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ABSTRACT

The dewand for siting hew hazardous waste disposal facilities has
grown catignally during the past decade while opposition to these
facilities has also increased. At the heart of this controveray Ls Lhe
issue of risk. The meaning of risk in thiz cankext Is subject ta various
interpretations. The task of resolving these nontroversies has besn left
ko the states. This paper discusses the preblem of defining risk In the
context of hazardous waste fapllity siting regulaticna, and propeses a
methed of researeh for analyzing the process by which risk s defined and
the {mplicationa of this process for organivational learning.
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INTRODVCT ION

The problem of hagardous waste management-has frequently been
referred to ad "the single most threatening environtental lssue faclng the
country,”" (U.S, Gensral fecounting OFfice, 1982:8) or the "environmental
problem of the century" (Epstein &t al., 1982:37). These characterizations
of the problem are an acknowledgment of a seriouns predicament which this
i3sve poses for a modern Industrial soeiety. On the one hand, sceiery has
come to depend on products and processes which regquire the ever-increasing
uze of complax and dangerous chemicals that must somehow be safely
digpesed of after they ar# no longer useful. However, En 3pite of the
inoreasing demand esach year for new hazardous waste dlszposal facilities
[HWDF) to be& built, there hag been continuous oppopsition te the locatlen
of tnese Favilities in almost every commmnity acrass the nation.

At the heart of this siting controveray is the issue of the risks
posed by these facilitias to the communities iv whicnh they would be
housed. The meaning of the concept of risk in this context is subject to
various interpretaticnas by all thoae who have a stake in the outcome of
the decisfen. In particular, there have been dizagreements over the
proper boundaries of the risk debate (that i3, the breadth an® nature of
risk in this context}, a3 well as disagreementz about what is an
acceptanle lavel of risk for a comwunity to bear from these facllitles.
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