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The Toxics Release Inventory (TRI) is widely considered to be one of the most successful environmental regulations in the U.S., and has been linked to large declines in pollutant emissions.  Yet, it remains unclear whether TRI fulfills its programmatic goals of increasing public awareness and empowerment, and industry accountability.  Three questions are explored: (1) what is the extent of public awareness and stakeholder empowerment in the communities hosting TRI facilities? (2) do spatial patterns in the distribution of TRI facilities and emissions affect the relationship between demographic factors and emissions changes over time? and (3) how do environmental organizations use TRI data and what is the perceived utility of the program?  Three methodologies are used to address these questions: (1) a survey of public perceptions and knowledge of environmental risk, air pollution, and TRI; (2) a spatiotemporal analysis of the distribution of changes in TRI emissions in relation to community socio-demographics; and (3) interviews with environmental organizations regarding their use and opinions of pollution information such as TRI.  

Survey results suggest high awareness of air pollution risks, but low awareness of TRI.  Perceived risk does not improve the proposed model for stakeholder empowerment (Chi-square = 7.614, df = 7, p = .368, comparative fit index (CFI) = .997, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .021).  Spatiotemporal analysis of TRI emissions indicates facility location and air emissions follow spatial patterns.  Further, a spatial error term improves the predictive power of demographic variables in a regression model for change in TRI emissions and toxicity-weighted emissions, which are positively correlated with population density and negatively correlated with percent Latino (r2 = 0.177 and r2 = 0.101).  Interview data indicate that organizations use pollution information for advocacy efforts and some consider it useful for targeting polluters.  Increased publicity, resource-sharing, and enforcement of reporting requirements could improve TRI’s effectiveness.  This research assesses the effectiveness of public right-to-know policies and explores the linkages between environmental information, social empowerment, and trends in toxic releases.  The findings highlight problems with the reliability and utility of TRI data, but suggest areas of improvement for the program.

