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Introduction

residents are engaged with the issue. The generation of
knowledge and related strategies to resolve the
contradiction between high public concern and low
public engagement is a primary motivation for this
report. Three elements compose our definition of public
engagement: knowledge, participation, and democratic
representation. In respect to knowledge, the public does
not have a clear understanding of the air pollution
management process and the government agencies in
charge. In turn, only a tiny fraction of the Valley public
directly participates in the making of air quality policy at
the regional, state, and federal levels. Nor do most of the
organizations to which Valley residents belong have a
voice in air quality policy making.

The focus of this report is on a particularly challenged
region, the San Joaquin Valley, and its efforts to meet
public health standards for air quality.1 Our intent is to
provide a wide audience of non-experts with a
comprehensive understanding of the air quality policy
landscape in the San Joaquin Valley, coupled with
practical recommendations for enhancing the public’s
engagement with air quality policy making in the years to
come.
There is an increasing recognition in California of the
critical linkages between environmental change and
public health. Three inter-related issues are paramount,
each corresponding to a different timeframe of
behavioral and public policy adaptation. In the long term,
climate change is arguably the most serious public health
challenge, complicated by the fact that its resolution will
inherently require substantial international cooperation
towards a transformation in global energy systems. The
mid-term challenge is water security, as defined by our
ability to protect water quality and meet growing
demands. The most immediate challenge is air pollution’s
threat to public health. Millions of Californians are
exposed to unhealthy air now, not tomorrow or in
decades to come. The common denominator for all three
threats is the global technostructure, as defined by our
carbon-based energy system, our modes of
transportation, our level of consumption, the dependence
of our economic system on continued growth, and our
material expectations of the good life.

Integral to our emphasis on public engagement is a key
assumption relevant to Valley air quality and other
serious environmental health issues: Public health
problems arising from fundamental contradictions
between the natural environment and society cannot be
solved without painful public policy decisions at all levels
of government. Leadership from above can take us only
so far in this context—decision makers are unlikely to
make those decisions without broad support from an
informed public. This is particularly true when the legal
framework and technological means for meeting air
quality standards fall short in the face of a unique
regional environment.
The report is written from an interdisciplinary academic
perspective that integrates key elements of environmental
geography, political science, and economics in assessing
this important public health issue.3 4 5 From this
perspective, the health impact from Valley air pollution is
a socially constructed outcome of incompatibility
between the distinct environment of the region and the
“one size fits all” air quality policy model established
under the federal Clean Air Act (CAA). Tension around
this contradiction is magnified by the rapid growth of
emission sources in the region. As currently
implemented, this federal legislation arguably fails to
provide “equal protection of the air” to residents of the
San Joaquin Valley. These conditions also drive and
perpetuate market failure, defined as the incapacity of
market transactions to fully capture the environmental
impacts of producing goods and services. The report also
borrows a page from Michael Shellenberger and Ted

The natural features of the San Joaquin Valley make it
much more vulnerable to air pollution relative to other
regional air basins. Surrounded by mountains that
restrict air movement, concentrate air pollutants,
promote thermal inversions, and efficiently produce
ozone, the San Joaquin Valley is confronting one of the
most severe air pollution management challenges in the
nation. According to opinion research, this vulnerability
to air pollution is reflected in the strong concern
expressed by Valley residents about the threat of air
pollution.2
Yet, as will be shown, only a very small fraction of
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The Valley Air Quality
Quandary: Balancing
Public Concern with
Policy Reform

Nordhaus in setting forward a constructive critique
of the strategies and tactics adopted by public
interest advocates.6
The challenge of sustainable development on a
regional scale provides an important context for the
report. Meeting this standard entails the difficult task
of resolving the tensions between the “Three E’s” equity, economy, and environment. In short, how to
restore Valley air quality without creating an unfair
distribution of costs to certain communities, while at
the same time expanding economic opportunity in
the Valley? While the report does not attempt a
comprehensive treatment of this issue, the reader is
encouraged to use this framework in their evaluation
of air quality policy options.

Of all regions in the nation the San Joaquin Valley
faces one of the most marked combinations of
environmental degradation and poverty. The fertile
irrigated soils of the Valley have made it, acre for
acre, one of the most productive agricultural regions
in the world. Well over 50% of the nation’s healthiest
food—fruits, nuts, and vegetables—is produced
here.7 The high demand for seasonal, low-wage farm
labor and proximity to the grinding poverty of rural
Mexico have contributed to one of the highest
regional rates of undocumented immigration,
poverty, and underemployment in the nation.8 Not
surprisingly, poverty has historically served as a
justification for unfettered economic development in
the region. The region’s amazing farm productivity
and the affordable food it creates, provide substantial
public health benefits to the nation while the
negative social and environmental costs of
production are borne by the region, not the least of
which is polluted air.

The report is organized into five sections: First, it
identifies the environmental, social, and economic
factors that are driving air pollution in the region.
Second, it analyzes constraints on public
involvement in air quality policymaking. Next, a case
context for this analysis is a recent policy struggle
between the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution
Control District (Air District) and the Central Valley
Air Quality Coalition (CVAQ) regarding the region’s
ozone attainment plan. Fourth, we present the
results of six focus groups conducted by the Central
Valley Health Policy Institute (CVHPI) with 52
Valley residents. These findings complement recent
Valley public opinion survey research, providing
richer insights into how the general public views the
region’s air pollution problem and how it should be
addressed. And finally, the report concludes with
recommendations regarding strategies for (1) a more
comprehensive re-framing of the Valley’s air quality
quandary as a catalyst for public participation, (2)
increasing the public’s understanding of key air
quality issues through new public education
investments, and (3) expanding organizational
representation in air quality policymaking in the
Valley.

Central Valley Health Policy Institute

But agriculture is just one element of the region’s air
quality challenge. A host of growing pollution
sources is contributing to a proportional growth in
public anxiety about air pollution. The remainder of
this section is devoted to an assessment of that
concern and the multiple factors that form a complex
public health challenge for the region. Figure 1 on
page 3 provides the reader with a synoptic view of
the primary components discussed below that
constitute the Valley’s air quality policy landscape.

2
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A Concerned Public
The Valley’s air pollution problem is reflected in recent public opinion research. A Public Policy Institute of
California (PPIC) survey of California residents released in July 2007 found a Valley public that is very
concerned about air pollution.9 The results included the following:
3. Thirty-five per cent of San Joaquin Valley residents
stated that air pollution was a very serious health
threat to themselves or their families, compared
with 25% statewide.

1. In the San Joaquin Valley, 56% stated that air
pollution was a “big problem” in their region vs.
a statewide figure of 35%.
2. In the San Joaquin Valley, 64% stated that the air
quality was worse than it was 10 years ago,
compared to the statewide average of 48%.10

4. Fifty-five per cent of San Joaquin Valley residents
reported that either they or a family member had
asthma or a comparable respiratory ailment,
compared to 40% of Californians statewide.11

Figure 1
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The Carrying Capacity Quandary

Clearly the public is concerned, reflecting both real
and perceived impacts from Valley air pollution. A
recent California State University, Fullerton study
estimated the annual economic impact of excess
exposure to ozone and PM 2.5 to exceed $3.2 billion
(see further discussion below).12 In accordance with
the theory and practice of democracy, the high level
of concern about the threats of air pollution should
be reflected in the public’s (or its representatives’)
ability to provide informed and persuasive input to
policymakers. Yet as discussed below, only a very
small fraction of residents in the San Joaquin Valley
provides any direct input into air quality
policymaking.

Just as ecosystems vary in their capacity to support a
given population of organisms, regional air basins
differ considerably in their capacity to dissipate air
pollution in the ambient environment to levels that
are considered safe to breathe. The air pollution
carrying capacity for the San Joaquin Valley is in fact
one of the lowest in the nation, considerably lower
than the South Coast or San Francisco Bay air basins.
The Valley’s climate and geography lie at the heart of
this low carrying capacity and the corresponding
public health impacts.
Characterized by low wind speeds, high
temperatures, and ample sunlight within a bowl-like
region, the Valley is an extremely efficient
environment for photochemical smog (ozone)
formation in summer months. Caused by the
chemical reaction between nitrogen oxides (NOx)
and reactive organic gases (ROG) in the presence of
heat and sunlight, ozone (O3) is a highly reactive gas
that has been found to cause, promote, or aggravate a
range of pulmonary diseases because of its ability to
trigger chemical reactions with lung tissue.16 Under
the federal Clean Air Act, ozone is considered one of
six criteria pollutants that must meet a National
Ambient Air Quality Standard.17 The current federal
ozone standard is 0.08 parts per million (ppm)
averaged over eight hours.18

To its credit, California does provide indirect public
representation through air agency boards composed
of appointed and/or elected officials.13 The unique
status of the California Air Resources Board
(CARB)14 and comparable regional boards in
California reflects the state’s history of severe air
pollution, beginning with the Los Angeles air basin
in the 1950s.15 By the late 1980s, the San Joaquin
Valley’s growth had led to a deterioration of air
quality that was comparable to that of the Los
Angeles region, leading to the formation of the San
Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District in 1992.
In the case of the San Joaquin Valley, the
combination of growth and low carrying capacity will
require a level of public policy intervention far
beyond most regions. Under these circumstances,
policymakers face tough choices and need to clearly
hear the public’s call for clean air.

From 2003 through 2007, air quality monitors in the
region, especially in the southern counties of Fresno,
Kern, and Tulare, recorded an annual average of 93
daily violations of the federal 8-hour ozone
standard.19 This frequency of violations is comparable
to the level of violations in the South Coast Air
Quality Management District (Los Angeles, Orange,
Riverside, and San Bernardino counties). However,
an analysis of regional emissions inventories shows
that the per square mile emissions of ROG and NOx
(i.e., emissions density) in the South Coast is about
seven times higher than in the Valley (see Figure 2).20

Air Pollution Drivers
Our analysis of the Valley’s air quality landscape
begins with an overview of the primary air pollution
drivers for Valley air pollution. In essence, the rapid
growth of new pollution sources has collided with the
constraints imposed by the natural environment.

Central Valley Health Policy Institute
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page 6), provides a summary of major sources of
NOx and ROG in the San Joaquin Valley.

Figure 2
Air Basin Em ission s Density o f NO x an d RO G in T o ns Per Sq u are M ile

Even more serious is the concentration of fine
particulate matter (PM 2.5) during the Valley winter
months, resulting in frequent violations of the federal
standard of 35 micrograms per cubic meter. Beyond
disrupting lung function, particles of this size (less
than 2.5 microns) are capable of entering the
bloodstream and weakening heart tissue, leading to a
range of cardio-pulmonary damages not the least of
which is premature death. A recent study placed the
annual societal costs of excessive PM 2.5 pollution at
nearly $3.2 billion for the San Joaquin Valley, about
100 times the economic value ascribed to ozone
violations.22 Wintertime PM 2.5 is concentrated by
chronic thermal inversions created by cold air masses
migrating off the surrounding mountain slopes to the
Valley floor when the sun sets. This dense, cold air is
then trapped beneath the warmer daytime air. The
net effect is to severely limit the vertical and
horizontal dispersion of life-threatening PM 2.5. As
illustrated in Figure 4, these inversions are
responsible for the Valley’s infamous tule fog.
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Figure 2. Regional Comparison of Emission Density for Ozone Precursors.
Source: San Joaquin Air Pollution Control District

Roughly speaking, each ton of ROG and NOx in the
Valley creates seven times the ozone when compared
to the South Coast. The Valley’s limited carrying
capacity for ozone is further limited by a natural
background ozone level of 0.04 ppm.21 On a national
scale, Figure 3 further illustrates the anomalous
Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 3. 8-Hour Ozone Violations in the United States.
Source: US EPA

outcome in which the Valley’s ozone violations dwarf
those recorded by much more heavily populated
metro regions of the East and Midwest. Table 1 (see

Figure 4. Satellite Image of Wintertime Fog in the San Joaquin Valley.
Source: San Joaquin Air Pollution Control District

5

Central Valley Health Policy Institute

California State University, Fresno

Table 1. Major Sources of Ozone Precursors in the San Joaquin Valley.
Source: San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District.
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The Demographic Freight Train

2000, while vehicle miles traveled (VMT) increased
by 136%. Counterbalancing this increase is the
gradual replacement of older, more polluting vehicles
with newer, lower emission vehicles, reflecting new
engine and fuel standards set by the California Air
Resources Board (CARB) and the federal
government. Based on the trend line of seven year
averages depicted in (Figure 5), Valley ozone
concentration violations have resumed their
long-term decline in recent years. Year-to-year
variations in meteorological conditions clearly play
an important role in determining the number of
annual ozone violations.

Natural limits to air pollution are colliding with
demographic trends in the San Joaquin Valley.
Despite very high levels of poverty and chronic high
unemployment, the region is one of the most rapidly
growing in the nation. The 2007 estimated
population of 3.8 million is projected to rise to over
6.8 million in 2040. The growth is primarily being
driven by high birth rates among the region’s large
immigrant population and in-migration of
Californians from the coastal regions of the state
seeking affordable housing. For example, from 2000
to 2005, Kern and San Joaquin counties, both
proximate to coastal labor markets, grew by 12.6 and
15.1%, respectively.23 The region as a whole grew
12.8%.

It should also be noted that ROG emissions from
dairies in the region have risen more rapidly than any
other source and are projected to continue growing
(see Table 1 on page 6). Over the past 30 years, the
number of milk cows in California has doubled (to
over 1.7 million), with most of this growth occurring
in the San Joaquin Valley. According to California

As the population grows, so does the challenge of
reducing vehicular pollution. Approximately 80% of
the region’s NOx arise from mobile sources. The
population in the Valley increased 56% from 1981 to
Figure 5
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Figure 5. Annual Days above the Federal 8-hour Ozone Standard in the San Joaquin Valley.
Source: California Air Resources Board (http://www.arb.ca.gov/aqd/aqdpage.htm).
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Figure 6

Department of Food and Agriculture figures, dairy
herd totals have increased on an average of 3% to 4%
every year in recent years. Currently about 80% of
the state’s dairy cows are in the San Joaquin Valley.24

Carryin g Cap acity An alysis: Daily NO x an d RO G Per Cap ita
0.35
0.3

Daily Pounds Per Capita

The Public Policy Challenge
In the face of rapid regional growth, the challenge
facing regulatory agencies and other policymakers is
the imperative to go above and beyond air pollution
control measures that are sufficient in less
constrained regions. The very low regional carrying
capacity means that emission densities that do not
create public health risks in high dispersion air
basins, e.g., the San Francisco Bay, often end up
exceeding criteria air pollution standards in the San
Joaquin Valley.25 As a result, the Valley Air District,
CARB, and the U.S. Enviromental Protection Agency
must institute some of the most strict regulatory
controls on stationary, area, and mobile pollution
sources in the nation. Legislative bodies at all levels
face a comparable necessity to establish funding
sources and related incentives that complement
regulatory actions. Compounding this situation is
the fact that the region already has high per capita
rates of emissions for NOx and ROG when compared
to the Bay and South Coast air basins. These high
per capita rates reflect the pollution impacts of rapid
population growth, dairy expansion, the high
popularity of SUVs and pickups, and the growing
volume of diesel trucks on the West Coast goods
movement corridor of SH-99 and I-5 (see Figure 6).

Per Capita NOx

0.25
0.2
0.15
0.1
0.05
0
San Joaquin Valley
APCD

Bay Area AQMD

South Coast AQMD

Figure 6. Regional Comparison of Per Capita NOx and ROG Emissions

Softening the blow of these new regulatory costs are
incentive program subsidies. For example, while
CARB is currently developing new control measures
for the state’s diesel truck fleet, additional incentive
funds ranging from $100 million to $275 million
annually are being sought from federal, state, and
regional sources to help subsidize the cleanup or
retirement of diesel trucks and other pollution
sources in the Valley in advance of regulatory
requirements.26
Valley Air District’s recently submitted State
Implementation Plan (SIP) for ozone compliance has
adopted a designation of Extreme Non-Attainment,
resetting the compliance deadline back to 2024.27 As
discussed below, this decision was strongly opposed
by CVAQ advocacy organizations but was supported
by CARB. Ongoing federal, state, and regional
control measures are predicted to gradually reduce
Valley ozone levels despite continued growth in
emission sources.

Valley trucking firms, growers, dairies, and other
business sectors facing out-of-state or international
competition are naturally motivated to resist the
imposition of tighter regulations. The net result of
the Valley’s low carrying capacity has been intensified
regulatory conflict in recent years between private
sector stakeholders facing new regulatory costs and
public interest advocates, particularly in respect to
agriculture.

Central Valley Health Policy Institute

Per Capita ROG

Because of its authority over the mobile sources that
comprise such a large part of the ozone problem,
CARB’s regulatory decisions have a disproportionate
influence on when and under what circumstances the
San Joaquin Valley will meet the 8-hour ozone
standard.
8
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Atmospheric chemistry modeling conducted by
CARB indicates that controls of NOx from mobile
sources will be relatively more important than ROG
controls, particularly in the most ozone-prone areas
like northwest Fresno and Arvin. For example,
through a combination of regional controls and
California’s mobile source control program, NOx
reductions on the order of 348 tons per day (tpd) are
expected in the San Joaquin Valley by 2017, leaving a
shortfall of 49 tpd needed for attainment.28 Under the
current plan, reductions of 376 tpd by 2023 are
projected, leaving an 21 tpd shortfall.

by our Valley focus group research discussed below
and the PPIC survey cited above. Simply put, most of
the public is not aware of how air quality policy is
made and who makes it, nor are they personally
involved.

Multiple Agencies, Multiple Responsibilities
Part of the public’s disconnection stems from the
regulatory complexity of the federal and state Clean
Air Acts. At the federal level the EPA has
responsibility in California for non-vehicular mobile
sources such as trains, airplanes, and ships. It also
sets national health standards for ambient (outdoor)
levels of criteria pollutants, of which ozone and PM
2.5 pose the largest public health challenge.31 CARB is
responsible for other on-and off-road mobile sources
as well as consumer products such as lawn care
equipment. California also has currently unenforced
ambient health standards that are generally more
protective than federal standards. The Valley Air
District regulates area sources, primarily agriculture,
and stationary sources such as refineries and food
processing plants.32 Reflecting the public’s dim
understanding of this regulatory system, 67% of
Central Valley residents polled in 2007 said they did
not have enough knowledge to approve or disapprove
of the work of their regional air district, despite the
agency’s important role in protecting public health.33

Closing this gap will require a combination of
regulations on unregulated pollution sources such as
the Valley’s ubiquitous lawn care industry,
cooperation from local governments and land-use
planning agencies, additional incentive funds, new
goods movement models such as short sea shipping,29
and new technologies that reduce per unit emissions
from stationary, area, and mobile sources. These are
the central policy tools in a “dual path” strategy
adopted in mid-2007 by the Air District and CARB
intended to aggressively seek additional emission
reductions in order to close the gap in the current
ozone plan (SIP) and accelerate the attainment date
to 2020 or sooner.

Limits to Public Participation Under the
Federal and California Clean Air Acts

Scientific Complexity and Uncertainty

Success in closing the projected 21 tpd shortfall in
NOx reductions necessary for 2024 attainment and,
moreover, accelerating the attainment date to 2020 or
sooner will depend on broad public support for
tough and effective solutions that require across-theboard sacrifices. Raising public awareness regarding
the depth of the policy challenge and the options for
reducing air pollution are key elements for building
that support.

One of the signature characteristics of air quality
policy debates in the United States is pervasive
scientific uncertainty about the causes and effects of
air pollution and the social distribution of risk from
air pollution. For example, how concerned should
parents be when their child is playing outside when
the predicted air quality index (AQI) falls in the 100
to 150 range (Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups), very
near the 0.08 ppm 8-hour ozone standard?34 Given
the mind-boggling interplay between multiple air
pollution sources (indoor and outdoor), differences
in vulnerability from one person to the next, and

On a national level, however, research has shown that
relatively small fractions of the public are engaged
with air quality policymaking.30 This is corroborated
9
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highly variable meteorological conditions that affect
exposure, straightforward answers about the health
effects of air pollution are often not available from
regulatory agencies. For example, despite the
growing prevalence of childhood asthma,
there is still uncertainty in the scientific community
about the respective contribution of air pollutants
and biological allergens to the disease. Reflecting this
scientific complexity and uncertainty, disagreements
over control measures are commonplace. The staff of
agencies such as the Valley Air District and CARB
must wrestle with competing scientific narratives
from industry and environmental advocates. At the
same time, each set of stakeholders will also press
their case directly to governing board members.
Under these conditions of uncertainty and
conflicting interests, accusations of political bias in
air quality decision making are inevitable.

constrains public knowledge and involvement is the
case-by-case nature of air quality regulation.
Regulatory agencies create specific rules for
controlling a very large number of source categories
such as industrial boilers, composting facilities, and
off-road construction equipment. In doing so, they
incorporate cost-effectiveness criteria in examining
the tradeoffs between the public health benefits of a
control measure with its impact on economic activity,
jobs in particular. A typical outcome of this analysis
is an estimated cost for reducing a ton of a given
pollutant such as NOx. For example, CARB has
recommended that costs for vehicular emission
controls should not exceed $20,000 per ton of NOx or
ROG reduced.35 Cost-effectiveness standards are
relatively easy to meet in the early phase of a sector’s
regulation, as is currently the case with dairies, and
become harder to meet in successive regulatory
cycles. Inevitably, decisions about where to draw the
line between improving air quality and excessive
economic costs will generate disagreements between
public interest advocates and the regulated sector.

Assessing the public health risks from agricultural
(area) sources with multiple and diffuse emission
sources is particularly difficult. For example, large
dairies with 1,000 cows and larger have received
permits from county authorities for over two
decades. Only in the past several years have their
ROG emissions been regulated for ozone control.
Other dairy air pollutants such as ammonia pose
potential health risks that are currently being
evaluated by regulatory agencies. As part of this
ongoing regulatory process, scientists are engaging in
a complex, multi-year process of measuring baseline
emissions from the multiple emission sources in
dairies, including exercise yards, milking parlors,
stored feed, wastewater lagoons, manure on
croplands, and the enteric emissions of the cows
themselves. And finally, new dairy production and
emission control technologies have to be evaluated
for their ability to reduce emissions relative to
conventional technologies.

Typically, only private sector stakeholders and a
handful of salaried advocates have the time and
motivation to absorb the scientific issues and
participate in this time-consuming rulemaking
process. In addition to the time away from work
required to participate in workshops and hearings,
citizens face the daunting task of mastering the
scientific, economic, and technological points of
disagreement that pertain to a given rule. As a result,
the general public is almost always out of the
policymaking picture even though they may very well
have a stake in the outcome.

Barriers to Media Coverage, Public
Education and Public Participation
Media coverage of air quality policy issues makes a
critical contribution to public awareness. As industry
and air quality advocates face off in the regulatory
arena, the media faces the difficult task of cogently
presenting the essence of the debate, typically within

Case-By-Case Regulation
A related aspect of air quality regulation that

Central Valley Health Policy Institute
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an abbreviated allotment of air time or column
inches. And while landmark policy efforts like the
Valley 8-hour ozone plan (SIP) will be the focus of
coverage over an extended number of news cycles, a
more typical type of coverage is for individual,
source-by-source regulatory battles. Air quality
stories tend to include quotes from industry
rebutting environmentalists or vice versa, but time
and space are rarely available to fully unpack the
issues. As in many other air quality issues, media
coverage of disagreements about air quality trends
may have the unintended consequence of confusing
the public given the complexity of the issue and
coverage limitations. A notable exception to this
tendency was The Fresno Bee’s award winning,
in-depth investigation of Valley air quality issues,
published in 2002 under the title “Last Gasp.”36

voluntary behavior? The fact that 67% of Valley
residents were essentially uninformed about the work
of the regional Air District over the course of 15 years
suggests that the agency’s public education efforts
have fallen short.37 Insights to these issues can be
drawn from an independent survey of 600 Valley
residents that was commissioned by the Air District
in 2005.38 The survey posed a number of questions
probing the public’s air quality awareness and their
participation in the Spare the Air program. Key
findings include:
1. Residents were generally aware of the Valley’s air
pollution problem but they were less cognizant of
why the problem occurs and how they could help
solve it (p. 7);
2. Just 17% were aware that the day of the phone
interview was a Spare the Air day, although 43%
did recall being exposed to media messages about
poor air quality in the preceding two days (p. 9);39

CARB and the Valley Air District also serve as
important sources of public information about Valley
air pollution. The web sites of regulatory agencies
contain considerable information about local and
regional air quality. In addition to daily air quality
predictions in the form of an air quality index (AQI),
agencies seek to educate and encourage best practices
for reducing emissions from households and
employers. An example is the Air District’s Spare the
Air program. The public is notified via various media
channels on days when summer ozone levels are
predicted to exceed health standards for everyone
(AQI over 150). Voluntary actions such as
car-pooling are encouraged. A comparable program
exists to inform the public about winter days when
wood burning is either discouraged or banned due to
fine particulate pollution (PM 2.5). This public
communication model—using high pollution days as
an opportunity to educate the public and leverage
voluntary behavioral change—is also employed by
the Air Quality Management Districts of the Bay
Area and South Coast.

3. Five percent of drivers stated that they had reduced
at least one trip in response to the Spare the Air
program, suggesting a marginal impact of the
program on air pollution levels (p. 8);
4. When asked if residents believe their actions can
significantly reduce air pollution, 69% said yes,
ranging from a high of 80% in Stanislaus County
to 54% in Kern County (pp. 30-31).
In response to these poll findings and input from its
Ozone Attainment Fast Track Task Force established
in 2007, the Air District is now planning major
changes in its Spare the Air model. In 2008, a Healthy
Air Living program will be launched that will employ
an intensified program of media messaging and
community involvement during a one- or two- week
segment of the peak summer ozone season. A key
change will be a coordinated effort to enlist the
participation of businesses, community groups,
faith-based organizations, and local governments in
voluntary pollution reduction strategies. The

Several questions emerge: First, are these programs
effective in educating the public? Second, do they
result in meaningful reductions in pollution due to
11
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extended time window of the new program, coupled
with its reliance on communication networks that
exist within and across organizations, are strategies
for increasing “face time” with the public relative to
the episodic Spare the Air program. This new
approach has the potential to increase public
awareness of Valley air quality issues. Whether it can
stimulate sustainable and measurable reductions in
emissions will be a greater challenge.

constraints on public engagement by serving as
public interest representatives in air quality policy
development. Compared to Southern California and
the San Francisco Bay regions, the 1990s witnessed
very limited organized air quality advocacy in the
Valley. With initial funding from the Steven and
Michelle Kirsch Foundation and leadership from
Fresno Metro Ministry and the Sierra Club’s Tehipite
Chapter, Valley advocates formed the Central Valley
Air Quality Coalition (CVAQ) in 2003.41 The net
result has been a substantial increase in the voice of
environmental, environmental justice, and public
health advocates in the Valley. A critical part of this
success has been technical and legal assistance from
national and state organizations including the Center
for Race, Poverty and the Environment, the Coalition
for Clean Air, Earthjustice, Environmental Defense,
the Natural Resources Defense Council, the Planning
and Conservation League, the Sierra Club, and the
Union of Concerned Scientists.42 43

CVAQ advocates believe that educational outreach by
the Air District to residents and community groups
often appears to be more oriented towards
self-promotion and reassuring the public that air
quality is improving.40 They would also like to see
the Air District play a more active role in
encouraging the public to participate in the policy
development process, especially in light of the
barriers cited above.

Elections and Public Engagement

As stated on its web site, CVAQ’s mission is as
follows: “To work toward awareness, act as a
watchdog, advocate for policy, and mobilize
communities to create clean air in the San Joaquin
Valley. To ensure that all communities, of all races,
cultures, class or creed, have the opportunity to be
involved in the policy development and regulatory
processes improving regional health.” While this
mission spans the three elements of public
engagement, CVAQ’s principal success has been in
representing the public interest in policymaking,
relative to public education and public participation.
Several of CVAQ’s more than 70 organizations have
recently shifted their focus towards community
mobilization as well. As a coalition, CVAQ functions
primarily as a forum for policy prioritization and a
means of coordinating the policy advocacy of
like-minded members. The CVAQ listserve is an
active, effective educational tool for advocates,
serving as a mechanism for issue communication,
dissemination of technical assistance, and the
coordination of legislative or rulemaking advocacy.
The collective efforts of CVAQ organizations have

One contributing factor for the public’s relative
ignorance about air quality policymaking is the
absence of direct elections for agency executive
boards. In other public policy arenas such as
education, elections serve as educational catalysts for
the public through media coverage of elections and
paid advertising, coupled with the incentive that each
voter has to make an informed choice in the voting
booth. For example, elections of county supervisors
serve as a means for airing contrasting public policy
options for land use, public safety, and the delivery of
social services. In subsequent elections, voters also
have the opportunity to hold elected officials directly
accountable for their votes. Our central point is not
to advocate direct elections per se, but to underscore
the educational role played by elections and the
accountability nexus they create with voters.

Public Interest Representation by CVAQ
Nationally and in California, air quality advocacy
organizations have sought to counterbalance the
Central Valley Health Policy Institute
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shifted the terms of the Valley’s public policy debate,
resulting in more explicit discourse about the health
costs of air pollution in policymaking venues and the
media.

rather than an environmental mission per se. In
addition to their staff representing the interests of
their members in the policy arena, the organizations
are in an excellent position to educate their members
about air quality policy issues in order for them to
participate directly in policymaking.

With respect to representation of the public, CVAQ
organizations have tended to fall into three
categories:

These new organizations recently helped CVAQ
achieve a long-standing policy goal of restructuring
the San Joaquin Valley Air District Board. CVAQ
members have argued from its inception that (1) the
interest of the Valley’s urban majority is not reflected
by the numerical dominance of eight county
supervisors on an 11-person Valley Air District
Board and (2) public health expertise is lacking on
the Board. Following four years of legislative effort,
CVAQ helped engineer the enactment of SB 719 in
2007. The bill restructures the composition of the Air
District Board, adding two public members with
medical and scientific expertise and providing two
additional seats for cities with over 100,000
residents.44

1. State or national environmental organizations with
high scientific/policy capacity and paid staff
focusing on Valley air quality issues, e.g., the
Coalition for Clean Air and Environmental
Defense;
2. Organizations that combine a gender-, ethnic- or
place-based identity with a public health policy
agenda, e.g., Latino Issues Forum and Fresno
Metro Ministry;
3. Organizations with a Valley-wide membership
base and public health/environmental mission,
e.g., the Sierra Club chapters and the various
county Asthma Coalitions.

The public education efforts of CVAQ have primarily
been directed towards the education of grassroots
leaders about key issues and advocacy strategies. This
leadership development work is a prerequisite for
public participation, such as testifying at monthly Air
District meetings when votes on specific rules or
attainment plans are scheduled. Unfortunately, these
meetings are usually held during working hours, a
key constraint on grassroots public participation.
CVAQ advocacy groups also encourage concerned
citizens to write letters to editors and/or place calls to
Air District staff, Board members, and legislators.
Through its engagement of Valley editorial boards,
CVAQ has contributed to public education about air
quality issues as it pursues its advocacy agenda.
However, reflecting the constraints raised earlier,
spurring public participation has been a more
difficult challenge for CVAQ. As discussed in the
case study to follow, only a very small percentage of
the public has provided input into air quality policymaking, despite a high level of public concern about
air pollution in the Valley.

Working together, these organizations combine the
policy expertise of the large environmental
organizations with the legitimacy and local
knowledge of Valley organizations. However, in spite
of their health-related missions, they have a very
small or limited Valley membership base.
An important trend in the past several years has been
the involvement of new Valley professional,
faith-based, and labor organizations with a high
advocacy potential. Specifically, the Fresno-Madera
Medical Society, the Catholic Diocese of Stockton,
and the SEIU-UHW health care worker union all
have a Valley membership base. They also have
well-established relationships with local, regional,
and/or state policymakers that were established prior
to their involvement with air quality advocacy efforts.
Their engagement with air quality policy stems from
the values and health concerns of their members,
13
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Policy Case Study: The
Valley Ozone Plan

A “Third Way” Policy Model: The California
Partnership for the San Joaquin Valley
The Air Quality Work Group (AQWG) of the
California Partnership for the San Joaquin Valley has
also emerged as an important actor in Valley air
quality policy development.45 The Partnership was
created by Governor Schwarzenegger in late 2005,
with a broad mission to address the deep-rooted
challenges of the region via a collaborative effort of
private and public stakeholders in coordination with
key agencies of the administration. Organized into
various work groups, the Partnership is charged with
making recommendations to the Governor regarding
changes that would improve the economic well-being
of the Valley and the quality of life of its residents. A
unique aspect of the Partnership is its dual status as a
non-partisan, Valley-based initiative and its close
association with the Schwarzenegger administration.
The commitment of the governor’s office has helped
insure the active involvement of the respective
cabinet heads and access to government officials by
Partnership leaders. Support for the Partnership was
bolstered by a 2006 allocation of $5 million by the
California Legislature.

The purpose of the following case study of the recent
policy battle over the Valley ozone state
implementation plan (SIP) is to provide a
finer-grained understanding of how policy advocates
are shaping the air quality policy landscape of the
Valley. It also provides a window on the role of
citizen participation in Valley air quality policy
making.
The development of the ozone plan came in response
to a new federal standard for allowable exposure to
ozone (0.08 ppm averaged over any 8-hour period).
As a result, the Valley Air District and other regional
air districts in California were required by
the EPA to develop control measures for stationary
and area pollution sources under their jurisdiction.
CARB has responsibility for evaluating the individual
regional plans for effectiveness and acceptability to
the EPA.46 It also has the considerable task of creating
new control measures for mobile sources and
consumer products.
Developed in 2006 and released in early 2007 for
public review pending Board approval, the Air
District draft plan stated that under EPA rules, full
ozone compliance in the Valley could not be achieved
prior to 2024 under the Extreme Non-Compliance
standard. In order to gain an independent
perspective on the Valley’s pathway to ozone
compliance, the William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation funded the International Sustainable
Systems Research Center (ISSRC) to prepare an
alternative to the Air District’s ozone control plan.47
Released to the press on February 7, 2007, the ISSRC
alternative plan argued that ozone compliance was
possible in the Valley by 2013 under the Serious
Non-Attainment timeframe.48 Subsequent
examination revealed that CARB emissions inventory
of Valley pollution sources had been revised

Through the use of a 70% super majority rule for
decision making, the AQWG has achieved
multi-sector consensus on a number of air quality
policy issues under consideration by the federal and
state governments, as well as the Valley Air District
and CARB. Of particular significance is the AQWG’s
policy coordination with California’s senatorial and
Valley congressional delegations to maximize the
Valley’s share of federal funding for incentive
programs. It has also played a key role in helping
ensure that the Valley receives an appropriate share of
the $1.2 billion of state Proposition 1B funds that are
earmarked for reducing air pollution from goods
movement.
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substantially.49 As a result, the feasibility of
attainment by 2013 was cast in doubt, with further
criticisms of the ISSRC plan expressed by Air District
staff. CARB was drawn into the debate following
protracted disagreement between ISSRC and the
Valley Air District. The airing of these disagreements
played out in the media as well as a public hearing
convened by state Senator Dean Florez on February
20, 2007.

Despite this, ISSRC focused its alternative SIP
analysis on the Air District’s ozone plan alone and
did not integrate the CARB ozone plan. The result
was a strong dependence in the ISSRC plan on Air
District-imposed episodic controls of mobile sources
during high ozone days (aka Clean Air Days). While
ISSRC staff argued that this regulatory option was
available to the Air District, the prospect of certain
vehicles or commercial equipment being temporarily
idled by regulators provoked a strong negative
response from the agricultural sector that was firmly
communicated to policymakers and the press.

To the disappointment of air quality advocates, after
meetings with ISSRC analysts and Air District staff,
CARB lent support to the Air District’s claim that the
Extreme Non-Compliance clock (2024) was
inevitable under EPA rules. On April 30, 2007 by a
nine to two vote, the Valley Air District Board voted
to support the ozone control plan developed by
district staff.50 CVAQ advocates’ efforts to convince
the Air District Board to adopt tougher control
measures
and an earlier attainment date had failed despite a
good measure of editorial support by Valley
newspapers. A post-mortem analysis of the ozone
battle reveals several factors that contributed to this
outcome.

Covering the High Cost of Cleanup
Without a dramatic intensification of mobile source
regulation by CARB, ozone compliance in the Valley
by 2013 would require a very heavy reliance on
incentive funds to subsidize the retrofitting or
replacement of older, higher polluting trucks, cars,
and off-road equipment prior to regulatory
requirements. The EPA also requires that credit for
incentive-based reductions within a SIP cannot be
granted unless there is an established funding source.
The unlikelihood of draconian mobile source controls
by CARB and the limited sources of incentive funds
were factors that influenced the Air District’s decision
to adopt an Extreme (2024) strategy.52 The ISSRC
report asserted that needed NOx reductions could be
met by spending approximately $257 million per year
from 2008 to 2013 on retrofitting diesel trucks with
NOx control devices but did not identify potential
funding sources. CVAQ advocates and the
Partnership Air Quality Work Group did, however,
support legislation by Senator Florez that would
authorize the Air District to raise annual vehicle
license fees in the Valley by up to $30 (SB 240). These
groups also worked to ensure that the Valley would
receive its fair share of Proposition 1B funding for
incentive programs. But because incentive funding
sources were not established, the Air District and
CARB concluded that the ISSRC ozone control
strategy would not be acceptable to the EPA.

CARB Left Out of the Picture
Approximately 78% of the Valley’s nitrogen oxides
(NOx) and 42% of its reactive organic gases (ROG)
come from mobile sources that are under CARB’s
regulatory authority.51 Compounding the importance
of mobile source controls, CARB’s modeling of
projected ozone concentrations at monitoring sites in
the highly impacted southern San Joaquin Valley
indicated a disproportionate need to reduce NOx
rather than ROG, even though they both combine to
form ozone in the atmosphere. NOx control
measures largely fall under the purview of CARB, a
point repeatedly made by Air District staff. Mobile
source controls put in place by CARB would
therefore have a considerably larger influence on
Valley ozone compliance than area or stationary
source controls adopted by Valley Air District.
15
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Readers can draw their own conclusions but evidence
suggests that Board members, particularly those
listed in the ads, felt it was inflammatory and
misleading. According to Bill Houk, Field
Representative for District Board Member and
Stanislaus County Supervisor William O’Brien, their
office received only three calls in response to the ad.54
Board Member and Ceres Councilmember Chris
Vierra stated that he received two calls.55 Just prior to
his vote in support of the ozone plan, Supervisor
O’Brien stated how offended he was by the ad, feeling
that he had been unfairly targeted by
environmentalists in his first major vote on the
Board. Councilmember Vierra reported a similar
response in a later interview.

The Challenge to Citizen Participation in a
Scientific Debate
Air quality advocates face a difficult challenge: How
to effectively bring the voice and concerns of the
public into the policymaking process? Most would
agree that air quality policy should not be limited
only to those who have scientific expertise in the
field. Many Valley residents have subjectively
experienced negative health impacts from air
pollution. And while at the individual level these
experiences may be difficult to scientifically verify,
their collective validity on the regional scale is
indisputable.
In the months preceding the April 30, 2007 vote, a
number of CVAQ organizations adopted a strategy of
channeling public pressure on the Board to reject the
plan put forward by staff. Supported by a number of
Valley editorial boards, advocates’ core assertion was
that the vote on the plan should be delayed by four to
six months in order to achieve consensus among
scientific experts regarding the feasibility of an
intermediate goal-compliance by 2017 or 2019
under a Severe Non-Compliance designation.53

As witnessed by the lead author on April 30, 2007,
approximately 100 residents of the Valley testified in
favor of a stronger ozone control plan from District
offices in Bakersfield, Fresno, and Modesto. This was
regarded by advocates as a record number of
comments in support of stronger action and came
after several months of effort by several CVAQ
organizations to mobilize Valley communities against
the Air District’s plan. Notable was CVAQ’s success
in facilitating public testimony from low-income
residents from some of the region’s unincorporated
communities. In turn, the Valley Air District has
hired bilingual staff in order to insure that the
testimony of these residents is clearly understood by
Board members.

In a crystallization of its strategy to mobilize the
public against the ozone plan, several leading CVAQ
organizations ran an evocative ad in several Valley
newspapers prior to the April 30, 2007 including The
Modesto Bee. The ad depicted a newborn child in a
mother’s arms, with a written assertion that if the Air
District Board votes the wrong way on April 30, the
child will not breathe clean air until she graduates
from high school. It encouraged readers to call local
Board members to reject the 2024 ozone plan. The
intent of the powerful imagery and message of the ad
was apparently to stimulate a strong phone-in
response to selected Board members.

Central Valley Health Policy Institute

Viewed in the context of such an important vote over
a long-term plan, 100 testimonials from a region of
3.8 million people does not reflect the strong concern
about air pollution registered in public opinion
polling. This contradiction underscores how difficult
it is to stimulate public participation in Board
meetings that are held during working hours. As
discussed above, this limited public participation
suggests a need for the Valley Air District to make a
more concerted effort to publicize such a meeting
and its significance. It also points to the logic of
expanding public representation by Valley
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side was on the wrong side of the truth. At the urging
of Senator Florez, subsequent meetings between Air
District and ISSRC staff helped resolve some but not
all of the technical disagreements.

membership organizations in lieu of direct citizen
participation.
The testimony was often characterized by a tendency
to cast the vote in moral rather than scientific or
technical terms. In an extreme case, one individual
said the Board would “have blood on their hands” if
they voted for the proposed plan. There was a
palpable subtext of indignation, if not anger, on the
part of many speakers, reflecting an understandable
unwillingness to wait 17 more years to achieve ozone
compliance. No testimony was provided by thirdparty scientific experts in support of ISSRC’s
alternative control strategies.

Second, advocates and the Air District missed an
opportunity to engage policymakers and the public in
a debate about funding options for incentive
programs designed to accelerate progress to clean air.
As noted, a major challenge facing advocates as well
as the Air District is EPA’s requirement that incentive
program funding sources must be established prior to
inclusion in an attainment plan. The strength of
ISSRC’s attainment plan was its demonstration that
ozone compliance was technically possible before
2024. However, the question of incentive funding
sources was not a formal component of their
research.

Lessons from the Ozone Plan
The ozone plan case study underscores just how
difficult it is for the public to broadly and effectively
participate in Valley air quality policymaking.
Recognizing the limits of generalization in such a
complex situation, several conclusions are worth
noting.

Third, effective public testimony by Valley residents
in the midst of such a complex policy debate is very
difficult to achieve in practice. In the April 30, 2007
Board hearing, many speakers communicated their
sincere concerns about the negative health impacts of
air pollution, often based on personal experience. A
noticeable fraction of this testimony was critical of
actions taken by either the Air District staff or Board.
With a public vote on the ozone plan following
directly from the public testimony, judgmental or
indignant testimony was unlikely to sway the
opinions of Board members (assuming that this was
the goal of those speaking). Again we emphasize the
inherent barriers to effective public participation in a
policy environment that is so technically and
scientifically complex, particularly when the form of
participation is public testimony. It is a double
challenge to public interest advocates, who must
master the subject matter themselves prior to sharing
that knowledge with grassroots leaders.

First, the co-mingling of science and politics is a
hallmark of environmental policymaking and Valley
air quality is no exception. In particular, it illustrates
the impossibility of an objective debate about the
science of ozone control when environmental
stakeholders do not trust the analyses of regulatory
agencies, and vice versa. Lack of trust provided the
logic for ISSRC to conduct a confidential alternative
ozone control analysis. However, this limited ISSRC’s
ability to receive technical assistance from CARB or
the Air District in respect to emission inventories
and ozone modeling. This contributed to several
errors in ISSRC’s initial alternative plan, opening the
door for what many felt was unfair or excessive
criticism by Air District and CARB staff. The net
result was a highly polarized policy debate over a set
of extremely complex issues. This scientific
disagreement led to further polarization and
diminished respect among all parties. By the April
30, 2007 vote, each side was convinced that the other

Fourth, while advocates were not successful in
persuading the Valley Air District Board and the
California Air Resources Board to adopt an
alternative Valley ozone plan, their diligence did spur
17
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each agency to appoint a stakeholder task force with
agency staff support. The Air District and CARB task
forces share a common mission of developing
emission reduction strategies that go beyond those
included in the official ozone plan for submission to
the EPA.56 The District task force is a long-term
effort spanning the non-attainment period and is
required to provide periodic updates to the Air
District Board. The task forces complement a parallel
effort by the Air Quality Working Group of the
California Partnership for the San Joaquin Valley.

demonstrates how difficult it will be to achieve ozone
compliance, and similar obstacles face Valley-wide
compliance for fine particulates (PM 2.5). While
stronger air quality regulations on businesses is a
central part of the solution, the depth of the problem
dictates that Valley residents and their communities
will be challenged to accept economic sacrifices and
greater regulatory restrictions on their behavior.
As discussed above, a 2007 California environmental
poll revealed that a majority of Central Valley
residents felt that air quality was a serious problem
that was getting worse.57 Yet a comparable majority
was largely unaware of the region’s primary
regulatory agency for air quality. This apparent gap
between concern and knowledge in the face of such a
striking regional challenge was a primary stimulus for
six focus groups conducted by the Central Valley
Health Policy Institute in 2007. The central objectives
of these discussions were to (1) gain deeper,
qualitative insights into participants’ general
perception of the Valley air pollution issue, (2)
identify their policy preferences, and (3) gauge their
relative willingness to get personally involved in air
quality policy making. Following a brief overview of
the sampling strategy and key topics of discussion,
the key findings are summarized and analyzed in
concert.

Finally, examining the outcome in a historical
context, ISSRC and CVAQ advocates undertook a
strikingly ambitious challenge to the scientific
authority of the regulatory agencies. In the process,
they effectively harnessed earned TV and print media
coverage as a means of defining the ozone plan as a
Valley public health issue. The extent to which
advocates influenced the terms of debate and the
underlying science of the plan adopted by the Air
District Board is remarkable. Such an undertaking
would have been unimaginable several years earlier,
signaling rapid growth in the coalition’s capacity for
public interest advocacy. From our perspective, this
intensified contestation over how best to reduce
excessive ozone concentrations is encouraging in
spite of the attendant acrimony. In short, the
imbalance between high public concern and low
public engagement over this regional issue is
shrinking, despite the continued constraints on
democratic participation.

Selection of Participants
Being able to listen, record, and compare participants’
explanations for their perceptions and behaviors is a
primary benefit of focus groups. This type of
explanatory knowledge is extremely difficult to gain
from extensive phone surveys. On the other hand,
with a sample size that is at least 10 times smaller
than a regional phone survey, researchers need to
properly contextualize their findings and avoid
over-generalization.

Air Quality Focus Groups:
Unpacking the How and
Why
Because of its severely limited carrying capacity in
the face of rapid growth, the Valley faces considerable
short- and long-term challenges to policy makers and
the public alike. The ozone plan case study
Central Valley Health Policy Institute

While ethnically diverse, the sample was largely
composed of Valley residents who were English
speakers, U.S. citizens, high school or college
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Preferred Issue Frames

graduates, middle income, and regular voters.58 The
groups selected to be sampled were nurses, active
Catholic parish members, parents, and business
leaders—52 in all. They represented a wide range of
occupations with ages typically ranging from 30 to 70
years. With several exceptions, they did not
self-identify as environmentalists but all shared a
concern about Valley air quality and a willingness to
share their thoughts in a focus group.59 Here is a brief
description of the groups and how they were
recruited:

As explored by George Lakoff, Susan Nall Bales, and
other social scientists, issue frames are explanatory
frameworks or mental models that individuals have
internalized as a way of understanding social issues.60
Individuals’ views on public policies are, more often
than not, influenced as much by values and related
emotional subjectivity as they are by empirical reality.
As a result, the public is often highly resistant to
communication about public issues that are not
grounded in their preferred frame, no matter how
well based in fact. The frame research by Lakoff, et al.
is intended to help policy advocates influence public
opinion through communication strategies that move
minds by building on pre-existing frames rather than
contradicting them.

1. Merced families: Moms’ Clean Air Network, an air
quality advocacy group based in Merced, assisted
in recruiting 11 participants, primarily adult
women but including one adult male and two
teenage females.
2. Fresno mothers: Six mothers with school-age
children were recruited with assistance from a
mother who has expressed interest in air quality
policy.

The first objective of the focus groups, therefore, was
to investigate how participants’ framed the Valley air
quality issue. Five statements, listed below, were
presented to each group at the beginning of the
discussions, prior to any topical discussion among
the group. The intent was to provide a broad
continuum of theoretical perspectives that would
correspond to a range of participant viewpoints. For
descriptive purposes, each frame is labeled and
footnoted in reference to major theoretical models
that have emerged from environmental research and
practice. Each participant had a worksheet which
provided the text, which was also read to them. They
were then asked to record their most and least
preferred frames, and were allowed to revise their
choices at the end of the focus group. There was no
general discussion of the frames during the focus
group. Note that the frames contain elements of both
cause and solution.

3. Modesto Catholics: Three men and seven women
were recruited with assistance from the Diocese of
Stockton. All were members of the same parish in
Modesto.
4. Stockton Catholics: Three men and five women
were recruited with assistance from the Diocese of
Stockton. All were members of the same parish in
Stockton.
5. California State University, Fresno nurses: Nine
nurses (eight female, one male) were recruited
from a Licensed Nurse Practitioner degree
program at Fresno State.
6. Fresno Business Council members: Eight
Valley business leaders (one female, seven male)
were recruited with assistance from the council.

1. Environmental Determinism: “Because we cannot
change the way the mountains trap air pollution,
the Valley will always have an air pollution
problem. It is the cost of living and doing business
here. Making the air perfectly clean would mean
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the population would have to shrink along with the
loss of many jobs, leading to even worse poverty
and unemployment.”61

The distribution of participant’s most preferred issue
frames is shown in Figure 7. Several generalizations
emerge: First, two frames predominated, Tragedy of
the Commons and Market Failure. One theme
integral to each of these frames is the
acknowledgement of collective responsibility for air
pollution, both in terms of cause and solutions. This
inclination to embrace collective responsibility for
Valley air pollution surfaced in subsequent
discussions of policy preferences as well.
Noteworthy is the lack of support for the Political
Economy frame because it most closely mirrors the
viewpoint of public interest advocates. In contrast to
the preferred frames, this frame casts the air pollution
problem as political in nature and that collusion
between industry and government is a primary cause
for polluted air. And this blame bears a moral
judgment: Lives are being lost because regulatory
agencies will not stand up against private sector
polluters. This interpretation surfaced during the
ozone plan controversy, either directly or as
subtext, via CVAQ’s public discourse and in citizen
testimony to the Air District hearing on April 30,

2. Tragedy of the Commons: “In the 1960s we had no
problem seeing the mountains and nobody
complained about bad air. Since then more and
more people and businesses have moved in. Each
of us ends up adding pollution to the air through
our lifestyles and work. We think that our little bit
won’t hurt but everybody else is doing the same. It
all adds up to the problem we have today. It is hard
to see the problem being solved if the Valley keeps
growing as it has, unless everybody is willing to
pitch in and make sacrifices.”62
3. Technological Optimism: “Contrary to what many
people think, the Valley’s air has been steadily
improving over the past 15 years. This is due to the
simple fact that the technologies that are causing
the pollution are getting cleaner and cleaner as
time goes on. Environmentalists and air quality
agencies get a lot of credit for making this process
happen faster than it otherwise would.”63

Figure 7

4. Political Economy: “The Valley has always been a
pro-business region and the environment has
always taken a back seat to economic development.
The air pollution problem we have is largely due to
the unwillingness of public officials and
government agencies to make the industry and
individuals that are creating most of the pollution
pay for cleaning up their act.”64

Preferred Air Quality Issue Frames
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5. Market Failure: “Unfortunately, when we buy
something—a leaf blower, fill up our gas tank, or
even a carton of milk—we are not paying the full
price. What we’re not paying for are the public
health costs of air pollution such asthma and heart
disease. So a big part of the solution lies in
developing policies that make everyone pay the full
cost. This will reward sellers who figure out ways
to eliminate the air pollution impacts and sell for
less.”65
Central Valley Health Policy Institute
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Figure 7. Most Preferred Air Quality Issue Frame among Focus
Group Participants.

2007. Returning to the key finding of frame theorists,
attempts to change minds begin by understanding the
target audiences’ pre-existing issue frame and
tailoring communication strategies to build on, rather
than confront, the issue frame. Combining the core
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Regulatory vs. Voluntary Policy Models

elements of the two most preferred frames,
participants saw the Valley air pollution problem as a
collective expression of more people, more growth,
and more vehicles acting in combination with an
economic system that fails to make everyone pay the
full cost of their air pollution. In particular,
participants repeatedly cited driving as their primary
contribution to Valley air pollution, and driving was
the focus of their efforts to reduce pollution.

In three of the focus groups, participants were
directly asked if they felt that more air pollution
regulations were needed. On average, 64% felt that
some new regulations were needed, while 15% felt
that current laws needed better enforcement. Old
cars, trucks, leaf blowers, dairies, and SUVs were
commonly cited examples of sources that needed new
or additional controls. A countervailing theme that
surfaced in several discussions was distrust in the
ability of government agencies to apply the rules
fairly. Virtually all agreed, however, that regulations
were the primary means of protecting air quality.
Regarding the regulation of households, in 2003 the
Valley Air District put in place restrictions on
household wood burning during days when the
predicted Air Quality Index (AQI) exceeds 150
(unhealthy for everyone).66 As discussed in five of the
six focus groups, over 85% supported similar
restrictions when the AQI exceeds 100 (unhealthy for
sensitive groups). This was justified by the need to
protect community residents with pre-existing
pulmonary diseases.

Lack of Knowledge about Air Quality
Policymaking
One of the primary challenges in conducting the air
quality focus groups was the general lack of
knowledge about how air quality policy is made and
by whom. As a result, a fair amount of time was
devoted to providing participants with background
information on the regulatory agencies, public health
issues, and policy options before posing a
policy-related topic of discussion. However,
participants did have a big-picture understanding of
the impact of the Valley’s geography on concentrating
pollutants and the tension between a growing Valley
and air quality.

The voluntary model discussion focused on the Spare
the Air program used by the Valley Air District to
encourage emission reductions on high
ozone days in summer. Sixty-nine percent of
participants stated that they were aware of the
program. Among these, over half said that they tried
to make some effort to cut back their pollution on
Spare the Air days primarily by minimizing driving.
These actions were viewed as a means of taking
personal responsibility more than as a means of
making significant cutbacks in pollution. The free
rider problem, i.e., the unwillingness of many
residents to voluntarily make sacrifices, was
repeatedly cited as a core limitation of the voluntary
policy model and why regulations were
indispensable.

Policy Preferences
Participants were taken through three sets of
discussions corresponding to three different policy
models for reducing air pollution: (1) regulatory
rules established, implemented, and enforced by
regulatory agencies, (2) incentive programs that
provide partial subsidies to accelerate the cleanup of
pollution sources prior to regulatory requirements,
and (3) voluntary actions to reduce pollution taken
by residents, communities, organizations, and
businesses. While space does not allow for a full
discussion of results, key findings are listed below.
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Incentive Program Preferences

3. Raise the money through a one-half cent increase
in the sales tax or a two cent gas tax in the eight
counties of the San Joaquin Valley.

The Valley faces the substantial financial burden of
incentive programs designed to accelerate the
cleanup of mobile pollution sources. It does this by
providing cost-share funds to businesses that
voluntarily purchase cleaner technology prior to
facing a regulatory requirement. Given the
importance of incentive funds and the high price tag,
gaining insights into participants’ incentive funding
preferences was a key objective.

4. Use a ballot proposition for a major bond
authorization for Valley air pollution cleanup.
A summary of their most preferred option is
presented in Figure 8. The most striking result is the
absence of support for using public bonds,
coupled with clear support for use of polluter fees to
subsidize the purchase of cleaner vehicles. Ironically,
one of the first major sources of incentive funding for
the Valley will be from a $1 billion air pollution
mitigation fund generated by state Proposition 1B.
The imposition of new polluter fees was also
supported as a general public policy principle—82%
agreed with the following statement: “As a public
policy principle, businesses and households should be
asked to assume most of the burden for cleaning up
their pollution.” While discussing this statement, a
similar majority of participants made it clear that
they saw themselves as polluters, with a
corresponding emphasis on taking personal
responsibility. High support for the polluter pays
policy principle is consistent with participants’ high
preference expressed for the Market Failure and
Tragedy of the Commons issue frames (see Figure 7
on page 20).

Each group was presented an overview of the
situation: State and federal mobile source regulations
will reduce ozone at a very slow rate, especially in
light of the steady rise in vehicle miles traveled. To
avoid waiting until 2024 or beyond, the Valley must
find sources of funding to subsidize (1) the purchase
of new vehicles to retire older, more-polluting
vehicles (scrap option), (2) installing pollution
control devices (retrofit option), or (3) purchasing
new, cleaner engines (re-power option). The amount
of incentive funding needed to make an appreciable
acceleration of ozone reduction is considerable,
ranging from $100 million to $275 million per year
over 10 years. A primary target is heavy duty diesel
trucks, given that they contribute about 38% of the
total NOx load in the Valley.67
Participants were presented with the following
options and asked to rank order their preferences.

Figure 8
Incentive Program Funding Preferences

1. Use tax revenues from the general fund of the state
of California and from the eight counties of the
San Joaquin Valley.

50%
45%
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35%

2. Place pollution fees or larger registration fees on
the sources of the pollution, like diesel trucks and
high polluting cars, then use those funds to help
the owners buy cleaner vehicles or other clean
technologies.

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
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General Fund

Sales or Gas Tax

Polluter Fees

Public Bond

Figure 8. Preferred Funding Sources for Mobile Source Incentive Programs.
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Further discussion generated additional insights into
how participants felt this principle should be applied
in practice. In each focus group, at least one polluter
fee policy scenario was discussed for either diesel
trucks or dairies. In the case of trucks, participants
voiced general support for placing fees on the
transport of goods, to be paid by trucking firms or
those who received shipment of the goods.68
These fees would then be channeled back into
incentive programs in order to subsidize the early
cleanup of the diesel truck fleet. Concern was
expressed about protecting the viability of Valley
trucking firms and the importance of similar
regulations being applied to out-of-state and Mexican
trucks. In the case of dairies, a clear majority of
participants voiced support for a modest fee placed
on sales of dairy products if these fees helped
accelerate the reduction in air pollution from dairies
and if the dairy industry also contributed.

speaking, phone calls, or emails, depends on a
relatively high threshold of knowledge about air
quality topic X, Y, or Z. Here again, the overall lack
of public knowledge about clean air laws, institutions,
and key policy issues acts as a barrier to citizen
participation.
Figure 9
60%

Willingness to Participate in Air Quality Activities
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Figure 8. Willingness to Take Actions Related to Air Quality Policy.

Getting Involved in Air Quality Policymaking

The Strong Desire for Representation

Each group was presented with a set of behavioral
questions regarding their willingness to take personal
action in the policy arena. Options included (1)
joining an air quality listserve, (2) speaking about air
quality to fellow members of an organization, (3)
calling or emailing policymakers, and (4) attending a
Valley Air District meeting. As seen in Figure 9, a
substantial fraction was willing to get involved in one
way or another—an encouraging result.

One way of compensating for the substantial barriers
to direct citizen involvement is for their membership
organizations to represent their interests in air quality
policymaking. In fact, participants consistently and
strongly expressed a desire to be represented in the
policy arena. Each group was asked whether
organizations representing their identity
group—parents, business leaders, Catholic parish
members, etc.—should have a voice in air quality
policymaking. Conversely, they were asked if this
issue was too technical in nature and should be left to
environmental organizations, business groups, and
regulatory agencies. The vast majority spoke to the
importance of having one of “their” organizations
involved, ideally in some form of cooperative
relationship with technical experts. Several
representative quotes:

Translating hypothetical support into concrete action
is the challenge. As discussed in the ozone plan case
study, a primary challenge is learning enough about
air quality policy to participate effectively. The
second challenge is the pace of learning. For
example, the high volume of technical information
exchanged on the CVAQ listserve might intimidate
Valley residents who do not have an environmental
background. Yet the capacity to make compelling
statements about policy, either through public

Catholic in Stockton:
“The Church gets at the intersection of the physical
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environment and taking care of people because of
our belief in the sanctity of life, and the two are so
interwoven. It takes the either/or argument, and it’s
no longer either/or, it brings it to the point of
intersection.”

Perhaps reflecting the longstanding poverty of the
region and its conservative political culture, a
number of participants expressed the need to
minimize the negative impacts of tighter emission
controls on employment levels. Nonetheless, a clear
majority felt more regulatory controls were needed.
Fiscal conservatism was also apparent, characterized
by a rejection of bonds as an incentive funding source
in favor of pay-as-you-go pollution fees designed to
help pollution sources clean up their act. Their
willingness to see themselves and their lifestyles as
part of the problem should be a source of
encouragement to the Valley Air District, other
regulatory agencies, and legislators who face an
ongoing struggle to find new means of reducing
emissions. And finally, their hypothetical
commitment to personal involvement in air quality
policy making and their desire for organizational
representation offers new opportunities for the
environmental community and philanthropy.

Mother in Fresno:
“If you got a group of moms together and went down
to city hall and challenged them on leaf blowers, it
could make a difference; knowledge is power. I think
that something like that organizational model (Moms
Clean Air Network) could fly in this area. My kids
are grown, this is something that I could get into.”
Business leader in Fresno:
“Nobody can sit this out, citizens and businesses.
Just because I am not in the crosshairs like a dairy,
doesn’t mean I am not impacted. The flipside is I am
impacted by the extreme (ozone) designation. The
more people understand the complexity of the issue,
and the possible lists of solutions, the better.
Solutions will come from political pressure on those
who would just as soon dodge the issue.”

Overall Conclusions and
Recommendations

Fresno State nursing student:
“Yes, I think we should have a voice. For so many
years we, nurses, have been overlooked, and we are at
the front line. There should be someone like us
lobbying.”

Meeting air quality standards is an enormously
expensive, long-term challenge for the San Joaquin
Valley. If there is an overall conclusion of this report,
it is the limited effectiveness of the policymaking
status quo-business as usual will not cut it. In the
face of this daunting task, a handful of private
foundations should be commended for their
willingness to invest in air quality advocacy. The
emergence of a highly organized, committed, and
energized CVAQ Coalition in recent years has
interjected an overdue public interest voice into
Valley air quality policymaking. Expanding the
public’s engagement with this critical issue beyond
the current cohort of advocates will have a major
bearing on the Valley’s ability to achieve air quality
standards in the next two decades.

Summary Comments
Overall, the focus group participants demonstrated
that once provided with some background
information, they possessed an encouraging capacity
to make thoughtful judgments about complex air
quality policy issues. If there was an overarching
message, it was their inclination to view the problem
as a collective expression of multiple emission
sources in a rapidly growing valley where air
pollutants are often concentrated. Paired with this
was a corollary disinclination to blame the problem
on any particular emission source or to apportion
responsibility to one government agency or another.
Central Valley Health Policy Institute
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air pollution in the region are a painful reminder
of market failure. While public funding for
incentive programs is a critical part of the
solution, the primary responsibility for reducing
the air pollution footprint falls in the laps of the
pollution sources and others, such as consumers,
who benefit indirectly. New fees on market
transactions and licensing are logical sources of
funds to subsidize the development and adoption
of cleaner technologies. In many cases, these
increased costs should be shared by consumers.
Licensing fees should better reflect the amount of
pollution released by vehicles in order to create a
market incentive towards replacement, in
combination with subsidies for low-income
residents and Valley businesses to purchase
cleaner vehicles.

Final conclusions and recommendations include:
1. The federal government must accept
responsibility for “unequal protection of the
air”: Reflecting its limited carrying capacity, the
San Joaquin Valley is now bearing a combined
burden of concentrated air pollution, high public
health costs, expensive incentive program
requirements, and significant regulatory costs to
its business community. At the same time, it
provides the nation with a critical supply of the
healthy food that is so critical to national public
health, as well as being a major national
transportation corridor. Much of the
responsibility for the region’s air pollution
albatross lies with the federal government.
Congress and the EPA under various
administrations have failed to sufficiently
stimulate technological change in mobile sources
of pollution. In turn, this has limited the mobile
source control options available to CARB. The
Valley is now paying the price. As a result, there is
every justification for generous federal support for
financial assistance and tighter national emission
standards for mobile sources.

4. The barriers to direct public participation in the
policy making process will be very difficult to
overcome: As witnessed in the ozone plan case
study, the regulatory complexity and technical
nature of air quality policymaking works against
public understanding and effective participation.
The absence of direct elections to state and
regional Air District governing boards further
diminishes the incentive and means for voters to
learn about policy issues. Conducting important
policy meetings during regular business hours is a
major barrier to broader public participation.
More intensive efforts to publicize these meetings
are also needed. Rule-by-rule regulatory battles
further complicate the ability of the media to
educate the public.

2. Our clean air bank account is overdrawn - it’s
time to take collective responsibility: The Valley
air basin is currently oversubscribed by a growing
number of pollution sources. In order to meet
clean air standards quickly in the face of sustained
economic growth, industry, developers, dairy
producers, local governments, households and
others all need to acknowledge an inescapable
responsibility to reduce their current rate of air
pollution. As each pollution category continues to
expand—houses, trucks, dairies, etc.—each
individual source within these categories needs to
scale back on activity or adopt cleaner
technologies. In other words, all sectors should be
expected to reduce their overall emissions
footprint as they continue to grow.

5. Advocates need to critically examine how they
frame air quality policy issues: In the past 12
months, CVAQ has been very successful in
gaining the attention and support of Valley and
statewide media. Nonetheless, results of the focus
group research indicate that CVAQ’s framing of
the region’s air quality issue has been somewhat
uni-dimensional, emphasizing the rightful need
for private sector sacrifice but saying much less

3. Acknowledge market failure: The health costs of
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about the need for further regulations or polluter
fees that require Valley residents in general to step
up. The focus group participants clearly viewed
their lifestyles as part of the region’s air pollution
problem. If advocacy organizations are unwilling
to push for broader sacrifice from the public, who
will? Future efforts to mobilize the public should
consider an overall advocacy frame that
emphasizes the importance ofeveryone—business,
government, and the public—pitching in and
taking responsibility for their contribution to the
problem. This need not detract, however, from
advocates continued push for tougher regulations.

foundations and public institutions committed to a
socially just, sustainable future for California need
to consider more strategic investments in
educating the public—youth and adults-about the
deeply rooted, technologically complex, politically
painful, and expensive air quality challenge facing
the San Joaquin Valley. New funders need to join
the commendable efforts of those foundations that
are funding CVAQ, thus avoiding a diversion of
funding streams from advocacy to education.
8. Expanding representation can go hand in hand
with expanded education: If there was one thing
that focus group participants made clear, it was
their desire to be represented at the air quality
policy table by one of “their” organizations. Valley
mainline organizations—professional, labor,
business, community, faith-based, etc.—are notably
absent in air quality policymaking, with the
exceptions noted above. Leaders of Valley
membership organizations must be willing to
devote organizational time and resources to air
quality, but must also hear voices of support from
their members. A Valley-wide conference
specifically designed to convene membership
organizations around air quality representation
would be a logical means of assessing
opportunities and constraints.

6. There is an opportunity for a fresh start by the
Valley Air District: The legislative battle over the
board reform (SB 719) and the controversy over
the 8-hour ozone plan placed the Valley Air
District in the crosshairs of advocates and Valley
media in 2007. In the process, 2007 witnessed the
emergence of a mature advocacy community in the
Valley, coupled with the infusion of board
members with new perspectives and constituencies
in 2008. Together these expressions of growing
public demand for clean air have arguably laid the
foundation for a more aggressive regulatory agenda
by the agency. In particular, the agency’s
development of a regional control plan for PM 2.5
in 2008 will be a chance to build on successful
regional control strategies. It is encouraging that
the District and Valley advocates have begun to
push CARB hard for the strong mobile source
controls that are critical to PM 2.5 attainment in
the target year of 2015. In respect to engaging the
public, the Air District’s Healthy Air Living
program is a creative next step.

9. The public K-12 educational system is ground
zero for long-term public education strategies:
One of the defining characteristics of
environmental degradation is the transfer of
external costs from the present to the future. If the
youth of the Valley are facing disproportionate
risks from air quality, water security, and climate
change, generational justice demands that they be
given the necessary knowledge to confront those
challenges. Fortunately, efforts are currently
underway to strengthen the environmental element
within California’s K-12 curriculum.69 A strong
case for a Valley-tailored environmental
curriculum can also be made. As California’s
mainstream print and broadcast media expand

7. Funding of advocacy is only part of the
long-term solution: Advocacy battles like the
8-hour ozone plan generate ample media coverage
but they do not necessarily translate into durable
public understanding. After 16 years of existence,
67% of Valley residents have little or no knowledge
of the Valley Air District and its work. Private
Central Valley Health Policy Institute
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their Internet presence, there is an opportunity to
create synergy with environmental education
within the public schools.
10. Air quality is part of a larger sustainability
challenge facing the Valley, California, and the
nation: As the forces of climate change and
dependence on fossil fuel energy from abroad
cast an inexorable shadow on the future of the
Valley and the state, we have arrived at a
“teachable moment” for reframing the region’s air
pollution problem. Whether triggered by
regulations, incentives, or individual choice,
actions that reduce air pollution typically confer
benefits to climatic stability and national security.
While not discussed above, the 2007 PPIC
environmental poll found 81% of Californians
felt that the threat of climate change merited
immediate actions while 84% supported
government funding on renewable energy.
Addressing both of these issues is regarded by
many as having considerable job creation
benefits.70 Both public education and policy
advocacy efforts would benefit from re-framing
Valley air quality within this larger sustainability
and security framework.
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