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Background

Ralph Nader began his campaign against the General Motors Corporation in 1965 with his book “Unsafe at Any Speed”.  His book about the poor safety record of American cars, but explicitly the Chevy Corvair created a great deal of controversy and served to focus public attention on the issue.  The triggering event of this movement may have been the book “Silent Spring” written by biologist Rachel Carson in 1962.  The resulting publicity taught Americans that they had the right and the responsibility to question the actions of government and big business.  Nader’s book came just 3 years after Carson’s.

Carson’s work began the “Environmental Movement” of the 60s and Nader’s work expanded the effort to also focus on human health.

In 1970, Nader diversified his scope of “citizen action” by creating several new groups, the Center for Auto Safety, the Project on Corporate Responsibility, and the Public Interest Research Group.  “Nader established the Public Interest Research Group (PIRG), a group of 13 attorneys, each earning $4,500 a year, who undertook assorted projects.”  (www.nader.org, Citizen action, page 1 of 1)  Eventually, in 1972 the Vermont PIRG was born (VPIRG).  

The Priorities

The original director of the organization was Leigh Seddon followed by Patty O’Brien and Scott Skinner.  Mr. Seddon continues to serve as a member of the VPIRG board of directors.  VPIRG’s first successful issue was the Vermont-wide ban on phosphorus in laundry detergent.  VPIRG’s current top Vermont priorities are:

· Mercury contamination – VPIRG is working with the Clean State Council on legislation and purchasing reform.

· Reduction of Sprawl – VPIRG is working with state and municipal planning groups to implement planning similar to Oregon’s model, which has been hailed as “smart planning”.

· Alternative transportation – VPIRG is working with the “Smart Growth Collaborative” to convince the Vermont Legislature that the Transportation Agency should end a moratorium on bike path and sidewalk projects.

· The removal of arsenic from pressure treated lumber – called CCA.  VPIRG is working with the Legislature and various state agencies to remove or seal the lumber to prevent migration of arsenic to the environment.

The Organization

VPIRG’s organization is the largest non-government environmental organization in Vermont.  Its membership consist of some 20,000 Vermonters and corporate sponsors.  There are 18 summer canvassing employees that work for the summer actively seeking new members and donations.  There are two office administrative staff persons that work at headquarters in Montpelier.  VPIRG has 3 advocacy staff that report to a Director of Advocacy, currently Curt McCormick.  There are 4 developmental staff that work on the website, develop press releases and compose reports.  All these people report to an Executive Director, Paul Burns.  Burns reports to a board of directors.  At its peak in the summer, VPIRG has approximately 29 employees.





The Approach

VPIRG uses a “participatory” environmental action model of identifying the issue, researching the issue, identifying potential regulatory alternatives, and finally cultivation of support for a bill or administrative rule either in legislature or by a sub governmental organization such as the Water Resources or Environmental Board.  Networking is the key to their most recent environmental accomplishments.  VPIRG refrains from being “in your face” activists.  They leave that mode of environmentalism to other groups such as Green Peace and the Conservation Law Foundation.  The various environmental themes of VPIRG are:

· Preservation – utilitarianism – protect the environment from harm and it will sustain us.

· Collective action for environmental change

· Sustainability

· Environmental Justice

· Policy guidance and ad vocation

· Public education and information

Political focus comes from a number of areas; including research on local and national issues, from legislative sources via requests for support, and from individuals and small groups seeking assistance.  VPIRG uses a collaborative model similar to the approach of the Sierra Club, working with and supporting actions of other local environmental groups and often obtaining their support in return.

VPIRG receives its funding from several sources; members, donars (individuals/corporations), and foundation grants.  The annual budget is one million dollars per year.  The membership dues are: $30 regular, $60 supportive, $120 sponsor, $240 patron, and $1,000 sustaining member.  VPIRG’s collaborative policy approach to initiating environmental change is geared towards maintaining its membership and attaining its goals.  They have found through experience that activist policies and confrontation tends to drive away donations and members in Vermont.

· What works for VIPRG is collaboration.  That is collaboration with Legislature, with environmental groups and with state agencies.  They feel that more can be accomplished in this manner to guide policy than being overly confrontational.

· Providing quality public information and education services through reports, training events, press releases and conferences.

· Jumping quickly on an issue and following it through to completion.

· Being supportive of other similar minded groups.

· Marketing efforts via the web is very important – using the web page to provide up to date information and reporting of efforts.

· Cooptation of grass root citizens on projects and issues.  Cooptation and inclusion of state and legislative members on issues and providing opportunities for involvement at all levels of the process.

· Timely press releases of successes.

VPIRG staff feel that the organization has matured over the years and that it has learned to cultivate the support of Vermonters for its issues.  Mistakes that it made were related to its desire to garner publicity for its actions and it became too confrontational and as a result lost some of its support both financial and legislative.  VPIRG feels that a mixture of preservation, conservative utilitarianism, and sustainability are the right mixture for environmentalism in Vermont.

In the future, VPIRG wants to reorganize and plan strategically to determine if it should continue its broad approach to a number of issues or if it should limit its focus to some core issues that it can work with and provide optimum service to the issues and to it’s clients.  

References

Ralph Nader Web page at www.nader.org. Chapter 1 page 1

VPIRG Web page at www.vpirg.org/index.html 

Executive Director





Board of Directors





Media Staff





Advocacy


Staff





Canvasing Staff





Volunteer Experts from various fields – grassroots level cooptation








PAGE  
5

