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A role for public participation in space exploration planning and policy making

In a democracy, citizens may take part in public policymaking, and taxpayers may have a say in public spending decisions.  Participation requires communication, and a participatory model of communication is well suited to democracy.  Participatory communication is ongoing, interactive, and open-ended. In participatory communication, both expert and local knowledge are valued, and the emphasis is on process over outcome.  Federal agencies tend to solicit public comment in decision-making as required by law, primarily the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (amended 1970) (NEPA).  For example, NASA Procedural Requirements (NPR 8580.1) state: “Public involvement is one of the key elements in any agency NEPA compliance activity and is to be encouraged….  Federal agencies [must] make diligent efforts to involve the public in implementing their NEPA procedures. NASA regulations provide the overall framework for involving the public in the NEPA process.” 

Public involvement need not be limited to NEPA processes, however.  And the key to success is how the public is involved.

Hearings, notice and comment procedures, and advisory committees are established mechanisms for public input in government decision-making.  These conventional public-involvement processes emphasize “agency-centric, command and control activities,” however, and “have done little to open up decision space, share power, and involve citizens meaningfully” (Walker et al, 2003).  Public engagement and public involvement are terms employed by government agencies to describe approaches to facilitating public participation.  In theory, these approaches are meant to engage and involve the public in dialogue with officials and experts.  But in operation, they are often not clearly distinguishable from conventional public affairs operations, based on a one-way transmission model of communication and intended solely to build public support. 

While “marketing” and “selling” space exploration to the public might succeed as a short-term strategy, broad and ongoing public participation in exploration policy and planning may be necessary to ensure long-term public support.
Consultation, the process by which a policy-making body gathers information from citizens and provides feedback, is a traditional method of public involvement in decision-making.  In consultation, however, power is not shared and negotiation is not accommodated.  The alternative process of consensus building, also known as collaborative problem solving, depends on citizen participation in decision-making and citizen acceptance of resulting decisions. Public participation in policymaking may be provided for in various other ways, too, such as citizen advisory boards, regulatory negotiations, mediations, citizen juries, and policy dialogues.

Incorporating public participation and participatory communication into the process of government planning and policymaking is not easy.  Dialogue does not, in itself, guarantee conflict resolution and agreement.  But while participatory communication in science and technology policy making may not be a panacea, it may be a practice NASA cannot afford to forego.

Citizens may no longer be willing to accept science and technology policy decisions that affect their lives without an opportunity to participate in making those decisions.  There is no magic formula for making public participation in policymaking work, but “excluding ordinary people from science policy debate is no longer a practical strategy.  The public is simply not going to put up with it” (Priest, 2001).  The benefits of applying the participatory communication model in space exploration policy and planning are that it is democratic and can minimize conflict, enable the building of government-citizen partnerships, and temper the influence of disproportionately large and powerful interest groups.  The costs of participatory communication are that it is more complicated and time-consuming than one-way communication and requires power sharing to work.

On his first full day in office, President Obama signed an Executive Order calling for transparency, openness, and participation in government. However, while the participatory approach to public policymaking is perceived as “politically correct,” it is the case that “many projects are called participatory by their funders and planners, but…are participatory only in a limited sense.” Public involvement or engagement to obtain public "buy-in” is "participation in name only” (Jacobson, 2003). 

Power sharing is necessary for participatory government to work. For democratic governance, it is necessary.  For policy makers and citizens who care about striving for openness, promoting understanding, and building trust, public participation in planning and policymaking is the only way to go.

NASA’s Exploration Systems Interim Strategy (2004) calls for “innovation and participation” (p. 23) from small businesses and commercial and international organizations as part of its approach to “management rigor.”  “Novel modes of participation” (p.64) are proposed, such as “innovative technology transfer partnerships,” “research partnership centers,” “university research, engineering and technology institutes,” and a “centennial challenges program.”  Extending this idea of participation to include the broader public — the taxpayers who fund exploration — in the exploration policymaking and planning process may be a way to ensure that taxpayers will take ownership of space exploration and that national scientific and technological capabilities will be advanced in the public interest.
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