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HIGHLIGHTS 
Public participation is core to a healthy democracy. Efforts to weaken it threaten both 
democratic decisionmaking and communities’ ability to influence decisions affecting their 
health and environment.  

Meaningful public participation is essential for the effective permitting and management 
of air pollution, yet many communities face persistent barriers to influencing decisions 
that affect their health and environment. While some states have made significant strides 
to enhance meaningful public engagement in Title V Clean Air Act permitting, this analysis 
finds substantial, inconsistent gaps in access, transparency, follow-up, and opportunities 
for meaningful input. These challenges are compounded by limited agency resources, 
bureaucratic hurdles, political pressure, and recent federal efforts to reduce or expedite 
public participation requirements.  

State and local agencies can strengthen engagement by making participation information 
accessible and multilingual, using plain language, publishing responses to comments, 
proactively evaluating engagement efforts, and providing clear opportunities for continued 
community involvement. Governors and lawmakers can reinforce these practices through 
executive orders, agency-wide standards, stronger participation requirements, advisory 
bodies, community grant programs, and dedicated funding for staffing, training, 
translation, interpretation, accessibility, and outreach. 
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Introduction 

Public participation is core to a healthy democracy. Effective, meaningful engagement in 
government decisionmaking requires that community participation be treated not as a 
checkbox exercise, but as a long-term effort to build trust and respect between government 
decisionmakers and the historically disenfranchised communities most affected by US policies 
and programs (Minovi 2025a). US policies are more effective at improving conditions for the 
public when people—especially those most harmed by the legacy of injustices and 
discriminatory policies—have access to, influence over, and standing in decisionmaking 
processes (Minovi 2024; Minovi 2025a; Senecah 2024).  

Federal law requires government agencies to engage and solicit input from the public in making 
certain decisions (Garvey 2017). However, the Trump administration has aggressively stripped 
away the public’s right to participate in decisions that affect their communities and families’ 
health and well-being (Minovi 2025b). The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) has 
documented unprecedented efforts to cut the public out of the rulemaking process; the slashing 
of government staffing and programs, including programs related to environmental justice, 
climate change, and public health; legally dubious Clean Air Act (CAA) exemptions for hundreds 
of polluting facilities; and more than 600 attacks on science, including rules that sideline science, 
politicization of grants and funding, and elimination of federal science positions (Minovi and 
Choiniere 2025; Minovi et al. 2025; Minovi and Ellickson 2025; Barbati-Dajches et al. 2026).  

The federal government’s wholesale rejection of participatory governance affects everyone, 
with profound repercussions for the ability of state, local, and Tribal governments to keep 
communities safe. 

Public Participation in the Air Permitting Process 

One form of government decisionmaking for which the CAA requires public participation is air 
permitting, whereby stationary sources of pollution (e.g., power plants) must apply for and receive 
a permit for air pollution emissions before construction and operation. The law established several 
permitting programs and delegated authority to US state, local, and Tribal agencies (permitting 
authorities) to administer these programs.  

One such program covers operating permits issued under Title V of the CAA, which are required 
for (often) large sources of air pollution. These permits consolidate applicable air quality 
requirements involving facilities (such as power plants, refineries, chemical plants, and solid 
waste incinerators) that emit pollutants above specific thresholds (US EPA 2024c).  

The New Source Review permitting program applies a separate framework before certain new 
facilities are built or existing facilities are modified (US EPA 2025). While administered at the 
state and local levels, Title V and New Source Review permits are overseen by the US 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  

Title V requires opportunities for public input during the drafting of operating permits (Figure 
1). After a state or local permitting authority (e.g., environmental agency) receives a Title V 
permit application from a facility operator/owner, it is required to 1) offer a 30-day public 
comment period and an opportunity to request a hearing on the draft permit, 2) maintain a 
record of significant comments, and 3) respond to significant comments in the final permit 
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decision. The EPA must also guarantee that the public has an opportunity to petition the 
agency regarding a permit decision (i.e., challenge a permit that was approved) (US EPA 2026).  

The New Source Review permitting process is not subject to the same public participation 
requirements as Title V permits. To make matters worse, a recent EPA rule proposed by the 
Trump administration would eliminate the minimum public-notice-and-comment 
requirements that are typically required to obtain these new and modified permits (Harvard 
EELP 2026). The elimination of requirements would extend to applications for sources like 
data center electricity-generation facilities, landfills, and asphalt plants (Johnson 2026). 

Title V of the CAA established minimal procedural obligations that permitting authorities 
must meet regarding public engagement in major source permitting, but state and local 
governments can and should do significantly more (Minovi 2025a). The EPA reports that many 
Title V permits “do not receive significant public comment,” but information about the process 
is not often accessible or proactively shared with the public (Szabo 2026; Minovi 2025a). For 
example, a focus group analysis of Title V permit notices in Michigan revealed that members 
of the public perceived the documents as “intentionally biased [toward industry], 
unnecessarily technical, and without clear directions on how and why to participate” 
(Sampson et al. 2023).  

Furthermore, numerous Title V petitions submitted by groups representing communities 
overburdened by pollution have called out state agencies for inadequate opportunities to 
meaningfully engage in the process and failure to follow up once a decision is made 
(Earthjustice et al. 2022; Earthjustice et al. 2024).  

Now, at the federal level, even these bare-minimum requirements are being deprioritized and 
rolled back. In early 2026, the EPA issued guidance urging states to expedite Title V permit 
review, focusing on rapid approval of permits over thoughtful consideration of public 
comments (Szabo 2026). 

Figure 1.  Overview of the Title V Permitting Process 

 

The flowchart provides a high-level overview of the Title V air permitting process. Some of these steps 
are also iterative, such as the permitting authority conducting additional analyses or sending follow-up 
questions to the facility after an application is submitted, before the permit is drafted. 
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Opportunities to Enhance Meaningful Engagement  

Despite these setbacks, permitting authorities can and should enhance meaningful public 
engagement in Title V permitting and regulatory decisions more broadly. According to 
guidance issued by the EPA in 2024 (and no longer implemented by the Trump 
administration), “meaningful engagement provides opportunities for the public to participate 
in decisions and share community concerns about activities that may affect their environment. 
Decision makers should seek out and facilitate the involvement of those potentially affected” 
(US EPA 2024a; US EPA 2024b).  

Effective, meaningful engagement not only builds trust but also helps to prevent harm to the 
health and well-being of the people most affected by agency decisions. In the context of Title 
V, public comments can help identify omitted or incorrect provisions, fine-tune monitoring 
requirements, call for stronger enforcement, and raise procedural issues. 

This analysis evaluates whether state permitting authorities are adopting and implementing 
specific practices and procedures to meaningfully engage the public in Title V air permitting. 1 
To assess each permitting authority, we developed a survey tool informed by peer-reviewed 
literature, guidance and best practices developed by federal and state agencies, and gray 
literature integrating expertise from environmental justice leaders and organizations 
(including the UCS publication Fair Access: Guidance for Meaningful Public Participation in 
Government Decisionmaking) (Minovi 2025a). The survey covers three categories of questions: 
information access; agency rules, guidance, and practices; and agency capacity. Survey data 
were collected through a combination of desktop research and interviews with agency staff.  

UCS received complete responses from 25 states and partial responses from three states; eight 
states indicated that they intended to provide responses but did not; six states declined to 
participate; eight states did not respond at all (see Figure 2, p. 5). The complete methodology 
can be found on p. 13. 

Findings 

Information Access 

Across the three categories, states performed best on their provision of information about 
draft Title V permits and opportunities for the public to comment (both required by the CAA). 
Nearly all permitting authorities provide information about approved and pending Title V 
permits on agency websites; however, this information is often scattered across different web 
pages and databases. Some agencies, such as Iowa’s Department of Natural Resources, provide 
lists of draft and approved permits on one web page (Iowa DNR, n.d.).  

On nearly all agency websites, however, a link to draft permits (often included on a public 
notice web page) is featured either on a Title V or air permitting web page or in the website  

 
1 UCS surveyed state agency websites and staff for all states but California. Since Title V permitting in 
California is primarily handled by regional air authorities, we surveyed the regional air authority that serves 
the largest population in the state: the South Coast Air Quality Management District. For the purposes of 
this analysis, however, we refer to our findings for all “states.” 
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menu or footer. The websites of at least half of all 50 states have a mapping feature or tool to 
help users see the locations of active Title V facilities.  

While nearly all agencies post public notices for draft permits online, the amount and type of 
information varied greatly. Most states provide some combination of the draft permit number, 
the owner/operator name, the facility address, information on the public comment period, and 
a link or instructions to submit a public comment. Vermont’s Department of Environmental 
Conservation and West Virginia’s Department of Environmental Protection provide additional 
information about the decisionmaking status of draft permits and summary fact sheets, 
respectively (State of Vermont, n.d.; WVDEP, n.d.). 

In most states, public hearings on Title V draft permits must be requested, and in general, 
public hearings happen infrequently. Information about public hearings, if one was held, was 
not often provided alongside details about the public comment period but placed on a separate 
web page altogether. However, Maryland’s Department of the Environment provides an 
instructive example: Its information related to public comments, informational meetings, and 
public hearings is all contained on the agency’s air permitting web page (MDE, n.d.).  

Most states appear to provide accessibility services, such as language translation and 
interpretation services, for public hearings, although information about how to request these 
services is not always readily available (e.g., included in permit notices).  

 

Figure 2.  State Permitting Authority Participation in UCS Survey 

 

In all states except California, we surveyed the state’s air permitting authority. For California, we 
surveyed the South Coast Air Quality Management District. 
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Review of Title V Draft Public Notices 

A 2024 study of 20 states’ Title V public notices found that they were “often written poorly 
and, on average, for readers with a college reading level” and failed to incorporate elements of 
plain language (Sampson et al. 2024). UCS reviewed up to three Title V public notices for 35 
states (no qualifying online draft Title V permit notice could be located for 15 states during the 
study period) (see Figure 3). We assessed 87 public notices total.  

Using Readable, 2 we found that 11 notices scored between a D and an E, 75 scored between a B 
and a C, and one scored an A. The notices that scored D–E were from Connecticut, Missouri, 
New Hampshire, New Jersey, and Texas. The single notice that received an A score was from 
Ohio’s Environmental Protection Agency.   

UCS also evaluated the degree to which agencies use elements of plain language in notices—for 
example, employing bullet points, short paragraphs, headers, and white space, and defining 
acronyms or scientific terms (Sampson et al. 2024). Minnesota and Michigan notices (see 
Figure 4, p. 6) were the only ones to integrate three or more elements of plain language. 

 
2 Readable is a language tool that integrates readability formulas (such as the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level) 
to produce a letter grade much like on a school report card (Readable, n.d.). 

Figure 3.  Readability Scores for 87 Public Notices for Title V Permits 

 

The vast majority of permits received a Readable score of B–C, whereas only one scored an A. Note: 
UCS reviewed up to three draft Title V permit public notices per state. During the study period, only 87 
public notices were available across 35 states, as no qualifying notice could be located for 15 states. 

SOURCE: Readable, n.d. 
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While nearly all states provide instructions for how to submit public comments in the notice 
itself, and most, at least briefly, describe how to request a public hearing, fewer than half of 
the reviewed notices (41 out of 87) provided a contact email and phone number for questions 
related to the draft permit and process. Furthermore, only six agencies (in Delaware, Illinois, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, North Carolina, and Texas) translated notices to other languages 
relevant to the state’s population, such as Spanish and Haitian Creole. 

 

Figure 4.  Public Notice for a Draft Title V Permit for Michigan’s Nylok Facility 

 

Public notices in Michigan (above) and Minnesota were the only ones to integrate three or more 
elements of plain language. 

SOURCE: Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy 2026. 
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Findability of Information on How to Participate 

In addition to public notices, at least 42 agencies have a web page or online document 
describing how the public can participate in the permitting process, but among these, 16 
describe only how to participate, not how public input will shape the process.  

Among the 42 agencies, 23 have additional online resources to support engagement in the air 
permitting process. For example, Arizona’s Department of Environmental Quality has a 
YouTube video describing the environmental permitting process, Minnesota’s Pollution 
Control Agency has a web page and infographic describing how to make effective public 
comments, and North Dakota’s Department of Environmental Quality provides examples of 
“common comment mistakes” (AZDEQ 2024; MPCA, n.d.; North Dakota DEQ, n.d.). 
Connecticut’s Department of Energy and Environmental Protection provides a particularly 
instructive example, hosting one web page with resources related to the permitting process, 
including information on how applicants can engage the surrounding community and 
guidance for public hearings (Connecticut DEEP, n.d.).  

Overall, however, UCS found that online information on how to participate in the air 
permitting process was hard to find. Agencies that provided an explicit “public participation” 
(or related term) link on their website’s menu bar or had such a page linked from their air 
permitting web page were easiest to navigate. Wisconsin’s Department of Natural Resources 
and New Mexico’s Environment Department provide helpful examples of how information on 
how to participate can be clearly integrated into an agency’s air permits web page or website 
menu bar, respectively (Wisconsin DNR, n.d.; NMED, n.d.). 

Findability of Information on How Participation Shapes the Process 

To promote meaningful engagement, agencies should not only accept comments but also 
report on how input shaped the process (Minovi 2025a). Of the 28 agencies that sent us 
complete or partial responses, 18 indicated that they publicly post online responses to public 
comments on draft permits. Among those, only 13 could provide an example of when public 
input led to at least one change to a final permit. 3  

Among the 25 agencies that sent UCS complete responses, nine indicated that they do not post 
responses to comments publicly. While some stated that responses are sent directly to those 
who comment on permits or are available upon request, our findings indicate that, despite 
providing an opportunity for the public to comment on draft permits, states do not widely 
disclose how public comments inform final permit decisions.  

Several agencies stated that they do not get many public comments on draft Title V permits. 
However, it appears that even if they do, the public does not have a great deal of influence on 
the outcome. South Carolina’s Department of Environmental Services provides an instructive 
example of how such information can be made explicitly available. The department’s “Air 
Quality Department Decisions” web page includes its decision, responses to comments, the 
final permit, a letter to the public, and contact information for further questions (SCDES, n.d.). 

 
3 While we did not receive responses from agency staff in Georgia and South Carolina, for both states, we 
were able to find examples of public comments leading to at least one change in final permit language. 
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Agency Rules, Guidance, and Practices 

Participation Laws and Screening Tools 

Some states have gone beyond just making information available, implementing policies and 
guidance to enhance meaningful public engagement. At least 11 states have laws that enhance 
public participation in air permitting, some of which are cumulative impacts laws that require 
additional screening/analysis and engagement in permitting decisions (Ellickson and Curtis 
2024). In general, states with such laws appeared to have more publicly available resources 
and information on how to engage in the air permitting process.  

At least 16 states also have internal guidance for agency staff related to enhancing meaningful 
engagement. Half of these states have the aforementioned engagement laws. For example, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection’s environmental justice policy, 
finalized in early 2026, describes explicit strategies for enhanced outreach to communities 
during the permitting process, including the use of PennEnviroScreen to identify 
“environmental justice areas” (Pennsylvania DEP, n.d.). 

At least nine states use health, socioeconomic, and/or pollution burden data, such as the data 
found in an environmental justice screening tool, in Title V permit reviews. Five of these states 
have the aforementioned engagement laws. Two additional states privately disclosed that they 
were actively using or exploring the use of the EPA’s EJSCREEN tool in regulatory decisions, 
but they no longer are because the Trump administration removed the tool from public use in 
2025 (Woods 2025). 

Advisory Board and Committee Participation  

UCS also evaluated the degree to which states provide opportunities for the public to 
participate in permit decisions through advisory boards and committees (Minovi 2025a). 
While numerous states have air quality boards and other advisory bodies that provide 
guidance on agency regulations and policy, few have decisionmaking authority in air 
permitting, and fewer still require members who represent the public interest.  

Of the 28 states that sent UCS complete or partial responses, nine have a board or committee 
that has some degree of authority or influence in Title V permitting decisions. Many of these 
boards, however, have authority only over appeals or challenged permits. Furthermore, only 
six of these nine states require the board or committee to include members who represent the 
public interest rather than a specific field or industry.  

For example, Maine’s Board of Environmental Protection is a seven-member “citizen board” 
with participants nominated by the governor. It “performs major substantive rulemaking, 
makes decisions on select permit applications and appeals of Commissioner licensing and 
enforcement actions, and provides a forum for public participation in department decisions” 
(Maine DEP, n.d.). 4 

 

 
4 Correspondence with Maine Department of Environmental Protection official. 
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Agency Practices 

At least 20 agencies facilitate or participate in in-person or virtual activities outside of a public 
hearing, and these activities may guide decisionmaking on permitting. Such activities include 
town halls, agency staff attendance at community meetings, and educational trainings. For 
example, New Jersey’s Department of Environmental Protection hosts seminars that are 
targeted to environmental justice advocates and describe how to engage in regulatory 
processes (NJDEP, n.d.).  

In contrast, among the 28 states UCS received complete or partial responses from, seven 
indicated that they do not participate in these types of activities. All seven of those states do 
not have the aforementioned engagement laws. Altogether, these findings suggest that states 
with relevant public engagement statutes (such as environmental justice or cumulative 
impacts laws, which include provisions to enhance meaningful engagement) may be more 
likely to have policies and activities to support public engagement.  

Finally, to better understand agency priorities, we assessed whether agency “About” or “Mission 
and Values” web pages mention “public participation” or related terms. Fewer than half (21) of 
all agencies use language related to meaningful engagement, public input, or lived experience on 
their “About” web pages. New York’s Department of Environmental Conservation had one of the 
most explicit expressions of these values, stating that the agency sought to achieve its mission 
“through the simultaneous pursuit of environmental quality, public health, economic prosperity 
and social well-being, including environmental justice and the empowerment of individuals to 
participate in environmental decisions that affect their lives” (NYSDEC, n.d.). 

Agency Capacity 

UCS also evaluated the degree to which agencies have the capacity to enhance public 
engagement in the air permitting process. Since this issue pertains to internal agency matters, 
responses could be evaluated only for agencies that responded to the survey. 

Among the 28 agencies that sent UCS complete or partial responses, 20 indicated that they 
provide explicit training to staff on topics related to community engagement, environmental 
justice, public participation, and/or risk communication. 

Only 16 of the 28 agencies stated that they have at least one full-time employee dedicated to 
enhancing public participation, including for areas such as permitting. For many states, these 
functions were fulfilled by staff in an office of environmental justice and/or community 
engagement. Several of the agencies that did not have these roles stated that these functions 
were part of administrative, permitting, and other staff duties, but not a distinct job.  

Only three of the 28 agencies indicated that they provide some form of financial assistance, 
such as grants, that could be used to help community organizations participate in permitting 
processes or other agency decisionmaking. However, the future of these programs remains 
unclear following sweeping federal cuts to EPA grantmaking (Slattery 2025). 

While general staffing levels, agency budget, state legislative priorities, and other factors can 
influence agency capacity, it appears that overall, state agencies have limited internal capacity to 
enhance meaningful engagement in permitting beyond the existing training provided to staff.  
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States Can Do More to Meaningfully Engage the Public in Air Permitting 
Processes 

While Title V air permitting is only one part of a wide array of regulatory processes that state, 
local, and Tribal agencies implement, this study reveals that major gaps and barriers prevent 
permitting authorities from effectively and meaningfully engaging the public in decisionmaking. 
Although there are numerous instructive examples from many states, progress is inconsistent 
and may not result in affected communities feeling that their input matters.  

In addition, state agencies face funding shortfalls, bureaucratic hurdles, and political pressure 
from state lawmakers and the federal government (Clawson et al. 2026; Kelderman et al. 2025). 
In this current political climate, many states face threats from the Trump administration for 
work that advances environmental justice and meaningful engagement (White House 2025; 
Taft 2026). Finally, permitting authorities must also balance their obligations to permit 
applicants, who may be technically complying with the law.  

Ultimately, the fact that 22 states were unresponsive, unwilling, or unable to participate in the 
UCS survey is in and of itself indicative of the challenge to increase the public’s access to 
government officials, as well as the challenges of limited staff capacity and policies that may 
hinder public engagement. 

Meaningful engagement requires investment at all levels, from elected officials (such as 
governors and their priorities) to agency leadership (and the culture they establish). 
Furthermore, public engagement requires time, funding, and a commitment to building trust 
with the people who state agencies serve. Permitting authorities, especially at the state level, 
can and should do more to expand opportunities for the public to engage in air permitting 
processes, to clearly communicate how the public can influence decisions, and to 
transparently report how those decisions were shaped by public input. 

Recommendations 

At a bare minimum, agencies must provide the public with legally compliant notice and 
comment opportunities. To enhance meaningful engagement in air permitting processes and 
regulatory decisions more broadly, state and local authorities could do the following: 

• Ensure the agency has a distinct public participation web page or resources, either on 
its air permitting web pages or website menu bar. These pages should include 
multilingual information describing what opportunities there are to participate in 
regulatory decisions, how to do so, how input influences agency decisionmaking, and 
how agency decisions were shaped by public input.  

• Publish responses to comments online, ideally in a clearly named document (such as 
“Responses to Comments”), and ensure responses are also shared directly with anyone 
who submitted written and oral comments. 

• Use elements of plain language in public notices, including headers, bullets, white 
space, and definitions of scientific concepts and acronyms (Sampson et al. 2024). 
Notices should also include a staff contact’s phone number and email address for 
questions related to a permit, instructions on how to submit a comment, explicit 
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descriptions of how to request a public hearing, and deadlines for participation (which 
should be given as dates instead of statements like “30 days in the future”). Agencies 
should proactively translate notices to languages appropriate to the affected 
communities. 

• Require the implementation of agency guidance or plans to enhance meaningful public 
engagement in permitting and ensure that staff can attend relevant trainings. 

• Assess proactively whether public engagement activities are effective, including 
whether individuals in the affected communities found notices to be understandable, 
whether public comments identified permit errors or other issues, and whether 
participants received follow-up information. 

Furthermore, governors and/or agency leadership could do the following: 

• Issue executive orders implementing policies and practices to enhance meaningful 
engagement, where existing authority allows. 

• Establish agency-wide language related to meaningful engagement and disability 
access standards. 

• Direct agencies to develop public participation or meaningful engagement plans. 

Finally, state lawmakers could introduce and/or support legislation enhancing meaningful 
engagement in agency decisionmaking, including decisions on permitting. Such legislation 
may focus on advancing cumulative impacts policies, environmental justice, and/or 
appropriations and could do the following: 

• Require enhanced engagement, additional information on impacts, and extended 
public comment opportunities in areas with higher health, socioeconomic, and 
pollution burdens where proposed or renewed Title V facilities are located (as 
identified through screening tools or cumulative impacts analyses). 

• Establish a permitting board or advisory committees that 1) must have diverse members 
who represent the public interest and 2) have decisionmaking authority or influence in 
Title V decisions, for example, reviewing challenged permits. 

• Create grant programs to support community organizations in hiring technical 
consultants or additional support to more effectively engage in permitting processes. 

• Require agencies to establish internal guidance for enhancing meaningful engagement 
in decisionmaking, with a plan for proactive and continuous engagement with 
potentially impacted parties (including community meetings and other opportunities 
to receive input outside of public hearings) and a plan for enhancing language and 
disability access. 

• Fund additional staffing and training dedicated to community engagement and 
language access. 
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• Fund translation, interpretation, accessible technology, and outreach to enhance 
disability access. 

• Require transparent reporting on the use of such funds and the outcomes of that use. 

For additional recommendations on enhancing meaningful engagement, see Fair Access: 
Guidance for Meaningful Public Participation in Government Decisionmaking (Minovi 2025a). 

Methodology 

UCS developed the survey tool using Fair Access: Guidance for Meaningful Public Participation 
in Government Decisionmaking (henceforth Fair Access Guidance), which was supplemented by 
a literature review of articles from PubMed and Google Scholar. The literature review was 
completed in February 2026 and focused on engagement in Title V permitting. The survey 
sections (“Information Access”; “Agency Rules, Guidance, and Practices”; and “Agency 
Capacity”) were informed by Fair Access Guidance, and the review yielded 23 relevant 
publications.  

The draft survey was reviewed by four experts and featured 88 questions (binary, multiple 
choice, and write-in). It was uploaded to Microsoft Forms.  

The author administered the survey, collecting data from all 50 states (not including Puerto 
Rico or other US territories) between April 13, 2026, and August 26, 2026. Since Title V 
programs may be administered by multiple state, local, regional, or Tribal authorities, 
responses from any single authority do not necessarily represent all permitting practices 
within a state.  

The unit of analysis was the principal state-level Title V permitting authority in 49 states. 
California’s Title V program is administered primarily through regional air districts. South 
Coast Air Quality Management District was selected because it serves the state’s largest 
population. Accordingly, California findings should not be interpreted as representative of all 
California air districts. 

For each state, the author completed a new survey form, first using desktop research to 
answer as many questions as possible in the “Information Access” and “Agency Rules, 
Guidance, and Practices” sections. Some questions were marked “unsure” and all the 
questions in the “Agency Capacity” section were left blank.  

After this, the author emailed an air permitting division official in the relevant agency, 
requesting to share the remaining questions via email or a virtual meeting. The author 
periodically followed up with agencies that had not responded, emailing other officials in the 
agency and/or calling the agency directly.  

As shown in Figure 2, during the study period, UCS received complete responses from 25 
states and partial responses from three states; eight states indicated that they intended to 
provide responses but did not; six states declined to participate; and eight states did not 
respond at all. Of the agencies that provided complete or partial responses, 25 responded via 
email, and three provided responses via virtual meeting. The author transcribed virtual 
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meeting responses in real time. The author updated forms for each state upon receipt of 
responses. 

Limitations and Uncertainties 

There are several limitations to the analysis. Information available on agency websites is often 
disjointed or available in multiple places. While the author sought to overcome this by 
contacting agency staff if a question could not be answered, it is possible that we were not able 
to uncover all the resources that states make available to the public. We addressed this by 
contextualizing our findings with the phrase “at least [X number] of states/agencies,” to 
indicate that there may be more.  

In addition, the survey was administered by one researcher, rather than multiple coders, 
which may affect reliability. Furthermore, surveys were completed for each state in 
alphabetical order. Therefore, the states earlier in the alphabet had more time to return 
responses than those for which the form was completed later in the study period.  

Capacity constraints also affected some agencies’ ability to respond. For example, the Oregon 
Department of Environmental Quality provided a partial response because many of its staff 
had been deployed for a wildfire response.  

Our analysis does not include community members’ perspectives on the degree to which they 
experience engagement with agencies and relies on government agency definitions of 
“meaningful engagement,” which may not necessarily reflect the engagement needs and 
barriers faced by different communities across the US. While 13 responding agencies provided 
an example in which input resulted in a documented permit change, the absence of such an 
example does not necessarily establish that public input had no other effect.  

Finally, most findings are based on 28 complete or partial responses and may overrepresent 
agencies with greater engagement capacity.  
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