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Hazardous waste policy, community
movements and the politics of Nimby:

participatory risk assessment in the
USA and Canada

FRANK FISCHER
Rutgers University, USA

During the late 1970s and 1980s news reports of oil spills, nuclear disaster at
Chernobyl, near-disasters at Three-Mile Island, pesticides in the food chain
and DDT damage to wildlife have frightened people around the world (Piller,
1991). The result has been a widespread distrust of industry and a collective
fear of all chemical-processing facilities. As the public has become increasingly
aware of the extent to which chemicals now pollute the environment, the resut
has been a new anxiety often described as ‘chemophobia’. Polls show that
citizens are more concerned about the presence of toxic wastes than any other
environmental problem, even though the Environmental Protection Agency
maintains that it is not the most severe health threat. Problems such as the
ozone hole and the greenhouse effect are said to be much riskier. Such public
fear is seen by many experts and commentators to be irrational.

One of the clearest manifestations of this anxiety has come to be called the
‘Nimby syndrome’. Much discussed in both the academic and popular presses,
Nimby (not in my backyard) is now blamed as a major stumbling block for
solving a growing number of environmental problems. As numerous commen-
tators have pointed out, the public formerly accepted everything, but now it
seems to oppose just about everything.

Nimby covers a wide range of activities: “Whether the matter is health, peace
of mind, or protection of property values, few Americans (activists or not) care
to live beside chemical-waste dumps, airports, petrochemical refineries,
nuclear power plants, or other standard features of a modern industrial
society’ (ibid. p.-12). But Nimby is not a term designed to reflect just any
opposition. As a theoretical construct, Nimby is a phenomenon based on a
specific type of opposition. It is a reflection of a public attitude that seems to be
almost self-contradictory ~ that people feel it is desirable to site a potentially

Capvright © 1995. Frank Fischer.
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