” 1). 

As the Internet took hold after the passage of the rule (1990), the EPA planned to put 

complete RMPs online for the public to access.  

Since the RMP Rule, other legislation has broadened public access to risk 

information. The Residential Lead-Based Paint Hazard Reduction Act of 1992 is one 

such piece of legislation. Another is the Beaches Environmental Assessment and Coastal 

Health Act of 2000. Both have elements of public notification (“Law”), but neither of 

these laws deals with notifying the public of large stores of chemicals or other hazardous 

materials. For that reason, these laws do not affect this research. 

Limitations to Public Access 

Although Risk Management Plans are lengthy (and, therefore, time consuming 

and costly), chemical industry publications show little balking at the RMP Rule as a 

whole. Argument comes into play over one particular section of the RMP: the Off-Site 

Consequence Analysis (OCA)—also known as a worst-case release scenario (Hansen and 

Alderman). As the June 21, 1999, deadline to submit and publish RMPs approached 

(CEEP, “Clean” Registration), right-to-know activists insisted that the entire RMP for 

each facility be made easily accessible to the public. Although the regulated facilities and 
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government entities valued the Off-Site Consequence Analysis for its role in helping 

facilities and local emergency planning coordinate emergence response activities, these 

same entities (including the FBI, CIA, EPA, and Congress) feared that OCAs would 

serve as “blueprints for terrorists” (Sissell “EPA”), enabling terrorists to easily select 

targets that, if bombed or sabotaged, would cause the greatest amount of injury and death.  

The EPA's original strategy for making the RMP and OCA data accessible to the 

public at large included posting these analyses on the Internet. The first Risk 

Management Plans were due to the EPA on June 21, 1999, and soon after, a new law was 

signed to prevent government officials from disclosing Off-Site Consequence Analyses, 

thereby removing government-sponsored Internet access. On August 5, 1999, President 

Clinton signed the Chemical Safety Information, Site Security and Fuels Regulatory 

Relief Act (CSISSFRRA). This act, an amendment to the Clean Air Act, “place[d] a one-

year moratorium on the Internet dissemination of information about potential hazards at 

66,000 facilities handling toxic chemicals” (AcuTech). In addition, it limited the delivery 

of OCA information to the public by restricting it to “a form that does not make available 

any information concerning the id [identification] of stationary sources,” i.e., regulated 

facilities that are in one stationary location, like industrial plants (S880 4). That 

moratorium, in a modified form, was made permanent by the August 4, 2000, final rule, 

Distribution of Off-Site Consequence Analysis Information, part of 40 CFR Chapter IV. 

(This rule is referred to below as the OCA Final Rule.) In 2000, some Internet access was 

still available, but only “access to the OCA data elements that pose[d] the least serious 

criminal risk” (CEEP and DOJ, “Chemical”). 
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In explaining the final decision, the EPA and Department of Justice say, 

The assessments conducted under CSISSFRRA found that public access to 
OCA information would create incentives for reducing the risk of 
chemical accidents, but that Internet access to a database of OCA 
information would increase the risk of intentional releases (CEEP and 
DOJ, “Chemical” 1). 

To give the public access to Off-Site Consequence Analysis information, the EPA 

established federal reading rooms in each state and U.S. protectorate, where  

any member of the public will be able to read, although not remove or 
mechanically reproduce, a paper copy of OCA information for up to 10 
facilities per calendar month located anywhere in the country, without 
geographical restriction (CEEP and DOJ, “Chemical” 1). 

Furthermore, at these reading rooms, “any person will be able to view OCA information 

for facilities located in the jurisdiction of the LEPC where the person lives or works and 

for any additional facilities with a vulnerable zone extending into that LEPC’s 

jurisdiction” (CEEP and DOJ, “Chemical” 1).   

After the 2001 terrorist attacks, the EPA removed the remaining sections of the 

Risk Management Plans from its Web site, too, designating federal reading rooms, 

SERCs, and LEPCs as the only places from which the public could access these reports. 

Originally, each RMP had to include a brief summary of the worst-case scenario in the 

executive summary.  The 2004 update to the RMP rule, though, removes that 

requirement; the EPA states that both they “and federal law enforcement agencies have 

become concerned that OCA descriptions in executive summaries may pose a security 

risk” and that they “expec[t] that facilities will not include any OCA data in their 

executive summaries” (OSWER, “Changes” 2). Just as the earlier RMP Rule didn’t 

prevent regulated facilities from providing worst-case information to the public of their 
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own accord, the update still allows facilities to include worst-case information in the most 

publicly accessible part of the document. Industry, though, has long been an advocate of 

restricting risk information. 

One group that continues to work for broad public access to information is OMB 

Watch, a nonprofit organization that serves as a public watchdog over the activities of the 

White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB). This organization’s Working 

Group on Community Right-to-Know (WGCRTK) monitors government actions 

regarding public right to know. Even after September 11, 2001, Paul Orum (former 

director of the WGCRTK) asserted that the availability of information leads to 

accountability and conversion to safer alternative practices (Franz). Without access to 

information, citizens cannot make informed choices when selecting neighborhoods to live 

in, and the public will not be well enough informed to exert pressure on regulated 

facilities to modify their practices. He responds to concerns about "homeland security" by 

arguing that Congress, as a body of our representatives elected to make decisions, needs 

such a "blueprint" or "roadmap" to identify and eliminate sites of vulnerability by making 

such sites less risky (Orum "Terrorism"). Fundamentally, Orum argues that wide access 

to information allows the public (including both citizens and regulated facilities) to 

negotiate a better society. 

In general, though, there has been less discussion about access to Risk 

Management Plans and similar information since September 11, 2001, and at the same 

time access has been limited. Despite the ongoing efforts of the WGCRTK, discussion in 

trade and scholarly journals is limited. Security has become an even greater concern than 
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it was pre-September 11, and practitioners and researchers have largely reacted to stricter 

legislation by treating broad public access as a moot point. Technically, the public has 

access to complete Risk Management Plan information in federal reading rooms, so the 

EPA and Department of Justice have fulfilled their promise under the Chemical Safety 

Information, Site Security, and Fuels Regulatory Relief Act and final rule. There is at 

least one reading room per state (either in a DOJ or EPA office) and one at the EPA 

headquarters in Washington, D.C.; Department of Justice reading rooms even provide an 

online information sheet to make the rules of the reading room clear. Because some 

reading rooms operate on a walk-in basis, while others require an appointment (CEPP, 

“EPA Federal”), such clarity is helpful. 

 The reading room idea works well in theory, but personal experience, and a look 

at geographic distribution, leads me to argue that it has problems. In 2005, I briefly 

searched for federal reading room information online; my Google search for “EPA 

Region 6 reading room” (not limited to exact phrasing) was arguably comparable to 

searches done by other members of the public. Not finding this information, I called the 

EPA Region 6 office in Dallas on two separate occasions. I left voicemail messages for 

two EPA representatives who work with Freedom of Information Act information. In 

each message, I asked how I would make an appointment to visit the regional reading 

room and provided contact information. Neither message was returned. 

Even if my calls had been returned, the location of federal reading rooms can be a 

problem to the public. Although my initial search for reading room information was 

fruitless, a recent search revealed that the EPA publishes a list of reading rooms (CEEP, 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

20 

“EPA Federal”). Most states have only one reading room, with California, Florida, 

Missouri, New Jersey, Ohio, and Texas each having two. Texas’ reading rooms are 

located in Dallas and Houston, convenient to a large number of people but by no means 

the majority of Texans. Residents in cities like El Paso—which is over 630 driving miles 

from the nearest of the two cities, Dallas, and about 265 driving miles from the reading 

room in Albuquerque, NM—are poorly positioned to visit federal reading rooms.  

The Nature and Role of LEPCs 

The State Emergency Response Commissions (created in1986 by the Emergency 

Planning and Right-to-Know Act) designate boundaries for Local Emergency Planning 

Committees. These boundaries are not necessarily limited to a city or county. In areas 

like the Texas Panhandle, an LEPC can cover multiple counties. In more densely 

populated and industrialized areas like Houston, there may be a number of LEPCs within 

one city or metroplex. Each LEPC is a non-profit organization made of volunteers 

representing the following segments of a given community (Mason and Reddick 2)2: 

 elected state or local officials  
 emergency medical personnel  
 fire fighting  
 health officials  
 emergency management personnel  
 law enforcement  
 community groups  
 local environmental groups  
 transportation personnel  
 broadcast and/or print media  

                                                
2 As one Weatherby County LEPC member noted, this list fails to include volunteer relief 
agencies such as the Salvation Army; the Salvation Army has active participants in 
Weatherby County’s LEPC. 
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 hospital personnel  
 owners and operators of covered facilities  

 

Many Texas LEPCs specify that members must be residents of or conduct business in the 

counties that the given LEPC covers.  

Among the 11 primary responsibilities that the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) lists for LEPCs, the following three are literally at the top of the list (Mason and 

Reddick 1): 

 Shall review local emergency management plans once a year, or more 
frequently as circumstances change in the community or as any facility 
may require (Section 303(a)) [reference referring to EPCRA].  

 Shall make available each MSDS, chemical list described in Section 
311(a)(2) or Tier II report, inventory form, and follow-up emergency 
notice to the general public, consistent with Section 322, during normal 
working hours at a location designated by the LEPC (Section 324(a)).  

 Shall establish procedures for receiving and processing requests from the 
public for information under Section 324, including Tier II information 
under Section 312.  Such procedures shall include the designation of an 
official to serve as coordinator for information (Section 301(c)). 

  
Although regulated facilities are required to submit the same hazardous chemical 

information to their State Emergency Response Commission (SERC) and local fire 

department, Local Emergency Planning Commissions are designed to play an essential 

role in communicating that information to the public. Officials at EPA Region 6 suggest 

that “the ultimate responsibility for the success of EPCRA [the Emergency Planning and 

Community Right-to-Know Act] rests with the LEPCs” because “the LEPCs are the link 

between citizens, industry, and the government” (Mason and Reddick 1). State 

Emergency Response Commissions have some of the same responsibilities to make 

information accessible to the public, but LEPCs are better geographically positioned to 
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give the public access (LEPCs collect chemical reports for the communities in which they 

are located), and they include members from multiple segments of their communities.  

According to the discussion comments listed at the head of the OCA Final Rule, 

members of the public infrequently accesses the EPCRA-mandated chemical reports3, but 

the frequency of their access is probably not an indication of public disinterest. When 

researching for the OCA Final Rule, the Department of Justice and the Environmental 

Protection Agency identified “several reasons that account for the infrequent use ” of Tier 

I and Tier II chemical reports (65 Fed. Reg. 151 48114):  

First, the public is not aware of the availability of the EPCRA information 
because limited resources have allowed only about half of the SERCs and 
LEPCs to publicize its availability. Second, the effort required by 
members of the public to locate their SERC or LEPC and request that 
information has been a disincentive. Lastly, EPCRA data is not in a format 
that is easily understood by the public. 

With no federal funding (Mason and Reddick 3), LEPCs that manage to publicize the 

availability of this information do so infrequently. Even to meet the basic requirements, 

LEPCs must be creative. One LEPC in this study fulfills the obligation to publicize by 

having the information included in a news story once a year. One obstacle to public self-

education is effort: as the authors of the OCA Final rule discuss, members of the public 

                                                
3 Regulated facilities file these Tier I and Tier II chemical reports if they work with 
reportable quantities (RQs) of any of a number of chemicals. The reportable quantities 
vary, depending on the chemical. The EPA divides these chemicals into five categories. 
The EPA lists 356 extremely hazardous substances; >700 hazardous substances “subject 
to the emergency notification requirements under CERCLA Section 103(a)(40 CFR 
302.4),” some of which are duplicates of the chemicals in the previous category; >1000 
substances; 500,000 products; and 650 toxic chemicals and categories of toxic chemicals 
(OSWER, “Emergency Planning” 2). However, radionuclides (nuclear materials) are 
subject to different regulations and are not included in these reports (OSWER, “List of 
Lists” i). 
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must put forth extra effort to find their SERC or LEPC to get access to chemical reports. 

A bigger obstacle may be the public’s general lack of awareness of these organizations 

and what they do: members of the public often are not familiar with these organizations 

and may not have even heard the acronym SERC or the initials L.E.P.C. Again, active 

members of LEPCs find creative avenues to raise public awareness by using grant money 

to purchase rights to Wally Wise Guy, a registered trademark character that is an emblem 

of safety in the LEPC; make public appearances; purchase and distribute promotional 

materials; and produce public service announcements and similar materials. These efforts 

are in progress at one LEPC involved in this study, and the effects of the efforts are still 

unknown because it is too early to gauge effectiveness. 

The final obstacle that the DOJ and EPA mention—the difficult to understand 

format of Tier I and Tier II chemical reports—is one that they these agencies try to 

overcome in the OCA Final Rule. Although the rule restricts access to Risk Management 

Plans as a whole, and more thoroughly restricts access to the OCAs they contain 

(especially to the worst-case scenarios), it also provides for potential public access to 

these plans at the local government and committee level. In the words of the OCA Final 

Rule, these agencies “authoriz[e] and encourage” both “LEPCs and related local 

government agencies” to allow the public limited access to OCA information (permission 

to view but not reproduce the most sensitive sections) (40 CFR § 1400.6 (b)). However, 

the public and members of LEPCs raised a number of concerns about providing OCA 

access, including concerns about criminal liability, inadequate security at LEPCs, limited 

human and financial resources to provide access (65 Fed. Reg. 151). As a result, neither 
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of the LEPCs that participated in this study has a procedure in place to provide the public 

access to OCAs. Neither has received any such requests; the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC4 

has decided to handle any future requests on a case-by-case basis, and the Weatherby 

County LEPC has not yet clarified whether or not they would give a member of the 

public OCA access. 

In the discussion included in the OCA Final Rule, the DOJ and EPA acknowledge 

that “a large number of LEPCs are currently inactive” (although “EPCRA survey data 

indicate that most heavily populated industrial areas have active LEPCs”)  (65 Fed. Reg. 

151 48122). One of the LEPCs in this study only became active in the last five years. 

Even though it has been fairly active recently and shares characteristics with the other 

LEPC in this study (population of area, geographic location), the two groups have 

different focuses and current needs. Without budgets, they rely on the most dedicated 

members and those members’ interests to steer the activities of the LEPC. 

Despite differences between the LEPCs in this study, one concern that is high on 

the priority list for both is access to information. But at the same time, as this research 

reveals, an LEPC’s responsibility to give the public access to risk information is often in 

conflict with the organization’s (and member’s) concerns about security. Because neither 

LEPC participating in this research deals with OCAs, their concern largely involves 

public access to Tier II reports, the more detailed information about local chemical 

holdings. These concerns particularly come into play when LEPCs choose content for 

                                                
4 Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC and Weatherby LEPC are pseudonyms. The reason I used 
pseudonyms for the LEPCs in this study is explained in Chapter 3 in the subsection 
Population Studied. 
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Web sites and write instructions for how to request Tier II information. Although LEPC 

representatives are not allowed to ask members of the public for identifying personal 

information, representatives gain a sense of control by being able to see or talk to a 

person asking for Tier II reports. Although a Web site can increase the visibility of the 

LEPC (helping to counter the public’s “disincentive” of not being able to locate an 

LEPC), the complex and invisible audience of a Web site provides the organization none 

of that sense of control. The dynamics of this access/security balance are the primary 

focus of my research, and the nexus nature of the LEPC helps reveal how the dynamics of 

industry, agriculture, and public service affect this balance. 

Overview of Research Agenda 

The challenges that these Local Emergency Planning Committees face can be 

explored from the academic perspective of risk communication. Yet, even a cursory 

examination of the contributor’s list to any recent copy of Blackwell Publishing’s Risk 

Analysis: An International Journal shows that risk communication literature consists of 

articles from a number of different disciplines. Although some technical 

communicators—like Beverly Sauer, Steven Katz, and Carolyn Miller—have taken an 

interest in risk communication, the field has long been left to experts nurtured by the 

sciences or by public relations. Social elements of risk, like the role of perception of risk 

versus true hazard, have been identified by a number of experts (Covello 109-115; 

Trumbo, “Risk” 200-204), but one of the primary critiques of risk communication is that, 

despite progress, it remains a largely prescriptive discipline. This prescriptive slant can be 
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seen in a number of works but perhaps most notably in the 1950s “Atoms for Peace” 

communication campaign and 1970s research studying the “deviant response” to 

information about nuclear safety; researchers on those projects approached risk from a 

public relations point of view, and a simplistic one at that: informed members of the 

public should react favorably to the idea of nuclear power (Kasperson and Stallen 1-3).  

This approach persisted into the 1990s and beyond. Katz and Miller’s study of the 

public participation and risk communication involved in establishing a site for low-level 

radioactive waste disposal in North Carolina reveals the disparity between practice and 

theory (between the mid 1980s and the early 1990s). Stakeholders included citizens, 

business-community members, and members of the Low-Level Radioactive Waste 

Management Authority. Selected stakeholders formed the Public Participation Planning 

Group (PPPG) to create a plan that would allow the public to participate in the decision-

making process. In this case study, the PPPG and the Authority saw two-way 

communication as an opportunity to control information and "correct" the public's 

opinion rather than as a medium for considering and addressing stakeholder concerns 

(126). Some of the communication that Katz and Miller studied occurred relatively early 

in the development of modern risk communication theory, around the time of the first 

symposiums and special risk communication issues of journals (Kasperson and Stallen 

4); it is now time to follow Katz and Miller’s work with a study that 1) provides a current 

snapshot of another type of multi-stakeholder group, the Local Emergency Planning 

Committee, and 2) closely examines the practice of balancing public access and security. 
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Like Katz and Miller’s work, this study attempts to look beyond professional 

recommendations about risk communication in favor of assessing the actual practices of 

people participating in risk communication. This research is particularly necessary 

because the bulk of related descriptive research examines communication strategies in 

place before September 11, 2001. A central question in the American consciousness is as 

follows: how should facilities with hazardous materials balance the obligation to 

communicate risk to the public with the need to maintain facility security?  If Mason and 

Reddick are correct in saying that “the ultimate responsibility for the success of EPCRA 

[i.e., community preparedness and public right-to-know] rests with the LEPCs” (Mason 

and Reddick 1), Local Emergency Planning Committees should be a focus of risk 

communication research. Although this study cannot address the question of how 

regulated facilities should balance their obligations, it can and does address how LEPCs 

balance a similar obligation. 

The research questions outlined below are designed to move away from a 

prescriptive approach in which preconceptions and logical positivism drive risk 

communication practices. The answers to these questions may result in recommendations 

(seemingly straying back to a prescriptive approach), but the root of this research is 

descriptive. 

I entered this research with the following questions about LEPCs: 

 How do members perceive risk? 
 What are their risk priorities (e.g., risk of accidental release vs. risk of 

sabotage), and why? 
 How do members work to balance public access and security concerns? 
 What do they see as the LEPC’s role and the public’s role in risk 

communication? 
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 How does the public interact with the LEPC in seeking information? 
 What constraints limit the amount of or structure of information in LEPC 

communication to the public, particularly on LEPC Web sites? 
 How are the arguments of risk communication, both written and oral, 

structured? 
 What organizational, cultural, and social factors influence how LEPCs 

handle the access/security balance? 
 What opportunities exist for improving their risk communication? 

 

However, as I progressed through the research and early analysis, I found that these nine 

questions seemed to coalesce and re-form into two key questions. These two questions 

then focused my analysis in the later chapters: 

 How do LEPCs mitigate the tension between addressing the risk of 
accidental releases (which seems to call for making information accessible 
to the public) and the risk of sabotage (which seems to call for limiting 
public access to information)? 

 What roles do structural flexibility and ambiguity in communication play 
in LEPCs? 

Structure of this Dissertation 

Chapter 1 

In Chapter 1, I established the context for my research, explaining how risk 

communication became important to the public and how the public eventually earned the 

legal right to know about chemicals in their respective communities. I also explain how 

and why these rights have been curtailed. I then relate the role of Local Emergency 

Planning Committees in providing public access to chemical information. Finally, I 

present my research agenda. 
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Chapter 2 

In Chapter 2, I detail the background of risk communication. I explore how the 

theory of risk communication has evolved from a positivist approach to a social 

constructionism approach, and I also look at the disconnection between theory and 

practice. I provide an overview of technical communication and rhetoric’s contributions 

to risk communication and situate these contributions in the context of scholarship within 

related disciplines. In this chapter, I also explain how my research differs from existing 

research and how it can inform our field and field of risk communication. 

Chapter 3 

In Chapter 3, I discuss and justify the methods and methodology of both my data 

collection and my analysis. In particular, I provide backgrounds for my two approaches—

applied ethnography and rhetorical analysis of discourse/text (particularly, analysis of 

ambiguity surrounding those texts)—and the details of how I applied these research 

techniques and theories to this dissertation research. Because both types of analyses I 

conducted have interpretive components, I also explain my epistemological perspective. 

Chapter 4 

In Chapter 4, I examine the interplay between text and organization, particularly 

the role of ambiguity in the documents that guide the structure of Local Emergency 

Planning Committees, and analyze how the resulting structural choices each LEPC has 

made reflect their perceived needs. I also discuss how power is incorporated into the text.  
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Chapter 5 

In Chapter 5, I give this study of Local Emergency Planning Committees further 

context by drawing on organizational theory, particularly the theories of management-

based regulation and of organizational fields, which account for the unexpected 

ambiguity that is the focus of the next chapter. I note that the structural flexibility that 

other researchers have found in emergency response also has a role in LEPCs in the 

context of emergency planning.  

Chapter 6 

In Chapter 6, I present my analysis of ambiguity in the discourse surrounding 

texts and in the resulting documents, particularly the Web pages. I largely frame the 

analysis using Eisenberg’s theory of strategic ambiguity but also explain how Eisenberg’s 

theory, while valid, must be applied differently than it has been in the past. Furthermore, 

I address productive ambiguity (ambiguity that serves a positive purpose) that falls 

outside of the intentional ambiguity that composes strategic ambiguity. 

Chapter 7 

In Chapter 7, I address the meaning of the findings. I also recap complicating 

factors, like legal issues that prevent full disclosure of information to the public. I then 

evaluate the limitations of my research. Finally, I explore implications of my research for 

technical communication, Local Emergency Planning Committees, and affected 

communities.  



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

31 

Conclusion 

The history presented in this chapter is a partial history; it covers some of the 

essential moments building up to legislation and right-to-know actions. Other events and 

discourse also worked to shape the nature of current policy. As this history indicates, 

Local Emergency Planning Committees can serve as a nexus for all stakeholders in 

community risk planning and communication: those who serve as gatekeepers for 

information, those whose information may be made available to the public, and those 

who seek information. 

Technical communicators are uniquely poised to assess this communication 

situation. We have already contributed to theories of discourse in risk, science, and public 

policy. In addition, we can approach this discourse from a more neutral position than 

public relations specialists, policy makers, corporate and governmental risk 

communicators, and right-to-know activists, acknowledging the concerns of all major 

stakeholders. Just as importantly, we can incorporate theories of technical 

communication, argumentation, and rhetoric—such as user-centered communication and 

organizational communication–when we assess current practices and possibly 

recommend future practices.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

What is risk; how do we define it? Just as importantly, how does risk define us? 

Local Emergency Planning Committees work to prepare for possible events, such as 

chemical shipping accidents and tornados. Because they work within a context of risk and 

serve the public as a resource for information, they must analyze risks and find ways to 

communicate their specialized knowledge with the public in a way that will move the 

public to act proactively but not to panic. They must also balance their legal duty to 

inform the public that it has access to information about hazardous chemicals without 

putting the local public in jeopardy by making chemical-holding facilities more likely to 

suffer sabotage. This study examines, in large part, how LEPCs achieve this balance; this 

research is a blended rhetorical/organizational analysis of text and ethnographic data. 

Certainly, we are defined by what we perceive to be risky, how willing we are to 

take risks, and what types of risks we find acceptable. Many people would rise in 

opposition upon hearing that their town had plans to build a nuclear reactor down the 

street. Yet most of the same people engage in risky behavior of their own choosing. Some 

smoke cigarettes. Some eat high-cholesterol foods regularly. Some have dangerous 

hobbies, like skydiving. Many zip down their local highways, exceeding the posted speed 

limits. But perception is key: whether or not they recognize their definition, risk, to most 
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people, is not merely the chance of dying; instead, it is a socially constructed concept that 

is shaped by considerations like the amount of control one has over a risky situation. For 

Local Emergency Planning Committees, risk may be the chance of a tornado or chemical 

spill, but it may also be the chance of sabotage at a facility, sabotage made easier by the 

public access to hazardous chemical information that the LEPC is, in part, designed to 

grant. 

In preparing for a May 2004 conference paper, British risk specialist John Adams 

typed the term risk into Google’s search engine, pulling up 47.7 million results (Adams, 

“Post” 1). In October 2006, my own Google search for the term risk pulled up about 620 

million results. Adams’ phrasing implies that he looked at a small selection of the results 

and made the point that the word risk “means different things to different people” (1). 

Indeed, a brief look at the top 50 results includes a wide array of contexts of risk. 

RiskWorld, a catchall site for risk that appears within the top 20 results, provides the 

following topical menu: 

 bioterrorism 
 business and investment 
 engineering 
 environment and ecology 
 health 
 law and policy 
 natural hazards 
 political 
 risk assessment and management 
 risk in everyday life 
 sociology and psychology 
 technology 
 toxicology 
 transportation 
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With so many different contexts for the term, it is no wonder that Google returns 

so many results in a search for risk. The proliferation of this term on the Internet may be 

associated with an increase in the use of the term on a societal level, or, instead, the large 

number of results may reflect the proliferation of the Internet as a whole or the 

improvement of Google’s search engine.  

The Internet has, indeed, become a convenient and well-used source for 

information. For instance, each day, at least 24,000 people read Microsoft employee 

Robert Scoble’s blog (Spring and Briggs 29). The Internet sees use not just for pleasure 

activities but also for business, with some surprising users actively working online. For 

instance, a 2006 article in BRW (an Australian business magazine) notes that about 70 

percent of Western Australian farmers reported to the Australian Bureau of Statistics that 

they use the Internet for business (“Farmers” 18). And Internet use is on the rise: John B. 

Horrigan, Associate Director of the Pew Internet and American Life Project, indicates 

that, in August 2006, “26 million Americans were using the Internet for news and 

information about politics and the upcoming mid-term elections,” compared to 11 million 

in July 2002 (1). Of course, the public also seeks technical information online. Joëlle 

Kivits, from the London School of Economics and Political Science, cites a 2003 figure 

of 93 million people in the U.S. seeking health information online (511). Mass 

communications researcher Craig W. Trumbo examined the channels the public uses to 

gather risk information, although his findings already are dated—having been published 

in 1998 (Trumbo “Communication”). Since then, Internet use has climbed, and it is 

reasonable to assume that users seek risk information from online sources, too. This 
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assumption is supported by the abundance of sites that address risk in an environmental 

or human health context.  

Even within one context, risk can have multiple meanings. Because of the 

nebulous nature of the word risk, we often qualify the term with a modifier before the 

word risk or a prepositional phrase after, such as chemical risk or risk of terrorist attack. 

For instance, in Homeland Security’s March 2002 announcement of the then-new color-

coded Homeland Security Advisory System, the office called the system “a 

comprehensive and effective means to disseminate information regarding the risk of 

terrorist attacks to Federal, State, and local authorities and to the American people.” In 

fact, each bar of the alert system includes the wording risk of terrorist attacks, qualified 

by the estimated magnitude of that risk (green means “low risk of terrorist attacks”) 

(“Gov. Ridge”). The EPA, when referring to the Risk Management Program (related to 

the RMP Rule), says that “the Risk Management Program is about reducing chemical risk 

at the local level”; notably, this wording is found on the EPA’s Chemical Accident 

Prevention Risk Assessment page, clearly associating this use of risk with chemical 

accidents rather than terrorist attacks. 

This chapter will explore not just the nature of risk and how we define it, but also 

the role of technical communication and rhetoric in risk communication, as this study is 

in part a look at how the rhetorical tension between varying concepts of risk can be 

mitigated. Below, I examine how we began to carve a role for ourselves in this specialty 

by analyzing pre- and post-disaster communication, as well as analyzing emotional 

responses to risk (like the “not in my back yard,” or NIMBY, responses to risk (Katz & 
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Miller 115). I look at two fundamental approaches we have to risk communication: the 

rhetorical approach and the organizational discourse approach. I assert that we can use 

our unique skills (insight into rhetoric, organization discourse, and users) to gain a better 

understanding of and help inform community emergency planning communication, a type 

of communication that we have not yet addressed as a discipline to the best of our 

abilities. 

The Term “Risk” and Risk Communication 

Though professionals with the Local Emergency Planning Committees in this 

study only occasionally use the term risk, they clearly work with an operational definition 

that varies, depending on the situation. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that their 

reactions to different circumstances—chemical storage versus distribution of information 

to the public—reflect different ways of conceptualizing risk. For this reason, I must 

clarify the social aspects of risk and of definitions that have been re-shaped in recent 

years. 

Science and engineering seemingly thrive on precision (detail) and accuracy 

(correctness). Yet, such exactness is not always achievable even in settings or disciplines 

where it would be expected. For example, Ken Baake, a scholar in rhetoric of science, 

conducted research into definitions and metaphor use at the Santa Fe Institute, “an 

independent, non-profit research center dedicated to an interdisciplinary approach to 

science” (18). His ideas about metaphor in science were triggered, in part, when he 

observed a lecture at the Institute given by political scientist Elinor Ostrom. The lecture, 
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about decision-making and water rights, included a discussion of the rules of her game 

theory model. The term rules meant different things to scientists from different 

disciplines, spurring discussion of the term in the question and answer session following 

the lecture. Baake notes that the semantic debate frustrated “one researcher in the 

audience…prompt[ing] [him] to exclaim that for the purposes of discussion, ‘we just get 

rid of the word ‘rules’ because it is confusing the issue’” (2). The fact that the scientists 

debated the meaning illustrates that the broader discipline’s focus on precision and 

accuracy extends to language. 

Even within one branch of science, though, definitions vary. Katharina 

Thywissen, an academic officer for the United Nations University’s Institute of 

Environment and Human Security, prepared a glossary of terms related to and including 

risk. Working largely in the realm of environmental risk, she has compiled 22 definitions 

of risk (not including a separate definition of seismic risk) and seven definitions of 

acceptable risk (23-28). In addition, she has compiled 12 definitions of hazard and two of 

natural hazard (19-20). The definitions Thywissen has collected have one common 

element. Each uses a word that indicates possibility—be it mathematical, as the word 

probability indicates, or more subjective, as with the words expectation, unknown 

probability, potential, vulnerability, and possibility (Thywissen 23-26). 

Some of the definitions vary substantially, though. The following definition of 

risk is non-mathematical and focuses on loss (Swiss Re, qtd. in Thywissen 26): “Used in 

an abstract sense to indicate a condition of the real world in which there is a possibility of 

loss; also used by insurance practitioners to indicate the property insured or the peril 
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insured against.” Here’s an example of a mathematical definition that focuses on 

consequences such as loss (Einstein, qtd. in Theywissen 24): “Risk is ‘the probability of 

an event multiplied by the consequences if the event occurs.’” 

Compare the definitions above to this definition, which incorporates vulnerability 

but has no mention of loss (Garatwa and Bollin, qtd. in Thywissen 25):  “The following 

formula is used to calculate disaster risk: Disaster Risk = Hazard x Vulnerability. […] 

Therefore, it is clear that a risk exists only if there is vulnerability to the hazard posed by 

a natural event.” 

Yet another definition combines hazard, vulnerability, and exposure (Thywissen 

24). The variation of definitions indicates that professionals may have an operational or 

precise definition of risk, but that definition changes from professional to professional 

and organization to organization.  

Definitions that rely on probability alone are reminiscent of the beginnings of 

contemporary risk analysis, when risk was treated from a logical positivist perspective, 

with early analysts seeking to define risk in terms of absolute, un-negotiable scientific 

and statistical terms. M. Granger Morgan, professor and Chair of Carnegie Mellon’s 

Engineering and Public Policy department, points out that insurance, a probability-driven 

discipline, is one of the early institutions that fostered risk assessment. He argues that the 

institutional mechanisms for risk management include the following (23): 

1. Torte and other common law—particularly those laws related to 
negligence, liability, nuisance, and trespass. 

2. Insurance—offered either by private companies, through joint 
private/government arrangements, or directly by government programs. 

3. Voluntary standard-setting organizations—for example, the Underwriters 
Laboratory, the National Fire Protection Association (which produced the 
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national electric code), the American National Standards Institute, the 
American Society for Testing and Materials, and engineering societies 
such as the IEEE. 

4. Mandatory government standards or regulations. 
 

Morgan notes that first two mechanisms operated before state, and eventually 

federal, governments stepped in to regulate businesses (Morgan 23). Strydom identifies 

the eighteenth century as the beginnings of risk calculations for insurance purposes (76). 

Morgan marks the beginning of government regulations with regulations to prevent 

steamboat boiler explosions (26); on Morgan’s timeline, 1826, when Alabama passed the 

first steamboat boiler regulations (Ward), marks the birth of regulations to reduce risk. 

With insurance as a key factor in early risk analysis, it is not surprising that probability 

was, and still is, a central element of risk definitions, including the operational definitions 

used by Local Emergency Planning Committees. 

Piet Strydom, the founder and former director of the Centre for European Social 

Research, divides modern risk discourse into four phases and documents the beginning of 

the first phase as the 1950s, corresponding to concerns about nuclear energy (13); the 

goal of risk professionals in this phase “was to anticipate and quantify the dangers, 

hazards, or threats accompanying possible accidents and side-effects of civilian nuclear 

power, and thus to transform them into classifiable and calculable risks” (14). This early 

phase—drawing from disciplines like engineering, business, and planning—was 

characterized by experts debating probabilities, costs, and benefits (Strydom 14-15) and 

later communicating the truth to the public (Plough and Krimsky 227). Logical 

positivism characterized this stage, and operating under the assumption that the public 

wanted statistics, experts conveyed risk in terms of probable illness and death in at-risk 
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populations (Burke, Singh, and Theodore 667). Regardless of public opinion and 

“insulated from public view” (Strydom 15), these experts still decided what was best. 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), this strategy is called the “decide 

and tell” approach (WHO 6), with experts making decisions then informing the public, 

often with terms that are difficult for the lay person to understand. 

Strydom’s second phase, “nuclear and environmental opposition and the social 

acceptability of risk” in the 1960s, was characterized by distrust of nuclear power, 

concern for the environment, and a recognition by experts that some sort of compromise 

with the public had to be reached (17-19). One outgrowth of this was the combined risk 

comparison/revealed preferences approach to communicating risk with the public. By 

comparing the risk of a nuclear power plant to a “better known ris[k],” experts “sought to 

persuade the audience regarding how large a risk should be and thus to imply its 

acceptability” (19). The example Strydom borrows from Roth et al is the comparison of 

cancer risk to alfatoxin risk (from peanut butter): “‘the cancer risk of living at the 

boundary of a nuclear power plant for five years equals the cancer risk of eating 40 

tablespoons of peanut butter’” in the same timeframe (Roth et al, qtd. in Strydom 19). 

The implicit argument is that a person who is comfortable eating peanut butter (and 

sending a son or daughter off to school with a “pb & j” sandwich each day) should be 

comfortable living near the plant. 

Strydom’s third and fourth phases bring perception into the risk analyst’s sphere. 

The third phase, “public concern and the problem of perception” in most of the 1970s, 

brought social scientists into risk analysis (20-25). In this time period, psychometric 
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research explored attitudes and cognition and how these relate to risk perception; 

however, research continued to “procee[d] from an assumption that public perception was 

based on misunderstanding, error, biased experience, lack of information, ignorance or on 

fundamentalism, mob rule and even malice,” and social scientists were on the periphery 

of the discipline (24). From the 1950s, with the “Atoms for Peace” communication 

campaign, through the 1970s, with further work studying the “deviant response” to 

information about nuclear safety—experts approached risk from a public relations point 

of view, and a simplistic one at that: informed members of the public should react 

favorably to the idea of nuclear power (Kasperson and Stallen 1-3). 

Strydom argues that the fourth phase, “full-scale public risk discourse,” began in 

the late 1970s, finally bringing social scientists like sociologists into the fold in the 1980s 

(24-25). This current stage, although filled with remnants of earlier stages—such as 

secrecy in decision-making (Strydom 33), public dissatisfaction with participation 

allowed by decision-makers (McComas 177-178), and failure to use apply research to 

practice (Trumbo, “Risk” 219)—includes greater opportunities for public participation. 

The open nature of quarterly Local Emergency Planning Committee meetings is a result 

of risk discourse moving into this phase.  

It was within the early part of this current phase that risk analysis 

began to be subdivided, first in the 1983 report by the National Academy 
of Sciences that made the distinction between risk assessment and risk 
management, and later in the landmark paper by William D. Ruckelshaus, 
first published in 1985 […], which drew attention to the importance of risk 
communication (Portney xi). 
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Current risk communication paradigms reflect the contributions of social science 

and have, as a foundation, social constructionism. The Handbook of Environmental 

Management and Technology, coauthored by Gwendolyn Burke, Ben Singh, and Louis 

Theodore, typifies a modern professional’s handbook that acknowledges the social 

construction of knowledge. These authors argue that risk consists of two basic 

components: the actual hazard (e.g., the death rate or illness rate) and the public 

perception of the hazard. The second component can be termed "outrage" and is 

influenced by, among other things, the “memorability” of the hazard and the temporal 

and geographic immediacy of the hazard (667). For instance, a slow, diffused release of 

chemical toxins that, over the course of 30 years and hundreds of miles, kills 400 people 

is often perceived as less outrageous than a sudden release of methyl isocyanate that kills 

15 people. Socially defined, a hazard with diffuse, chronic, long-term ramifications might 

constitute a lower risk than a hazard with acute, localized consequences. 

Burke, Singh, and Theodore loosely refer to “risk perception scholars” who “have 

identified more than 20 ‘outrage factors.’” Although they do not specifically reference 

risk scholar Vincent Covello, it is Covello who developed the list of “qualitative 

dimensions or factors,” synthesizing the qualitative factors listed in 19 articles dating 

from 1969 to 1987) and elaborating on each factor and its role in public reactions to risk 

communication related to nuclear power plants (109-115). 

Burke, Singh, and Theodore distill a version of Covello’s list into nine outrage 

factors they feel are the most important: voluntariness, control, fairness, process, 

morality, familiarity, memorability, dread, and diffusion in time ad space. For instance, 
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cigarette smoking (or even smog) may pose a greater hazard to a greater number of 

people than does a single chemical plant or landfill, but these two risk situations elicit 

different responses in stakeholders. The authors are clear in pointing out that these “are 

not distortions in the public’s perception of risk” but “intrinsic parts of what is meant by 

risk”; these elements “are important components of society’s definition of risk” (667-

668). Accordingly, a risk manager who ignores outrage factors is behaving irrationally. 

The solution is to make more hazardous situations “more outrageous” (668). Rather than 

diminish outrage, acknowledge it and handle it fairly. The authors seem to be referring to 

legitimizing pathos and its role (668). The authors list seven rules of risk communication 

(668-670, parenthetical additions mine): 

 1. Accept and involve the public as a legitimate partner. 
 2. Plan carefully and evaluate your efforts.  
 3. Listen to the public’s specific concerns (two way communication). 
 4. Be honest, frank, and open (ethos, pathos). 
 5. Coordinate and collaborate with other credible sources (building ethos). 
 6. Meet the needs of the media (also ethos).  
 7. Speak clearly and with compassion (pathos). 

 

All of the public’s concerns about risk and communicators’ strategies for handling 

risk beg the question, why take risks? Or, if risks are imposed on the public from outside 

sources, why not use Morgan’s fourth institutional mechanism for controlling risk—

mandatory government regulations and standards—to prohibit risky corporate and 

government activities? The answer is simple: risky technologies also have benefits (Beck 

23; Fischhoff, Watson, and Hope 31). Sociologist Ulrich Beck, famous for his concept of 

the risk society, argues that society is now characterized by risk, a feature of modernity. 

Although we are now “concerned…with problems resulting from techno-economic 
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development itself” (19)—moving away from the societal daily struggle to distribute 

wealth (and the personal struggle to acquire necessities) and toward a struggle to 

distribute risk (20) to avoid problems like radioactivity and toxins (22)—society 

continues to accept the mechanisms that create risk because there is a benefit. From 

Beck’s perspective, big business benefits (23). From an LEPC’s perspective (and from a 

community member’s perspective), business also means jobs. 

British risk scholar John Adams makes a case that we should classify risk into 

three overlapping categories (“Richter” 1-2) (see Figure 2.1): 

1. directly perceptible risks: e.g., climbing a tree, riding a bicycle, driving a 
car 

2. risks perceptible with the help of science: e.g., cholera and other infectious 
diseases 

3. virtual risks–scientists do not know or cannot agree: e.g., BSE/CJD, 
suspected carcinogens, transgenic plants 

 

 

Figure 2.1 John Adams' three types of risk. Source: Adams "Richter" 2 

 
While some of these risks may be ones that individuals elect to subject themselves to, 

others are not. Adams argues that “[t]errorist threats fall into all three circles” of risk 

(“Science and Terrorism: Challenges” 163): 
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Passengers on the London underground, urged to look out for suspect 
bags, and airport security personnel conducting finger-searches of 
passengers’ luggage rely on direct perception. Science provides sensitive 
scanners, surveillance devices and passenger profiles to assist the 
separation of terrorists from the millions of innocent people with whom 
they mingle. But the greatest and most difficult threats of terrorism lie in 
the virtual circle; here we are in the realm of completing uncomfortable 
hypotheses. 

Comparing virtual risk to the other types, Adams says it is a “much larger and 

more difficult category” (“Science and Terrorism: Challenges” 163). He goes on to relate 

virtual risk to Frank Knight’s work, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, noting that Knight 

“distinguished between ‘risk’—when you know the odds, and ‘uncertainty’—when you 

don’t” (“Science and Terrorism: Challenges” 163). In the case of LEPCs, members 

sometimes rely on definitions that hearken back to probability. However, an LEPC 

cannot see who logs on to its Web site, it does not have the funding to trace Internet 

traffic, and it cannot calculate the probability that a user will misuse sensitive information 

about chemicals that are stored locally. As Adams points out, “Terrorism is, above all, a 

virtual risk. It comes with no adequate actuarial databases to assist the process of 

estimating the frequency of its future occurrence, and no agreed set of units by which its 

imagined consequences might be measured.” He asks, “Can the risks of terrorism be 

quantified?” His short answer: “No” (“Science and Terrorism: Challenges” 170).  

This idea of reaction to the unknown ties back to Covello’s qualitative dimensions 

of risk and Burke, Singh, and Theodore’s outrage factors. John Adams notes that, as risk 

moves from voluntary to impersonal to imposed, the acceptability of that risk decreases, 

and the risk is amplified (see Figure 2.2).  
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Figure 2.2 John Adam's Risk Amplification Model. Source: Adams “Science and 
Terrorism. Post Conference” 

 
Though only a handful of members of the public have sought chemical information from 

the Local Emergency Planning Committees in this study, the committee members’ 

decisions about communication reflect this uncertainty; as if malicious action were a high 

probability, they opt to construct information to prevent online access to potentially 

sensitive information, even to simple lists of the names of companies that file chemical 

reports. They are reacting to an imposed, malign risk. 

Below, I explore the role of argument (particularly association and dissociation) 

in helping shape the definitions that the risk communication community uses. Argument-

based and rhetoric-based moves must be understood within the context of the uncertainty 

that accompanies the idea of terrorism (as compared to the calculable risks posed by 

chemical storage, handling, and shipping). In the following section, Risk Scholarship in 
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Technical Communication, I outline the approaches that technical communication and 

rhetoric scholars (and related scholars) have taken to risk, arguing for a combined 

rhetorical and organizational approach. 

Association and Dissociation with the Term Risk 

Argument analysis can provide the means with which to assess how statements 

relate to one another, aiding in pattern-level and structural-level analysis. For instance, 

argumentation scholars Frans H. van Eemeren et al. introduce different patterns in 

argumentation, such as pro-arguments and contra-arguments (4), but they also note the 

field’s focus on the structure of argumentation. Although scholars have not yet produced 

“a universally accepted theory” of argumentation (van Eemeren et al. 24), scholars agree 

that arguments can be structured. One example that van Eemeren et al. present is that of 

“single argumentation, consisting of just one argument pro or contra standpoint”; another 

is “[c]omplexly structured argumentation,” in which “several arguments are advanced pro 

or contra the same standpoint” (16). Of course, different argumentation theorists identify 

somewhat different patterns and structures. 

Argument analysis, particularly using the theories of Chaim Perelman and Lucie 

Olbrechts-Tyteca and the theories that follow in their footsteps, sheds light on the 

relationship between various meanings of the term risk. Further in this study, I will 

analyze ambiguity in Local Emergency Planning Committees’ risk communication 

(something tackled previously in crisis communication but not in emergency planning 

communication). On a pattern level, we might say that ambiguity is present in certain 
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parts of the discourse in this study, and on a structural level, we might say that ambiguity 

occurs as a tactic to mitigate rhetorical tension that exists between different concepts of 

risk in the context of making chemical information available to the public. But first, I 

must look at how the term risk takes on these different meanings, because those polarized 

meanings shed light on the rhetorical tension that leads to members’ use of ambiguity. 

Communication between right-to-know advocates and advocates of restricting 

information often hinge on a set of related words and concepts: risk, hazard, threat, and 

security. Within the context of risk communication about facilities that are potential 

terrorist targets, these terms are treated differently by different interlocutors. The terms 

“risk” and “security” (as opposed to “national security”) are ambiguous. What kind of 

security is the interlocutor referring to? Which risk is the speaker addressing: the risk of 

accidental releases of hazardous substances or the risk of intentional releases through 

terrorist attacks? Which risk takes priority? This last question is one for which there is 

only a subjective answer: each type of risky situation has difficult to predict 

consequences. While the risk of accidental chemical releases is calculable, releases vary 

widely in quantity, chemical makeup, and environmental factors (like wind speed). The 

chance of an accidental release can be lessened by good maintenance and training of 

employees or increased by a lack of maintenance and by poor training. More importantly, 

the risk of terrorist attacks cannot be calculated: even if a statistician examines past 

events, current political climate and movements change the risk in incalculable ways. 

Risk communicators and stakeholders, including LEPC members, use different 

definitions of risk—persuasive definitions—to argue which risks take priority. 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

49 

Walton’s adaptation of Stevenson’s theory of persuasive definitions—a theory 

that asserts that definitions are arguments in and of themselves and that these arguments 

are usually (but not always) legitimate moves—is built upon Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca’s new rhetoric. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s theory is a descriptive approach 

to argumentation that holds that the soundness of an argument, oral or written, depends 

upon adherence (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 4; van Eemeren 96). In the theory of 

new rhetoric, the essentialist model of definitions (words have “precisely determined” 

meanings, and those meanings are objective) is replaced by a model of definitions as 

“human agreements about words” that are neither objective nor arbitrary (Walton 124-5). 

Thus, the definition itself is an argument of sorts whose evaluation should be rooted in 

the context of the definition’s use (125). This model is congruent with the 

epistemological perspective of this study: social constructionism. 

Like other elements of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s descriptive approach, 

definitions used as arguments can be appropriate. Again, context and effectiveness are 

measures of appropriateness. Furthermore, to understand the larger argument at work in a 

given context, one must examine the individual arguments that comprise the whole (van 

Eemeren 107). It follows that, when definitions are crafted to persuade, it is appropriate 

to start at this fine level of analysis.  

The case of the definition of wetlands illustrates that definitions can be pivotal 

elements of arguments: the restructuring of this definition had widespread and profound 

consequences. As philosophy scholar Douglas Walton discusses, the term wetlands was 

redefined in 1991, severely limiting the protection wetlands legislation offered by giving 
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the term a limited legal meaning (121). The persuasive definition of wetlands largely fit 

Stevenson’s criteria, as do definitions of risk and related terms in this study. 

For a definition to be considered “persuasive” in Stevenson’s terms, it must meet 

the following criteria (Walton 119): 

1. The word being defined has strong emotive connotations. 
2. The descriptive meaning of the word is vague and ambiguous enough to 

be semantically manipulated. 
3. The change of meaning by redefinition is not noticed by the naive listener. 
4. The emotive meaning of the word remains unaltered. 
 

Walton does not explicitly classify his adaptation of “persuasive definitions” in terms of 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s argumentation schemes, but Perelman ad Olbrechts-

Tyteca note that they mostly accept Stevenson’s model (although they focus primarily on 

the dissociative nature of persuasive definition) (446-447). Based on the criteria above, a 

persuasive definition is simultaneously an act of association and an act of dissociation. 

An association scheme is at work as the arguer transfers the emotive connotations of the 

original definition to the new definition (e.g., “risk” as associated with September 11, 

2001, to “risk” associated with a regulated facility), as opposed to dissociation, which is 

at work when an arguer uses a term in a way that distances it from an original meaning or 

connotation.  

The example Stevenson uses in his explanation of persuasive definitions 

illustrates how a word that has strong emotive connotations, but has a descriptive 

meaning that has become somewhat ambiguous, can be redefined. He uses the word 

culture to make his point. The word culture has a precise meaning to anthropologists, but 

its meaning is ambiguous to other audiences. He presents a hypothetical case in which the 
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word can be persuasively defined to mean imaginative sensitivity (34). The audience 

draws more on the connotations of the word as a metaphor, like the positive connotations 

of culture when defined as “‘widely read and acquainted with the arts’” (32), than an 

actual descriptive definition. In other words, the audience identifies with the positive 

emotions tied to the word culture. Then, the word can be redefined by dissociating it 

from one descriptive definition and associating it with a new one, as long as it retains the 

emotive significance (32-54). 

Technical communication and rhetoric scholar Ken Baake also uses the concepts 

of association and dissociation, extending the application of this concept to metaphors 

used in scientific discourse. He argues that, “just as all metaphors would seem to have 

some role in producing knowledge, all metaphors also would have a role in delivering 

that knowledge persuasively” (73), thus helping make an argument. Using a metaphor 

himself—the metaphor of musical harmonics—Baake argues that metaphors “conjur[e] 

up new meanings”; often unintended, these harmonics can either “elicit new insights” or 

“distort meaning” (74) as others who hear the metaphor apply different, sometimes 

dissonant, connotations to their understanding of the metaphor. Baake’s work 

demonstrates that association and dissociation can be applied not only to argument as it 

plays out in shaping denotations but also to rhetorical figures that rely more heavily on 

connotations. 
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Risk Scholarship in Technical Communication 

Risk scholarship in technical communication began in Strydom’s fourth and 

contemporary phase of risk discourse, in which the paradigms in risk communication are 

influenced by social scientists like anthropologists, political scientists, and sociologists. 

This research, too, examines risk discourse (particularly the subset of emergency 

planning and public right-to-know discourse) in our contemporary period. Unlike 

previous work in our field, the focus of this analysis is the role of ambiguity both in the 

structure of organizations and texts that support emergency planning and in the 

communication decisions made to mitigate the tension between two types of risk: risk of 

accidental chemical release versus risk of chemical release due to sabotage. 

In technical communication literature, environmental risk communication shows 

up not in practitioners’ trade magazines (like Intercom) but in interdisciplinary edited 

volumes (like Technical Communication, Deliberative Rhetoric, and Environmental 

Discourse: Connections and Directions), special editions of periodicals like Technical 

Communication Quarterly, and sporadic articles in a number of our journals. 

Furthermore, the bibliographies of technical communication researchers such as Carolyn 

Miller indicate that specialists within technical communication are reaching beyond the 

boundaries of our discipline, drawing heavily upon literature from interdisciplinary 

journals such as Risk Analysis. This interdisciplinary trend is not surprising: many other 

specialists in risk communication draw upon interdisciplinary sources (such as articles 
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from Kasperson and Stallen’s volume on risk communication) and publish in 

interdisciplinary journals and special volumes.  

The technical communication ethics literature also informs environmental risk 

communication, even though some of the articles with the greatest bearing do not 

specifically mention risk communication. Not only do researchers like Dorothy Winsor 

and Paul M. Dombrowski examine case studies in risk communication (albeit, not always 

environmental risk communication), but technical communicators also use stakeholder 

models to address ethical decision-making (Allen and Voss). Stakeholder approaches to 

communication—which involve analyzing the stakeholders involved in a situation, their 

concerns, and their values—also show up in specific environmental risk communication 

literature (Coppola). These models emphasize the point that there is no one-size-fits-all 

approach to risk communication. Similarly, while this study finds that ambiguity can be 

used productively to mitigate rhetorical tension, its use must be examined on a case-by-

case basis. 

Below, I have broadly classified our approaches to risk communication as pre- 

and post-disaster studies and “not-in-my-backyard” studies of objections to risky 

technology. Some research falls neatly into a single category, but other research uses two 

or more approaches. For instance, Beverly Sauer’s work on risk communication in the 

coal mining industry bridges and moves beyond these categories, covering the interplay 

between the professional communicator and the lay communicator. Each of these studies 

builds a foundation for technical communicators to understand the roles of rhetoric, 
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organizational communication, and other pertinent influences, such as visual 

representation and psychology.  

Yet there is still room in our field to examine the role of complex stakeholder 

groups such as Local Emergency Planning Committees. Groups such as LEPCs face 

challenges that, since the 1990s, have come to the forefront of consciousness for 

professionals in risk communication, industry, and regulation; these challenges include 

navigating between the law guaranteeing the public right to know (e.g., access to 

information about dangerous chemicals in their communities) and concerns over how that 

information should be disseminated without attracting unwanted attention from a 

malicious audience such as terrorists. In LEPCs, resources like Web sites have complex 

audiences that include risk professionals, industry professionals, concerned citizens, and 

possibly terrorists or other saboteurs. It is important to ask how groups like the LEPC use 

concepts of risk and uncertainty to assess what information to share, how best to share it, 

and even how to announce in a public medium that such information is available. 

Researchers in public relations have looked at infrastructure—for instance, “the presence 

or absence of a city government” (Heath, Bradshaw, and Lee 346)—and its relationship 

to successful communication with the public. Public relations researchers have looked at 

ambiguity in argument, but in crisis communication rather than planning communication 

(Sellnow and Ulmer). Craig Trumbo in mass communication has looked at the public’s 

reaction to risk (Trumbo “Communication”; Trumbo “Risk”). And as the discussion 

below reveals in detail, the technical communication field addresses three types of risk 

communication: pre-disaster communication, post-disaster reporting, and not-in-my-
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backyard communication. In our analysis of pre-disaster communication, we usually take 

a forensic approach, looking back after a disaster and studying the communication that 

led up to the disaster rather than generally studying planning communication 

disassociated from a disaster. By contrast, this study is both a look at routine emergency 

planning communication (not a forensic look at pre-disaster communication), but more 

importantly, it is a look at right-to-know communication on the local quasi-governmental 

level. Previous work has not taken an integrated approach. Unlike such earlier work, this 

study examines both organizational structure and the strategy of ambiguity; it explores 

the challenges, and reactions to those challenges, of publishing right-to-know information 

at the local level and for an audience that may include members whose follow-up actions 

are malicious. 

Pre-Disaster Communication 

A handful of technical communication researchers have examined the artifacts of 

pre-disaster risk communication as part of post-disaster analyses. In the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, researchers focused their attention on the paper trails of two disasters that 

made national news. The more recent of the two disasters, the Challenger explosion, drew 

the most attention. Although this event was not typical of industrial risk situations 

because of the limited number of stakeholders in actual physical danger, the research that 

followed was arguably the gateway for some of the technical communication risk studies 

that later emerged. The second disaster, the Three Mile Island accident, serves as the 

focus for an early study and as a second example for analysis of organizational discourse.  
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Dorothy Winsor’s studies of the Challenger disaster set the stage for research to 

come. She examines Morton Thiokol International (MTI) memoranda about the risks of 

O-ring failure in the booster rockets. Her 1988 study explores multiple rhetorical and 

social elements that contributed to decision-makers ignoring risks that should have 

postponed the launch, including the tendency of bad news to either not be sent upward in 

the chain of command (Communication Failures 103) or to be rhetorically watered down 

as it ascends (Communication Failures 104-105). She also explores how rhetoric and 

priorities shift when employees assume different roles, like engineer or manager 

(Communication Failures 105-106). She followed this study with a second publication 

(1990), arguing against the logical positivist, information conduit model of knowledge 

transference and for a rhetorically-informed, social construction of knowledge model 

(Construction of Knowledge 13-18). 

In an early study of Three Mile Island, Thomas Farrell and G. Thomas Goodnight 

look at how metaphors and social knowledge influenced understanding. Carl G. Herndl, 

Barbara A. Fennell, and Carolyn R. Miller examine both the Challenger disaster and the 

Three Mile Island accident, concluding that social differentiation causes communication 

failure (303). They also argue that an argumentation approach, concentrating on the 

“substance rather than the structure or process of communication,” will be most fruitful 

for organizational discourse studies (304). Technical communication ethicist Paul M. 

Dombrowski picks up where Winsor leaves off, also arguing against logical positivism. 

He argues that “[e]xpecting the data to speak for themselves, to tell their own story as 

though from their own autonomous authority, is to disregard the social contingency of 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

57 

knowledge and meaning” (79). Instead, social factors influence interpretation (81). Visual 

information specialist Edward R. Tufte acknowledges the “cultural causes of the 

accident” but concentrates on how better visual representation of the data would have 

helped create a clearer understanding of the dangers (31). 

This study, in part, is an examination of pre-disaster communication. LEPCs meet 

quarterly (and, additionally, in committee meetings) to plan strategies for minimizing the 

chance of and for coping with emergencies. The principle difference between this 

research and other pre-disaster studies in technical communication is that earlier research 

in this field, with the exception of Beverly Sauer’s work on risk communication in mines 

discussed in detail below, is a forensic analysis of past events, a “what went wrong?” 

look at communication artifacts. Among other things, Sauer examines the communication 

artifacts designed to prevent injury and death and the documentation cycle as a whole. 

Her research participants, like the participants in this study, are a complex group, 

including miners and communicators; this LEPC research differs, though, because—with 

Web sites and community mailers as media for sharing information—communicators in 

the LEPC wrestle with the unknown audience. 

Post-Disaster Communication 

Some disaster and risk analyses wrestle with post-disaster communication as well. 

Although Local Emergency Planning Committees are designed to prepare for 

emergencies and facilitate communication during an emergency, they have members who 

are part of emergency management offices and are therefore involved in such 
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communication. This is but one example illustrating that pre- and post-disaster 

communication are not entirely separate. The work of technical communication 

researchers further illustrates this point: some study communication that expresses public 

concern, legislation that attempts to thwart future disasters, and facility communication 

both preceding and following disasters. 

R. John Brockman, a technical communication scholar, examines the origins of 

the accident report in his work on steamboat accidents (Brockman “Exploding”). Much 

like in this study, he contextualizes the communication surrounding steamboat 

accidents—including the 19th-century legislation to protect the public—by addressing 

public outcry over safety failures. Not only does he study reports, but he also studies the 

artifacts of public concern, such as disaster-themed music written before effective 

legislation was passed.  In his related work examining both steamboat and railway 

accidents (Brockman “Twisted”), he explores the genre of accident reports as it 

developed, looking at reports following accidents that occurred from the 1830s to the 

1870s. 

Beverly Sauer advocates an integrated approach to analyzing risk communication, 

arguing that analysis should look at both pre-disaster communication and post-disaster 

communication. She critiques earlier work that does not include a post-disaster 

component: 

In focusing on pre-accident reports and decisions in largescale 
technological disasters, recent research in technical communication has 
not considered the important influence of post-accident reports and 
investigations on the regulation, control, and recognition of routine 
hazards in the workplace or the underlying assumptions that govern visual 
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and verbal reconstructions of evidence in the disaster (Winsor; 
Dombrowski; Herndl, Fennell, and Miller). (Dynamics 393)   

Sauer’s work centers on the risk to miners and is by far the most comprehensive 

risk communication work in technical communication. Between 1992 and 1998, she 

published seven articles dealing with risk and/or embodied knowledge. This work 

culminated in The Rhetoric of Risk: Technical Documentation in Hazardous 

Environments, in which she covers extensive ground. She explores the larger problems of 

documentation: with the legal weight of “unwarrantable failure” hanging over inspectors, 

these individuals must document “all forms of information relevant to safety,” including 

“observations that constitute the lived experience of risk” (Rhetoric 63). Furthermore, she 

notes that large regulatory industries, like mining, have identified the value of stakeholder 

contributions to risk management—including their value in shaping the results and in 

increasing acceptance of the final decisions—but organizations generally do not have an 

effective rhetorical framework in place to incorporate these stakeholders (Rhetoric 67-

72). 

One of the most original elements of her work is her elucidation of the role of 

embodied knowledge (the hard-to-describe physical sense of what is going on in a mine), 

which differs greatly from scientific and engineering knowledge (Rhetoric 191-207), and 

of the role of gestures. She argues that “analysis of gesture […] suggests that we must 

examine what it means to define literacy in terms of multiple modalities—written, 

spoken, visual, and gestural”; the meaning within gestures can either be concordant with 

or discordant with speech, and communicators must perform the difficult task of 

transforming this knowledge (Rhetoric 222-223).  
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Sauer identifies six critical moments of transformation, wherein knowledge is 

transformed from one kind to another, as “when oral testimony and embodied experience 

are captured in writing” (Rhetoric 75). Writers must be attuned to these gestures because 

they offer complimentary viewpoints not available in speech alone (Rhetoric 266). 

Furthermore, Sauer studies uncertainty in risky situations, especially how uncertainty 

leads to potentially-dangerous “predictiveness” that leaves out elements of the rhetorical 

situation (Rhetoric 124) and how the uncertainty associated with vocabulary can muddle 

rhetorical transformations (Rhetoric 300-306). 

David Coogan’s study, too, focuses on post-disaster reporting, and he uses Sauer 

to ground his work. In particular, he cites Sauer’s emphasis on a “feminist ‘standard of 

performative truth—the ability of a text to change reality or events’” rather than the 

“‘standard of historical, or representational, truth’” (qtd. in Coogan 278) associated with 

rhetorical strategies that use the “objective pursuit of truth” to obtain credibility but fail to 

produce change (Coogan 278). He looks at the failure of the Chicago Transit Authority 

(CTA) to implement communication policy changes after a 1976 rail accident. The 

National Transportation Safety Board issued a report with recommendations, but the 

CTAs resistance contributed to a similar rail accident eight years later. Coogan argues 

that a classical rhetoric approach to examining the initial report is inadequate because it 

assumes rational deliberation between equals, with decisions being made because of that 

informed deliberation (293), and that a constructionist approach does not explain how 

rhetoric solves the knowledge creation problem (298-299). He asserts that a materialist 
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rhetorical approach, accounting for ideology and power inequality (288-293), is better 

suited to these studies. 

In my research on Local Emergency Planning Committees, I address the social 

construction of knowledge, but I recognize that a power differential exists between the 

LEPC and the public. Similarly, members within one LEPC have unequal power: 

regulators serve as members, as do representative of regulated entities. With a member of 

the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (Texas’ environmental regulatory 

agency) present at a meeting, a representative of a company that uses or ships hazardous 

materials would certainly guard what he or she says. 

NIMBY Communication 

Other scholarship in technical communication examines risk communication in 

the light of the phenomenon that Steven B. Katz and Carolyn R. Miller call “not in my 

back yard” (NIMBY) responses to risk (115). Four such studies focus on community 

responses to the risk of radioactive materials. Denise Tillery’s work looks at activist 

responses to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP site) in Carlsbad, New Mexico, and to 

Yucca Mountain, in Nevada. Tying her work to environmental rhetoric studies, Tillery 

examines how nuclear waste activists use fact sheets to argue in service of their cause. 

Katz and Miller’s work also uses communication about radioactive waste disposal to 

explore how risk communication works. They assert that risk communication should 

abandon the engineering approach (in which experts are there to “correct” public opinion) 

(126, 133-134) and take a more rhetorical, participatory approach that emphasizes the 
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process of communication and makes the public partners with agencies rather than just 

recipients of information (134-135). 

Craig W. Trumbo, a mass communications researcher who has published in 

technical communication, studies the public’s responses to risk communication, focusing 

on a community in Ames, Iowa, where a nuclear reactor once was situated and where 

radioactive material was accidentally released to the wastewater treatment plant and later 

spread upon the ground as part of a sludge mixture (“Risk”194). In his first study, he 

argues that communicators should transition from the “black box” (or logical positivist) 

approach to risk communication “in which messages are manipulated until they produce 

the desired outcome in the ‘target’ […] toward a transactional or dialectical model in 

which egalitarian participation drives the definition and resolution of a given risk 

concern” (“Risk” 192). Trumbo applies Kasperson et al.’s theory of how people act as 

amplifiers and attenuators of risk perception to account for how citizens ultimately 

perceive risk (“Risk”). In his later work, he examines how multiple channels of 

information (both mass communication and interpersonal communication) interact to 

help people form perceptions of risk (“Communication” 193). 

Trumbo’s work informs this research, particularly because Local Emergency 

Planning Committee members are trying to elicit a “black box” effect to some degree: if 

the message is crafted correctly for the Web site, people will react appropriately (perhaps 

call with their name and phone number even though they are allowed to request 

hazardous chemical information anonymously). This research differs from Tillery’s and 

Trumbo’s work, though, in that it does not examine responses to communication but 
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instead the discourse surrounding the communication and the communication artifacts 

themselves. Katz and Miller’s work deals with communication with the public, but it 

focuses on a situation in which risk communicators have face-to-face contact with the 

public. Unlike their study, mine addresses risk communication in the context of a Web 

site, where the creators of the site have no idea who is viewing their Web site. 

Two Lenses for Analyzing Risk Communication 

A number of classification systems exist for risk and public policy studies. Two 

approaches stand out as applicable to my work with Local Emergency Planning 

Committees. The first approach is what Katz and Miller refer to as the rhetorical 

approach, and the second is an organizational discourse approach. Again Beverly Sauer’s 

research bridges these two analytical strategies. And this research attempts to bridge 

these strategies as well, providing a blended rhetorical/organizational approach to looking 

at communication in LEPCs. 

In the rhetorical approach, researchers identify rhetorical strategies at work, 

usually within one of the three types of existing risk discourse described above: 1) 

prepared communication from experts or activists to laypersons (Tillery; Miller), 2) 

communication from workers to regulators (Sauer Rhetoric), 3) discourse in public 

sessions (Katz and Miller; Waddell), and 4) discourse among laypersons (Trumbo, 

“Communication”; Trumbo, “Risk”). Usually, communication is framed as occurring 

between stakeholders, and the public is seen as multifaceted (e.g., in Trumbo’s work). 

These risk studies focus on rhetorical features like ethos, pathos, and pistis, often looking 
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at word- and sentence-level features. Some risk studies (and related studies, like 

Peterson’s work on sustainable development) look at how meaning is shaped by 

argumentation strategies to change definitions (Peterson). For instance, Tillery does a bit 

of both when she examines how content, arrangement, style, and design are put to use in 

the Nuclear Watch and Sierra Club fact sheets to discredit the Department of Energy 

(409-418). 

These models have great explanatory power and offer us the ability to break down 

preconceptions about risk communication and highlight complexity. For instance, Craig 

Waddell (spanning rhetoric of public policy and rhetoric of science) challenges the idea 

that emotional appeals are only the realm of the public, arguing that such appeals also are 

present in science (158). Trumbo identifies how members of the public serve to shape 

each others’ understandings of risk. Another advantage of this approach is that it can 

detail the mechanisms of a specific argument, giving a finer understanding of how 

language shapes knowledge, policy, and acceptance.  

Coogan has a valid point that this approach attempts to “civilize [an] inevitably 

charged, politically process” (296). He argues that that these studies suggest a 

deliberation-as-equals rhetorical approach to risk communication, but he maintains that 

“such deliberation seems untested, unrealistic, or naive” (296). Furthermore, this 

approach, in isolation, is unlikely to guide productive policy changes. However, in some 

cases, this understanding can translate to broader elements of the argument. In the case of 

industrial risk studies, for example, my preliminary analysis of how the words risk and 

security are used reveals that persuasive definitions are at work and that right-to-know 
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advocates identify risk with the risk of accidents, while the chemical industry uses the 

term risk to mean the risk of terrorist attacks; identifying this cross-talk is the first step in 

facilitating more productive discussion.  

The organizational discourse approach is apparent not only in the early technical 

communication studies of accidents but also in Beverly Sauer’s work. This approach 

seeks to generate a model of how risk communication works in real situations. Cases in 

point are Sauer’s models of critical moments of transformation and of the overall cycle of 

documentation in the mining industry. An obvious advantage of this approach is that it 

provides a broader picture of communication within industry. As a model-building 

approach, it has a greater potential for external validity (the ability to successfully be 

applied to another situation) than does the rhetorical approach described above. Also, 

because of the scope of this approach, it allows the user to suggest ways to improve 

organizational discourse. 

An organizational communication method might be applied to industrial risk 

studies by going beyond the documentation cycle within an industry. Such a study might 

attempt to model the interaction between the many stakeholders involved with a chemical 

facility, including local right-to-know activists. One drawback, of course, is that 

communication and action are not contained within a single community. Federal 

regulatory agencies and national-level activist groups also enter the picture. Designing 

research that would account for every type of communication and cultural influence 

could either make the study unwieldy in its complexity or reduce the model to its basic 

components, failing to accurately account for complexity; even Sauer had to limit the 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

66 

bulk of her research to two facets of transformation. A researcher either could focus on 

limited areas of organizational communication, incorporating rhetorical analysis (like 

Winsor), or he or she could cautiously build communication models. 

Sauer provides a good example of a model gone wrong. The 

Presidential/Congressional Commission on Risk Assessment and Risk Management 

acknowledged the need to involve stakeholders but created an inadequate model of 

communication. It didn’t “define how workers’ ‘unique knowledge’ might be integrated 

rhetorically into the regulatory process,” failing to “provide a ‘concrete scheme’ for 

involving stakeholders” (Sauer, Rhetoric 70-71). There is no guarantee that a model will 

provide communicators with more than a description of the problems, with a clear 

opportunity for action. Ultimately, the Commission decided to exclude stakeholders from 

risk assessment (Sauer, Rhetoric 71). Just as Trumbo notes that the Department of 

Energy’s risk communication guidebooks are not “well matched with relevant knowledge 

generated through research” (Trumbo, “Risk” 219), Sauer provides another example of a 

mismatch between risk communication paradigms that come out of research and the 

actual practice of risk communication.  

In the cases of the Local Emergency Planning Committees in this study, some 

stakeholders are incorporated into the LEPC structure as members, but there are power 

differentials between members. Each LEPC recommends potential members of its 

choosing to the state, possibly eliminating some stakeholders. This gate-keeping function 

may cause a problem in other regions, but it doesn’t seem to cause a problem in the two 

communities in which I conducted this research because few people clamor to become 
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members. In fact, these LEPCs have had some members who were so inactive that they 

caused problems (keeping a committee from being productive, in the case of a largely 

inactive member who was head of the Right to Know Committee). These LEPCs are 

pleased to see new potential members, particularly from industry; one LEPC member 

noted that companies that participate allow the LEPC to be better prepared for accidents 

at their facilities. As far as environmental groups are concerned, group participation in 

the LEPCs is not an issue: the communities in which these LEPCs are located are largely 

conservative, having few environmental watchdog or activist groups. 

These Local Emergency Planning Committees lend themselves to both rhetorical 

and organizational analysis. The word- and sentence-level choices that members make in 

oral discourse reveal how they operationally define terms like risk; the analysis in 

Chapter 6 reveals that they are particularly concerned about risk of sabotage. The LEPCs’ 

rhetorical choices for communicating with a public that might include dangerous 

elements are tied tightly to their concepts of risk, particularly the incalculable risk of 

malicious use of information. This study reveals how members sometimes opt to 

communicate ambiguously to reduce their sense of risk of sabotage. Additionally, their 

choices cannot reasonably be isolated from their functions as an organization striving to 

protect the public in multiple ways (from accidents, attacks, and the economic downturn 

that might result from spotlighting local chemical holdings). And the structure of the 

organization itself is ambiguous; in at least two instances in this study, members take 

advantage of this ambiguity to access resources they might otherwise not be able to 

access were they clearly defined as a particular type of entity, such as a state entity. 
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Conclusion 

Early risk communication strategies relied on positivist epistemologies, but the 

discipline and practice of risk communication currently finds its roots in social 

constructionism. According to risk specialist Kárla Faragó, "both subjectivity and value 

judgment are inherently embedded in the opinions concerning the identification, size, 

acceptability, and nature of different risks, and that the conflict is ultimately due to a 

conflict of values" (223-224). Despite the recognition of the socially constructed, value-

laden nature of risk and risk communication technologies, Craig W. Trumbo notes that 

many of the strategies that come out of risk management are based on established 

practices rather than techniques verified by research. And even when an organization or 

company’s strategies suggest theoretically driven practices like establishing trust, these 

organizations may not provide any detailed guidelines to help the risk communicators 

(Trumbo, “Risk” 219-220).  

Technical communicators have begun to explore risk communication by 

conducting research on the Challenger disaster, Love Canal, the Woburn drinking-water 

contamination problem of the 1970s, Great Lakes water quality, and other cases. Clearly, 

rhetoricians have a place in conducting research that will move risk communication 

forward rather than make assumptions that lead to ineffective communication. And a 

blended rhetorical/organizational approach is within our area of expertise. 

Technical communicators have much to offer the practice of risk communication. 

Nancy Coppola boldly states that "[e]nvironmental communication is a distinct and vital 

discourse that requires the unique understanding of our field to influence 
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environmentally conscious behavior..." (35) (italics mine); I extend her argument—risk 

communication could also benefit from our unique approach. Not only do we offer 

rhetorical and organizational models, but we combine these approaches with a user-

centered perspective.  

While user-centered usually refers to product related documentation, policy-

shaping documents in fields such as medicine and environmental policy also have real 

users. Robert R. Johnson’s rhetorically based work in technical communication plays an 

important role. Johnson not only situates the user at the center of the documentation 

framework but also points to the roles of technology and culture in reciprocally shaping 

one another. Like Andrew Feenberg (Research Chair in Philosophy of Science at Simon 

Fraser University), Johnson recognizes the social elements that shape technology. In fact, 

Johnson and Feenberg share one of the same examples in their work: the development of 

the technology of the bicycle. In essence, what became the standard for the bicycle was 

one of two competing designs; the predecessor of the modern bicycle won out not 

because of innate superiority but because social factors such as clothing, attitudes, and 

values shaped society’s demands (Feenberg 79-80, 88-89; Johnson 94-97). Technology 

that at one point has multiple options for development eventually becomes codified “in 

accordance with the social meaning it has acquired” (Feenberg 88). Users, as citizens 

who create meaning, therefore have the power to change technology, perhaps even 

influencing the Web presence of a Local Emergency Planning Committee. 

In the public sphere in particular, it is also important to see writing, and the genres 

in which that writing emerges, as technologies. Genres and rhetorical features in writing 
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are socially constructed, as illustrated in the works of Carolyn R. Miller, M. Jimmie 

Killingsworth and Jacqueline S. Palmer, David Dayton, and Denise Tillery, among 

others. Carolyn Rude argues that reports in public policy debates have a social action 

function: “[t]he rhetor is interested not just in persuading the audience of the merits of the 

argument but also in the actions members of the audience might undertake to implement” 

(283). If users in the public sphere can shape the technical codes of the writing itself, they 

can help shape the action called for by and the effectiveness of the writing. And in 

LEPCs, users might include all of the local and regional stakeholders, both LEPC 

members and active members of the public. Thus, as technical communicators, we are 

uniquely situated to understand the rhetorical and organizational components of LEPC 

communication and to understand and advocate for multiple users. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS OF RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

 
To address my research questions, I primarily conducted an applied ethnography 

of two Local Emergency Planning Committees from 2005 to 2008. Although I conducted 

a series of semi-structured interviews at the beginning of my research, I relied more on 

participant observation (including informal interviews) with each LEPC over the course 

of my research, doing volunteer technical writing for each group and recording each 

meeting and interview when the participants allowed me to. Below, I discuss, among 

other things, details of the nature of the populations studied; these were two Local 

Emergency Planning Committees—all-volunteer groups mandated to plan for 

emergencies and both manage and make accessible information about local chemical 

hazards—in counties largely dominated by agriculture. For the purpose of this 

introduction, suffice it to say that these LEPCs have no automatic funding and face the 

challenge of maintaining active membership in all of their subcommittees. With their 

limited resources stretched thin, I felt compelled to reciprocate their hospitality with my 

services as a technical communicator. 

I worked with the Weatherby County LEPC for approximately one year longer 

than with the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, but my introduction into the activities of the 

Weatherby County LEPC was slower. I attended the Weatherby County LEPC’s 
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quarterly meetings and eventually joined the Weatherby County LEPC’s Public 

Education subcommittee, for which I tackled small writing tasks. I created a 1/3 cut5 

public education insert for local utility bills (and coordinated the re-write of the Spanish 

version), began the layout on a mailer to members of the county not served by this insert 

(this subcommittee tabled this project), wrote a solicitation letter asking for subsidies to 

publish a calendar featuring children’s artwork from a poster contest, and edited poster-

contest guidelines. The judge who presides as chair over the Weatherby County LEPC 

consented to me working for the Weatherby County LEPC in the hopes that I would 

make a contribution to improving the committee’s communication. To honor the spirit of 

my acceptance into the group, I presented my findings at the final quarterly LEPC 

meeting I attended. 

When I began work with the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, we jumped immediately 

into my reciprocal work. Instead of having a general agreement to work for this LEPC, I 

entered this LEPC with an agreement to create a new Web site for the organization. The 

registration for their original URL, or Web address, had lapsed, and someone else 

registered their URL and replaced their Web site with pornographic content. The original 

site had a backup domain, but the Web designer was no longer associated with the Blunt 

Arrow Canyon LEPC. The old content was online, but the LEPC had no way to update 

that content. Therefore, they applied for a Hazardous Materials Emergency Preparedness 

(HMEP) grant, and part of the agreement for that grant was the creation of a Web site. As 

with all HMEP grants, the LEPC had to demonstrate a matching contribution (or in-kind 
                                                
5 This insert was formatted as 1/3 of an 8 ½” x 11” piece of paper, resulting in an 8 ½” 
wide by 3 2/3” high document. 
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contribution) of 20 percent of the cost of the proposed projects; volunteer hours rated 

according to appropriate salaries for a given task count toward in-kind contributions. My 

volunteer efforts working on the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s Web site created that 

matching contribution. 

Designing and implementing the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s 35-page Web site 

was more time-intensive than the combination of projects that I worked on for the 

Weatherby County LEPC. On average, I estimate that my most active times with each 

LEPC included two to three hours of committee meetings a month, about five hours of 

interviews (first formal, then informal) per month, and ten to sixty hours of reciprocal 

work, depending upon the project, with the Web site being the most time-intensive. 

Notably, the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC actively discussed the rhetorical issues 

involved with giving information to the public far sooner and more frequently than the 

Weatherby County LEPC. Part of the reason I worked with the Weatherby County LEPC 

for a longer stretch of time was that a number of the quarterly meetings I attended 

included no discussion of how to communicate with the public beyond the activities of 

the Public Education subcommittee, and these were focused on the Wally Wise campaign 

to raise awareness of groups like children. The campaign often addressed being prepared 

by having a NOAA weather radio and so forth, particularly focusing on weather-related 

emergencies. Most often, the extent of activity regarding the Right-to-Know 

subcommittee was to announce that the subcommittee had not met since the previous 

quarterly LEPC meeting. Otherwise, the meetings, conducted using Robert’s Rules of 

Order, usually included announcements of committee activities and, when hosted by a 
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non-government member, a brief tour of the host’s facility. And my activities with the 

Weatherby County LEPC’s Public Education subcommittee always consisted of meetings 

with the committee in which we addressed the progress on current HMEP grant. 

Discourse pertinent to this research was sparse or absent in most meetings. Thus, I 

attended more meetings to gather data. In contrast, the meetings with the Blunt Arrow 

Canyon LEPC usually were relevant to this research. The meetings in which we reviewed 

the Web site were particularly fruitful. 

I supplemented this ethnography with textual analysis of both LEPC documents 

and related texts (like EPA/DOJ documents discussing the rules LEPCs must follow). In 

this chapter, I describe the following: 

 the epistemological perspective that I bring to this research 
 my data collection and  analysis procedures for ethnographic data 
 my data collection and analysis procedures for textual data, including oral 

communication 
 the overlap between ethnographic and rhetorical analysis of text and 

discourse  
 

Epistemological Perspective: Social Constructionism 

Overview of Social Constructionism in Technical Communication 

This research was conducted from the epistemological perspective of social 

constructionism: knowledge is created through discourse; this knowledge or 

understanding is negotiated, shaped, and re-shaped (Miller: 7.2-7.8).  As social actors 

engage in discourse, they come to new, but not necessarily identical, understandings of 

subject matter, transforming information (data) into knowledge. This perspective runs 
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contrary to the epistemological standpoint of logical positivism, which holds that un-

negotiated truths exist and views knowledge in relationship to its proximity to the "truth." 

The social constructionism perspective is in keeping with the qualitative components of 

risk that Vincent Covello discusses (109-115), which are addressed in Chapter 2. 

For instance, as Local Emergency Planning Committee members meet and 

discuss what to post on their Web site, they come to a new understanding of the idea of 

risky content. For one, a statement that the public may apply for information 

anonymously is risky: it invites saboteurs to seek information about a facility with large 

propane tanks. Another, who never thought of this possibility and who thought of risky 

content as listing the names and addresses of local facilities that have dangerous 

chemicals, redefines her definition of risky content to include this statement. A third 

member includes this statement in his idea of risky content too but also considers an 

anonymous submissions page (on which users can submit reports about questionable 

activities) risky because it could lead to false reports. Thus, the members come to a 

general, negotiated agreement that statements about anonymity could be dangerous, but 

they do not necessarily agree on all of the details. But there is no one “truth” about what 

is dangerous to include in a Web site.  

Many technical communication scholars incorporate some version of Peter L. 

Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s original sociological theory, which posits conversation 

as the “most important vehicle of reality-maintenance” (152) and modification (153). 

However, versions of Berger and Luckmann’s theory differ from study to study, and 

authors in technical communication and rhetoric such as Mahalingam Subbiah and 
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Bernadette Longo provide critiques of how the theory has been applied. Subbiah, in his 

overview of social construction theory in technical communication, argues that social 

construction is a reaction to, or opposition to, cognitive theory (54-55). Thus, for 

Subbiah, social constructionism theories would maintain that the term risk is negotiated, 

that the meaning has shifted over the years based on discourse, in contrast to cognitive 

theories, which would maintain that an objective reality of risk exists.  

In the case of presenting chemical information on a Web site or posting a 

statement about gaining access to that information, risk is not just a percent chance of 

having something go wrong. Because the audience of the public Web site is 

uncontrollable, some of Covello’s “qualitative factors in risk perception and evaluation” 

(112) are at play, particularly catastrophic potential (a number of people could be affected 

in one group and in one event if a plant were to be sabotaged), dread (which is part of 

terrorism), and origin (Covello 112-114) (a saboteur’s attack is caused by humans, and 

“people are more concerned about risks caused by human actions and failures […] than 

by acts of nature or God” (Covello 114)). Furthermore, as John Adams explains, risks of 

sabotage are not definable solely by probability (which scientists and statisticians might 

be able to agree upon, as with the case of the risk of developing lung cancer for a person 

who smokes two packs of cigarettes a day) because they are virtual risks with unknown 

probability (Adams “Science and Terrorism: Challenges” 163). Thus, for one type of risk 

involved in the work the LEPC conducts—the risk of sabotage—the meaning of risk must 

be negotiated. And as Adams’s diagram of risk amplification in Chapter 2 illustrates, this 

type of risk is amplified by the conditions that surround it (Adams “Science and 
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Terrorism: Post Conference”): this risk is both imposed and motivated by malignant 

intentions. 

Rhetoric is an intrinsic part of the discourse about risk. As technical 

communication contributes to risk communication, our field must be prepared to 

acknowledge the rhetorical component of risk communication and its ties to social 

construction of knowledge. The basic tenets of social construction theory appear in 

commentary on technical communication’s relationship to rhetoric. For example, Cezar 

Ornatowski says that rhetoric “is an inherent condition of all discourse, including 

technical discourse” (47). Contrary to positivist thought, then, rhetoric cannot be divorced 

from communication. Furthermore, Merrill D. Whitburn clearly ties the idea of rhetoric 

in technical communication (as it has been used in a great deal of recent technical 

communication research) to Isocratean rhetoric, a rhetoric entwined with both relativist 

ideas about knowledge and standards of ethical responsibility (5-8).  

This research attempts to answer the how questions inherent in building an 

understanding of risk or an approach to risk. Furthermore, where possible it attempts to 

answer the why questions that spring from the context of the communication: why do 

LEPC members feel uncomfortable posting some information online, and why do they 

use the strategies they do to limit certain kinds of information?  
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Methods of Applied Ethnography 

Overview of this Ethnography 

The ethnographic component of this research largely fits part of the profile of 

applied ethnography. Ethnography was developed by early cultural and social 

anthropologists to study indigenous populations in then-remote areas of the world. 

However, the method has since been applied to studies of parts of industrialized societies. 

There are two competing definitions of applied ethnography: John Bennet’s definition 

and Eleanor Lyon’s definition. This work more closely approaches the second definition.  

First, according to anthropologist John Bennett, applied ethnography includes the 

following elements (s25): 

1. study of a workplace culture rather than an indigenous culture 
2. employment by the workplace being studied or by an intervening agency 
3. the goal of inducing change according to a pre-existing agenda 
4. the goal of enhancing human welfare 

 
This study fits two of the components of Bennett’s definition, but it does not fit 

the employment or agenda components. This research addresses the workplaces of Local 

Emergency Planning Committees. Although LEPCs are not traditional workplaces but 

rather are volunteer organizations with members from a number of stakeholder groups, 

they are closer in nature to workplaces than they are to indigenous cultures. I was not an 

official member of either Local Emergency Planning Committee under study, but I 

participated in their activities, including committee meetings and document creation. In 

addition, I have work experience in environmental regulation and was formerly employed 

by the Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission (TNRCC), the predecessor 
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agency to the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ). The LEPCs I 

worked with have TCEQ employees on their committees. However, I entered this 

research with no other pre-existing agenda except to study the real nature of risk 

communication under security constraints. I did, though, conduct this research with the 

long-term goal of advancing the knowledge of risk communication practice and theory, 

thereby improving risk communication. For the short-term, I tackled my risk 

communication projects for the two LEPCs in this study with the goals of meeting both 

the committees’ needs and the public’s needs, but I hope my findings of the rhetorical 

strategies these groups use to face communication (and funding) challenges address the 

long-term goal of helping others face similar challenges in an informed, ethical way. 

Although Bennett’s definition (particularly, his emphasis on change) seems to 

represent the description of applied anthropology that most often appears in literature 

(Partridge 139-42; Briody and Baba; Eyben 8-10), Eleanor Lyon offers a second 

definition of applied ethnography. In her article “Applying Ethnography,” she argues that 

an ethnography need not be “initiated as an applied project, or have application as its 

primary focus”; it can, instead, provide policy-makers with new understandings of 

experiences so that they can make informed and thoughtful decisions or provide social 

actors with new understandings that can inform their practices (Lyon sec. Forms of 

Applied Ethnography). According to Eyben, the ethnographic process itself provides an 

opportunity for reflexivity on the part of the social actors, and the newfound self-

awareness can itself change relationships (11). Reflexivity and informed decision-making 

is precisely what this research is aimed to encourage. 
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I collected the ethnographic data for this study by conducting interviews; 

attending activities such as quarterly meetings, subcommittee meetings, and a press 

event; and participating in both LEPCs’ document-creation processes. Although one goal 

of this study is to provide a technical communicator’s perspective (an outsider’s or etic 

perspective), the other goal is to contextualize my findings by examining the insider’s (or 

emic) perspective. 

Population Studied 

The groups I studied consisted of individuals who were members of two Texas 

Local Emergency Planning Committees. Both of these LEPCs are located in rural areas 

of Texas that are made up of at least 75 percent farmland (“Economic”). Each serves an 

area with approximately a quarter million residents (“MapStats”). 

Although each LEPC in this study serves a largely agricultural area, agricultural 

facilities use and store hazardous chemicals, such as liquid fertilizers. Like many Texas 

communities, these areas have some manufacturing facilities and have hazardous 

materials moving through them on shipping routes. Furthermore, the region served by the 

Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC has a facility that poses an irradiation hazard. 

In each case, I largely focused on the subgroups responsible for putting content on 

their Web sites. In the case of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, members of the LEPC 

who work for the city manage the organization’s Web site (although, during the study, 

this LEPC developed an almost ad hoc Web committee). In the case of the Weatherby 

County LEPC, the subgroup responsible for the Web site was the LEPC Public Education 
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subcommittee. In both LEPCs, though, the people responsible for their LEPC Web site 

had to initiate discussion about what content would be displayed on the site. Although the 

Public Education subcommittee had largely made their Web site recommendations before 

this study began, this same subcommittee continued to work on materials for public 

awareness during the duration of this research. 

I also worked with committee members who represent local emergency planners. 

These individuals make decisions on a city and county government level about how to 

balance communicating risk to the public while maintaining security. In each LEPC, the 

executive officers tended to be government employees. In the Blunt Arrow Canyon 

LEPC, these officers informally screen potential LEPC members and make membership 

recommendations to the State Emergency Response Commission (SERC). In this way, 

this subgroup has an extra measure of power within an LEPC. 

Because of the sensitive nature of this research—risk and security issues make 

potential participants nervous—I offered each participant anonymity. Some individuals 

did not express a desire for anonymity, but others did. To avoid the possibility of a reader 

using the process of elimination to identify a few anonymous participants, I have 

extended anonymity to all participants. I also offered each participating LEPC 

anonymity, as well, to prevent readers from identifying participants by their LEPC 

activities. Hence, the two committees are known in this dissertation as the Weatherby 

County LEPC and the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC.  
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Ethnographic Sampling 

During almost any ethnographic study, a researcher must select members of a 

population with whom to develop a close relationship. Even in a small tribe, company, 

committee, or other group, a researcher must invest time and effort to become close to 

people so he or she is accepted (as much as possible) and can receive participants’ honest 

insight into activities, attitudes, beliefs, and so forth. As with other ethnographic studies, 

it was not possible to become close to all members, so in effect, by becoming close to 

some and not others (especially in the interview stage), I sampled the population. Instead 

of random sampling, I used judgment sampling; in other words, I selected individuals 

based on my own judgment of who would work well as a participant. 

The EPA has established guidelines for LEPC membership based on the 

Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA) (Mason and Reddick 

2), but it makes no provisions for a specific leadership structure. Because each LEPC 

creates its own bylaws, leadership rules vary from group to group. So do subcommittee 

structures, members’ levels of participation, and demands for members’ time. These 

complexities make random sampling impractical for collecting meaningful data. For 

instance, during the duration of this study, the Weatherby County LEPC’s Right-to-Know 

subcommittee never attended a quarterly meeting (although the chair was often present) 

and submitted no comments to the LEPC; interviewing members of this subcommittee 

would be nearly fruitless because the issues this subcommittee was supposed to address 

were better addressed by the Public Education subcommittee. Thus, I used judgment 

sampling because it allows the researcher to target a segment of the population likely to 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

83 

be suitable participants (Bernard 182). Furthermore, judgment sampling allows an 

ethnographer to work with participants who he or she deems 1) the most likely to 

participate under the constraints of time and trust, and 2) the most suitable candidates to 

be key informants, referred to here as key participants6.  

Anthropologists Stephen L. and Jean J. Schensul and Margaret D. LeCompte 

point to the importance of having key participants, or individuals who “know a great deal 

about the topic of interest and have more information than most other people who could 

be interviewed” (84). These anthropologists note the following about these individuals 

(84): 

[They] are articulate in their ability to communicate their knowledge to 
researchers [and] [m]ost often, they have gained their knowledge by virtue 
of their position and experience in the community, their established 
network or relationships, their ability to express themselves orally, and 
their broad understanding of their community. 

Judgment sampling also allows the ethnographer to identify and work with these 

individuals, in addition to other participants. 

Ethnographic Data Collection 

As I began this study, I received permission to study these two Local Emergency 

Planning Committees by discussing my research with at least one member of each 

executive committee. I then gained entry into the broader LEPC communities and 

                                                
6 The traditional term for a willing participant in an ethnographic study is informant. 
However, this term has negative connotations, suggesting that such an individual may be 
providing the ethnographer information that should not, according to the participant’s 
culture, be shared. Therefore, I have used the more neutral term participant. This term, 
with its neutral and sometimes positive connotations (like the connotations of partner), is 
more accurate for this study.  
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developed a trusting relationship with members by engaging in LEPC activities and 

conducting non-threatening, semi-structured interviews between January 2006 and April 

2006 with a total of 4 participants (See Appendix B); these interviews were 

approximately an hour and a half long each. Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte define 

the semi-structured interview as one in which “[t]he questions…are preformulated, but 

the answers to those questions are open-ended…[and] can be fully expanded at the 

discretion of the interviewer and the interviewee, and can be enhanced by probes” (149), 

which are prompts like, “anything else?” Although these anthropologists suggest that 

semi-structured interviews follow unstructured interviews (153), they acknowledge the 

validity of anthropologist Susan Weller’s point that these such interviews can be used 

early in ethnographic research to help the researcher “develo[p] exploratory models 

and…prepar[e] for more systematic forms of investigation” (Schensul, Schensul, and 

LeCompte 149).  

The semi-structured interviews in this study serve Weller’s purpose; I used them 

to explore the Local Emergency Planning Committees’ use of the term risk to determine 

how to proceed with my research. In these interviews, I relied largely on a set of open-

ended questions, each of which “allow[ed] the participants to interpret” the question 

(Fetterman 54). Although noted anthropologist David Fetterman discourages “stand-

alone vague questions[s],” these questions were essential in my early research. Fetterman 

gives the example of “[a]sking regular nurses whether they work with helicopter nurses 

frequently—without defining frequently,” arguing that such a tact “is useful to neither the 

researcher nor the participant” (54). In the case of this study, though, one of the early 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

85 

goals was to find out how participants define their own risk communication problems 

(without leading the participants’ answers) and even how they define the word risk. To 

that end, I left definitions out of the early semi-structured interviews. I used this 

ethnographic technique to learn how participants conceptualize risk and identify 

prospective avenues for inquiry.  I learned from these interviews that the term risk is not 

used frequently, but the concept behind the term—security hazard or other hazard, often 

weather-related—is addressed by LEPC members. For instance, the head of the 

Weatherby County LEPC’s emergency management chose not to reveal to the public 

what equipment his office purchased to respond to emergencies because of security 

concerns, but neither the interview with him or his employee and fellow Weatherby 

County LEPC member involved the varied uses of the term risk that I had anticipated. 

Also, because the term risk was rarely used, I varied my original plan for coding the data. 

During the same time period and beyond (through April 2008), I attended the 

EPCRA-mandated quarterly LEPC meetings as part of the participant-observation phase 

of the ethnography. I also attended monthly Weatherby County LEPC Public Education 

subcommittee meetings and the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s meetings of its ad hoc Web 

subcommittee. According to anthropologists Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte, 

participant observation is “a process of learning through exposure to or involvement in 

the day-to-day or routine activities of participants in the research setting” (91). These 

scholars note six advantages of participant observation (91-92):  

1. It is central to identifying and building relationships important to the 
future of the research endeavor. 
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2. It gives the researcher an intuitive as well as an intellectual grasp of the 
way things are organized and prioritized, how people relate to one another, 
and the ways in which social and physical boundaries are defined. 

3. It demonstrates—and, over time, can confirm—…[many] cultural 
patterns[, some of which]… are not easily addressed or about which 
discussions are forbidden. 

4. It endorses the presence of the researcher in the community. 
5. It provides the researcher with cultural experiences that can be discussed 

with key informants or participants in the study site and treated as data. 
6. [It provides] the opportunity to witness events that outsiders would not be 

invited to attend, and to access situations that might be hidden from the 
public…[like] activities that groups use to maintain a special identity. 

 
Participation in these groups is different from participation in a traditional ethnography 

because the LEPC activities are not centralized. In a traditional ethnography, the 

researcher can live among a population and observe several samples of activity. Even in a 

typical applied ethnography in a workplace, the researcher can situate him- or herself in a 

single workplace. But the activities of a given Local Emergency Planning Committee are 

not restricted to one workplace. Instead, participants meet infrequently but work on 

projects more regularly from their separate workplaces. The core communication about 

their work occurs in subcommittee meetings. To add the participant-observation 

component to this study, I attended subcommittee meetings and worked on 

subcommittee-produced documents: as noted above, small public information texts for 

the Weatherby County LEPC and a Web site for the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC.  

Ethnographic Data Analysis 

I used an inductive method of interpreting for my data. I originally planned to 

code my data using anthropologists’ Margaret D. LeCompte and Jean J. Schensul’s 

strategy for inductive analysis, beginning with an item-level analysis: “[i]dentifying items 
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or units [and] create taxonomies (classify and order items or units)” (82), then searching 

for patterns among the items, structures among the patterns, and ultimately new 

frameworks for understanding (82-83). An item-level analysis, for instance, would 

include classifying statements about risk. As I reviewed my semi-structured interview 

and meeting data, however, I found that statements about risk rarely occurred in isolation 

but were, instead, part of a broader discussion. Thus, I opted to approach the discourse 

that I recorded using textual and oral communication analysis. However, I preserved 

some of the elements of traditional ethnographic analysis by contextualizing the data in 

terms of actors, relationships, situations, and power, which are not always apparent in the 

discourse alone.   

Methods of Text and Oral Communication Analysis 

With an eye for statements and discussions about risk, I first examined the data in 

the recordings, logging the interviews and meetings thematically. I used argument 

analysis (a kind of rhetorical analysis), particularly situating the arguments in Eric 

Eisenberg’s theory of strategic ambiguity, to examine the textual samples I collected. 

Recall from the previous chapter that argument analysis (a kind of rhetorical analysis) 

can provide the means with which to assess how statements relate to one another, 

allowing the researcher to conduct pattern-level and structural-level analyses that 

LeCompte and Schensul advocate. I also used these methods to analyze oral 

communication in public meetings, discussion within subcommittee meetings, and 

interview data. Although I did not code the data as most formal discourse analysts would, 
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I examined it with the intention of identifying patterns associated with discussions of risk 

and with the precautions of this field in mind. Below is a discussion of how discourse 

analysis informs this study.  

The texts I analyzed were documents generated by the Local Emergency Planning 

Committees, including e-mail, electronic and paper documents created for the public, and 

documents published for internal use, such as Emergency Management Plans 

(community plans outlining the courses of action to follow in an emergency). I also 

examined external documents that highlight the risk arguments made by Local 

Emergency Planning Committees; these include the discussion comments in the OCA 

Final Rule, and external documents that address the manner in which the EPA suggests 

that LEPCs conduct their business, along with EPA’s Region 6 Local Emergency 

Planning Committee Handbook. These documents are part of the larger discourse 

surrounding LEPCs. 

Discourse Analysis-Informed Approach: Contextualizing the Analysis 

Discourse analysis overlaps argument analysis and has a wide array of meanings. 

Although this research does not include formal discourse analysis, discourse analysis has 

informed my approach to the rhetorical analysis of both the texts that support and are 

generated by Local Emergency Planning Committees and the oral communication in 

which the two LEPCs in this study are engaged. 

Conversation analyst Charles Antaki and his colleagues describe discourse 

analysis in general terms as “a close engagement with one's text or transcripts, and the 
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illumination of their meaning and significance through insightful and technically 

sophisticated work.” Approaches that fall into the category of discourse analysis have the 

following in common: they study written or spoken discourse in a social context and 

“beyond the boundaries of a sentence/utterance” (Slembrouck). As linguistics specialist 

James Paul Gee points out, communication cannot be divorced from perspective (Gee 3-

4). What one writer or speaker chooses to place into the foreground, or how he or she 

chooses to link ideas, is relevant (Gee 23-5). Similar to argument analysis, which can be 

used to examine how ideas are linked on a small scale (for instance, through association 

and dissociation), broader-scope techniques in discourse analysis can examine the greater 

social context of instances of communication. Thus, discourse analysis complements both 

ethnography and argument analysis. 

Risk communication lends itself to a discourse analysis-informed approach for a 

couple of reasons. First, the social context in which risk is communicated is essential. For 

instance, distilling Vincent Covello’s work (109-115), risk management and 

communication professionals Burke, Singh, and Theodore break risk into “hazard” (the 

calculated danger associated with an action, event, etc.) and “outrage” (the public’s 

perception of complicating factors like the visibility of a danger and the degree to which 

the hazard is concentrated in one location and at one time) (667-670). Sarah E. L. 

Wakefield and Susan J. Elliot, geographers who study civic participation in 

environmental management, demonstrate that community members who receive risk 

information do not hold all sources as equally trustworthy, and Craig Trumbo’s research 
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illustrates that members of the public hold varying expectations of the value of 

communication sources (Trumbo “Communication”).  

Furthermore, language is a social force with which we “build” our activities and 

institutions (Gee 11). Communication situations are defined by the language the 

participants use, but the situation also defines the language. As Gee illustrates, a 

committee meeting and its associated communication are interlinked. Gee asks which 

came first: the situation (the committee meeting) or the language used in the situation (the 

“committee ways of talking and interacting”) (11). This principle is also illustrated by 

rhetoric scholar Craig Waddell’s study of the use of pathos by both experts and the public 

in public meetings held to discuss Great Lakes water quality issues: the institution of the 

meeting drives the communication at the meeting, and the use of language drives the 

definition of such an expert/layperson meeting. In addition, how society defines roles also 

drives its perception of what people in those roles do, hiding the fact that scientists and 

experts, not just members of the concerned public, use emotional appeals, and that the 

public does help shape expert opinion, even though such meetings may seem to be held 

as a matter of formality (144). 

Second, sentences or utterances in risk communication cannot be analyzed in 

isolation without losing some of that vital social context. Antaki et al. categorize isolating 

sentences or utterances as a form of “under-analysis”; if an analyst simply “spots” a 

feature and presents it in isolation, he or she misses “how it is handled sequentially and 

rhetorically.” Timothy Sellnow and Robert Ulmer, communication scholars with a focus 

on crisis communication, conducted a study that highlights the role of sequence and 
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context. They examined the crisis communication that Jack-in-the-Box used after its 

customers began to fall ill from E. coli in the restaurant’s burgers. Each statement made 

by the company’s public relations spokesperson was essential in revealing the changes in 

the ambiguity of his statements through time. The early stage of the discourse was 

marked by the spokesperson casting doubt on Jack-in-the-Box’s responsibility for the 

health problems, but the nature of the company’s strategies shifted through time: the 

company later emphasized its corrective action and finally emphasized its contributions 

to E. coli research, downplaying its responsibility for the crisis.  

My work is informed by discourse analysis in that I examine the interplay 

between situation and language and I foreground the context of the communication rather 

than analyzing isolated utterances or snippets of text. However, the analytical approach I 

have taken to this body of data is more of a rhetorical approach associated with argument 

theory. My analysis in Chapter 6 incorporates Eric Eisenberg’s theory of strategic 

ambiguity and builds upon Eisenberg’s approach. 

In addition, it is informed by discourse analysis in that I contextualize the 

discourse, drawing upon Dorothy Winsor’s observations on power and writing and Cary 

Coglianese and David Lazer’s theory of management-based regulation to explain the 

relationship between text and organizational structure and behavior in Chapter 4. I also  

apply organizational theory (particularly Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell’s 

theory of organizational fields) to discuss and explain the structures of the LEPCs in 

Chapter 5. 
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Strategic Ambiguity 

As Chapter 5 will illustrate, ambiguity is an element of the organization of Local 

Emergency Planning Committees. This ambiguity gives the LEPCs some flexibility: they 

are able to make the case that they should be able to use some of the less cost-intensive 

resources of their regions’ cities or counties. So, too, is ambiguity a theme of LEPC’s 

communication. Although the ambiguity of their organizational structure is not 

intentional, much of the ambiguity of their communication is. My analysis of oral 

communication and the resulting texts that are produced by the LEPCs explores what 

communication researchers sometimes refer to as strategic ambiguity in LEPC 

communication. 

Strategic ambiguity differs from the typical concept of ambiguity in academia 

and, specifically, in technical communication. Often, when professors teach students, 

they emphasize how to be less ambiguous rather than more ambiguous. Technical 

communication is, in part, founded on the idea that our type of communication, technical 

communication, should be clear. Jack Bushnell addresses this fundamental idea in his 

1999 critique of textbooks in our field; he argues that technical communication textbooks 

and classrooms at the time of his article “teach them [students] more or less how to gather 

information and present it on paper or electronically in a clear, organized way” (185).  

Many recent textbooks in technical communication have expanded to address more 

communicating challenges, but clarity is still an underpinning of the discipline. For 

instance, John Lannon, in his popular textbook Technical Communication, devotes nine 

pages to “editing for clarity” (245-253).  
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As Shirley Leitch (a discourse scholar) and Sally Davenport (an 

organizational/stakeholder scholar) point out, the concept of ambiguity, as used by 

discourse scholars, typically “has been applied to examples of talk or text that lack clarity 

of meaning because they have been poorly constructed” (45). Ambiguity in this sense is 

against the principles and goals of technical communication.  

Eric M. Eisenberg’s 1984 article on strategic ambiguity (Eisenberg) set the stage 

for organizational communication researchers to examine how ambiguity is used to solve 

problems. Eisenberg’s work is rooted in social constructionism (6), and it deviates from 

previous communication studies work on ambiguity in that it addresses ambiguity as a 

“relational variable which arises through a combination of source, message, and receiver 

factors” (7). As Eisenberg explains, earlier researchers focused on either one particular 

locus of ambiguity (for instance, in the message itself or in the intentions of the 

communicator) or on a couple of factors, but says that they didn’t see ambiguity as a 

relationship between the different factors. Of course, when the sender of a message 

intends the message to be vague and crafts the message such that it is indeed vague, that 

affects the relationship between the different factors involved in how the message is 

received.  

For the purpose of this research, Eisenberg’s definition of ambiguity is a bit 

cumbersome. Eisenberg himself, in a later commentary on his early work, questions the 

relational component of his definition of ambiguity (3). Thus, for the purposes of this 

study, ambiguity can be understood to be a lack of clarity of meaning, either intentional 

or unintentional, allowing the discourse to be interpreted in at least two ways. This lack 
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of clarity can include, but is not limited to, statements without enough detail to 

predetermine a logical interpretation and detailed statements that lack a proper context for 

an audience to interpret in a consistent manner (such as statements that include 

uncontextualized risk statistics).  

Of course, the degree of clarity or ambiguity has as much to do with the 

background and assumptions the audience brings to reading a statement as it does with 

the statement itself. A statement that seems perfectly clear to a regulator at the EPA with 

a degree in chemistry or public administration may make no sense to a member of the 

public who is an oncologist or who teaches high school history. Furthermore, a statement 

that uses the term “hazardous chemicals” may seem clear to a member of the public with 

no background in environmental regulation but seem ambiguous to an emergency 

planner, who is left asking him- or herself, “Does this mean the extremely hazardous 

chemicals listed on Tier II reports?” 

Eisenberg argues that ambiguity is not necessarily an indicator of communicative 

incompetence, and asserts “clarity is only a measure of communicative competence if the 

individual has as his or her goal to be clear” (7) (emphasis in original text); this neutral 

nature of ambiguity as a whole (something not necessarily borne of incompetence) is also 

reflected in my modified definition above. Strategic ambiguity occurs when “individuals 

use ambiguity purposefully to accomplish their goals” (7). Different individuals can have 

varying interpretations of a message that satisfy their different needs. As technical 

communication is not simply the transmission of information but reflects the goals of the 
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organizations in which it is situated, it is often strategic, whether or not it involves 

ambiguity.7 

Strategic ambiguity, as Eisenberg first conceived of it in 1984, fulfills four 

purposes, though each relates only to the organization’s internal workings. First, it 

promotes “unified diversity” (8-10), allowing “individuals with different perspectives” 

(9) to work together successfully, perhaps even “to author a document collectively” (9) so 

it has a single voice and is accepted by the authors as communicating each of their 

messages (9).  Leitch and Davenport sum up the role of ambiguity in unified diversity as 

“supporting multiple viewpoints and fostering agreement on abstractions without limiting 

specific interpretations” (44). Thus, it allows individuals some latitude while still 

maintaining some cohesion within the organization. Ambiguous statements can bridge 

gaps that would otherwise keep individuals from coming to an agreement. 

Second, it “facilitates organizational change” (10) in two ways: 1) by allowing 

goals and metaphors to shift (10-11), and 2) by promoting relationships between 

individuals by letting individuals project their own meaning—one that satisfies their 

needs—onto a message (11-12). Third, it can “preserve privileged positions” (12) by 

amplifying a message receiver’s current impression of the sender, thus reinforcing a 
                                                
7 I must acknowledge at this point that the concepts of “strategic” and “ambiguity” and 
their implied opposites (“non-strategic,” “clarity”) can be evasive and contestable. One 
can argue that no voluntary action wholly lacks strategy, and that even involuntary 
actions such as breathing have a strategic goal (sustenance of life). Similarly, language is 
inherently elastic, allowing it to carry multiple meanings (cf. Baake’s “harmonics”) that 
could render it more or less clear to the receiver of a message. Hence, we cannot proclaim 
any wording to be purely without intent or completely clear. Nonetheless, practically 
speaking, most members of an audience or readers would have a sense of when 
something is mostly clear or vague, or when it is mostly neutral or highly goal-driven. It 
is this practical perspective from which I am operating in this discussion of the terms. 
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powerful person’s credibility (13). And fourth, it allows deniability on both the 

managerial and the interpersonal level; it allows a manager the flexibility to deny an 

interpretation of rule for the good of the organization, and it allows people to deny 

potentially offensive interpretations of comments on the interpersonal level (13-15). 

In the introduction to his 2007 reprint of his landmark article, Eisenberg explains 

how he “paid little attention to other dynamics, such as how ambiguity can mask and 

sustain abuses of power,” and he second-guesses his definition of ambiguity as a 

relational variable (3). Authors whose work followed his original article have, in fact, 

focused on the ethics of strategic ambiguity. For instance, Robert Ulmer and Timothy 

Sellnow examine ethics of ambiguity in the tobacco industry’s crisis communication, 

finding that the way ambiguity was approached by the industry actually impinges upon 

“the public’s ability to make informed choices” (Ulmer and Sellnow). Intentional 

ambiguity can obfuscate information, making it difficult for the audience to understand 

the details.  

Furthermore, Ulmer and Sellnow invoke communication theorist Thomas 

Nilsen’s ethic of significant choice as a way to assess whether ambiguity is ethical. 

Nilsen’s theory contends the following (Ulmer and Sellnow): 

[T]here exists an ethical obligation for those in positions of influence to 
provide the information to their constituencies that is necessary for making 
well-reasoned decisions. […] Significant choice occurs in an environment 
free of coercion and is ‘based on the best information available when the 
decision must be made’ (p. 45). 

Ulmer and Sellnow, like Eisenberg, do not necessarily see ambiguity as bad or unethical 

in crisis communication. It is only unethical when “organizations emphasize erroneous or 
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minority claims while ignoring and/or misrepresenting predominant information that has 

been established by sources regarded as credible by the audience.”  As for the cause of 

unethical ambiguity, they focus on “biased and/or incomplete sources of information” 

that mislead and prevent the process of significant choice. In the case of ambiguity in 

Local Emergency Planning Committees, the goal of the organization is not to limit the 

information that citizens have access to, and thereby limit their ability to make choices. 

Instead, the goals are to increase community involvement in a given LEPC and reduce 

the possibility that the information they safeguard will be used to harm the community. 

Ulmer and Sellnow’s work also branches out from Eisenberg’s original concept of 

strategic ambiguity in that it examines how ambiguity is used to communicate with the 

public, not just with others within an organization. In their case, they are examining crisis 

communication after Dr. David Kessler findings that nicotine is addictive prompted an 

investigation by Congress and, in 1994, responses by the “presidents or chairmen […] of 

the seven largest tobacco companies” (Ulmer and Sellnow).  Other researchers, too, have 

examined strategic ambiguity in communication intended for those outside of an 

organization. As an example, William DeJong, R. Cameron Wolf, and S. Bryn Austin 

look at public service announcements (PSAs) to prevent HIV/AIDs (a form of risk 

communication) and how strategic ambiguity might have been better used to reach a 

wider audience (256-57).  In other words, DeJong, Wolf, and Austin look at unified 

diversity as a way to reach multiple audiences when messages are sent out via mass 

media. Although these communication researchers studied television, they could very 

well examine Web communication in the same light. Certain demographics might be 
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targeted on a particular television station at a given time, but viewers can be from many 

demographics. So, too, is the case with Web sites: an LEPC may post information mostly 

for existing members, but anyone can view the site. 

The study of ambiguity is pertinent to risk communication in another way as well. 

Early risk communication reported statistics without giving the non-expert a context with 

which to interpret the statistics. Ulmer and Sellnow comment on Mary Ann Renz’s work 

on the communication of risks associated with solid waste disposal and with breast 

implants. Renz finds that “organizations typically report risk assessments ‘in statistical, 

technical terms which have little meaning to the lay public’ (p. 170).” This approach 

hearkens back to the 1950s tactic of reporting statistics of probable illness and death to 

the public (Burke, Singh, and Theodore 667).  

Nilsen labels some types of communication as “misinformation” and argues that 

they inhibit significant choice; he includes as misinformation both “statistical units […] 

inadequately defined or incomplete,” and  “vague or ambiguous terminology in which 

listeners find erroneous meanings” (71-2). Although statistics and technical terms are not 

inherently unintelligible, the target audience must be prepared to interpret the statistics 

and terms and put them in context. The public, mostly unfamiliar with the terms Local 

Emergency Planning Committees use among themselves and with the nature of risk 

statistics, can have trouble when they read a document containing this information but 

without a context. For instance, if a risk document does not anchor a low risk with 

something more familiar as “rare” or “unlikely” (such as winning the lottery or being 

struck by lightening), the document misses its audience, becoming a form of Nilsen’s 
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“misinformation” and reducing the reader’s ability to make an informed choice. The 

writers’ intentions may not be to misinform—thus, there may be nothing that is 

intentionally strategic about the writers’ approach—but they may nonetheless be using 

ambiguity. 

As the analysis in Chapter 6 illustrates, Local Emergency Planning Committees 

use strategic ambiguity the way researchers have found it used in other organizations: 1) 

to allow the organization to change by building membership and 2) to provide unified 

diversity (to allow multiple audiences to interpret information differently) for an external 

set of audiences. In addition, though, they use ambiguity to mitigate rhetorical tension 

that occurs not because they want everyone to act on their message (as is the case with 

the HIV/AIDS PSAs: ideally, all viewers would take steps to prevent themselves from 

getting the disease) but because they want to let some act on information but keep others 

from taking any action. They use ambiguity to fulfill their responsibility of inviting the 

public to access Tier II chemical information while dissuading people who would misuse 

the information—who would use it to plan an attack on regulated facilities—from gaining 

access to it. Furthermore, in one LEPC’s attempt to reach its members, potential 

members, and experts from regulated facilities, they are inadvertently ambiguous, largely 

using terms that the public cannot recognize and, thus, limiting the potential for the 

public to access chemical report information. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have discussed the nature of applied ethnography and what this 

study’s participant observation involved, given the ephemeral nature of the groups: i.e., 

the Local Emergency Planning Committees do not have a centralized workplace for daily 

member interaction. Thus, my participant observation included conducting semi-

structured interviews early on to help focus my research, and later, attending meetings 

and participating in activities (in document creation and review). I have also tried to show 

the theoretical foundations for my approach. Likewise, I have discussed the types of 

documents that I reviewed from those sites, even though only a limited set of documents 

has made it into my discussion of LEPCs. I have discussed how discourse analysis has 

informed my rhetorical analysis. Finally, I have provided a background for the analysis of 

the organizations, texts, and strategic ambiguity in discourse and foreshadowed how the 

most critical of these analyses—the analysis of ambiguity—plays out in this research. 
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CHAPTER 4 

TEXTUAL RHETORIC AND THE ORGANIZATION OF THE COMMITTEE 

Scenario 

As the meeting wraps up, Louise taps Diane on the arm and leans in to talk to her. 

“You know, I thought the judge was always the chair of the LEPC. That’s what I heard. 

It’s always the county judge. I know I have a copy of the bylaws, but I guess I hadn’t 

read them carefully. I was surprised to see that the position is open for anyone to take.” 

Diane smiles. “Not that anyone else would take his position. That’s how the 

nominations always go. Everyone’s pretty content with the status quo.” 

“Yeah, but I thought the position had to be held by the judge.” 

Diane shakes her head. “No, but my position has to be held by someone in the 

judge’s office. It’s odd that the judge’s position doesn’t have a stipulation like that in the 

bylaws. I guess with him and Judge Howard (our previous county judge) always holding 

the position, they want to make sure that I’m the secretary, that the secretary is close at 

hand.” 

Louise reaches over to grab her meeting papers. She holds them upright and taps 

them on the table to neaten the stack. “And you are handy! My God, I don’t know what 

we’d do without you and all of your work on the grants!” 
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Overview of Organization of LEPCs in This Study 

In the above vignette, we see that some of the main challenges facing Local 

Emergency Planning Committees are in determining their organizational structure and 

how these committees relate to other organizations in the community, including the local 

government. Thus, some of the challenges we would identify as rhetorical challenges in 

presenting information about the LEPC may exist even before any attempt at 

documentation occurs; the root of the challenges may be found in determining the 

organizational hierarchy of the LEPC in relation to seeming parent entities, such as city 

and county government. As is apparent from the vignette, even determining whether city 

government could be considered a parent to the LEPC is a matter that must be resolved.  

This chapter first will examine the organizational structure of the two LEPCs I studied in 

relation to other organizations they interact with, and then consider how that organization 

affects text production. 

The two Local Emergency Planning Committees in this study each emerged out 

of the same legislation and are tasked by the government to do the same job. Although 

similar in many respects, these LEPCs function somewhat differently from one another, 

have some differences in priorities, and interpret regulations their own ways. Still, each 

as a whole takes its work seriously and puts considerable effort into securing funding to 

carry out its mission—both are funded by grants that must be applied for annually—and 

meeting the terms of that funding. 

First, the epicenter of the work of the LEPCs is different in each LEPC. The focal 

point in each LEPC is with a county (or multi-county) office. In one case, that office is 
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the county judge’s office. In the other, it is the emergency management office. In each 

LEPC, the chairperson has remained the same and holds a position of power with the 

county office, and another position that holds a great deal of responsibility, the 

secretary/treasurer, is held by a woman who holds a county job working for the 

chairperson. Of course, neither set of bylaws mandates this particular structure, but in the 

case of one LEPC, the bylaws do say that the secretary/treasurer must work for either the 

emergency management or county judge’s office. See Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2, the 

Executive Committee structures, for details on the structure of each LEPC in this study. 

Vice Chair

(held by the city's
Director of Envir. Compliance)

Secretary-Treasurer

(must be employed at the
Co. Judge's or Emerg. Mgmt. Office)

(Vacancy)

Information Coordinator

Right-to-Know

(held by the Vice Chair)

Public Education

& Information

Training

 & Membership

Emergency Response

& Resource

Hazardous Materials

Facilities Liason

Standing

Subcommittee Chairs

Chair

(held by the county judge)

 
Figure 4.1 Organization of the Weatherby County LEPC’s Executive Committee 
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Figure 4.2 Organization of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC's Executive Committee 
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In the Weatherby County LEPC, the committee with the active Public Education 

Subcommittee, operates with two executive officers from the county judge’s office. It is 

this LEPC that has the bylaws that stipulate that the secretary/treasurer shall be from 

either the county judge’s office or the city/county emergency management office. Even 

though there is no stipulation in the bylaws as to whom the chairperson should be, by 

tradition this position is held by the county judge. In fact, the tradition is so ingrained 

that, when I asked about the LEPC structure in my first meeting with the chairperson, the 

chair informed me that his position is always held by the current county judge. 

Technically, the judge and chair of the committee is aware that his position can be held 

by any LEPC member—he clearly understood this at the quarterly LEPC meeting in 

which officer elections were held—but no one runs against him. Perhaps this is a case of 

inertia and resistance to change, contentment with the status quo, the reluctance of 

anyone else to vie for a position that holds such responsibility without any compensation, 

or an understanding that this position relies on a great deal of tacit knowledge and the 

ability of the chairperson to influence city offices to cooperate with the committee. No 

matter the cause, tradition keeps the Weatherby County LEPC chairperson position filled 

by the county judge, and codification in the bylaws makes it easy for the committee to 

make sure the secretary/treasurer works closely with the chairperson. Similarly, no one 

seems inclined to run against the secretary/treasurer, whose position involves a great deal 

of work, including writing the annual grant application. 

The Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, the committee for whom I redesigned a Web 

site, operates with two officers from the emergency management office. Like the 
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Weatherby County LEPC, the chair and secretary/treasurer work closely together, and 

these positions are stable: the committee shows no inclination to vote in different people 

to hold these positions. Again, these positions rely on a great deal of tacit knowledge, and 

in the case of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, having these positions filled by people 

who work for emergency management means that these officers carefully consider the 

nuances of laws that govern activities such as giving citizens access to information to 

satisfy right-to-know regulations. In each case, with the exception of the Weatherby 

County LEPC’s active public education chairperson, most of the activity within each 

Local Emergency Planning Committee is coordinated through the LEPC chairperson and 

secretary/treasurer. 

Both LEPCs have members who are situated in city and county offices that help 

with emergency preparation, so some of the duties of the LEPCs seamlessly move 

between the LEPC and the related city or county office. For instance, in the Blunt Arrow 

Canyon LEPC, the committee is required to examine the Hazardous Materials Response 

Plan, and the emergency management office, which is the workplace for more than one 

executive officer, is also tasked to work on this plan. Similarly, some members of the 

Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC work for that region’s emergency management office and 

other offices that handle responsibilities that the LEPC is supposed to coordinate, like 

arranging training exercises to prepare for emergencies. Each LEPC also fulfills one of its 

basic functions by collecting Tier II chemical reports from facilities in its jurisdiction, 

and each one also places weather-related emergencies high on its list of priorities because 

of the likelihood of severe weather in the region. But these LEPCs also vary in their 
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priorities. In my first meeting with Judge Dougan8, the county judge/Weatherby County 

LEPC chair, I also met with the head of the county’s RACES (Radio Amateur Civil 

Emergency Services) group and learned that preparation for an emergency, especially 

preparing to meet communication needs, is one focal point of the Weatherby County 

LEPC’s activities. At quarterly LEPC meetings, it became obvious that another focal 

point is the Public Education Subcommittee. This subcommittee works to prepare 

children and adults for emergencies, especially (but not exclusively) weather-related 

emergencies; their activities include contacting the public at events like fairs, running 

poster contests for children, and developing emergency preparedness billboards. The 

Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, on the other hand, focuses its public education mostly on 

adults, such as offering formal presentations developed by a member who works for a 

local college. And the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC has an ad hoc committee that the 

Weatherby County LEPC does not have: a Transportation Subcommittee that addresses 

concerns about the shipment of hazardous materials through and within its jurisdiction. 

Even with the same regulations guiding both LEPCs, their interpretation of laws 

is different. When I presented a draft of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s Web site, it 

initiated a lively discussion about how they are required to give the public access to Tier 

II reports. Jerry, the chair of the committee and the counties’ emergency management 

coordinator, made it clear that the LEPC did not have the right to require the public to 

submit requests for information in writing. This discussion will be addressed in detail in 

Chapter 6. In contrast, the bylaws for the Weatherby County LEPC clearly suggest that 

                                                
8 These and other names in this dissertation are pseudonyms for participants in this study. 
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this LEPC only considers written requests. According to the bylaws Final Rules, IV D, 

“Any person may request Tier II information with respect to a specific facility by 

submitting a written request to the Committee in accordance with the requirements of this 

section.” This difference in interpretation may be the result of the different structures of 

these LEPCs. Naturally, the one whose executive officers largely work in the counties’ 

emergency management office would be more likely to discuss and understand the 

nuances of informing the public of chemical dangers. The Weatherby County LEPC, 

which requires written requests, operates largely out of the county judge’s office and has 

a Right-to-Know Subcommittee chaired by someone outside of the emergency 

management office (it is chaired by the vice chair of the LEPC, who works as the city’s 

environmental officer).  

Furthermore, although the Right-to-Know Subcommittee’s chair is an active 

member, other members of the subcommittee are not particularly active, and the 

subcommittee exists in name more than in practice: at every quarterly meeting I 

attended9, the LEPC chair called for subcommittee reports, and the report from the Right-

to-Know Subcommittee was that it had not met since the last quarterly meeting. Despite 

the level of involvement of the subcommittee’s chair, a committee that does not meet 

cannot accomplish any tasks. Interestingly, though, the flexible nature of the LEPC 

allows not just for ad hoc committees but also, in practice, for other more active 

committees to subsume the responsibilities of less active committees. In the case of the 

Weatherby County LEPC, the Public Education Committee, with the LEPC Webmaster 
                                                
9 During the duration of this research, I attended more than 50 percent of Weatherby 
County’s quarterly meetings for all members. 
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at its head, includes some discussion of Tier II reports even though it conceives of itself 

as educating the public about preparedness (having emergency kits, having an emergency 

plan, and so forth) rather than informing the public of specific chemical threats in the 

community. The structure within a given LEPC adapts according to exigencies, but when 

matters required by law but considered less exigent are not given much attention by the 

proper committee, they may be addressed at least in part by committees that are more 

active.  

Text Production: Reuse, Change of Content, and Exigency 

Documents within the LEPCs 

Rhetorical invention in technical communication often involves reuse of content 

from existing documentation, but how that content is reused depends on rhetorical 

exigence. The Local Emergency Planning Committees in this study reuse content to save 

time and effort and to conform to existing standards. The extent of sharing between 

different LEPCs underscores the fact that these organizations are public and exist for the 

purpose of ensuring public safety, not for profit building or for competition. The specific 

changes that they make to documents such as bylaws reflect the fact that LEPCs are ad 

hoc, developing standards based on the perceived needs of a given community. Whereas 

other organizations born out of legislation, like state environmental regulatory agencies, 

must adhere closely to a more detailed set of guidelines, LEPCs can adapt to the 

perceived needs of the community, from their focal points to their levels of activity.  
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In Invention as a Social Act, composition theorist Karen Burke LeFevre describes 

the invention process as not only as often collaborative (62-75) but also as response to a 

social context (75-92). Burke Lefevre refers to Lewis Coser’s work on invention in a 

broader setting than only written composition, stating that “intellectuals need two things: 

contact with an audience whom they can address and by whom they can be 

acknowledged; and regular contact with others with whom they can debate ideas and 

evolve common standards” (75-76).  

Local Emergency Planning Committees are good examples of the invention that 

Burke LeFevre is describing. First, the documents that the committees create, and the 

documents that steer the committees from the outside, are collaborative, often building on 

the work of other authors from outside a given LEPC (often the result of reusing existing 

material, not traditional collaboration). Second, the documents, much like the LEPCs 

themselves, respond to exigencies in a given community. If the organization doesn’t 

respond to exigency—if it focuses on Tier II chemical reports when the major community 

concern is instead violations of chemical transportation laws—it effectively loses its 

audience and exists only in a perfunctory sense. In that case, there will be little interest in 

LEPC activities, even from members, as was the case with the Weatherby County LEPC 

before the head of its Public Education Committee identified the need for more extensive 

education. And although meetings are an opportunity to “evolve common standards,” 

unless an exigency drives that evolution, the meetings become perfunctory as well. 

Before taking a close look at how LEPCs reuse and share content, it’s important 

to realize that standards for sharing text in technical communication are different than 
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standards in other fields, like literature, advertising, and so on. Thus, the academic 

publishing standard of quoting from one’s self usually doesn’t apply to in a corporate 

setting when writers are using their own company’s existing publications. It should come 

as no surprise that writers in corporate settings often reuse phrases and chunks of text for 

new documentation. Sometimes this documentation is simply a new presentation of 

material that already exists, as in a Web version of last year’s annual report; sometimes it 

is a manual for a new product that reuses some of the wording from a manual for a 

product that has similar components. For instance, why rephrase text that tells a user how 

to log into a system or warns a driver of the dangers of low tire pressure if you can reuse 

that text from another manual your company has written?  

Using text this way within a company is common sense, not plagiarism. 

Plagiarism certainly can occur, but documents such as reports within a company are often 

boilerplated, following a template and using standardized content. Even when the content 

is not completely standardized, communicators may want to reuse bits of text, or even 

large chunks of text. Communicators call it single sourcing when they use software to 

deliver the same content to different documents or in different formats, and single 

sourcing is considered a good investment if a company is going to reuse significant 

amounts of text. Joe Williams, in his 2003 literature review of single sourcing’s 

implications on the field of technical communication, uses the Society of Technical 

Communication’s definition of the term (“Useful”; qtd. in Williams 321): 

using a single document source to generate multiple types of document 
outputs; workflows for creating multiple outputs from a document or 
database 
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Williams explains that the STC’s definition encompasses two approaches (321): 

In some organizations, technical communicators use desktop publishing 
software to create a document, then reformat the document to create 
subsequent deliverables, with or without changes to the content. In other 
cases, however, a single information source is created, and all deliverables 
are derived from that source. The source can be a single file or multiple 
files residing in a repository or database.  

Producers of single sourcing software packages—documentation management software 

such as ProArc and content management software such as Author-it®—tout content reuse 

as a benefit of their products. 

Reuse occurs in other contexts as well. An LEPC might re-type or copy and paste 

from a document produced by a regulatory agency or another LEPC, then modify it to 

suit its needs. Depending on the nature of the reuse, this might be considered 

boilerplating. Why develop a set of bylaws from scratch if another set can serve as a 

model? Reuse cuts down on member time investments (particularly for working out 

wording that is legally binding, as in bylaws), and reshaping a document, especially when 

that document is made public, invites a sort of collective process of invention and 

revision. This collective process of invention and reuse of materials across organizations 

again reveals the complex relationships among the various entities that makeup or 

interact with an LEPC. That is, the creation of documents that are a pastiche of text from 

different agencies mirrors the complex interactions among organizations that have a stake 

in the LEPC.  

The nature of changes will depend on an LEPC’s exigency and on the flexibility 

of the existing document or boilerplate. If a city is on a major shipping route, its LEPC 

could list a transportation committee as one of its standing committees; alternatively, it 
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may operate with a transportation committee under the more general label of ad hoc 

committee in its bylaws, as is the case with the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC. When a 

document like a set of bylaws does not address all of the members’ concerns, it is then 

modified. The Weatherby County LEPC has added three sections to its Final Rules, for a 

total of eight sections. Specifically, it added brief National Security section to say that the 

organization would comply with “the requirements of the Department of Homeland 

Security or successor agency” (“Bylaws and Final Rules”); a Distribution of the 

“Emergency Management Plan” section, which lists not just how the plan will be 

distributed and to whom but also how frequently the plan will be reviewed; and an 

Emergency Rules section, allowing this LEPC to make temporary rules without public 

comment in the case of an emergency.  

Note that the LEPC added to its bylaws to address two matters of exigency. First, 

it added sections where the original bylaws weren’t specific enough: The Department of 

Homeland Security didn’t exist when the LEPC was formed, nor did the county’s 

Emergency Management Plan. Although extra committees are specifically provided for 

under the Ad Hoc Committees statement, these specifics are not covered under any 

general sections of the bylaws. Second, the committee added the Emergency Rules 

section as a catch all provision that serves as a “what didn’t we think of?” clause, giving 

the organization flexibility in a crisis situation. The pattern here is that the bylaws need to 

provide structure (as in listing the committees) and address concerns and procedures (as 

in public access to information and national security), but allow adaptability to address 

what may not have been thought of when the bylaws were written. Adaptability and ad 
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hoc structure are essential to the effective working of these committees. Adaptability in 

the text also is necessary to allow for the organizational structure to evolve as 

relationships change, or as in this example, as a new organization like Homeland Security 

comes into being. Although most if not all text in the public sector is adaptable—a public 

health notice warning people about a chemical in their drinking water can change if 

legislation changes or if regulators decide to make a change—building the ability to make 

changes into an organization’s structure and documentation allows it to adapt quickly, 

and response speed is important in emergency management.  

Documents that Support LEPCs 

Documents that support Local Emergency Planning Committees, including 

publications from regional EPA offices and from the LEPCs themselves, are not written 

from scratch either. At the beginning of this study, LEPCs had access to the April 2000 

edition of the previously mentioned Region 6 Local Emergency Planning Committee 

(LEPC) Handbook, referred to herein as the Region 6 Handbook. The handbook, a 22-

page edition (counting only the body and appendices), makes use of another Texas 

publication, the Local Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) Handbook: A Primer for 

Local Planning for Hazardous Materials (published by Texas’s State Emergency 

Response Commission, or SERC, part of the Texas Department of Public Safety’s 

Division of Emergency Management); it also draws upon materials from handbooks 

published by eight other states, seven of which are outside of EPA’s Region 6. In fact, the 
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Region 6 Handbook borrows from other materials enough that the authors specifically 

state that “[p]arts of this handbook have been extracted” from the SERC publication (ii).  

This edition of the Region 6 Handbook provides the following information after a 

brief introduction: 

 an overview of LEPCs 
 reporting requirements for facilities with hazardous materials 
 guidance on  

how to develop an emergency management plan 
how to exercise the plan 
how to evaluate the plan 

 hazmat response options 
 guidance on how to develop training programs for emergency response 

personnel 
 13 appendices, including examples of funding sources, guidance on how 

to hold an effective meeting, and sample bylaws 
 

The 114-page July 2006 revision of the Local Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) 

Handbook: A Primer for Local Planning for Hazardous Materials credits only the SERC 

handbook as a source. This expanded version of the document that provides material for 

the Region 6 Handbook10 has much the same structure and content in its body as the April 

2000 Region 6 Handbook. And other states similarly borrow from documents. Idaho’s 

                                                
10 The page count is a misleading measure of the volume of content: the older Region 6 
Handbook uses ¾-inch margins, what appears to be 9.5-point Arial text, a three 
column/page design, and gutters of less than ¼-inch between columns. The newer Texas 
version uses 1-inch margins, what appears to be 13-point Arial text, and more white 
space per page. The body of the older version is about 6 1/2 pages, whereas the body of 
the new version is 32 pages, but identical text that takes up 60 percent of one column on 
page 3 in the older version, or 20 percent of a whole page, takes up about 54 percent of a 
whole page in the new version. Furthermore, the new version inserts state logos and other 
graphics that the older version does not. Some of the most substantial changes are in the 
appendices (particularly the addition of information such as the features of the National 
Incident management System, or NIMS); the body of the newer version has sections that 
have been substantially edited and does provide more details, such as how SARA Title III 
is implemented in Texas. 
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Bureau of Hazardous Materials has created a handbook that cites many of the same 

sources, but particularly the Texas SERC handbook, as its foundation. 

Much like the creators of state and federal documents, the LEPCs in this study 

generate bylaws with text that is identical to the bylaws of other LEPCs both within 

Texas and in other states. For instance, the Weatherby County LEPC uses the following 

phrasing in Article II (Membership), Section 3 on filling vacancies: 

Section 3. Vacancies. Any vacancy occurring in the LEPC by reason of 
the resignation, death or disqualification of a member will be filled by 
appointment in accordance with Article II, Section I [Qualifications]. 
Suggestions for candidates to fill vacant positions may be made by the 
Executive Committee to the County Judge who will make his 
recommendation to the SERC for approval. 

The wording in the comparable section of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s bylaws is 

almost identical, the last sentence varying only in one part of the last sentence, referring 

to more than one County Judge and making the sentence gender-neutral: “to the County 

Judges who will then make recommendations….” 

Borrowing text and re-shaping it allows Local Emergency Planning Committees 

to avoid having to start from scratch. Thus, this re-use allows LEPCs to take advantage of 

a kind of economy of energy. Furthermore, going beyond simple re-use by honing the 

text allows them to remain flexible, to shape their own identities according to exigencies. 

Also, by borrowing text from an enabling entity, an organization is also able to borrow 

the ethos and resources of that agency. As these LEPCs use wording from the EPA, they 

draw upon the authority the EPA has built in the past 38 years. And using wording that 

the EPA has crafted and had legally reviewed allows them to lighten their own burden of 
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starting a legal review process from scratch, an important savings for an organization 

funded by grants and staffed only by volunteers. 

Text and Power 

Dorothy Winsor’s work Writing Power: Communication in an Engineering 

Center examines power relationships in the private sector and, in part, how text is related 

to this relationship. Although Local Emergency Planning Committees are non-profit, 

quasi-governmental groups, some of Winsor’s observations about the corporate setting 

also apply to this setting. Winsor’s look into power structures in the engineering center 

revealed that both text and structure contribute to symbolic power, as Bourdieu conceives 

of it (Winsor 50). She argues that managers “find writing particularly useful in regulating 

the actions of subordinates, or, perhaps, in representing their own actions and goals so 

that subordinates can be enlisted in approving them” (50). Thus, the function of writing is 

two-fold: it both regulates subordinates and solicits approval from them. 

Writing as Regulation 

Writing in her the first sense—writing as regulation—functions similarly both in 

regulatory groups like LEPCs and in the government structure that played a hand in 

forming LEPCs. After all, it is only logical that writing in a regulatory field often serves 

to regulate, with larger agencies like the EPA effectively serving as managers of Local 

Emergency Planning Committees. SARA Title III not only moved states to divide their 

maps into districts and local governments to create LEPCs, but in doing so, also created 
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more subordinates that fell under new regulations: all of the other non-government 

stakeholders who became members of LEPCs. 

The bylaws for the Weatherby County LEPC are an example of this type of 

writing. These bylaws state that “[a]ll LEPC members must volunteer to serve on at least 

one Standing Committee and shall not serve on more than two Standing Committees” 

(“Bylaws & Final Rules,” Article IV, Section 5). Thus, do not just state what the 

committee must accomplish as a whole and how but also what individuals on the 

committee must do. 

Similarly, writings from the EPA (often borrowing from the EPCRA statute) 

serve to regulate the LEPCs. Throughout the LEPC Handbook, the authors provide 

details about the duties of LEPCs. For instance, they say (State of Texas 6),  

The major legal responsibilities of LEPCs in Texas are listed below. The 
citations are from the EPCRA, Public Law 99-499. Each LEPC:  

1. Shall review local emergency management plans once a year, or more 
frequently as circumstances change in the community or as any facility 
may require (Section 303(a)) 

This text is followed directly by nine more “shall” statements and one “may” statement. 

Clearly, this is writing to regulate.  

Furthermore, the writing of the LEPC also serves to regulate facilities that meet 

certain requirements. A facility is subject to this regulation if it has certain levels of 

chemicals classified by the EPA as extremely hazardous substances. The Weatherby 

County LEPC’s FAQ explains the nature of its regulatory relationship with facilities that 

have such substances, breaking the information into six parts: 

 What is an LEPC or an (sic) SERC? 
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 Is my facility subject to the EPCRA Emergency Planning Requirements? 
 What is a facility? 
 Who’s Covered by the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) Section 313? 
 What must be included in the emergency notification? 
 What are the penalties for non-compliance with these rules? 

 
According to the Weatherby County LEPC’s FAQ (Section 1), such a facility “must also 

appoint an emergency response coordinator who will work with the LEPC on developing 

and implementing the local emergency plan for the facility.” This same LEPC document, 

in Sections 4-6, outlines the EPA’s Toxic Release Inventory requirements and penalties. 

Although no penalties go to the LEPC, the LEPC cites these penalties as part of its FAQ, 

and the document does not specify to whom the penalties are paid except to say that the 

two types of penalties are “[c]ivil and administrative.” The statement about appointing an 

emergency response coordinator is an example of the text illustrating the LEPC’s 

authority over regulated facilities. The sections about the EPA’s Toxic Release Inventory 

never mention the EPA. Most facilities will understand that these statements are not 

about the authority of the LEPC, but these statements lend power to the document, 

particularly where Section 6 mentions that “penalties range from $10,000-$75,000 per 

violation or per day” and that “[t]hese penalties can be assessed to facilities that fail to 

meet [among other things] the emergency planning […] requirements,” which include 

coordinating with the LEPC. 

Writing to Gain Buy-In 

Writing in Winsor’s second sense—writing to solicit approval—is also at play in 

the LEPC, but it exists in a different context than in Winsor’s conventional 
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manager/subordinate structure. Although each LEPC in this study had members who 

were a subordinate/manager pair in their work lives, documents serve to solicit approval 

from the larger body of membership instead. People of authority, whether subcommittee 

chairs or spokespeople for the whole LEPC, solicit buy in from members and perspective 

members.  

The goal of buy-in text is to, in effect, engulf the reader as a kind of shadow 

author, one who is not reading the decrees of another, but in a sense is participating in 

that decree. This is often done by using the first person plural pronoun “we,” or in other 

subtle ways of suggesting group ownership of the text that includes the reader. For 

example a hypothetical sentence in a classroom syllabus might read: “We know that 

learning how to do X is essential for anyone entering our field.” This wording situates the 

reader (in this case a student in a classroom) alongside the author (teacher) in sharing the 

same goal and the same field of interest, thus in effect gaining buy-in from the student by 

assuming it from the beginning. Although the LEPC often writes its documents in the 

third person, some of its documents do use the “we” approach. When Jerry, the chair of 

the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, wrote a letter to members in which he argued that “[i]t is 

extremely important to have everyone at this meeting,” he used the “we approach.” 

Rather than saying something like, “The upcoming meeting will address the FY 2002 

Hazardous Materials Emergency Preparedness Grant,” he writes, “We will be discussing 

the FY 2002 Hazardous Materials Emergency Preparedness Planning Grant,” straying 

from the group’s third person approach to get members to attend. 
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 Another example from my study of texts is the texts Rita, the head of the 

Weatherby County LEPC’s Public Education Subcommittee, uses to get buy in from 

membership. At both the Weatherby County LEPC Public Education Subcommittee 

meetings and most quarterly LEPC meetings, Rita presents some facets of the grant that 

she and Amy wrote for funding. Rita often talks about the past activities, the upcoming 

activities, and the activities that the subcommittee is postponing until the following year.  

She always includes a document of some sort—either a handout or a PowerPoint—and 

usually refers to the Web site, which she manages. She frequently couples her discussion 

of the group’s activities with both thank yous for active members and calls for others to 

participate. The documents serve as tangible reminders of the upcoming activities, like 

Wally Wise Guy (the shelter-in-place turtle spokescharacter for children) appearances at 

the fair. Rita’s presentations and handouts document the level of activity of her 

subcommittee, and her subcommittee—unlike the Right-to-Know Subcommittee—keeps 

growing and has an active core membership of people eager to take on new education 

tasks. 

Similarly, the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC uses text to encourage buy in from 

prospective members. The chair of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC asked to have the 

membership section of the site reworded to sound less legalistic, thus encouraging new 

members to join. In this example, the text that the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC uses on 

this part of its Web site serves to downplay the power involved in the process of 

becoming a member. 
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Lacking specific content for a membership page, I initially designed a page that 

excerpted the portions of the bylaws that discuss how interested parties become members. 

These sections of the bylaws read as follows (“Bylaws of” Article II): 

Section 1. Qualifications. The membership shall consist of those members 
and organizations nominated by the County Judges and approved by the 
SERC for membership. 

[…] 

Section 3. Vacancies. Any vacancy occurring in the LEPC by reason of 
the resignation, death, or disqualification of a member will be filled by 
appointment in accordance with Article II, Section 1. Suggestions for 
candidates to fill vacant positions may be made by the Executive 
Committee to the County Judges who will then make recommendations to 
the SERC for approval. 

The second portion of the bylaws above uses passive voice. In an attempt to create an 

active voice for the first draft of the Membership page, I changed the wording to meet 

this new purpose. The following is the wording I developed based on the bylaws and 

other information I was given: 

Members represent many organizations and companies in the […] area. To 
become a member, you and the LEPC must follow the steps outlined in the 
by-laws: 

1. You must submit your name as a candidate for membership 
to the county judges. 

2. The county judges must then submit their recommendations 
to the State Emergency Response Commission (SERC). 

3. SERC must approve your membership. 
 

If you need more information, please contact us. 

However, the membership felt that this text would discourage people from seeking 

membership. When I asked if that was correct, Jerry, the chair, said, “Yes, but no. We 

want them to submit their names to us and then we’ll submit them to the county judges.”  
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Another member noted, “I’m kind of with Mark. Mark said, ‘It’s kind of 

intimidating.’ You look there, you’ve got to submit your name to the county judge.” 

Jerry suggested rewording the page, and a discussion followed, leading to this 

version, which was approved at the next meeting that included a Web site review. Notice 

this version does away with the imperative tone found in phrases like “you must” in the 

original: 

Members represent many organizations and companies in the […] area. If 
you're interested in becoming a member: 

• Contact LEPC secretary, […], at [...] 
• Contact us in person, by phone, or by mail. 
 

We will post a form here shortly. You can use the form to contact the 
LEPC secretary.  

This nonthreatening language does not so much solicit approval as it downplays power to 

get a different kind of buy-in. The original wording made transparent (and, therefore, 

intimidating) the power inherent in an organizational hierarchy—in this case where the 

individual is under the judge who is under the state agency. The revised wording 

obscures some of this power structure to encourage potential members. The revised text 

also removes some of the rhetorical distance and detachment between the organization 

and the readers that was found in the first version. “To become a member…” is replaced 

with “If you’re interested in becoming a member….,” thus identifying the reader 

personally as you—someone who has interests. Prospective members are meant to look at 

the text and think, “Oh, I can do that. I’ll send her an email and ask about joining.” 
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Writing Governing Structure 

Dorothy Winsor also argues that rhetorical strategy can play out in non-textual 

ways in the structure of the organization itself, in “the distribution of people and tasks” 

(50). This is particularly true in Local Emergency Planning Committees. Both 

committees in this study were formed from the same federal regulatory document and 

Texas guidance documents put out by the EPA Region 6. They are not, however, 

identical in structure, as the nuances of subcommittee structures and executive officer 

nominations discussed above illustrate. The handbook for Region 6 only suggests 

different subcommittees and, for the most part, a particular structure. How each LEPC 

adapts, straying from the recommendations, shows how it chooses to distribute its people 

and tasks, and this distribution indicates each LEPC’s priorities.  

The EPA suggests the following subcommittee structure in both its 2000 and 2006 

handbooks:  

 Planning 
 Public Information (which includes “writing and publishing public 

notices” and “establishing an information retrieval system” (Mason & 
Reddick 2) ) 

 Training and Exercising 
 Executive 
 Emergency Response 
 Finance 
 Business/Industry Outreach 
 Resource Development 
 

Neither LEPC in this study uses that exact structure, but both cover the 

responsibilities in other ways. The LEPCs in this study has the following subcommittees: 

 Executive. 
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 Right-to-Know (listed by the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC as Right-to-
Know and Certification). This takes the place of the Public Information 
Subcommittee. 

 Public Education and Information. This committee is responsible for alert 
systems and public outreach. 

 Training and Membership (listed by the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC as 
Training) 

 Emergency Response and Resource(s). This committee combines three of 
the recommended committees: Planning, Emergency Response, and 
Resource Development. 

 Hazardous Materials Facilities Liaison. This committee is particular to the 
Weatherby County LEPC and identifies regulated facilities and works to 
assist the Emergency Response and Resource Subcommittee review and 
test the regional Emergency Response Plan. 

 
Notably, two subcommittees are absent from these LEPCs: Finance and 

Business/Industry Outreach (which would provide incentives for industrial facilities to 

participate in their Local Emergency Planning Committee). Also notably, the Blunt 

Arrow Canyon LEPC also has an active Transportation ad hoc committee. First, the 

inclusion of an ad hoc committee that is as active as standing committees shows that the 

Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC has a need not specifically anticipated by the EPA, the 

publisher of the handbooks. This is unlikely to be an oversight on the part of the EPA. 

Although the EPA recognizes transportation of hazardous materials as an activity to be 

regulated, the authors of the manual may not have included Transportation as a separate 

subcommittee because some communities do not have a major problem with chemicals 

passing through by truck or rail. 

Second, both the addition of the ad hoc Transportation subcommittee and the 

deviations in structure from the EPAs recommended subcommittees illustrate how the 

specifics of membership shape an organization. These Local Emergency Planning 

Committees serve relatively small cities and their surrounding towns. Membership is 
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stretched thin, so this structure serves to consolidate human resources into fewer 

committees. The lack of a Finance subcommittee may reflect that people are stretched too 

thin to have another effective committee, despite the fact that these LEPCs are grant 

funded only, or it may be the result of finances being a lower priority because 1) the 

larger membership can count on the few people who work on HMEP (Hazardous 

Materials and Emergency Preparedness) grants many, and 2) members who work for the 

county and city can draw some help from the city to complete projects (like creating a 

public service announcement). 

Furthermore, the emphasis of certain committees and lack of response of one of 

the Weatherby County LEPC’s standing subcommittees, Right-to-Know, has the 

rhetorical effect of saying that some tasks are more important than others. The activity in 

this same LEPC’s Public Information Subcommittee tells the members and public that 

educating youth and the rest of the general population about emergency preparedness is 

important. On the other hand, the low profile of the Right-to-Know subcommittee—its 

minimal activity level and the placement of its materials online (to find out how to 

exercise the right-to-know, one has to pull up a non-searchable PDF of this LEPC’s 

bylaws)—has the rhetorical effect of saying that this activity is not important. In reality, 

though, neither of these LEPCs has been called on to give information to the public more 

than a couple of times, if that. Although in theory this subcommittee is important for 

getting information to the public, historically the committee’s services in this capacity 

have not been used. 
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Conclusion 

Local Emergency Planning Committees draw their structure from requirements 

that are specified in the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (a.k.a., 

SARA Title III) and guidelines that are laid out by the EPA. However, these requirements 

and guidelines are in part ambiguous, giving the LEPCs some flexibility to determine 

their own structure—the nature of standing committees and ad hoc committees, the duties 

of a given committee, and the locus of power in the LEPC (what offices the executive 

officers work for). Of the LEPCs in this study, one has chosen to focus the seat of its 

power within the county judge’s office, taking advantage of the influence that office has 

over other officials to accomplish its mission. The other LEPC has chosen to focus the 

seat of its power within the emergency management office, taking advantage of the 

expertise in the emergency management field by selecting executive officers with that 

experience. The flexibility that the Local Emergency Planning Committees have also 

allows them to make up for the inactivity of one subcommittee (in part a result of the 

inactivity of that subcommittee’s members) with the activities of another subcommittee, 

even though the second subcommittee has a different mission. 

As Dorothy Winsor demonstrates in her work, writing also is tied to power. In the 

case of these two LEPCs, writing regulates not only the general functioning of the LEPC 

but also the actions of specific members. It fulfills another regulatory function when it is 

directed toward regulatory facilities, borrowing authority from the EPA, which has the 

real power in the relationship (the power to assess penalties).  Taking a softer approach, 

writing exerts power by enticing members and members-to-be to buy into the statements 
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of the organization, whether those statements are about attending meetings or becoming a 

member in the first place. And writing distributes the tasks of a given LEPC according to 

the organization’s own perceived needs. How these LEPCs emphasize their structure and 

activities also serves to underscore the LEPCs’ priorities and their self-perceived roles. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 ORGANIZATION AND EXTRA-TEXTUAL ELEMENTS AFFECTING RHETORIC AND 

ARGUMENTATION 

Scenario 

“Next on the agenda: the Web site. How’s that coming, Diane?” 

Diane, with a neat stack of papers in front of her, looks directly at Carl, the chair. 

“Well, as you know, the county had been hosting our site for the past three years.” Her 

gaze fans out to the seats where the other LEPC members sit with their own stacks of 

paper, some not so tidy. “With the new site re-org, James put us on a page that’s hard to 

find. You can only get to us by going to ‘Links.’ We’re just harder to find that way. 

‘Links’ could be—and is—anything. 

“I’ve been working on getting us linked under Emergency Management or LEPC. 

Something more direct. But Dave says we’re not a county entity, or part of the city for 

that matter. I’m trying to convince them otherwise. We have a meeting coming up to 

discuss the Web site, but I’m not sure what our chances are.” 

Louise lets out a humph sound. “Half of us work for the county. I don’t see what 

the problem is.”  

“And we’ve been using city print services for our public ed materials,” John 

points out. “Not that we don’t pay for it with our grant, but we do use those services, and 

they’ve never had a problem with that.” 
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Diane adds, “The county has also provided space on their site to host our site. 

After all, Jeanne works for Waste Management. Does it really matter who works for the 

city and county? Aren’t we all part of this together?” 

“Beautiful job on the site, Jeanne.” Everybody nods in agreement with Carl. “If it 

hadn’t been for your effort, we wouldn’t have a site at all.” 

John shakes his head. “We’re pretty much an extension of Emergency 

Management. I can’t see why Dave doesn’t see that. The head of the Emergency 

Operations Center has always been the chair of the Committee, since even before Carl 

had the position.”  

Carl leans back in his chair. “Now, that’s true, but it doesn’t have to be. Not 

according to the bylaws. Our membership is open—many of you are industry members—

and Chair is an elected position.” 

“Yes, but we keep electing an EOC dinosaur like you!” Everyone chuckles at 

John’s joke, including Carl. Carl smiles a knowing smile, as if to say, I am a bit long in 

the tooth. “Besides, not everything in the bylaws correlates to how we do business. That’s 

not to say that we violate the bylaws, but on the membership part of the Web site, we 

opted to drop that whole  ‘You must be approved by the Committee and screened by the 

judge’ bit for new members. Technically, it’s true, but as you should recall, we opted to 

say ‘Send your name to Diane if you’re interested in becoming a member.’ Why scare 

them away right off?” 

Diane brings the conversation back to the topic at hand: “Speaking of the Web, 

Web maintenance is another issue. Jeanne has kindly been using her time on the Web 
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site, but Dave doesn’t want anyone but the county Webmaster to have access to the city 

site. So it’s a catch 22. They’ll allow us to keep our site there, but they don’t want to 

spend any time maintaining it because it’s not a city site.”  

Carl chimes in, “With the amount of time on the clock that we put into the LEPC, 

we pretty much are a city or county entity. I don’t see the problem. And I consider it part 

of my job description to head the Committee.” 

Organization of LEPCs in a Broad Theoretical Context 

As the last chapter reveals, the structure of an organization is a product of texts 

(the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act and subsequent guidance 

documents from the EPA), and the power within and perceived needs of the organization 

subsequently influence text production. In addition, extra-textual (often in oral discourse) 

rhetorical moves, like association or dissociation, also affect organizational structure. For 

instance, an LEPC associating itself in oral discourse with a city entity may allow the 

organization to affiliate loosely with the city and its resources. Although this research is 

not a classic study rooted in organizational theory, and I am no organizational scholar by 

training, this research would not be complete without at least a brief examination of how 

organizational theory shines a light on these Local Emergency Planning Committees. 

First, this section addresses the organization of LEPCs under the lens of Paul DiMaggio’s 

theory of organizational fields. Second, it addresses how LEPCs are organized to fulfill a 

regulatory role despite the fact that they have no teeth with which to enforce Tier II 

chemical reporting regulations. 
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LEPCs and Organizational Fields 

A basic theory-based understanding of the organization of Local Emergency 

Planning Committees helps us better understand the roles LEPCs fulfill, the texts that 

affect them and those they produce, the challenges they face as an organization, and the 

rhetorical and argumentative moves they make. These organizations are complex, and 

they have elements of ambiguity that help them function in changing situations. By 

understanding their complexity, including who they serve, we can better appreciate and 

understand some of the problems they encounter and their solutions to these problems. 

Below, I discuss how the idea of stakeholders—used within technical communication—

relates to organizational field theory and then discuss the implications of this theory on 

LEPCs. 

The concept of stakeholders, as adopted by technical communicators, can be 

traced back to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969 and its call for 

environmental impact statements. NEPA includes a provision for stakeholder review, so 

agencies and the public—anyone affected by a project—could comment on the 

environmental impact statement. In a business context, stakeholder theory is attributed to 

R. Edward Freeman, who defines a stakeholder as “‘any group or individual who can 

affect or is affected by the achievement of [an organization’s] objectives’” (Wood) in his 

1984 book Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. Stakeholder analysis has 

become a popular way to address business ethics. Some researchers who base their work 

on Freeman’s stakeholder theory even say the environment itself, not just the people who 
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rely upon or aesthetically appreciate the environment, is a stakeholder too (Phillips & 

Reichart 2000).  

Researchers who work at the intersection of technical communication and 

environmental issues, such as Nancy Walters Coppola and David Dayton, often don’t 

explicitly define the term stakeholder, but they use the term to encompass the many 

people who are affected by a given organization or situation. For instance, a water 

treatment plant’s stakeholders might include the owners, investors, employees, suppliers, 

people who rely on the water output, and members of the community surrounding the 

plant who would be in danger if the chemical tanks were breached. Freeman’s definition 

of stakeholders is aligned with the environmental definition of stakeholders, and in an 

environmental context, stakeholder participation in decision-making is part of a set of 

ethical balances to make sure development projects have an element of fairness. 

A similar concept from sociology, that of organizational fields, encompasses 

groups of stakeholders and was born out of an attempt to explain bureaucracy. Paul J. 

DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell’s 1983 work changed the sociological approach to 

organizational theory. As they themselves explain, much of the research that preceded 

theirs took the approach of trying “to explain variation among organizations in structure 

and behavior” rather than explaining the “homogeneity of organizational forms and 

practices” (DiMaggio and Powell 148). To take this second approach, DiMaggio and 

Powell developed a theory of organizational fields.  

First, they develop a definition of an organizational field that goes beyond 

networks of interaction that previous researchers studied (148): 
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By organizational field, we mean those organizations that, in the 
aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, 
resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other 
organizations that produce similar services or products. 

Notice that the “aggregate” that this definition outlines encompasses most stakeholders. 

Although DiMaggio and Powell do not use the term “public,” they do use the phrase 

“resource and product consumers.” In essence, community members who live near the 

water treatment plant breathe the air, making them consumers of a sort and, therefore, 

extended members of an organizational field. In a classic sense, though, DiMaggio and 

Powell’s organizational field, as applied to emergency management, would not 

necessarily extend to people inadvertently affected by a chemical release but would, 

instead, include the many emergency planners, responders, suppliers of the goods they 

need, recipients of their services (emergency managers at a local plant who use online 

resources to help file their Tier II reports), regulators, and so forth. 

In short, they posit that “disparate organizations in the same line of business” tend 

to go through a four-part process of structuration (148). Structuration, a sociology term 

coined by Anthony Giddens, captures the idea that “[s]ocial structures only exist to the 

extent that they are continually produced and reproduced by social action,” allowing a 

dual process in which “ongoing patterns constrai[n] and shap[e] action at the same time 

that action creates and modifies structure” (Scott et al. 26). DiMagggio and Powell’s 

process of structuration in organizational fields consists of the following (DiMaggio and 

Powell 148): 

 an increase in the extent of interaction among organizations in the field 
 the emergence of sharply defined interorganizational structures of 

domination and patterns of coalition 
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 an increase in the information load with which organizations in a field 
must contend 

 and a development of a mutual awareness among participants in a set of 
organizations that they are involved in a common enterprise 

 

As DiMaggio and Powell explain, in organizations doing so, organizations—particularly 

bureaucracies—tend to develop norms and become similar to each other (to other 

organizations in a given field), adopting once-innovative practices to “provid[e] 

legitimacy” (148). Ultimately, they become part of a bureaucracy. Even though the term 

bureaucracy usually has negative connotations and conjures up images of massive red 

tape that defies common sense and blocks productivity—the satire Brazil comes to 

mind—DiMaggio (in a related work) gives as an example the National Endowment for 

the Arts (150), which has mostly positive connotations.  

Local Emergency Planning Committees and many related organizations (from 

chemical plants that must file reports to the EPA and state agencies that regulate such 

plants) can attest to the bureaucracy of emergency management. DiMaggio explains that 

“the expansion of the modern state [e.g., the federal government] leads to the 

structuration of organizational fields” (DiMaggio159). Emergency management certainly 

fits DiMaggio’s model: the EPA’s Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know 

Act (EPCRA) created LEPCs, and the EPA’s 1990 RMP rule led to facilities producing 

Risk Management Plans (RMPs), the complex, comprehensive risk management 

documents that require ample support to produce. In Texas, the Texas Commission on 

Environmental Quality is tasked with the job of ensuring that facilities have sufficient 

plans. Companies such as Trinity Consultants in Dallas are part of the organizational 
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field, providing one-day courses that, among other things, prepare professionals to 

resubmit their RMPs. Furthermore, companies that offer Hazardous Waste Operations 

(HazWOper) training to both government and private sector employees are also part of 

the organizational field, as are the employees taking the training and the suppliers of 

emergency response gear.  

Two relevant ideas come directly out of DiMaggio and Powell’s work, which not 

only seeks to explain bureaucracy but also seeks to explain change within organizational 

fields, including changes that promote homogeneity of organizations’ structures. First, 

and more important for this study, DiMaggio argues that structuration can have 

unintended consequences (148). When, as a result of the development of the emergency 

management field, the EPA required regulated facilities to submit Risk Management 

Plans and the 1999 deadline loomed, facilities balked at sharing worst-case scenario 

information with the public online, citing increased risk of terrorism. Similarly, the 

requirement that LEPCs share Tier II chemical information with the public—part of the 

original stated purpose of LEPCs—has led each LEPC in this study to introduce 

ambiguity into its online communication with the public, or at least to allow such 

ambiguity to stand. This ambiguity is the focus of the next chapter. 

Second, DiMaggio and Powell identify a number of factors that contribute to 

isomorphism, or similarity between organizations in the field. They posit that “[t]he 

greater the extent to which an organization field is dependent upon a single (or several 

similar) source of support for vital resources, the higher the level of isomorphism” (155). 

The legislation that led to Local Emergency Planning Committees does not mandate that 
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cities, counties, states, or federal agencies have line items in their budget to provide for 

the needs of their LEPCs. In the case of the two LEPCs in this study, they both receive 

their funding through Hazardous Materials Emergency Preparedness (HMEP) grants, 

which are specifically reserved for hazmat response training and for LEPCs; according to 

DiMaggio and Powell, this is a predictor for similarity between the LEPCs. DiMaggio 

and Powell also hypothesize that “[t]he greater the extent to which the organizations in a 

field transact with agencies of the state, the greater the extent of isomorphism in the field 

as a whole” (155). By nature, LEPCs work with state agencies to submit Tier II chemical 

reports. They also include employees of state agencies in their membership. Thus, 

DiMaggio and Powell would predict a degree of similarity between LEPCs and other 

organizations in emergency management. 

Because LEPCs are federally mandated organizations whose structure is guided 

by legislation, we expect them to have similar structures to one another and to their 

parent agency, the EPA. In fact, it would be strange if LEPCs did not resemble one 

another. Therefore, for the purposes of this brief examination, I consider as clear 

evidence of isomorphism at work only similarities that are not mandated by EPCRA nor 

suggested by the EPA’s LEPC Handbook. Thus, I am not examining similarities that are 

mandated by the EPCRA statute, such as including firefighters as members of LEPCs, 

because those similarities are a product of legislation. Instead, I am examining 

similarities that exist but are not specified by the EPCRA statute to illustrate how 

DiMaggio and Powell’s principle of isomorphism is at work naturally rather than only 
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occurring because the government mandates a certain structure and particular actions for 

all LEPCs. 

The LEPCs in this study are different from one another in various ways discussed 

below, but they also have a striking similarity not mandated by the EPA or EPCRA: 

although membership extends well beyond government officials (as required by 

EPCRA), and members from across the LEPC are eligible to be part of the executive 

committee, both of these LEPCs are each run by members of local government agencies 

(in one case, the county judge; in the other, the head of city emergency management), and 

all executive officers are also members of local government agencies. The bylaws for 

these two LEPCs are also similar, and for security reasons, they each are reluctant to 

include detailed information for members of the public about how to gain access to Tier 

II chemical information (to the extent that LEPC A is reluctant to even post a list of 

companies that file Tier II reports). This reluctance is an echo of the earlier reluctance of 

emergency management professionals from regulated facilities and others in the public 

sector to let the EPA post parts of Risk Management Plans. Thus, not only are their 

similarities between LEPCs, there are similarities among different types of entities in the 

emergency management field. 

Sociologist Ion BogdanVasi, whose research currently focuses on the 

environment, energy policy, and climate change, sees a trend toward examining “the role 

of organizational fields” in “[t]he study of the adoption of activities to protect the natural 

environment” (113). Vasi reviews how sociologists have examined organizational fields 

as mechanisms for organizational change (or, as he notes, sometimes the lack of change). 
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Some researchers “have focused on organizational fields that are constituted from a 

diverse set of organizations sharing a common locality; yet others [including DiMaggio 

and Powell] have focused on organizational fields that have boundaries defined in 

functional rather than geographic terms” (113). According to Vasi, a better approach than 

looking at either geography or function is to look at nested fields “at the national, global 

and local levels” (114).   

Local Emergency Planning Committees are defined both by a common set of 

functions and by geography; each LEPC has other organizations in the private and public 

sector that shares its geography, such as a state office of the Texas Commission on 

Environmental Quality. Furthermore, each works with local cities and counties to create 

Emergency Management Plans. However, LEPCs themselves are nested by nature and 

are also part of nested organizational fields. Their complex membership is drawn from 

many agencies and companies. They collect Tier II info that goes to the Texas 

Department of State Health Services (DSHS), a state agency, and that is related to work 

that the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality does. And they are guided by EPA 

documents, with Tier II regulations coming out of the EPA. Thus, they are part of a 

nested authority structure themselves, but have members from different parts of that 

authority structure. Plus, the nested fields they are a part of include agencies at the state 

and federal level, such as Homeland Security, which has some similar functions and 

concerns but is not strictly emergency management. 

Even though the focus of this research is not organizational change, Vasi’s 

contextualizing of organizational fields is important. His work suggests that researchers 
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should examine the complexities of a given organizational field, geographic, functional, 

and tiered in different layers of government.  The visual metaphor of geometric shapes 

illustrates what his perspective adds: geographic-based research views an organization as 

part of a field on a two dimensional plane; functional research adds a third dimension; 

and tiered government structures, whether or not one is under the purview of another, 

adds a fourth dimension. Thus, in the context of Vasi’s work, Local Emergency Planning 

Committees can be viewed as being part of a multi-dimensional shape; by examining that 

extra dimension, we begin to put LEPCs in their more complex context and understand 

yet another layer of forces that act upon these organizations. Researchers cannot fully 

understand an LEPC’s rhetorical or argumentative moves or the nature of its creation or 

use of text without understanding at least some of the complexities and ambiguities with 

which LEPCs contend. 

Regulatory Style of the LEPCs 

One of the complexities of Local Emergency Planning Committees is their role in 

the emergency management field. According to the Emergency Planning and Community 

Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA) (U.S. Code Title 42, Chapter 116), the LEPC 

shall establish rules […that] shall include provisions for public 
notification of committee activities, public meetings to discuss the 
emergency plan, public comments, response to such comments by the 
committee, and distribution of the emergency plan. The local emergency 
planning committee shall establish procedures for receiving and 
processing requests from the public for information under section 11044 
of this title, including tier II information under section 11022 of this title 
(42 U.S.C. Ch. 116 § 11001 (C)). 
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Although much of this research focuses on how Local Emergency Planning Committees 

communicate with the public, LEPCs also fulfill a regulatory role of sorts, collecting data 

on chemical holdings, establishing procedures for emergency situations, and making 

decisions about day-to-day operations within their communities. For instance, in the 

Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC—the one for whom I redesigned a Web site—the 

transportation committee decides how to enforce existing regulations: how strict to be 

about hazardous materials trucks driving by schools or parking in residential areas, when 

to contact the police, how to work with the police to arrange for towing yards that meet 

the criteria for hazardous cargo, and so forth.  

According to business regulation specialists Cary Coglianese11 and David Lazer’s 

research on types of regulation, the type of regulatory approaches LEPCs take not only fit 

traditional models but also fit their management-based model in which the organizations 

rely on planning to prevent problems. LEPCs have no authority to enforce regulations, 

but they do serve to relay information to organizations that have that power and even 

have members who belong to such organizations. Thus, their role is not as clear cut as 

that of the EPAs in emergency management—among other things, the EPA sets chemical 

thresholds and has the authority to enforce regulations. The management-based model 

explains how these organizations can participate in regulation without the authority to 

create rules or provide incentives. 

                                                
11 Coglianese is “a Senior Research Fellow at the Mossavar-Rahmani Center for Business 
and Government at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government.” He “focuses on 
issues of regulation and administrative law…” Lazer is “Associate Professor of Public 
Policy and Director of the Program on Networked Governance.” He “teaches courses on 
regulation and public management.” 
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Coglianese and Lazer note that regulators “may intervene at one of three stages of 

any organization’s activities: the planning, acting, or output stages” to affect the output: 

to limit the bad social effects of a company (such as injured workers) or increase the good 

social effects (such as improving the environment) (693). Most other researchers, they 

argue, have seen regulation through the lens of three different types of choices (691-2, 

694): 

1. technology-based regulation, wherein “rules…either mandate specific 
technologies or behaviors” (691), operates at the acting stage 

2. performance-based regulation, wherein rules “require that certain 
outcomes be achieved” (691), operates at the output stage  

3. market-based regulation, wherein rules “are still linked either to 
technologies or, more frequently, to the outcomes of firm behavior” but 
“provide distinctive incentives to firms” (692), also operates at the acting 
and output stages [note: this last part is my interpretation] 

 

 
In contrast, management-based regulation seeks to make the management more 

aware of problems in the planning stages specifically to reach a targeted social effect. 

Although other approaches to regulation often involve collecting data, such as data on 

chemical or safety hazards, this is often for the purpose of ensuring the correct 

technologies are in place or checking on outcomes. As Coglianese and Lazer point out, 

while these various regulatory approaches have some similar requirements, the purpose 

of data collection provides insight into which regulatory approach is being used (695). 

The EPA or state agency might ask, does a gas station have all of the necessary 

containment measures in place in case of a spill that might occur (technology-based)? Or, 

did the manufacturing plant exceed any of its chemical emission limits (performance-

based) or have low enough emissions to avoid an emissions tax (market-based)? And 
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sometimes data is also collected so it can be disclosed to the public. Drinking water 

quality data is collected not only to ensure that water quality limits are being met but also 

to inform the public in an annual water system report (still largely performance-based12). 

The Tier II chemical data that LEPCs collect is, in part, for disclosure to the state and the 

public (also performance-based). However, the data the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC 

collects on trucking routes is for planning (management-based).  

At first glance, such data collection seems to be similar to regulatory agencies 

collecting data to form and promulgate new rules. A closer look, though, reveals that 

Local Emergency Planning Committees have a strong component of management-based 

regulation. Again, the LEPCs do not have the authority to produce rules (except for rules 

about how their own committees operate), and LEPCs are formed not only of regulators 

but also of industry professionals—representatives of local regulated entities. Sometimes 

these industry members host meetings, as occurred twice during this study: the 

Weatherby County LEPC held one meeting at a food manufacturing plant and another 

meeting at a medical airlifting facility. In other cases, industry members are vocal about 

the need for more local industries to become involved in their Local Emergency Planning 

Committee. At the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, members of the transportation committee 

stress the need to get other trucking companies involved in the LEPC, not as a way to use 

larger numbers to sway regulators from enforcing the rules but as a way to better keep 

these companies abreast of the issues and prepare them for potential emergencies. 
                                                
12 Perhaps Coglianese and Lazer’s model could be expanded to include citizen-action-
based regulation, whereby the public is empowered by the release of information to 
pressure facilities into changing their outcomes, whether through the use of different 
chemical processes, more careful use of the existing processes, or new technologies. 
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Furthermore, one Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC member who works full time for the city 

government expressed that she would like to involve more regulated facilities so the 

LEPC could be better aware of local hazards and thus prevent or better handle 

emergencies. 

Not only are the Local Emergency Planning Committees engaged in management-

based regulation; they are also products of management-based regulation by the federal 

government. The congressional statutes that created and/or led to the EPA, other 

regulatory agencies, and regulatory reporting requirements and chemical limits (like the 

Clean Air Act) largely fit into the traditional models of regulation. But LEPCs were 

created by EPCRA in part to 

complete preparation of an emergency plan […;] evaluate the need for 
resources necessary to develop, implement, and exercise the emergency 
plan […; and] make recommendations with respect to additional resources 
that may be required and the means for providing such additional 
resources (42 U.S.C. Ch. 116 § 11003 (A-B)) 

In particular, the LEPCs’ role of not just planning for potential emergencies but also for 

identifying resources that are not currently available to them falls under management-

based regulation.  

Ambiguity of LEPC Structure 

As the discussion above indicates, a Local Emergency Planning Committee can 

have a less-than-fixed structure, with an ad hoc nature to the organization. Flexible 

organization is not unique to LEPCs and is a particular asset in emergency response in 

general. According to Gregory Bigley and Karlene Roberts, scholars of management and 
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organizational behavior, respectively, flexibility can be an asset in emergency response 

(1283). Although an LEPC does not respond to an emergency the same way the fire 

department in Bigley and Roberts’ study does, the mechanisms that Bigley and Roberts 

find effective in the fire department’s approach to setting up an incident command system 

(ICS) are similar to some of the traits at work in the LEPCs in this study. In particular, 

these researchers found four traits that provide the “exceptional organizational flexibility 

required for reliable performance under highly variable and risky circumstances” (1283). 

First, they see structure elaborating, or constructing the organization on the fly according 

to the needs and goals of the situation, allows the organization to remain flexible so it 

adapts to changing circumstances (1286-7). Second, role switching, or allowing people to 

shift roles with expectations attached to the role rather than the individuals, also allows 

the organization to adapt and helps “reorien[t] them to evolving conditions” (1287). 

Third, authority migrating allows the ICS to bypass the official hierarchy to put 

emergency responders with the most pertinent experience for the changing situation in 

charge (1288). Finally, system resetting, or reconfiguring the organization on the fly, 

occurs when “an initial strategy seems to have no effect or the system is confronted with 

a ‘nasty surprise’ […] that calls into question the current approach” (1288). 

The LEPCs in this study also have flexible organizational structures to some 

extent. This should come as no surprise given that these organizations develop 

emergency plans that will be executed by incident commanders and have as members a 

number of emergency management personnel. Although it is clear at the Blunt Arrow 

Canyon LEPC meetings that Jerry is in charge, he seeks out the expertise of other 
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members when working on problems outside of his specialty. Members do not hesitate to 

add their input when they are specialists. If the subject of the day is trucking, Jerry asks 

for input from the member who is the manager of the local branch of a large trucking 

company. And roles and responsibilities shift according to exigency. Because the LEPCs 

are acting as planners rather than emergency responders, though, they don’t have the 

same fluid structure as Incident Command System that Bigley and Roberts saw in their 

study of the large county fire department. Also, some of the flexibility is a response to the 

volunteer nature of the organization. Members are not paid, so there are no personal 

consequences for members of the Weatherby County LEPC’s Right-to-Know 

subcommittee not meeting. The slack gets picked up in part by whoever has the time, 

drive, and expertise to tackle the job.  

Not only are the structures flexible, but they are also unclear in some cases. 

Members can have trouble navigating their own structure. Furthermore, with no line item 

budget and operating with a number of volunteer hours from city and county employees, 

the LEPCs can have a difficult time persuading the existing city and county entities to 

give them resources given their ambiguous natures. Both of the LEPCs in this study have 

this connection to their cities and counties, but the Weatherby County LEPC members’ 

comments about their Web site are among the most revealing when it comes to 

understanding the nuances of how these LEPCs perceive themselves and how create a 

niche in the existing government structure.  

The Weatherby County LEPC has a Web site hosted as part of the county Web 

site: www.co.cityname.tx.us/LEPC/lepc.htm, but the county Web site committee tried to 
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remove the LEPC’s site during the county’s redesign.  This has prompted discussion at 

subcommittee meetings about how the Web site might be hosted and linked. The 

following conversation from a 2007 Weatherby County LEPC meeting of the Public 

Education and Information Subcommittee reveals some of these complexities: 

Amy13: Well, […] here’s what’s going on with their Web site. The county 

has updated their Web site, as you’ve noticed. And they put together a 

Web site committee. Well, in the interim in all of this, they decided that 

the LEPC is not a county department, which is why we’re where we’re at 

now. And try as I might, I could not convince them that we are a county 

department. So they haven’t updated our Web site. They, I mean, they 

have updated it—it just takes—but it’s not in the new format. If you’ll 

notice, it’s still that orange and yellow, it’s not the new format that they 

put all the county departments in. So, having someone maintain our Web 

site and, and do all that…is not happening like it was. And I don’t know if 

we could afford through this grant—and I don’t even know if it’s a part of 

this grant—we could have somebody maybe do our own Web site. I don’t 

know what it costs. I mean, we’ve got all the materials. But if we could 

have our own, you know, get it off the county’s site…I don’t know. I 

don’t know what it costs [to host it]. 

Rita: Get it off the county’s site.  

[…] 
                                                
13 These and other names in these transcripts are pseudonyms for participants in this 
study. 
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Melissa: I can’t believe that they’re not… 

Rita (talking over Melissa): I know. 

Melissa: …considering it part of the county. That’s what’s absolutely 

blowing my mind. 

Rita: Especially after it says [County Name] County. 

Amy (partly overlapping Rita): Well, I sent them a copy of SARA that says 

that the counties and all of that and…so I’ve se[nt], I haven’t given up yet. 

But, just to let y’all kind of know where we’re at and what’s going on. 

[A brief discussion of the County Judge’s thoughts ensued…] 

Amy: I spend my time on it [the LEPC]. 

Melissa: County time. 

Amy: Yeah. 

Melissa: Yeah, I mean it’s kind of under the umbrella, so what’s the deal? 

Amy: Right. Exactly…. I think it’s just education. Because we don’t have 

a budget, a county budget. You know, all the other departments, you 

know, they can go into the budget and everybody has some money 

allocated to them, have a spot in the budget, but the LEPC doesn’t… 

Melissa: So that’s how you’re counted. 

[…] 

Rita: So if we had one dollar, we’d get… 

Amy: …a Web site. 

Rita: Yeah. 
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Amy: But I’ll, I’ll see what I can do. 

Melissa: Even though we’re running great money through the county, 

yadah yadah yadah. 

Amy: Yeah. 

Melissa: Maybe the judge can do something. Pull a string or two. 

[…] 

Rita: I hate to get off the county site. 

Amy: Well, what I’d really like to have is not have us listed under their 

departments but I would like for them to have our logo on the main page 

where you could just click on it. And take it to the page. 

Melissa: Why would it not come under, um, emergency operations? 

Amy: We don’t have emergency operations. 

Melissa: What’s George? 

Amy: Public Works. George is no longer doing that. 

Melissa: He’s not? 

Amy: Uhn uhn. The emergency management is the judge and, um, Captain 

Sprage at the sheriff’s office. 

Melissa: That’s right, that’s right. 

Amy: You see, and they’re…it’s just kind of other duties. We don’t have 

the Michael Burke/Jimmy Billings position like the city does.  

Melissa: Well, can we get on the city Web site? [laughs] 

Amy (in a whisper): I don’t know. 
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Melissa: I mean, I know it comes under the umbrella of the county but… 

Rita: It comes under there… 

Melissa: It’s, it’s under, it’s under all of us.  

Rita: Well let, let the judge… 

Amy: Let me keep working on it.  

Melissa: Yeah. 

Amy: Let me see what we can do. 

Rita: That’s kind of, that’s kind of depressing.  

Melissa: We don’t count! 

[laughter] 

Rita: We don’t count any! 

There is a sense among the Weatherby County LEPC members that, because the 

LEPC has the word County in its name, it is a county entity. Many of the State 

Environmental Response Commission (SERC) regions—the regions in which each LEPC 

operates—that Amy is referring to (when she says she sent the county the SARA 

information) are actually counties or collections of counties, so the definitions of regions 

complicates the LEPC’s identification of its place in the local government structure. To 

complicate matters more, two of this LEPC’s positions—the chair and secretary—are 

always filled by people from either the county judge’s office or the city’s Emergency 

Management and Homeland Security office. Amy, the LEPC secretary, works for the 

county judge and, as she points out, spends county time on LEPC projects, namely 

writing and managing the grant that funds the Public Education subcommittee’s 
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activities. The grant is a large undertaking and fills a void in the county’s budget, too 

large an undertaking for just off-the-clock time; and although the LEPC is an 

organization staffed by volunteers, groups like the local government are required by law 

to be represented, so employees working for the LEPC are within bounds to spend some 

on-the-clock time on LEPC projects.  Given the nature of the SERC regions and the 

makeup of volunteers, it is easy for LEPC members to associate an LEPC with a county 

or group of counties in a region. As argumentation theorists Chaïm Perelman and L. 

Olbrechts-Tytecha explain that association is one process through which an arguer can 

“bring separate elements together and allow us to establish a unity among them” (190). 

While this study is not an in-depth argumentation analysis—instead, it focuses more on 

ambiguity—it draws upon Perelman and Olbrechts-Tytecha’s concepts to explain how 

these LEPCs creatively affiliate with local government to access discounted services and 

receive support for their Web sites. 

The organization’s identity is, in part, also governed by its lack of budget, but it 

borrows ethos on a local and national level to overcome its misplaced identity. Rita 

comments that a one-dollar budget would allow the LEPC to be counted as part of the 

county government and grant it official access to county resources. As Melissa points out, 

though, the LEPC seems to be not only “under the umbrella of the county” but also 

“under the umbrella of all of us,” all branches of local government. Unfortunately, even 

though legislation mandates that many segments of the government be represented on 

LEPCs, a lack of budget makes this and other LEPCs struggle to identify their place. In 

reality, they are rhetorically crafting their place within the government structure. As 
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Perelman and Olbrechts-Tytecha explain, one form of association is an argument of 

transitivity, which “makes it possible to infer that because a relation holds between a and 

b and between b and c, it therefore holds between a and c” (227). In the case of the 

Weatherby County LEPC, the LEPC has government members, and government 

members are part of the government, which is entitled to certain resources (such as Web 

space), therefore, the LEPC should be entitled to Web space. The LEPC also rides the 

coattails of federal legislation and the county judge to build an ethos as a county entity. 

Ultimately, this LEPC was largely successful in its bid for a spot on the county Web site: 

the URL remains a county URL, the site has been updated to match the style of the other 

county Web pages, and it had its link moved out of the category of Departments to the 

top spot under Links of Interest. 

Furthermore, we might say that the Weatherby County LEPC’s members are 

using Stevenson’s persuasive definitions. To be a persuasive definition, the word must 

have “strong emotive connotations” (Walton 119). The definition of eligible for county 

resources hinges on the definition of county organization, which in turn is connected to 

the term county employee. Initially, county employee and its related terms do not seem to 

be good candidates for persuasive definitions because they do not summon a strong 

emotional response from most people. For an employee, though, these words are about 

the employee’s identity, and identity is emotional, especially for employees who are 

long-term servants in the public sector, as are many of the members of this LEPC. Both 

the county and the LEPC members are crafting competing definitions of eligibility. Amy 

is crafting a definition based by associating eligibility for resources with SARA (in other 
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words, with the designation of SERC regions under the Emergency Planning and 

Community Right-to-Know Act) and using the connotation that federally and state 

mandated organizations arranged largely by county are, in essence, county organizations; 

the Web master is trying to hold to a denotative definition. In the end, Amy is successful, 

but it took her more than one meeting to persuade the county to share its Web resources. 

These Web site problems are not unique to the Weatherby County LEPC. During 

the course of this research, the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC also had Web site problems. 

Although they had previously hosted their Web site independently and continued to do so 

with the new site I created for them, they had an issue of maintenance. The Webmaster 

for the city’s Department of Emergency Management is not a member of the LEPC and, 

as a result, originally stated that the site would have to be maintained by an LEPC 

member rather than by him, even though the site is hosted on a city server he maintains. 

He later assisted the LEPC by posting the files for the Web site; he opted to take this 

approach because he was concerned about security, and he could be assured of better 

security if he posted them himself. 

Local Emergency Planning Members not only have trouble defining themselves 

as part of a government structure, but they also have trouble sorting through the 

complexities of the legislation, the origins of LEPCs, and their own duties. When I 

presented the first draft of the Web site to the Weatherby County LEPC, including a page 

on the origins of Local Emergency Planning Committees, I learned that I share my 

difficulty understanding the complex legislation with members of the LEPC as well: 
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Me: I have a little bit of trouble, like, wading through all the, all the legal 

background, so if you see something…  

Jason: You’re not the only one. 

Me: What did you, what did you say? 

Angela: [with a laughing tone] You’re not the only one.  

[laughter] 

Me: If you see something that’s, that’s out of whack, if you see something 

that’s not quite right, let me know. 

Even these committee members are confused by the complexities from which Local 

Emergency Planning Committees have emerged.  

Conclusion 

Despite the variation in structure between different Local Emergency Planning 

Committees, the similarities in structure go beyond the similarities that are mandated by 

the statute that created them (EPCRA) and suggested by the guidance documents 

produced by the EPA. DiMaggio and Powell’s theory of organizational fields, which in 

part explains similarities that develop across a bureaucracy, sheds light on how such 

similarities are part of the process of the structuration of organizational fields. And work 

that draws upon DiMaggio and Powell’s theory calls for researchers to look at 

organizations like LEPCs in a broader complex, not as isolated entities—to look at them 

in context, in their roles as part of organizational fields that are geographically situated 

but also part of nested fields that span the hierarchy of structure (in this case, public 
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sector from the municipal to the federal level and private sector too). This research 

attempts to examine LEPCs in just such a context. 

Local Emergency Planning Committees, at their core, are about planning to 

respond to emergencies (and, through planning, reduce the chance of emergencies) and, 

of course, guaranteeing the public access to information about local hazards. Even though 

they have no teeth to fine violators, they are regulatory entities, both stemming from and 

using management-based regulation to focus on their task of preventing problems. These 

organizations are part of a larger emergency management field that includes emergency 

response. Although LEPCs are not designed to be responders—members do not don 

hazmat suits with LEPC logos when a train derails—some members are first responders, 

such as fire fighters and Texas Commission on Environmental Quality strike team 

members. Even though an LEPC as a unit is a planning entity rather than a response 

entity, Bigley and Roberts’s findings on the structural flexibility in firefighting Incident 

Command Systems applies to LEPCs. Flexibility is an asset in not only emergency 

response but also in emergency planning: this flexibility, resulting from ambiguity in 

documents that shape the LEPCs, isn’t needed for responses to present and ever-changing 

emergencies, but it helps them tap into resources from which they might otherwise be 

excluded. Because LEPCs have no guaranteed funding, this flexibility helps them carry 

out their duties. 

Finally, DiMaggio and Powell’s work on organizational fields informs researchers 

that structuration, that dual nature of structure shaping action and action shaping 

structure, can have unexpected results. This study’s most relevant finding is one such 
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unexpected result: LEPCs intentionally introduce ambiguity (or at least allow it to 

remain) on their Web sites to mitigate rhetorical tension at the heart of discourse about 

what to post regarding giving the public access to information about local hazardous 

chemicals. This ambiguity fits within a modified version of Eric Eisenberg’s theory of 

strategic ambiguity and is a focal point of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSE AND TEXTS 

Scenario 

Carla sits next to Steve, tapping her fingers. They met the terms of the HMEP14 

grant and had the Local Emergency Planning Committee Web site up by the end of the 

grant. Tomorrow is the quarterly LEPC meeting, though, and they have been working for 

hours trying to clean up the Web site to present it to the rest of the committee. 

“Okay, we’re finished with the Tier II page. By the way, I think we struck a nice 

balance of giving the public some direction on how to request information but holding 

back details,” Steve says. “I think the fact that we didn’t say you could submit a request 

anonymously or through email and such will discourage anyone trying to gather 

information to plan something mischievous.” 

“Homeland Security would be proud!” Carla chuckles. 

Steve clicks on one of the links on the side menu. “How about the membership 

page?” 

Carla leans toward the monitor and takes a moment to read. “Well, it’s accurate, 

that’s for sure. It looks like the wording comes straight from the bylaws.” 

Steve replies, “That’s because, in part, it does. At least, it follows the bylaws in 

terms of the chain of approval.” 

                                                
14 Hazardous Materials Emergency Preparedness 
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Carla bites her lower lip. “But I don’t like the wording. I mean, look: ‘If you are 

interested in becoming a member, apply to the County Judge, who will nominate you and 

submit your name for approval to the State Environmental Regulatory Commission. 

Members of the LEPC shall be residents of or conduct business in Anywhere County.’” 

“Yeah?” 

“I think it’s a bit intimidating, Steve, you know? First, we want to get more 

involvement from the regulated facilities so we know what chemicals we’re dealing with, 

but a lot of them are going to see ‘SERC’ and run. And this whole process—‘Apply to 

the county judge’—it makes it sound like the judge is going to turn them away. Or maybe 

it gives you the feeling that you’re going to be under some extra scrutiny. It’s, I don’t 

know, kind of threatening. I know this is what happens, but first they just usually call me 

and then come to a meeting, and the judge is happy to see them there.” 

“Okay…” 

“How about this.” Carla pauses. “‘If you are interested in becoming a member, 

contact the LEPC secretary, Carla Downs.’” 

“Hm. Yeah, that’ll work. You can fill them in on the details when they call, I 

suppose.” 

“That’s what I already do. At least we’ll get them to call this way.” 

Strategic Ambiguity 

Chapter 5 shows how unintentional ambiguity is inherent in the organization of 

Local Emergency Planning Committees, giving LEPCs the ability to tap into resources 
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not necessarily designated for their use. This chapter examines both the intentional and 

unintentional use of ambiguity in materials that the LEPC produces for public 

consumption: Web sites and public education materials. Rather than examining 

ambiguity from the traditional standpoint of  “lack clarity of meaning because they [text 

and oral discourse] have been poorly constructed” (Leitch and Davenport 45), I approach 

it from the standpoint of Eric Eisenberg’s strategic ambiguity, which comes out of 

organizational communication. My definition of ambiguity is broad: it includes not only 

statements that can be interpreted multiple ways, but also statements that are specific but 

hard to interpret because of a lack of context (Thomas Nilsen’s concept of 

misinformation (Nilsen 71-2). 

Chapter 3 addresses strategic ambiguity in detail, but Eisenberg’s original main 

points were that ambiguity, used strategically for intraorganizational communication, can 

accomplish four things: 

 It promotes unified diversity, allowing people with different perspectives 
to apply their own interpretation of a statement or goal and thereby not 
clash with others in disagreement (8-10). 

 It “facilitates organizational change” (10) by letting goals and metaphors 
shift and by fostering interpersonal relationships. 

 It “preserves privileged positions” (12) by reinforcing the senders’ 
credibility (14). 

 And it allows deniability on both a personal level (so someone can ignore 
an otherwise potentially hurtful remark) and on a managerial level (so a 
manager can reinterpret a rule to better serve the organization. 

 
This study echoes the work of researchers who have adapted Eisenberg’s theory. 

In particular, I agree with Robert Ulmer and Timothy Sellnow’s coupling of strategic 

ambiguity with an ethical benchmark because of the possibility of abusing ambiguity or 

unintentionally using it in an ill-conceived manner that is detrimental, obfuscating 
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information. An instance of unintentional obfuscation discussed below is that of the 

Weatherby County LEPC’s Web site ambiguity that makes it possible for only the most 

determined citizens to find information about exercising their right to know. Also like 

Ulmer and Sellnow, this study examines strategic ambiguity at play in communication 

with the public rather than purely intraorganizational communication. This research also 

echoes William DeJong, R. Cameron Wolf, and S. Bryn Austin research on public 

service announcements (PSAs) because it examines communication with the public in a 

forum in which the audience cannot be controlled or limited. Although this research 

addresses how strategic ambiguity allows Local Emergency Planning Committees to 

change by building membership and provides universal diversity to handle that more 

complex audience, it moves beyond previous work with this theory by looking at how 

ambiguity can be used to mitigate the rhetorical tension between the LEPCs’ obligation 

to inform citizens of their right to know while in the meantime protecting them from 

potential saboteurs—in other words, the tension between risk defined as the risk of an 

accident and defined as the risk of sabotage. And while strategic ambiguity provides a 

valuable framework, I acknowledge that not all ambiguity—even ambiguity with useful 

outcomes, or productive ambiguity—is strategic; nor is all ambiguity, strategic or not, 

productive and ethically sound.  

Ambiguity to Build Membership 

For Local Emergency Planning Committees, building membership is more than 

just a matter of creating a larger organization or adding people who are more active. As 
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the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s secretary, Angela Koenig, explains, when a business or 

other regulated facility joins the LEPC, the LEPC [and thus the whole emergency 

planning network] has a better idea of the hazards the facility has on site or on the road. 

Increased membership, therefore, helps the emergency planning community better 

prepare for chemical releases.  Members also serve as resources for funding and 

activities. Rita, Melissa, Amy, and Mark of the Weatherby County LEPC’s Public 

Education Subcommittee approach organizations that are members of the LEPC to be 

sponsors of a coloring contest that will result in a calendar with both the winners’ 

pictures and credits for the sponsors. Melissa also suggested asking members to help fund 

the training event for faith-based groups. Mark, who runs a business selling promotional 

materials and helps the group get such materials at cost, suggested that the subcommittee 

might even post a member organization’s link for a donation. Of course, the committee’s 

primary concern is the same as the Weatherby County LEPC’s: getting local regulated 

facilities to participate so the community as a whole can be better prepared for an 

emergency. 

Expanding membership, then, is a priority for both LEPCs. Word of mouth is one 

way to get people involved, and LEPCs sometimes come up with other creative ways of 

recruiting members. As an example, Rita of the Weatherby County LEPC drums up 

membership by reviewing the list of Tier II report submitters (local facilities that have 

enough dangerous chemicals to have to file a report) and making cold calls to the 

contacts listed on the reports. This approach, while time intensive, bypasses any concerns 
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about wording on the Web site regarding membership and has the benefit of allowing 

Rita to make a personal appeal. 

The Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, though, is concerned about its Web site’s role in 

recruiting new members. This LEPC’s bylaws state that (Article II, Section 3): 

Any vacancy occurring in the LEPC by reason of the resignation, death, or 
disqualification of a member will be filled by appointment in accordance 
with Article II, Section 1. Suggestions for candidates to fill vacant 
positions may be made by the Executive Committee to the County Judges 
who will then make recommendations to the SERC for approval. 

As I developed content and a design for a new site for this LEPC, I started with original 

Web content last updated several years before I began, developed content based on the 

categories the committee approved in a quarterly meeting, and then revised content based 

on feedback from the committee. 

The original Web content that I worked from had a membership page that listed 

the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s members (as of June 2002) and had a statement reading 

“To contact this person, click the persons (sic) name. If there is an email address 

available a mail window will open.” However, there was no information, except in the 

bylaws, about what one would do to become a member. We had agreed upon creating a 

Becoming a Member page, so I turned to the bylaws to create content for that page. The 

first draft of the content read as follows: “Suggestions for candidates to fill vacant 

positions may be made by the Executive Committee to the County Judges who will then 

make recommendations to the SERC for approval.” 

This wording served as a starting point to open up discussion about what phrasing 

should go on that page. I opened discussion, asking, “Does this still accurately represent 
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the way, um, prospective members become members?” The discussion that followed 

revealed that committee members were concerned that this wording would intimidate 

prospective members. 

Jerry: Well, uh, yes…but no. We want them to submit their names, uh, to 

us, and then we’ll submit them to the county judges. 

Me: Do you want the whole process up here [on the Web page] or just to 

have, for Becoming a Member, do you just want them to submit…to see 

that they’ll submit their name to you and wait for… 

Jerry: Yeah, I would, you know, “If you’re interested in becoming a 

member, contact the LEPC secretary.”  

[…] 

Sam: I’m kind of with Mark. Mark said it’s kind of intimidating when you 

look there and you’ve got to submit your name to the county judge. 

Maybe… 

Mark: You don’t know who the county judge is.  

[Angela laughs] 

Sam: That’s, you know, if you’re interested in membership, contact… 

Jerry: …the LEPC secretary 

Sam: …the LEPC secretary. Yeah, yeah, I agree with that because that 

way, then, then you could, you could give them the information and you 

could…You know, our goal is to put as many people into this group as we 

can and that may help us to get more people interested in it. Because 
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they’ll probably look at that and, “I’m not going to submit my name to the 

county judge…” 

[Angela laughs] 

Sam: …and so I wouldn’t do that. 

Ultimately, we settled on the following wording: “Becoming a Member [title of 

the page]. Contact the LEPC secretary […] at [e-mail address]. Contact us in person, by 

phone, or by mail.” This revised statement is far less specific than the original wording. 

In the discussion above, Jerry points out that the bylaws do accurately describe the 

current membership process, but they do not reflect how the executive committee 

members (including Jerry) select prospective members to recommend for membership. 

The new wording removes the ambiguity of how the executive committee makes its 

recommendations, but it adds ambiguity as well. Unlike typical strategic ambiguity, it 

doesn’t seek to amplify the LEPC’s credibility to reinforce power. Rather, it seeks to 

mask the power behind the LEPC to prevent prospective members from turning away in 

intimidation.  

Current membership lists in each of these LEPCs shows that public servants (at 

the city, county, and state levels) make up a sector of the membership. In addition, both 

LEPCs have noted that they see their prospective members as coming from the 

businesses and city/state facilities that submit Tier II reports.  In other words, the 

prospective members are representatives from regulated facilities, and in my own 

experience as an inspector working for the Texas Natural Resources Conservation 

Commission, owners and operators of regulated facilities are often nervous about 
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authority. Local Emergency Planning Committees and the channels they must go through 

to approve new members are each entities with authority. With the revised “Becoming a 

Member” wording, unless prospective members bother to look at the bylaws, they are 

unlikely to know who will review their information after they inquire about becoming a 

member. Similar to strategic ambiguity as Eisenberg first conceived of it, this ambiguity 

facilitates change by expanding the membership, but it does so by masking the power 

within and above the organization, and it does so also by directing the message to those 

outside of the organization rather than within the organization. 

Ambiguity to Thwart the Unwelcome Audience 

One of the core purposes of these Local Emergency Planning Committees, as 

established by the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act, is to serve 

in a right-to-know capacity. Both LEPCs’ purpose statements (in their bylaws) are almost 

identical and reflect this mission. Article I, Section II (the purpose statement) of each set 

of bylaws reads as follows, with variations in county names, punctuation, and 

capitalization: 

Section 2. Purpose. The purpose of the LEPC shall be: 

A. To carry out for [county name(s)] those responsibilities required of the 
LEPC pursuant to Public Law 99-499, Superfund Amendments and 
Reauthorization Act of 1986 (SARA), Title III, and related regulations 
including but not limited to: 

1. Development, training, and testing of [name of emergency plan] 
for [county name(s)]; 

2. Development of procedures for regulated facilities to provide 
notification to the LEPC in accordance with Title II, SARA; 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

165 

3. Development of procedures for receiving and processing requests 
from the public under the community right-to-know provisions of 
Title III, SARA; 

4. Provision for public notification of committee activities. 

B.  To implement such other and further related activities as may hereafter 
be legally required by the Federal Government, the State Emergency 
Response Commission (SERC), or the County Judge. 

Thus, the purpose section of the bylaws is broken into two major segments: fulfilling the 

requirements of current statutes and regulations, and fulfilling future requirements. The 

current requirements are and should be the focal point of each LEPC’s goals. Notably, 

there are only four stated goals, and one of them is to process right-to-know requests 

from the public.  

Both LEPCs in this study are fully aware of this responsibility and take it 

seriously but have members who are uncomfortable with the security implications of 

making the information available to the public. Just as industries required to file Risk 

Management Plans feel the Off-site Consequence Analyses (or worst-case scenarios) 

would be “blueprints for terrorists” (Sissell “EPA”), concerned parties in the Local 

Emergency Planning Committees feel that Tier II chemical information might be misused 

to attack a facility (or even to plan which facility to attack). When I entered into this 

research and first interviewed Rita LaVangie, she lamented that I had missed a relevant 

discussion at a Weatherby County LEPC meeting held shortly before my research began. 

She said that the LEPC had considered whether to list the local facilities that file Tier II 

reports (not specifics about how much of a given chemical they have on site or even 

which chemicals they have, but only to say who files those reports), but that the 
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organization opted not to do so because of security concerns. Even so, my research left 

me privy to a number of discussions in this LEPC and in the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC 

that featured how to handle Tier II information, and security was frequently addressed. 

Similar to the membership discussion above, the discussion surrounding the first 

draft of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s “Right-to-Know” page revealed that ambiguity 

is useful in both coming to an agreement about what to post online and, so the LEPC 

members feel, dissuading an unwanted audience—potential facility saboteurs—from 

requesting information. The original Web content that I worked from had right-to-know 

information listed on a “SARA (EPCRA)” subpage of a main page titled “About the 

LEPC.” This original content, part of a larger body of content on that page, reads as 

follows: 

SARA Title III requires states to: 

1. Promote outreach for developing local emergency preparedness 
programs to respond to chemical releases. 

2. Receive reports from the regulated community. 

3. Organize, analyze and disseminate the resulting information on 
hazardous chemicals to local governments and the public. 

 

Note that only the last item in the numbered list refers to giving the public information: 

“disseminate the resulting information on hazardous chemicals to local governments and 

the public.” The original authors included no information on how a member of the public 

would access Tier II reports. Although the original “Contact Us” page says, “These are 

ways to contact your [Name] County Local Emergency Planning Committee,” and 
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follows this statement with “Our Address & Phone,” the site gives the public no specific 

guidance on pursuing its right to know. Thus, much as with the membership information, 

I was left to my own devices to develop content for review. 

After researching how the public may gain access to Tier II information, I 

presented the following first draft of content to the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC for 

review: 

Your Right-to-Know 

You have a right to learn about the chemicals reported in your community. 
Facilities are required to report certain quantities of specific chemicals 
(see the Tier II FAQ); You can access this information by filing an Open 
Records Request. 

To file an Open Records Request: 

1. Go to the Texas Department of State Health Services’ (DSHS) Tier 
II page. 

2. Click on Open Records Request and follow the instructions. 

 

The review of this portion of the Web site prompted a long, revealing discussion about 

the nature of right-to-know requests in LEPCs. As the discussion reveals, although one 

legitimate avenue to request Tier II information is to file an open records request through 

DSHS, members of the public do not have to file such a request to access Tier II report 

data. As members of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC talked about the ways the public can 

make requests, it became clear that they were uncomfortable with the process because of 

the possible anonymity of people making requests.  

The following excerpt from this discussion (see Appendix C for a more complete 

discussion transcript) highlights the members’ general concerns about anonymity of 
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requests and concerns about the hidden nature of requests when an individual makes such 

a request through the Texas Department of State Health Services in Austin:  

Meg: Would we want to know if someone was asking about our local 

companies? 

Angela: Um, I have had only one request since I’ve been there for any 

information. I’m trying to think of who it was. Of course, we can’t ask 

why [they are making the request], but I remember it was another… 

Meg: Okay, my mind goes to somebody who has devious motives wantin’ 

information from DSHS15 [Texas Department of State Health Services] 

and we’re the last to know that they’re asking for it, so I was kind of, 

that’s where my mind… 

Angela: That if we knew that they were asking, we might would…think 

along the lines of ‘why’…we can’t…but anyhow 

Sam: But if they didn’t go through the LEPC to get that, if they went 

through the state rep, I, we’d never know that. 

Meg(?): We’d never know… 

John: How easy is that to get? 

Various People: “Very Easy” “Open records” “it’s public records” 

John: We need to change that. We need to go to our judge and get that 

done. Post 9/11. That’s just…anyway… 

                                                
15 Members of the LEPC pronounce this acronym as “dishes.” 
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Meg: Some of it is, but some of it, like I think the site-specific plans, 

different things like that, are viewed as not public, but they’ll give them 

[the public] information that you filed a Tier II report, contact information, 

address…common kind of stuff 

Angela: But it’s, it’s fairly generic. You need to tell them. You know what 

those, those areas, it’s like, ‘Do you have 10,000 to 100,000 pounds of 

something?’ You know, those, it’s a really big…and vague, and like maps, 

like she said, site plans, you know details are not available to the public. 

Sam: I would think the big kick here is that under some circumstances 

we’re going to be required to give them [it?], but we, I think somebody 

needs to know who’s asking [for Tier II information]. 

Angela: Yeah. 

Sam: I think we need to know what…we’re probably going to have to go 

through the legislature to do this. 

Angela [overlapping with Meg]: We can’t ask why [someone is asking for 

Tier II information]… 

Meg: Yeah, we can’t ask why. 

Angela: It’s illegal. 

Meg: Angela’s absolutely right. 

Meg: My personal preference is, if someone were asking about our local 

community, I would like to be the first informed. We would like to be the 
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first in furnishing it rather than Austin. I mean, we’ll never know, and if it 

goes “boing” then we all know who to get hold of when it goes “yucko”… 

Selena: So is that a state requirement? That they request it? The open 

records through Austin or…is it a state requirement? 

Meg: No; DiSHS has to have open records availability. 

Angela: But they can request through us. 

Meg: But they can request through us. 

Angela: And I can release it to them? 

Meg: Yes you can. 

Angela: I just never had anybody ask. 

Sam: Shall we write them an official letter from the LEPC to one of our 

state regulators, maybe go through the Judge, whatever the proper protocol 

is and ask them to look into that and address it, at least raise the awareness 

on it? 

Angela: We might look, let’s talk about that at the next meeting then. 

Maybe we need to look at that. 

Meg: So is that just handled the same way as like when somebody wants 

one of our plans? Just have to write a letter and sign it and? 

[a]16: We have ten days to… 

                                                
16 The speaker is not listed by pseudonym in some places because he or she could not be 
identified on the recording. 
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[b]: Doesn’t even have to be a letter. It can be an e-mail, fax. ‘I want.’ 

You can’t ask why”, you just have to release and that’s, that’s why….yes, 

you’re right, the Tier II reports are very generic… 

[a]: Yeah, but still… 

[b]: …in nature, but if I’m…  

[a]: It could be a piece of a puzzle. 

?b]: It could be a piece of a puzzle… 

?a]: Putting a puzzle together, they get each piece from each place… 

[b]: And I guarantee… 

[a]: we would need to be aware 

[b]: and I guarantee Austin is never going to [say] 

[a, overlapping with b]: Going to notify us? [laugh] I have a feeling 

you’re right on that. 

[b]: If you have to walk into a drug store and show your driver’s license to 

get over the counter decongestant, it ought to be pretty easy to get this 

changed. 

Angela: [laugh] You would think so, but… 

Me: I, I have a feeling if you’re talking about a change in that regulation, 

it’s going to be a federal change. 

Angela: I agree. 
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Notably, the LEPC members are concerned about requests for information even though 

they have never received a request for Tier II information filed by a regulated facility in 

their region. 

As the discussion continues, it becomes clear that members prefer to post less 

information online: they favor removing the information about accessing Tier II 

information through DSHS: 

Me: Do um…would you rather have procedures then for local access to 

information listed here, to have them contact the, the LEPC here rather 

than, rather than contact Austin? 

Meg: I would, but I’m biased against Austin. 

Angela: [laughs] Um, could we list both, could we put that you could do it 

either way? That kind of defeats the purpose, though, if we want to keep it 

local, then they’d be able to go to the state and get it. 

When Jerry, the Chair of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC returns to the room, having 

missed most of this discussion, he clarifies how the public may access information, 

revealing that the LEPC cannot require a person to file a written request: 

Me: So the question is, do you want this, do you want this left or I could 

put both things…I would, I would think that if somebody, if somebody is 

looking at the site, actually I don’t know what they think would be faster, 

um sending the form off to Austin or, or contacting the LEPC. 

Angela: …comment was do we want them going to… 

Jerry: No, wait a minute…Woah, whoa, whoa, that’s not right. 
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Angela: The comment was, do we want them going to the DiSHS Tier II 

Web site to get public information or do we want them coming straight to 

us? 

Jerry: No, the other thing about it here is you don’t have to file an open 

rec…in fact, that’s against the law to require them to file an open records 

act. Our files have to be open to the public. 

Meg: That’s why I say it’s just a written request. 

Jerry: Not even a request. They can walk into the office and request to go 

see the files under that law. 

Angela: But isn’t a Tier II report, the state’s report, all we have are copies, 

they’re not, we don’t own those reports. 

Jerry: Whatever we have in the files for Tier II, we have to take them over 

and say ‘here they are, look at them.’ 

Meg: Now wouldn’t your preference be that we know who’s asking for 

them versus it going to Austin? 

Jerry: Oh yeah, yeah. 

Angela: Okay, so they need to rewrite this open records request then. 

Jerry: But I’m saying is, don’t, we can’t tell them to file an open records 

act. They walk in and say, ‘we want to see the Tier II reports.’ We send 

them…they say, ‘we want copies of the Teir II reports.’ We say fine […] 

Near the end of the discussion, I ask how Jerry would like people to access 

information, and he indicates that he would prefer that requests be made in person: 
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Me: Would, would you like, would you like to say just contact, or would 

it, could it say "in person or in writing" or do you have a preference? 

Jerry: In person. I mean, we don't mail, we don't have to mail them copies 

of it. 

Angela: But they also don't have to come in. 

Meg: But the law will say they don't have to appear in person. They can 

contact you by fax, e-mail, ... 

To reconcile Jerry and other members’ concerns about anonymous requests (and even 

requests in writing) with the need to be legally accurate about how to file a request, the 

modified Web page omits some of the details, making it more ambiguous in this case. It 

omits the reference to filing an Open Records Request with DSHS. It also omits 

references to how a person can access information, leaving how they contact the LEPC to 

their discretion. Thus, in terms of presenting different ways for the public to seek 

information, the revised version is more ambiguous. The final version reads as follows: 

Your Right-to-Know 

You have a right to learn about the chemicals reported in your community. 
Facilities are required to report certain quantities of specific chemicals 
(see the Tier II FAQ). 

To review this chemical information, contact your local LEPC. 

 

Presumably, this ambiguous statement will imply to them that they may have to call, 

write with a return address, or visit the LEPC in person, letting the LEPC know their 

voice, address, or facial features. Although members of the public have a right to 
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anonymously request the information (and do so without specifying why they are making 

the request), for a person who is researching the chemical-free buffer zones around his or 

her local elementary school, being identified is not a problem. However, a person who 

plans to sabotage a chemical facility may choose to gather information in another 

manner, fearing that his or her plan would be thwarted if he or she were identified. 

Ambiguity Inhibiting Decision-Making 

The other LEPC in this study, the Weatherby County LEPC, also wrestles with 

the problem of achieving a balance between fulfilling right-to-know responsibilities and 

protecting the facilities and the public from sabotage. As Rita, Chair of the Public 

Education subcommittee, stated at the beginning of this study, the Weatherby County 

LEPC does not want to post a list of facilities that file Tier II chemical reports for fear of 

the information being misused. Nor do they know how to address the problem on their 

Web site other than to avoid addressing the problem by refraining from creating content 

specific to public right-to-know instructions. As noted earlier, the Right-to-Know 

subcommittee almost never meets, and the far more active Public Education 

subcommittee has subsumed some of the discussion and some of the work (this 

committee’s chair is responsible for producing and maintaining the Web site’s content, so 

she makes the practical decisions regarding what to include on the site). But Rita has 

mentioned that she is reluctant to go too far in subsuming the Right-to-Know 

subcommittee’s work; she does not want to be presumptuous and, by taking on their 

tasks, offend the chair and members. Accordingly, she has reached an impasse in terms of 
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what she can add to the Weatherby County LEPC’s Web site regarding the public’s 

ability to access information about local chemical storage and transportation.  

The ambiguity that results from this impasse is ironic. The bylaws list the 

following goals for this LEPC (Article I, Section 2 A), plus the goal of meeting future 

legal requirements: 

 Development, training, and testing of an Emergency Management Plan for 
[county name] County; 

 Development of procedures for regulated facilities to provide notification 
to the LEPC in accordance with Title III, SARA; 

 Development of procedures for receiving and processing requests from the 
public under the community right-to-know provisions of Title III, SARA; 

 Provision for public notification of committee activities. 
 

The third of four goals relates directly to public access to information. Thus, a quarter of 

the LEPC’s current goals is about public right-to-know. Technically, this committee has 

met that goal by having a procedure in place for the public to request information. That 

procedure is written into the bylaws. However, in the unlikely event that a request be 

filed, the fact that the LEPC has no current Information Coordinator would complicate 

fulfilling the request. Others would surely step in to complete the task, but coordinating 

access to the records would be more difficult without this officer. 

The irony is more apparent in the mission statement text on the Web site. 

Although the Web site has minimal right-to-know information, three of the five parts of 

this mission statement relate to the public’s right to know: 

 Develop procedures […] for receiving and processing requests from the 
public. 

 Collect, manage and provide public access to information on hazardous 
chemicals in [county name] County. 

 Educate the public about risks from accidental and routine releases of 
chemicals [….] 
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The first of these mission statements matches the procedural goal from the bylaws 

mentioned above. Again, the LEPC has fulfilled this goal: it has developed a procedure 

(submit a written request to the LEPC for Tier II information; facilities may opt to have 

the physical location of a chemical omitted from the information given to the public). The 

third of these mission statements specifically addresses providing public access to 

information, but it is more about general preparedness (see the discussion in the next 

section). 

The second of these mission statements is the most pertinent to the problem of 

inhibiting decision making. The language is more active than the language in the bylaws; 

instead of “Development of procedures,” the text reads, “provide pubic access.” In the 

bylaws, the verb develop is nominalized to form development. Even if the text were to 

read “Develop procedures,” the statement, “provide public access” steps away from 

procedures to address the active process of giving the public access. This implies not only 

setting procedures, but also carrying out those procedures. If the text referred to accessing 

a building rather than records, the bylaws version would suggest that a group of people 

should sit together and discuss procedures for putting doors on the building or develop 

procedures for unlocking existing doors. The Web site text would suggest actually 

putting the doors on, turning the key to unlock them, and perhaps even opening the doors 

for a person waiting to enter. The second text is decidedly more inviting to the public. 

However, information about gaining access to chemical reports is not easily 

accessible. It is only in one place on the Weatherby County LEPC’s Web site: the 

bylaws. These bylaws are posted as a PDF but are not searchable (the document has been 
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scanned to create a PDF rather than converted directly from another electronic format). 

Although this was done for convenience, it poses a problem for the user. A person who is 

interested in accessing Tier II reports would have to read nearly to the end of the bylaws 

to find the following statement on the bottom of page 6 of 8 (Final Rules, Section IV D): 

“Any person may request Tier II information with respect to a specific facility by 

submitting a written request to the Committee in accordance with the requirements of this 

section.” The information is, in essence, buried and difficult to find. The right-to-know 

element of the mission statement takes on an ambiguous nature. “[P]rovide public access 

to information [….]” Who does one contact? How does one access this information 

(electronically from home, in person, or some other way)? What is the extent of the 

public’s right to know? 

In this case, the Weatherby County LEPC is meeting the letter of the law by 

establishing procedures for public access, but it is violating the spirit of the law. The 

2006 edition of the LEPC Handbook explains that (“Local Emergency Planning 

Committee (LEPC): A Primer” 23) 

EPCRA was specifically written with citizens in mind. It is based on the 
principle that the more they know about hazardous chemicals in their 
community, the better prepared the community will be to manage these 
potential hazards and improve public safety and health. 

Burying the right-to-know procedures makes it unlikely that anyone but the most 

dedicated member of the public will find them on their Web site. A member of the public 

may be more likely to look up phone numbers for the two individuals who are listed on 

the site’s home page and call with questions. But, because the two people who are listed 

are high-standing public officials (one is the county judge), their authority may 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

179 

discourage members of the public from doing so. Complicating this problem, the Web 

site uses the terms Tier II report and chemical information, but it does not clearly link the 

two for the public (as in “Tier II report (a report detailing specific dangerous chemicals a 

facility stores)”).  The wording inadvertently causes the misinformation problem Nilsen 

describes: without a context that a given audience can relate to, details are ambiguous—

in this case, the more detailed term Tier II report is ambiguous to a reader who does not 

or cannot link it to the term chemical information. Again, ambiguity is problematic: the 

public does not have enough information to fully understand portions of the text that use 

the term Tier II report. No one way of presenting this information will satisfy all 

audiences fully, but because a large part of the LEPC’s mission is to give the public the 

tools to exercise its right to know, ambiguity for the public audience means that the 

LEPC does not fulfill its purpose as well as it could. 

Generalizing Preparedness 

The Weatherby County LEPC’s mission statement regarding public education, on 

the other hand, is carried out with a measure of ambiguity that makes the task of 

educating the public doable. This mission statements might be addressed specifically 

(e.g., “This is what could happen if the anhydrous ammonia at the water treatment plant 

were to rupture.”) or generally (e.g., “Chemicals at the water treatment plant pose risks. 

Be prepared by having an emergency kit on hand and following instructions given by the 

authorities.”). The Right-to-Know subcommittee is strictly responsible for developing 

procedures, so this education mission falls to the Weatherby County LEPC’s Public 
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Education subcommittee. This subcommittee has chosen to take the second approach: to 

launch a series of general public awareness campaigns. Because the campaigns are not 

specific to a particular neighborhood and, therefore, particular risks, the approach this 

subcommittee has taken is more general than the example above.  

In one outreach campaign I participated in, I assisted by creating a 1/3 page 

electric utility bill insert for the city at the heart of the Weatherby County LEPC (see 

Figure 6.1) using content that the Public Education subcommittee wrote17. A campaign 

such as this has an inherent generalization. What chemical spills? What other dangerous 

conditions? However, a more specific campaign would be unrealistic given that hazards 

vary widely across the community, with multiple hazards in most locations. For instance, 

someone in the vicinity of the water treatment plant would largely face the hazards of 

both anhydrous ammonia and gaseous chlorine. Someone near a gas station, mobile home 

park, and industrial facility might face a combination of hazards from gasoline, propane, 

and any hazardous chemicals the facility has on site, and the approach to releases of these 

chemicals varies individually and, possibly, in combination.  

                                                
17 I contributed to the content by adding to the third statement under “How Do I 
Prepare?” The original read, “Buy a NOAA weather radio.” Because some weather radios 
are difficult to use, and a person should be prepared to use the radio in an emergency, I 
added “and learn how to use” the radio. 
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Figure 6.1 Weatherby County LEPC utility bill insert. (English version) 

 

In this case, generality serves to give the public a broadly applicable approach to 

take and is balanced by the statement, “Follow instructions given by authorities.” The 

local emergency management system has a citizen notification system similar to Reverse 

911®. In the case of an emergency, such as a propane fire with the potential of a tank 

rupture (a real emergency that occurred in this county over the course of this research), 

the emergency system can dial citizens’ phone numbers and give them instructions using 

a pre-recorded message. Thus, rather than try to address multiple possible emergencies 

using a limited space, and rather than overwhelm the public with details that will either 

frighten them or be forgotten, this approach prepares the public for a future, more specific 

announcement. 

It is important to understand, though, that generalization is not the same as 

ambiguity. In the case of the utility insert, although “Follow instructions given by 

authorities” might lead to the question, “Which authorities,” it does not invite many 
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interpretations. The resident will receive an automated call saying how to handle the 

hazard, and the appropriate authority will be identified, if necessary, in the message. 

Because the city and county had a plan that includes an incident management structure, 

ideally, various agencies will not send out conflicting information in an emergency. An 

ambiguous statement, on the other hand, would be one that could be interpreted multiple 

ways. If a piece of public education literature said, “Contact the authorities,” without 

specifying which ones, that statement would be ambiguous. In part, the difference here 

lies in the passive nature of the generalized statement—the authorities, who will be 

identified as needed, will contact residents, but residents do not have to interpret who 

these authorities may be and act upon that interpretation (as one would have interpret 

how to contact the LEPC to access public right-to-know information). 

Conclusion 

Ambiguity can be used productively, both as an adaptation of Eric Eisenberg’s 

strategic ambiguity (as in the case of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC using ambiguity to 

sound more approachable to prospective members) and as a tool to prepare the public for 

more specific information later. Most notably, though, ambiguity can be and is used to 

mitigate rhetorical tension between competing ideas of risk: the risk of an accident versus 

the risk of sabotage. An ambiguous statement about how to access chemical information 

allows the members of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC to balance their duty to give 

members of the public access to information with their responsibility to protect the 

community from sabotage by leaving the topic of anonymous requests off of the Web 
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site. Finally, ambiguity through omission and burial of details on the Weatherby County 

LEPC’s Web site is problematic, as is the use of a semi-technical term, Tier II report, 

without a clear definition. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The main purpose of this dissertation is to assess, using a descriptive rather than 

prescriptive approach, the practices of people participating in risk communication in a 

post-9/11 world. I have done so by rhetorically examining the texts that mitigate such 

communication in two community emergency planning organizations, by participating in 

the discussions of members of those organizations, and by working on some writing 

projects with those members. As noted earlier, my research began by addressing the nine 

questions about LEPCs listed below under Findings. In this chapter I will present my 

findings related to these questions and distill them down from nine to two overarching 

questions. In the process of distilling these questions, I will discuss why some of the 

questions I began with seemed to fall away or be subsumed in another question. I will 

also address limitations of the research, implications for technical communicators, and 

possible avenues for follow-up studies. 

Findings 

The initial questions that I entered into this study with were as follows: 

 How do members perceive risk? 
 What are their risk priorities (e.g., risk of accidental release vs. risk of 

terrorist attack), and why? 
 How do members work to balance public access and security concerns? 
 What do they see as the LEPC’s role and the public’s role in risk 

communication? 
 How does the public interact with the LEPC in seeking information? 
 What constraints limit the amount of or structure of information in LEPC 

communication to the public, particularly on LEPC Web sites? 
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 How are the arguments of risk communication, both written and oral, 
structured? 

 What organizational, cultural, and social factors influence how LEPCs 
handle the access/security balance? 

 What opportunities exist for improving their risk communication? 
 
Ultimately, two questions emerged as key to this research: 

 How do LEPCs mitigate the tension between addressing the risk of 
accidental releases (which seems to call for making information accessible 
to the public) and the risk of sabotage (which seems to call for limiting 
public access to information)? 

 What roles do structural flexibility and ambiguity in communication play 
in LEPCs? 

 
The Local Emergency Planning Committees in this study, while rarely using the 

term risk (which I discuss below), certainly apply the concept of risk. Because of their 

fields of expertise, members understand the risk of chemical accidents and treat that risk 

seriously. However, their concern about sabotage trumps their concern about giving the 

public access to information. If members of the public were clamoring for such 

information, it might change their priorities, but the fact that the local public does not ask 

for this information (and that the public does not attend and make comments at quarterly 

meetings) suggests that legal notices about the information are perfunctory. Such right-to-

know notices lack exigency, but the risk of sabotage has plenty of exigency, particularly 

since the dramatic attacks on the U.S. in 2001. 

Ambiguity emerged as a prominent theme in Local Emergency Planning 

Committee communication in this study. As my research proceeded, questions of 

organizational structure and of mitigating rhetorical tension seemed the most pressing.  

The rhetorical tension between different types of risks was ever present in discussions of 

giving the public access to Tier II chemical information, and strategic ambiguity was 
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prominent in discussions of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s Web site; but when, 

meeting after meeting, the Weatherby County LEPC’s Right-to-Know Subcommittee 

failed to report, the question of organizational structure became pressing. Why were they 

not meeting? (This is an all-volunteer organization with various levels of involvement.) If 

they didn’t meet, who took their duties, if anyone? (To some extent, the Public Education 

Subcommittee assumed their duties, but reluctantly, afraid to step on toes.) How could 

another subcommittee assume such duties? (There is a structural flexibility inherent in the 

bylaws.) And following these previous questions, how else was flexibility or ambiguity at 

work in these LEPCs? Of course, the answers and observations led to the conclusion that 

LEPCs need to be aware of their use of strategic ambiguity and make sure it is not an 

impediment to residents who legitimately seek information. 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to enter into research wholly unbiased. As I 

embarked on this research, I did so having done ample literature review and having 

examined risk communication in several settings. Accordingly, I expected to find a 

certain pattern of language use. In particular, I fully expected to hear the word risk used 

in different contexts. The literature suggested that, at a minimum, an organization dealing 

with risk and made up of multiple segments of a community might alternate between 

meaning hazard and hazard accompanied by social factors. Moreover, I expected the 

Local Emergency Planning Committees to use the term risk and do so alternating 

between meaning the risk of a chemical accident and the risk of a planned attack.  

These types of risk as defined above are not simply variants of the same kind; 

instead, one is calculable and one is not (except, to some extent, by predictive models 
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used by organizations such as Homeland Security, but these models and the data they are 

based on are not in the purview of Local Emergency Planning Committees). As John 

Adams describes risk, both of these risks can be perceived directly (we can see things 

such as tanks of chemicals and, in accident videos, smoke rising from an exploded 

propane tank). Both can be perceived through science (scientists can detect an underwater 

plume of volatile organic chemicals and can use sensors to identify dangerous oxygen 

levels in a storage tank). But only the risk of attack is what Adams calls a virtual risk, one 

that “scientists do not know or cannot agree” on (“Richter 2”). We have some 

understanding of probabilities related to chemical accidents—for instance, that metal 

joints in storage tanks become more vulnerable through time—but we do not have the 

same type of data for terrorism. Although some targets, such as a large refinery in the 

center of a populous area, are more likely than others, such as a fuel tank in a rural area, 

one of a terrorist organization’s goals is to take its target by surprise, so we cannot predict 

an attack the same way we might predict accidents (poor safety records, aging equipment, 

and so forth). Furthermore, both risks qualify as imposed risks according to Adams’s risk 

amplification model (“Science and Terrorism. Post Conference”), but an accident is often 

profit motivated, while an attack is malign. Furthermore, an attack has a different mix of 

social elements in its definition than does an accident. Like an accident, the attack is 

memorable, it is not voluntary, and those affected have no control. Unlike an accident, 

the attack goes against our sense of morality, and it generates a greater sense of dread. 

Although I expected to find both definitions used, what I found was that neither 

LEPC particularly addressed situations by using the term risk. Instead, they managed a 
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similar rhetorical tension, not between two uses of the same term but between the 

responsibility to act on one use of the term risk (to make Tier II chemical information 

available to the public) and the responsibility to protect the public from the other kind of 

risk, the risk of physical attack, of sabotage. They mitigate this tension by using 

ambiguous language. Furthermore, the ambiguity inherent in the organizational structure 

and in the main internal documents that guide the organization—both the federal 

documents that dictate structure and each LEPC’s own bylaws—give the organization the 

flexibility it needs to function with an all-volunteer staff with no guaranteed resources at 

their disposal. 

Writings associated with Local Emergency Planning Committees support Dorothy 

Winsor’s claim that writing is bound up with power. Writing regulates both the general 

functions of the LEPCs, with the bylaws specifying the actions of subcommittees, and the 

actions of its members, with the bylaws specifying how many committees each member 

must be on. Local Emergency Planning Committees are regulated by writings of the EPA 

and the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act. In turn, facilities are 

regulated by LEPC writings, and in these writings, the LEPC draws upon the ethos of the 

EPA because, without the power to assess fines, the LEPC does not have any teeth. In 

essence, LEPCs are planning organizations—Local Emergency Planning Committees—

and, as such, largely use management-based regulation to focus on their task of 

preventing problems. 

Not only does serve to regulate and to elicit buy-in, but it also determines 

organizational structure (or allow freedom of structure when it is the least bit ambiguous). 
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The Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA), while 

mandating some aspects of membership and meetings, gives LEPCs the freedom to 

organize committees and the executive committee as needed. This ambiguity of structure 

(on the part of EPCRA) works in the LEPCs’ favor, allowing them to organize around 

their strengths, whether they are emergency management or county government (the 

county judge’s office, in this case). Furthermore, the ambiguity in their structure allows 

the Weatherby County LEPC’s Public Education subcommittee to take over some duties 

from the Right-to-Know subcommittee, which is inactive. Nuances in intraorganizational 

discourse gains buy-in from members, and ambiguity in wording for potential members 

elicits buy-in by shielding readers from off-putting text that might discourage these 

people from contacting the LEPC to apply for membership.  For example, when the Blunt 

Arrow Canyon LEPC re-worded the membership page to read, “Members represent many 

organizations and companies in the […] area. If you're interested in becoming a member 

[…] Contact LEPC secretary,”  they elicit buy-in from potential members by avoiding the 

legalistic phrasing and procedures from the bylaws. 

Ambiguity allows latitude in the structure of these Local Emergency Planning 

Committees, but even so, similarities exist in their structures, similarities not specified by 

guidance documents. As DiMaggio and Powell argue in their theory of organizational 

fields, bureaucracies (such as LEPCs) form similar structures as part of organizational 

norms through the process of structuration (social action and structure influencing one 

another). Later work drawing upon their theory of organizational fields calls for 

researchers to contextualize organizations not just geographically but also hierarchically, 
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and this research attempts to provide this context. For instance, LEPCs are best 

understood in the context of the emergency management organizational field both 

geographically—in relationship to other local members of this field—and as part of a 

structure that includes not just city, county, and regional offices of state organizations 

(from which these LEPC members are drawn) but also state offices at a distance (such as 

the Department of State Health Services) and federal organizations (the EPA and 

Congress). 

 Like emergency responding organizations, Local Emergency Planning 

Committees benefit from flexible structure. In a planning context, flexibility (resulting 

from ambiguity) allows them to assign their own affiliations. For instance, they argue that 

they are city entities or county entities to gain access to city or county resources, 

respectively. This is important for these LEPCs to carry out functions beyond their basic 

legal requirements—to help them manage Web sites using city or county resources and 

reach more members of the public with educational materials by getting copies at a city 

discount—because they are funded only through grants (or, in the case of at least one 

LEPC discussed by a participant but not part of this study, through local fees charged to 

facilities filing Tier II chemical reports). 

I did not expect flexibility and ambiguity to be themes of this research, but 

ambiguity in particular emerged as a theme, and its importance became particularly 

evident as I reviewed the taped meetings, logging the sections that related to risk, to 

communicating with the public, and to Tier II reports. DiMaggio and Powell, as part of 

organizational field theory, observe that as organizational fields develop, unexpected 



Texas Tech University, Susan Youngblood, August 2008 

191 

consequences sometimes result. Ambiguity used to mitigate rhetorical tension is one such 

unexpected consequence, and it can be valuable to risk communicators.  

Emergency management, which includes emergency planning, has a right-to-

know current running through it. Even though the chemical industry, as a whole, and 

regulated facilities are uncomfortable with right-to-know requirements, they have been a 

codified part of the field since the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know 

Act of 1986. With regulated entities having to submit chemical and worst-case scenario 

information for not only planning purposes but also public access, a climate of fear of 

misuse developed, and this preceded the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United 

States. The EPA ditched its original plans to put Off-site Consequence Analyses, or 

OCAs (also known as worst-case scenarios), from Risk Management Plans online and, 

with the Department of Justice, developed a system for giving citizens limited access to 

this information. But regulated facilities and LEPCs are concerned about giving out even 

the more innocuous Tier II chemical information. As at least two members of the Blunt 

Arrow Canyon LEPC stated, Tier II information “could be a piece of a puzzle.” And a 

member replied, “Putting a puzzle together, they [saboteurs] get each piece from each 

place. 

To mitigate the tension between making the information available to the public—

even telling the public how they can access the information—and protecting regulated 

facilities from sabotage (from international or national terrorists or perhaps individuals 

holding a grudge against a facility), the LEPCs in this study intentionally introduce 

ambiguity on their Web sites, or at least allow it to remain. In other words, ambiguity can 
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be used to mitigate the tension between two kinds of risk: the risk of an accident and the 

risk of sabotage. Used intentionally, this ambiguity fits Eric Eisenberg’s strategic 

ambiguity (as modified from its original purpose to include communication with the 

public). By opting to remove specific information about how the public is allowed to 

access information and, instead, simply telling the audience that they can contact the 

LEPC, the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC leaves it to the public’s imagination what that 

contact process might include. The school board member who wants to make sure the 

city includes an adequate buffer zone between the proposed new school and an existing 

manufacturing facility has less to fear in contacting the LEPC than a potential terrorist or 

disgruntled city employee. Eisenberg’s principle of unified diversity—that audiences will 

tailor their interpretations of ambiguous statements—is at work, or at least that is the 

hope of the LEPC members in being ambiguous. They hope to thwart attacks by letting 

potential attackers wonder if requests for information must have names and other data 

attached to them.  

This study site, the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, also uses ambiguity to sound 

more approachable to potential members, leaving off the details of how a member is 

vetted and accepted into the Local Emergency Planning Committee. Again, they make 

the text vague, saying that the prospective member should contact the LEPC. And the 

Weatherby County LEPC uses generalization, too, in its public education materials, 

telling readers to respond to the instructions the authorities give in an emergency. 

Members do this because they cannot foresee and publish the proper response to any 

possible (or even more likely) kind of emergency. Thus, generalization makes the 
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document more broadly applicable. In addition, the document is then short enough to 

work as a 1/3-cut utility bill insert. In each of these cases, the ambiguity or generalization 

is intentional (strategic) and productive. 

Of course, ambiguity is not always intentional (therefore, not always strategic), 

nor is it always productive. The Weatherby County LEPC’s approach, to refer to the 

information but make the information difficult to find (however unintentional) is ethically 

and practically problematic. Burying the right-to-know information in the scanned, 

unsearchable bylaws violates the stated principles of the organization and goes against 

Thomas Nilsen’s ethic of significant choice. Furthermore, the public must connect two 

terms on their own: “Tier II,” a specialized term, is used throughout the Web site, while 

“information on hazardous chemicals,” a more understandable term, is used in the 

mission statement. These terms are not specifically connected, and the only part of the 

site that has information on exercising the right-to-know refers to this information as 

“Tier II information.” Thus, this disjunction might be identified as misinformation. This 

ambiguity through misinformation, strategic or not (and from the reaction to my final 

results presentation to them, I understand that this is not intentional), poses a problem for 

the public. 

Even though the Tier II chemical information that Local Emergency Planning 

Committees collect and distribute is legally accessible (anonymously) by the public, few 

members of the public in the SERC (State Environmental Regulatory Commission) 

regions in this study access that information. The LEPCs in this study are not exceptional 

in this regard. This problem is addressed by the Department of Justice (DOJ) and the 
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EPA in the comments published at the front of the OCA Final Rule One. The DOJ and 

EPA cite the problem of funding (“limited resources have allowed only about half of the 

SERCs and LEPCs to publicize its [hazardous chemical information’s] availability”) (65 

Fed. Reg. 151 48114), but both of the LEPCs in this study have worked around the 

funding issues by using city and/or county resources and by applying for and receiving 

grants. The DOJ and EPA also note that “the effort required by members of the public to 

locate their SERC or LEPC and request that information has been a disincentive” (65 

Fed. Reg. 151 48114), an ethical problem exacerbated by the Weatherby County LEPC’s 

placement of instructions for requesting information only in the scanned bylaws. Finally, 

they point out the problem that Nilsen identifies as one of misinformation, noting that this 

information is “not in a format that is easily understood by the public” (65 Fed. Reg. 151 

48114). 

To the comments of the DOJ and EPA, I would add that another barrier to the 

public is not knowing for which facilities to request Tier II information. For instance, 

public swimming pools and water treatment facilities often use reportable quantities of 

chlorine (“Tier 2 Tips”), which is listed by the EPA as an extremely hazardous material, 

but many citizens would not think of their local swimming pool as a site they should be 

concerned about. Nor would many think of a hospital that has a large quantity of fuel oil. 

And a citizen may not even be aware that he or she lives within five blocks of a small 

plating company.  

The Weatherby County LEPC’s 2005 decision not to post a list of local regulated 

facilities that file Tier II reports limits the public’s understanding of what facilities pose a 
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chemical risk. Although the Weatherby County LEPC explicitly talked about its decision 

not to post such a list, I should note that the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC also has no such 

list posted. Online searches for such lists reveal that there are few of these lists online. I 

conducted three advanced search of Google for pages with the phrase “tier II” and with 1) 

any of the words “water treatment” or “wastewater,” or “waste water”; 2) either the 

words “medical” or “hospital”; and 3) any of the words “coop,” “seed,” or “grain” (to 

include agricultural facilities). The results speak to this problem. Examining the first 

three ages of results (10 results per page) for each search, I found only two lists of Tier 

II-reporting facilities: Monongalia County, WV, found in the search for water and 

wastewater treatment facilities, and Barnes County, ND, found in the search for 

agricultural facilities. Unless a member of the public has more than a layperson’s 

knowledge about chemicals and chemical-holding facilities, he or she will have trouble 

accessing information about his or her community. This is clearly a problem for the 

public, and this should be addressed by LEPCs. Given the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s 

anxiety about making any Tier II chemical information public—some members talked 

about the need to do away with the anonymous right-to-know access to these reports—

and the Weatherby County LEPC’s decision not to make such a list available, it is 

unlikely that many such lists will be published for public access without a regulation 

mandating that LEPCs or other organizations must share them. 
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Further Legal Issues 

The legal issues surrounding the LEPCs’ right-to-know duties complicate public 

notification. The two LEPCs in this study disagree on how requests must be made: the 

Weatherby County LEPC states in its bylaws that a member of the public must file a 

written request for information (in accordance with the Emergency Management and 

Community Right-to-Know Act, also known as EPCRA) (42 U.S.C. Ch. 116 § 11022 

(e)(3)(A)), and the head of the Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC, a long-time emergency 

management professional, stated in a meeting that a member of the public is not legally 

required to fill out such a request, that he or she can request information by phone or 

email or in person. The Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s approach seems to be an 

interpretation of another section of EPCRA, which states that they shall make Tier II 

reports available “during normal working hours at the location or locations designated by 

the Administrator, Governor, State emergency response commission, or local emergency 

planning committee, as appropriate” (42 U.S.C. Ch. 116 § 11044 (a)). Thus, the laws are 

hard to interpret; in a sense the system itself is ambiguous. Perhaps these two pieces of 

the EPCRA statute work together such that a member of the public must file a written 

request, and when the request is processed, that member of the public may access the 

information at a location the LEPC designates. The Blunt Arrow Canyon LEPC’s 

interpretation, though, suggests that requirements of the statutes are difficult for members 

to sort out. What’s more, LEPCs have a legal obligation to keep “the location of any 

specific chemical” confidential if the regulated facility qualifies to file a confidentiality 
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claim and does so (42 U.S.C. Ch. 116 § 11044 (a)), adding another legal hurdle for the 

organization. 

Legal requirements to give the public right-to-know access to data and responses 

to these requirements are at the center of this research. These were at the center of my 

intended research as well, although my analysis changed in response to the data I 

collected (focusing less on defining the word “risk” and more on shaping a response to 

competing definitions). Thus, my first research question about perception of the word 

“risk” turned out be less relevant to my study than I thought.  This response, ambiguity, is 

not confined to communicating about the public’s right to know, as the Blunt Arrow 

Canyon LEPC’s handling of its membership page demonstrates. As technical 

communicators, we should consider ambiguity in both the field of risk/emergency 

management and in other contexts. 

Implications for Technical Communication 

Ambiguity of text and oral discourse poses a challenge for technical 

communicators both in the classroom and in the workplace. As part of our “clear, 

concise, correct” legacy and values, we teach that ambiguity is not only unwanted but 

also unethical and potentially harmful. If a resume is ambiguous—“Have project 

management experience”—rather than specific—“For two years, led a team of seven that 

produced 300+-page environmental reports for clients such as General Electric”—the 

author loses the competitive advantage. An ambiguous set of instructions for assembling 

a table saw could be life-threatening if poor assembly causes the saw to fail in some way. 
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An end-of-year report to stockholders, whether written or delivered orally, might be 

unethical if the authors use ambiguity to mask poor performance. 

Still, technical communicators recognize the value of ambiguity in limited 

situations, particularly in addressing multiple audiences.18 Perhaps a brochure for 

childhood immunizations would be better received in a diverse community if the image 

on the front were not a photograph of an infant representing a particular race but, instead, 

a somewhat more abstract drawing of an infant. Or an overly specific project proposal for 

designing software or a Web site (a waterfall-method proposal rather than a proposal for 

iterative design) might lock the programmers or designers into poor choices, committing 

them to an outcome that they learn mid-way is poor. And in the public sector, legislation 

that is general and open to interpretation, such as the legislation that served as the driving 

force for environmental impact statements, allows the statute to be applied broadly. 

Accordingly, “A statement of the environmental impact of the proposed action” (42 

U.S.C. § 4321 Title 1 Sec. 102 (1)), called for by the National Environmental Policy Act 

(NEPA), could include the impact on fish, air quality, the purity of natural sounds, and so 

forth. 

In the case of reporting technical information to the public, many technical 

communicators would agree that Nilsen’s concept of misinformation—uncontextualized 

statistics or other information that cannot be appropriately interpreted by the public—is 

                                                
18 George Orwell, in his famous 1946 essay “Politics and the English Language,” 
espouses many of the principles of clarity our field has come to cherish. He lists five 
rules for clarity, followed by this sixth rule: “Break any of these rules sooner than say 
anything barbarous” (Orwell); thus, he too acknowledges that there are times for 
diverging from the course of clarity. 
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problematic. Like the immunization brochure, we would address the issue as a matter of 

audience awareness. For us, Eisenberg’s concept of unified diversity is applicable to 

multiple situations, particularly those in which we send a document out to a multi-faceted 

public. One of the more important applications of Eisenberg’s theory, though, is in 

addressing such a public with sensitive information that could be intentionally misused.  

Risk communication is one such arena in which Eisenberg’s theory applies, and technical 

communicators are well suited to contribute to this arena because of our training in 

audience awareness. We should also examine if ambiguity is used, strategically or not, by 

other authors and groups that have reason to fear an unwanted audience. For instance, 

how do abortion-providing clinics and minority religious groups approach posting 

information on Web sites?  

Limitations of this Research 

This study examines only two Texas LEPCs; it presents some fruitful avenues of 

exploration for our field, but the analysis of oral discourse is only strictly applicable to 

these two research sites and to the span of time covered by this study. As with other 

inductive methods of analysis such as grounded theory, the result of this analysis is a set 

of observations that have not been tested broadly. Below I discuss ways in which future 

projects might examine whether similar ambiguity is found in the products of other 

research sites, but this current research is limited in the breadth of its application. Also, 

this study examined two LEPCs over a relatively short period of time. Even two years in 

the scope of an organization often provides only a snapshot of period in the course of the 
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organization’s development. Future studies may reveal different approaches to right-to-

know communication, and studies focusing more on past communication might reveal a 

more open approach that draws upon more accident-related exigency (or even a less open 

approach that draws upon outdated models of risk communication). Only a study 

designed to look at long-term rhetorical changes could conclusively identify such patterns 

and structures. 

Future Research Suggested by this Study 

Based on preliminary research, I intended this research to be an analysis of 

argumentation, with analysis along the lines of the theories of Perelman, Olbrechts-

Tytecha, and Stevenson. However, as I discussed above, Local Emergency Planning 

Committee members rarely used the term risk, and the discourse I recorded did not reflect 

dialectical positions, opposing positions that were being argued. Instead, these LEPCs 

rarely “argued” about particular actions to take to ensure the safety of the community. As 

a result, I had to re-focus this research. However, this type of argumentation analysis 

might be applicable to LEPC discourse in communities that have strong, active 

environmental groups advocating for more disclosure of details to the public. Discourse 

within such LEPCs would also lend itself to an analysis using Jürgen Habermas’s theory 

of communicative rationality. 

Future, more systematic studies of emergency planning Web sites and mass-

mailed materials might reveal more about the use of ambiguity in communicating 

technical information and have results that are more broadly applicable. And although 
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this study contextualizes the analysis of the discourse about these LEPC Web sites by 

examining supporting texts, a systematic review of sets of similar texts—for example, 

state LEPC guidance documents—could reveal broader trends in the use of (or absence 

of) ambiguity and in other ways of handling the tension between risk as the potential for a 

chemical accident and risk as security. In particular, an examination of right-to-know 

wording on a nationwide spectrum of LEPC Web sites would give a broader look at how 

this rhetorical tension is handled across the country. Further research relying more 

heavily on interviews or open-ended survey questions could reveal how emergency 

management professionals articulate risk and conceptualize and see themselves using 

ambiguity. And, because ambiguity and clarity are always dependent on the particular 

audience reading or hearing a statement or set of statements, usability studies could 

address the idea of ambiguity from the perspective of different types of audiences. 

Local Emergency Planning Committees are not the only productive sites for 

research. Other sites for research in this area might include EPA/DOJ reading rooms, 

which allow the public limited access to Risk Management Plans. State environmental 

regulatory agencies could also have interesting activities that technical communicators 

and scholars of rhetoric might examine. On a smaller scale, city and county emergency 

management operations (which typically have members who participate in LEPCs) would 

be good sites for research. Just as researchers might look at LEPC documents, we might 

also analyze a broad selection of city-level emergency management plans, plans that are 

tied to LEPCs but are generated out of emergency management offices.
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APPENDIX B: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Note: Many of these are open-ended questions. Each question may lead to extended 

discussion. 

 
1. Do you see your organization as facing challenges in communication? 
2. What special challenges do you see that we haven’t discussed yet? 
3. What is your role in your organization’s communication process? 
4. How often do you get requests for chemical information from the public? 
5. Does your organization hold public meetings, and are they well-attended? 
6. What do you see as the public’s role in developing or influencing your 

communication? 
7. Who else has a role in developing or influencing your organization’s 

communication? What is that role like? 
8. Who are the audiences you are targeting with your communication? 
9. How do you think your audiences respond to your communication? 
10. What do you see as constraints or difficult questions that affect what you 

publish about emergency planning? How do these constraints or questions 
affect what you publish? 

11. Are there differences between the type of information, level of detail, and 
questions or problems you discuss with the following entities? 

 members of your organization 
 other organizations you work with (for instance, in community 

programs like the LEPC) 
 the public 

12. What are the differences? Why do you think they exist? 
13. Has your communication or situation changed since the promulgation of 

the RMP (Risk Management Plan) Rule? 
14. How often are your services used by emergency responders? 
15. How do you think your organization’s emergency communication system 

compares to other systems (particularly in Texas) in terms of scale and 
complexity? 

16. How do you determine what information is top priority (in terms of 
publishing for the public)? 

17. What do you see as the most likely causes of an emergency? How is this 
reflected in your communication? 

18. How does your communication minimize the chance of an emergency? 
19. What opportunities do you see for improving your emergency planning or 

management communication? 
20. What might you hope to learn from this study? 
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APPENDIX C: LONG EXCERPT OF THE BLUNT ARROW CANYON LEPC WEB SITE 

REVIEW DISCUSSION 

 

Angela: At first, one of the members said individuals would have to… 

they need to request it through DSHS…because all we have is a copy; 

they have the actual records, so they go through them to get it. 

Me: So that’s a…I need to go back to that page. 

Meg: Would we want to know if someone was asking about our local 

companies? 

Angela: Um, I have had only one request since I’ve been there for any 

information. I’m trying to think of who it was. Of course, we can’t ask 

why [they are making the request], but I remember it was another… 

Meg: Okay, my mind goes to somebody who has devious motives wantin’ 

information from DSHS23 [Texas Department of State Health Services] 

and we’re the last to know that they’re asking for it, so I was kind of, 

that’s where my mind… 

Angela: That if we knew that they were asking, we might would…think 

along the lines of ‘why’…we can’t…but anyhow 

Sam: But if they didn’t go through the LEPC to get that, if they went 

through the state rep, I, we’d never know that. 

Meg(?): We’d never know… 

                                                
23 Members of the LEPC pronounce this acronym as “dishes.” 
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John: How easy is that to get? 

Various People: “Very Easy” “Open records” “it’s public records” 

John: We need to change that. We need to go to our judge and get that 

done. Post 9/11. That’s just…anyway… 

Meg: Some of it is, but some of it, like I think the site-specific plans, 

different things like that, are viewed as not public, but they’ll give them 

[the public] information that you filed a Tier II report, contact information, 

address…common kind of stuff 

Angela: But it’s, it’s fairly generic. You need to tell them. You know what 

those, those areas, it’s like, ‘Do you have 10,000 to 100,000 pounds of 

something?’ You know, those, it’s a really big…and vague, and like maps, 

like she said, site plans, you know details are not available to the public. 

Sam: I would think the big kick here is that under some circumstances 

we’re going to be required to give them [it?], but we, I think somebody 

needs to know who’s asking [for Tier II information]. 

Angela: Yeah. 

Sam: I think we need to know what…we’re probably going to have to go 

through the legislature to do this. 

Angela [overlapping with Meg]: We can’t ask why [someone is asking for 

Tier II information]… 

Meg: Yeah, we can’t ask why. 

Angela: It’s illegal. 
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Meg: Angela’s absolutely right. 

Meg: My personal preference is, if someone were asking about our local 

community, I would like to be the first informed. We would like to be the 

first in furnishing it rather than Austin. I mean, we’ll never know, and if it 

goes “boing” then we all know who to get hold of when it goes “yucko”… 

Selena: So is that a state requirement? That they request it? The open 

records through Austin or…is it a state requirement? 

Meg: No; DiSHS has to have open records availability. 

Angela: But they can request through us. 

Meg: But they can request through us. 

Angela: And I can release it to them? 

Meg: Yes you can. 

Angela: I just never had anybody ask. 

Sam: Shall we write them an official letter from the LEPC to one of our 

state regulators, maybe go through the Judge, whatever the proper protocol 

is and ask them to look into that and address it, at least raise the awareness 

on it? 

Angela: We might look, let’s talk about that at the next meeting then. 

Maybe we need to look at that. 

Meg: So is that just handled the same way as like when somebody wants 

one of our plans? Just have to write a letter and sign it and? 
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[a]24: We have ten days to… 

[b]: Doesn’t even have to be a letter. It can be an e-mail, fax. ‘I want.’ 

You can’t ask why”, you just have to release and that’s, that’s why….yes, 

you’re right, the Tier II reports are very generic… 

[a]: Yeah, but still… 

[b]: …in nature, but if I’m…  

[a]: It could be a piece of a puzzle. 

[?b]: It could be a piece of a puzzle… 

[?a]: Putting a puzzle together, they get each piece from each place… 

[b]: And I guarantee… 

[a]: we would need to be aware 

[b]: and I guarantee Austin is never going to [say] 

[a, overlapping with b]: Going to notify us? [laugh] I have a feeling 

you’re right on that. 

[b]: If you have to walk into a drug store and show your driver’s license to 

get over the counter decongestant, it ought to be pretty easy to get this 

changed. 

Angela: [laugh] You would think so, but… 

Me: I, I have a feeling if you’re talking about a change in that regulation, 

it’s going to be a federal change. 

Angela: I agree. 
                                                
24 The speaker is not listed by pseudonym in some places because he or she could not be 
identified on the recording. 
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[b]: It’s probably going to come from the federal government rather than 

local. 

Angela: And that’s the way a lot of facilities have gotten the site plans 

which were at one time very open not open now. So there’s pieces of it 

and that’s why, um, this electronic reporting that DSHS is putting in is 

gonna be kind of interesting. 

[b]: Maybe it’s time for someone to stand up… 

[?a]: That’s what it takes is for someone to just stand up and say, “Wait a 

minute; this isn’t right.” And we get it changed. You know, let’s get the 

ball rolling.”  

Me: Do um…would you rather have procedures then for local access to 

information listed here, to have them contact the, the LEPC here rather 

than, rather than contact Austin? 

Meg: I would, but I’m biased against Austin. 

Angela: [laughs] Um, could we list both, could we put that you could do it 

either way? That kind of defeats the purpose, though, if we want to keep it 

local, then they’d be able to go to the state and get it. 

Meg: So do you automatically, can you automatically log those requests? I 

mean, and who that person is that’s sending one off to DSHS? Is there a 

way to do that? 

Me: No, because… 

Meg: Whenever they enter the, the Web site? 
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Angela: No, because they’d be on the DSHS’s Web site when they did it. 

Me: Yeah, they, they… 

[a]: Put your own spy software on there to track them back down. 

[several people laugh] 

[…] 

[Jerry returns] 

[a]: What you’re doing is fine, I just, we just… 

[b]: We decided when you’re all out of the room, we’re just going to hack 

into the system and remove bits of… 

Meg[?]: We’re using spyware. 

Jerry: Woo. 

Me: So the question is, do you want this, do you want this left or I could 

put both things…I would, I would think that if somebody, if somebody is 

looking at the site, actually I don’t know what they think would be faster, 

um sending the form off to Austin or, or contacting the LEPC. 

Angela: …comment was do we want them going to… 

Jerry: No, wait a minute…Woah, whoa, whoa, that’s not right. 

Angela: The comment was, do we want them going to the DiSHS Tier II 

Web site to get public information or do we want them coming straight to 

us? 
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Jerry: No, the other thing about it here is you don’t have to file an open 

rec…in fact, that’s against the law to require them to file an open records 

act. Our files have to be open to the public. 

Meg: That’s why I say it’s just a written request. 

Jerry: Not even a request. They can walk into the office and request to go 

see the files under that law. 

Angela: But isn’t a Tier II report, the state’s report, all we have are copies, 

they’re not, we don’t own those reports. 

Jerry: Whatever we have in the files for Tier II, we have to take them over 

and say ‘here they are, look at them.’ 

Meg: Now wouldn’t your preference be that we know who’s asking for 

them versus it going to Austin? 

Jerry: Oh yeah, yeah. 

Angela: Okay, so they need to rewrite this open records request then. 

Jerry: But I’m saying is, don’t, we can’t tell them to file an open records 

act. They walk in and say, ‘we want to see the Tier II reports.’ We send 

them…they say, ‘we want copies of the Teir II reports.’ We say fine, it’s 

11 dollars and 42 cents a page, or whatever the going rate is. 

Angela: [small laugh] Ten cents. 

Jerry: Okay, ten cents a page. 

[several people laugh] 

Jerry: It’s whatever the going rate is, but… 
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Meg: [some talking over Jerry] They just had that link on the DSHS Web 

site for open records; that’s what they had.  

[c]: How many requests have you ever had for Tier II report? 

Jerry: Um, um I can’t remember any. I don’t think anyone has ever come 

down here and asked for them or seen them. In fact, one of the things 

we’re supposed to do under the law [changes to very loud voice] and we 

do it all the time [softer], but under the law, we’re supposed to do is put a 

public notice in telling them where they can come to see the Tier IIs at. 

[a]: On the third from the last page on the Thrifty Nickel in the bottom 

right corner under Motorcycles. 

Jerry: Those are still too expensive for that one. You see what they charge 

for motorcycle ads lately? [small laugh] But it’s just, uh, to get around that 

is once a year I try to get a story in the newspaper about the LEPC, ‘cause 

all it says, it has to be a newspaper story or public notice. So, but no, I 

think the right to know is “Contact your local LEC to obtain copies or to 

see”…. I’d rather have them just see the information. 

Me: Would, would you like, would you like to say just contact, or would 

it, could it say "in person or in writing" or do you have a preference? 

Jerry: In person. I mean, we don't mail, we don't have to mail them copies 

of it. 

Angela: But they also don't have to come in. 
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Meg: But the law will say they don't have to appear in person. They can 

contact you by fax, e-mail, ... 

Jerry: Okay, you need to do two things Angela. You need to get, first of 

all, research on any changes to the Right-to-Know Act… 

Angela: Okay. 

Jerry: and also talk to the EPA. There’s been a going fight about releasing 

Tier II information in relation to Homeland Security Information. Now, it 

may have changed some of the rules, and we just need to find out if, it 

may need, require a written open act now and we can exempt certain 

pieces of that Tier II, particular site plans. So research what we can do 

now to make sure, make sure we just have it on the Web site as to what the 

current law says. ‘Cause when the first came out, it was wide open, and 

after 9/11, there was a lot of discussion with EPA about restricting these, 

and they were successful in restricting the, the site plans and the 

information under the uh, uh…what’s the other act that we have to… 

Me: Risk management plans? The RMPs? 

Jerry: Yes, the RMPs. Now, those we can exlude because of some 

Homeland Security regulations. 

[several people talking; indecipherable] 

Angela: Now I don’t think that its electronic Tier II form is exempt. It 

really doesn’t count. 
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Jerry: I just, we gotta look and see. I don’t know what changes have been 

made. Now, I think you’re right; I think those are wide open. 

Angela: Well, I think the bottom line is, you’ve got the page up there and 

as we do research and stuff and as you teach me how to change all these 

pages, then I can go in and fix it and do what I need to do. 

Me: Yeah, that should, it should be simple to put new content up, um, but 

it’s important to know that, that content needs to, needs to change. For the 

time being, since I imagine you want to put this up fairly soon, right? Um, 

for the time being, would you like a placeholder, or just a “Contact the 

LEPC placeholder”?25 

                                                
25 This echoes what Jerry suggested above: “‘Contact your local LEC to obtain copies or 
to see’…. I’d rather have them just see the information.” The site has since been updated 
by the LEPC—for instance, their Webmaster has changed the code on the search page to 
make it work—but this ambiguous so-called placeholder text still remains. The 
organization seems more comfortable with the ambiguity that Jerry suggested than with 
more detailed information. 
 


