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ABSTRACT

In the context of siting waste disposal facilities, recent research suggests that the well-
being of individuals and communities is impacted as much by the siting process as the
outcome itself. The study results presented here stem from an ongoing, two-stage
quantitative/ qualitative investigation of impacts of the environmental assessment process
on individual and community well-being. This research uses a parallel case-study design
to investigate two proposed landfill sites in Southern Ontario. Qualitative approaches (in-
depth interviews (n=36) and media analysis) were used to address the following
objectives: to explore the meaning of the landfill siting process by examining resident
concerns; to examine the effects of the siting process by documenting psychosocial effects,
coping responses, and perceptions of effects on community; and to examine the role of
various information sources in influencing risk perception, effects, and coping. Results
indicate substantial impacts on individual and community well-being, i_rlgluding reports of
stress, hostility, and divisions within the community. The experience of psychosocial
impacts, as well as the effectiveness of both action and emotion-focussed coping
strategies, appear to be influenced by perceptions of uncertainty, intensity of concern, and
exposure to information sources. Further, the media analysis revealed that impacts were
exacerbated by the nature of reporting in the local print media. These findings have

implications for the recently revised environmental assessment process in Ontario.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Research Problem

Finding solutions to issues in waste disposal is becoming increasingly difficult. The
process of siting a waste disposal facility, even for non-hazardous waste, creates uncertainty,
anxiety, and unrest in the surrounding communities. This can lead to adverse psychosocial
effects (defined as the complex of distress, dysfunction and disability, manifested in a wide
range of psychological, social, and behavioral outcomes in individuals, groups, and
communities as a consequence of actual or perceived contamination) which can, in turn, have
long term consequences for the health of individuals and communities (Taylor et al., 1991).
Local populations are becoming increasingly opposed to facilities which they perceive may
threaten their environment and their health. There is some indication that this opposition is
due more to the uncertainty and other factors embedded in the process of siting a landfill,
rather than in the landfill itself (see Elliott et al., 1993 and 1997). This indicates a need to
identify and better understand the factors in the landfill siting/ environmental assessment

process which contribute to psychosocial effects.
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1.2 Research Context

This research is one component of an ongoing, multi-stage research programme
which employs a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches to investigate the
effects of the waste facility siting process on individuals and communities. The communities
surrounding two proposed landfill sites were selected for study: the Taro Aggregate/Philip
Environmental West Quarry site in Stoney Creek, and the Steetley/Redland Quarry Products
site in Greensville. These two sites have similar physical characteristics, involve similar
types of proposed facilities, and are geographically proximate (indicating similar overall
cultural and historical patterns). The siting processes in these communities occurred within
the same legislative context and in relatively the same time period. This research uses a
parallel case-study design to investigate similarities and differences between the siting
processes which occurred at the two sites. The results of research at the two sites are,

however, presented together in order to avoid repetition.

1.3 Objectives of This Research

This research explores experiences of the process of siting a non-hazardous waste

facility in two communities in Southern Ontario by addressing three objectives:

1) To uncover what the landfill siting process means to individuals
This research identifies and explores residents’ concerns about proposed landfill sites and
the landfill siting process in their communities, in order to understand the context of these

concerns. Particular attention is paid to the role of uncertainty in risk perception, and to
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individual perceptions of other key stakeholders (e.g. industry) in the process.

2) To explore the effects of the siting process on individuals and communities

This study investigates individual psychosocial effects and coping responses. In addition,
residents’ perceptions of the effects of the siting process on different elements of their
community, and on the community as a whole, are explored. Previous research has shown
that psychosocial effects cannot be divorced from the wider community context in which
they occur (Buttel, 1987; Edelstein, 1988) - this indicates that place is an important factor

in both the development and mitigation of effects.

3) To examine the role of various information sources in influencing perception

In this research, the sources from which residents obtained information about the landfill site
proposal are determined, but more importantly the ways in which individuals used that
information will be explored. Particular attention is paid to differences in the ways
information is regarded and interpreted, and the relative importance of different sources of
information to different individuals. How media coverage of these siting processes

influences the perception of the process is specifically investigated.

1.4 Contributions of This Research

This research contributes to our understanding of the relationships between events
which predicate environmental stress and the process of psychosocial effects. In particular,

it provides insight into the role of the environmental assessment process in the development
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of psychosocial effects, the use and usefulness of different coping strategies, and the function
of information sources. The results of this study will be used to help validate and corroborate
the results of the associated quantitative research, and to inform the development of a
modified quantitative instrument for a follow-up study. This research will also be compared
to the results of other qualitative studies which examined existing landfill sites, as well as
to the theoretical literature, to identify similarities and differences between experiences and
conceptions of psychosocial impacts.

This study examines two of the last complete siting processes taking place before a
new process came into effect in Ontario. As such, this research takes advantage of a unique
opportunity to study the previous process, in order to identify strengths and weaknesses of

the former approach and to inform future alterations to the landfill siting process.

1.5 Chapter Outline

This thesis consists of five additional chapters. In Chapter 2, literature relating to
the psychosocial impacts of landfill sites is reviewed. The chapter begins by locating this
research within geographical, interpretive, and health perspectives. This is followed by
reviews of specific areas of theory, namely environmental risk perception, environmental
stress and coping, the “risk society”, and the role of information sources in risk perception.

The two communities under study are profiled in Chapter 3. First, the two Southern
Ontario communities, Stoney Creek and Greensville, are chronicled according to socio-
demographic statistics, community contexts, and the histories of the proposed landfill sites

and the site’s proponents in both locations. Next, an overview of the legislative and political
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frameworks in which the landfill siting process operated in these two communities is given.

Chapter 4 describes the design and methodology of this research. After a brief
introduction, the study design is discussed (Section 4.2). Next, issues surrounding the choice
of methods are discussed, including the use of qualitative methods, grounded theory, and
qualitative software. Section 4.4 details the depth interview research process, then the
methods of media analysis are elaborated in Section 4.5.

In Chapter 5, the results of this research are detailed. First, reactions to the proposed
site itself are catalogued, investigating concerns about, as well as possible benefits of, the
proposal. Then, perceptions of the siting process, as separate from the site, are investigated.
The next section examines the role of information sources in this process, by looking at the
amount and foci of media coverage, and the perception of media and other sources of
information sources by the respondents. Next, the effects of the whole of the siting process
on the lives of the respondents are examined. Finally, coping strategies used by the
respondents are investigated.

A discussion of the results of this research, in which the major findings are reviewed
and compared with other related research, is included in Chapter 6. The implications of
these findings are also discussed, particularly with respect to contributions made to the
literature. This thesis ends with a discussion of the policy implications of this research, and

suggestions for further research.



CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE PSYCHOSOCIAL IMPACTS

OF PERCEIVED ENVIRONMENTAL CONTAMINATION

2.1 Theoretical Context
2.1.1 Interpretive Frameworks

This study takes Berger and Luckman’s (1966) theory of the social construction of
reality as a starting point. They propose that the social world is constantly created and re-
created by humans, but is subsequently experienced by them as objective. This theoretical
framework is widely used in the study of health since, according to many researchers, ‘illness’
is a social construct which does not exist independent of human perception (Eyles and
Donovan, 1990; Jones and Moon, 1987; Kearns, 1993). Building on this concept, this study
draws primarily on environmental stress theory and several models of communication to flesh
out how environmental risk may be constructed in modern, media-literate society.

It should be noted here that although social constructionism advances the view that
“reality” is intersubjectively constructed, the risk from environmental contamination,
specifically from landfill sites, should not be reduced to perception. Many forms of
contamination are invisible, and therefore are often left undetected until physical health effects

are seen, and sometimes long after that (Meade et al., 1988; Vyner, 1988). Conversely, the
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risk perceived by individuals and communities surrounding a landfill may be significantly
greater than the “objective” (quantitative) risk that has been identified. However, this does
not indicate that perceived risk is not “real”, for two reasons. First, quantitative risk
assessment is as much a social construct as individually perceived risk, albeit shrouded in
scientific legitimacy (Brown, 1992). Second, perceived risk plays a definite role in the
production of psychosocial impacts; that is, if the situation is defined as “real”, it will be real
in its consequences. In the case of communities in proximity to waste facilities, for example,
perceived risk has led to measurable impacts on health and well-being (Elliott et al., 1993,
Elliott et al., 1997). More research is needed to elaborate the relationships between

quantifiable risk, risk communication, perceived risk, and psychosocial effects.

2.1.2 Health Perspectives

For the purpose of this research, health is defined broadly, following the example of
the World Health Organization which in 1986 defined health as the “extent to which an
individual or group is able, on the one hand, to realize aspirations and satisfy needs and, on
the other hand, to change or cope with the environment” (in Epp, J., 1986). This definition
recognizes the need to account for a wide variety of factors in judging “health”, not just the
presence or absence of physiological illness. It goes beyond the traditional “biomedical
model” of health, which assumes that all disease has a specific, traceable, biological cause
which medical science can only treat effectively through bodily intervention (Eyles and
Woods, 1983; Jones and Moon, 1987). A more inclusive health framework is necessary to

explain the reality of health and illness (Eyles and Woods, 1983; Donovan, 1988; Evans and
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Stodart, 1990), particularly to demonstrate the connections between the landfill siting process
and psychosocial health.

This research is based in a socio-ecological model of health, based on the assumption
that illness consists of subjectively defined illness states in addition to disease processes: while
disease processes are biological, illness states are behavioural changes associated with disease
or the belief that disease is present (White 1987). This model of health allows for the
presence of psychosocial effects on health even when exposure to a disease-causing
contaminant has not occurred, and does not minimize the importance of subjective experience,

including the experience of “stress”.

2.1.3 Medical Geography

A primary area of study within geography is the relationship between humans and their
environment. In this context, medical geography investigates the influence of this relationship
on human health. Medical geography also helps to bring together the various social and
physical sciences by using “the concepts and techniques of the discipline of geography to
investigate health-related topics” (Meade et al., 1988, 3).

Early medical geography focussed on quantitative, spatial pursuits such as tracking
the spread of disease and studying health care utilization (Jones and Moon, 1987): however,
medical geography has always recognized the importance of context in studying health, as
May (1950) illustrates:

“...disease is a multiple phenomenon which occurs only if various factors

coincide in time and space. The focus of interest widens to encompass the
relationship between various factors of this complex and their respective



geographic environments. This can be called ‘medical geography’.” (9)
Recently, there has been a reassertion of the role of place in shaping health within medical
geography (Kearns, 1993; Jones and Moon, 1993; Gesler, 1992), underscored by a broadened
view of health as embedded in socio-political processes and lived environments (Kearns and
Joseph, 1993). Contemporary medical geography recognizes the role of social and
environmental processes in shaping health, and reflects an interest in how place and space
relate to socio-environmental phenomenon (Stokols, 1996). Human-environment interactions
are enabled and constrained in time and place-specific ways, contingent on social and
institutional structures (Dyck, 1995). The task of the medical geographer is to “unravel the

complex locale into its constituent elements and processes” (Wolch and Dear, 1989, 7) in

relation to health and the impacts of environmental processes on health.

2.1.4 Hazards and Environmental Contamination Research

Hazards research is another traditional area of geographic study, again because it
investigates the relationship between humans and their environment. Hazards can be defined
as “a range of natural events, manufactured systems, and people that threaten our lives and
life support systems, our emotional security, our property, and the functioning of our
societies” (Mitchell, 1989, 410). Within geography, hazards research has tended to focus on
natural hazards, such as tornadoes and earthquakes. More recently, increasing attention has
been paid to technological haza;ds, such as exposure to hazardous waste (Baxter, 1997).
Attention by medical geographers to the impacts of technological hazards on psychosocial

health is relatively recent (e.g. Taylor et al., 1989, Baxter et al., 1992, Elliott et al., 1993).
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This study will build upon (and add to) the emerging body of literature connecting

technological hazards, psychosocial effects, and coping strategies.

2.2 Environmental Stress and Coping
2.2.1 Environmental Stress

Environmental stress theory has been criticized because of its unclear conception of
“stress”, which obscures the description of relationships between stressful events and specific
outcomes (Taylor et al.,, 1989). However, the environmental stress concept is useful in
examining psychosocial effects, particularly where the emphasis is on identifying the process
of these effects rather than the outcomes alone. Baum et al. (1985) define environmental
stress as “a process by which environmental events threaten, harm, or challenge an organism’s
existence or well-being, and by which the organism responds to that threat™ (186). This is
a useful definition, as stress is seen not only as an outcome of a threatening situation, but as
an integral part of the process of evaluating and coping with that threat.

The nature of an environmental stressor can influence the development of
psychosocial impacts. Evans and Cohen (1987) classify environmental stresses as cataclysmic
(disaster events, natural or technological, which demand major adaption), ambient
(continuous and relatively stable, e.g. air pollution), life events (major changes in personal
situation), or daily hassles (situations which produce short-term irritation). In addition, stress
events can be categorized according to six additional criteria (adapted from Evans and Cohen,
1987) often used in this field (e.g. Slovic, 1987; Hallman and Wandersman, 1992): sensibility

(the degree to which stresses are consciously noticeable), value/necessity (the costs vs.
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benefits of the event); control/capacity for action (how much control the individual has to
alter or remove the source of stress); predictability (the degree of uncertainty surrounding the
event); responsibility (whether blame can be assigned for the event); and duration. In general,
events are thought more stressful when they are noticeable', have high costs and few if any
benefits to the individual, are not under the control of the individual, and are not predictable
(i.e. are uncertain). In addition, more stress is thought to be experienced when a responsible
agent can be identified, and when the event is of medium duration (Evans and Cohen, 1987).

ng_iyidual differences can also mediate the experience of psychosocial effects.
Stressful events are subjectively perceived by individuals; the same event, therefore, may be
perceived differently by different individuals| In addition, individuals’ emotional (e.g. self-
esteem) and material resources differ, and these differences may influence the nature and
degree of impact (Pearlin and Schooler, 197@

Characteristics of individuals’ social support networks, as well as of the wider
community system, can also influence the experience of psychosocial effects. Individuals who
report a snxppo;ﬁ;é socnal network experience fewer negative psychosocial impacts (Edelstein,
1988; Fleming et al., 1982). }At the wider community level, the ability of individuals to learn
about events, share their per;;tions of events with others, and influence the course of these
events, are all important (Eyles et al., 1990; Sandman et al., 1987; Freudenberg, 1991).

[ 7Information transfer, particularly through the mass media, is a key component of the

 COS

community system (Eyles et al., 1990), since the volume and quality of information an

1

Although Vyner (1988) alternatively suggests that invisible rather than noticeable threats
cause the most stress.
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individual is exposed to can influence the experience of stress and the selection of coping

sl . . ‘ % En ; L —
strategies. The perceived trustworthiness of the “official” agencies and/or institutions within
- "/

x
the wider community system in regards to an event is another important mediator of "

i

psychosocial impacts (Kasperson et al., 1992; Checkoway, 1981). Perceived unfairness in
the siting process can play a key role in the development of concern around a site (Lober,
1995). As Edelstein (1993) notes, distrust reflects the dynamics of siting, not inherent
qualities of the site (see also Baxter, 1997). This means that the avoidance or reduction of
community distrust could result in an important decrease in psychosocial impacts in the
effected community. More research is needed in this area, however, to determine how trust

is created, destroyed, and re-established by different actions and in different contexts.
The experience of psychosocial effects, then, can be mediated by characteristics of the
stressor, the individual, their social support networks and the wider community system.
@ese factors interact with one another and with the experience of psychosocial impacts
(Figure 2.1), allowing the context in which an event occurs to shape the experience of
psychosocial impacts.) v

i
2.2.2 The Siting Process, Risk Perception and Environmental Stress

Most research into the psychosocial impacts of waste disposal facilities has focussed
on sites which are already operational (e.g. Elliott, 1992; Taylor et al.,, 1991). However,
recent research indicates that there is greater evidence of psychosocial effects during the siting
process itself (Elliott et al., 1993 and 1997). In this study, the environmental stressor is a

proposed land use, not an existing one. This means that the resulting impacts (and



FIGURE 2.1

Interactions Between Contaminant, Individual, Social Network, and Community

Characteristics and Psychosocial Impacts
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consequent psychosocial effects) are related to the perception of risk rather than “actual
exposure” to an environmental contaminant which could cause harm. The literature
concerning risk assessment, perception, and management therefore provides some conceptual
guidance in this area. A distinction is often made in this literature between “actual” (i.e.
“biometric” or quantitative) risk and perceived risk (Kahneman et al., 1982; Slovic, 1987,
Elliott et al., 1993). Differences between perceived and “actual” risk stem from the
incorporation of qualitative factors (such as dread, unfamiliarity, and catastrophic potential)
into the risk assessments of the general public (Fischhoff et al., 1987). This can lead to a gap
between the risk evaluations of experts and those of lay-people, which in turn can cause
considerable strife between professional “risk managers” and the public. In this context, the
communication of risk messages and, therefore, the system of information transfer within the
wider community, is important because the promotion of differing conceptions of risk can

either reduce or increase impacts.

2.2.3 Stress Responses

A significant body of literature examines the nature of people’s reactlons to stress.

T A
e e e

Some recent research investigates the effects of non-hazardous waste sites (Elliott et al.,

1993; Eyles, et al., 1993; Baxter, 1997). however, the vast majority of this literature deals

with the impact of hazardous waste disposal. At these sites, significant emotional effects have

been reported including depression, helplessness anger fear gunlt and a feelmg of losing

e peu——

control of their own lives. These effects can be accompanied by panic, nightmares, insomnia

P S ———

and disturbances of memory and cognitive function (Coulter and Noss, 1988).
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These individual-level effects are often accompanied by effects at the level of social
networks and the community. More family worries, worries about personal health and
children’s health, and a loss of trust in others have been reported (Unger et al., 1992;
Edelstein, 1988). People may experience interpersonal conflicts as a result of exposure to a
hazard (Edelstein, 1988), either __d_i_l:gqu (because of disagreement about the nature or
intensity of the problem) or indirectly (because of the effect of the process of dealing with the
hazard on other aspects of life). Tensions_gﬁen emerge between different elements in a
community because of conflicting assessments of the risk posed by a potential or actual
hazard (Levine and Stone, 1986, Edelstein, 1988; Brown and Mikkelson, 1990). The stress
placed on the community may also exacerbate existing tensions, such as the distinctions
between younger residents who see their tenure in the community as limited and older,
established families who never intend(ed) to relocate (Fowlkes and Miller, 1982). Effects are
variable, however, and are not consistently negative: for example, increased social cohesion
has been observed as a positive effect of stressful events on social networks (Sorensen et al.,
1987), and research in the Toronto area has indicated that community members and groups
often pull together in the face of a possible or actual hazard, despite substantial differences

in social class and length of residency within the community (Walker, 1995).

2.2.4 Coping Strategies
Certain ways of coping with stress are thought to influence psychosocial processes.

Lazarus and Folkman (1984; also Folkman and Lazarus, 1988) identify two stages in coping

response: primary appraisal and secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal occurs when an
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individual identifies an environmental stressor as a threat, harm, or challenge. Secondary
appraisal takes place when the individual determines a course of action. Coping is an
ongoing process: reappraisal of the stressor may take place at any time during or after an
event. Follow-up appraisal of an event, situation, or process may occur because of any
number of stimuli, including access to new information, a new event (related or unrelated to
the original), or changes in individual lifestyle or position (Cohen et al., 1986).

Of particular interest to this research is the use of different coping strategies to deal
with the stress of the landfill siting process. Coping strategies are commonly divided into two
categories. emotion-focussed. coping responses, which include strategies such as
minimization of risk and wishful thinking; and problem-focussed coping responses - for
example, talking about the problem, getting more information about the problem, developing
a plan of action, generating solutions, or joining an opposition group (Lazarus and Folkman,
1984). Factors which are thought to influence the adoption of coping strategies include
individual style, social support such as friends, family, neighbours, community organizations,
etc., and whether or not the situation is seen as alterable (Elliott, 1992; Hallman and
Wandersman, 1992). The use of emotion-focussed or action-focussed coping strategies is
thought to be linked to the successful minimization of psychosocial effects, although the
impacts of the use of either strategy are not consistent in the literature on environmental
hazards (Unger et al., 1992). However, the use of problem-focussed coping strategies has
been linked with greater involvement in the community (Bachrach and Zautra, 1985; Elliott
et al,, 1993). It is important to note that coping strategies are not always successful, and the

process of coping with a stressor may have its own damaging effects (Cohen et al., 1986).
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For example, the use of “effortful” or exhaustive coping can lead to fatigue, while smoking
to reduce stress is physically damaging (Cohen et al., 1986).

Other frameworks can assist in categorizing coping responses. A system developed
by Anthony Giddens (1990) is particularly relevant here, since it pinpoints coping responses
which are particularly likely to be present in the “risk society” (a concept discussed further
in Section 2.3). Giddens identifies four “adaptive reactions” which stem from the perception
of modern risks. ‘Pragmatic acceptance’ is characterized by a “numbness” towards the issue
and a withdrawal into everyday life: Beck calls this “turning inwards™ (1992b). ‘Sustained
optimism’ is marked by a “continued faith in providential reason”, and therefore by ongoing
trust in the pronouncements of scientists and “experts”, regardless of their credibility.
‘Cynical pessimism’ leads to the use of black humour as a protective mechanism, while
‘radical engagement’ involves the practical contestation of social and institutional systems

which have led to the development of these risks, and is the root of social movements.

2.3 The Risk Society

To some, perception of environmental risk, and the consequent experience of stress,
is not a localized, site-specific occurrence. Certain authors, particularly Ulrich %gck/ﬁnd
Anthony Giddens, have asserted that the pervasiveness of concern about risks in Western
societies signals a fundamental shift in the way individuals and societies see and interact with
the world. They postulate that modern risks differ from past risks in several important areas.
First, modern risks represent the “dark side of progress”; that is, they are the products of

techno-economic decision-making, rather than “natural” and therefore unavoidable risk
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(Beck, 1992a; Giddens, 1990). These risks are based on causal interpretations of the actions
of individuals and institutions, and as a result are no longer seen as unavoidable “acts of
God”.

Second, modern risk is invisible, and therefore “private control over the means of
perception is overthrown” (Beck, 1987, 155). This means that individuals must rely on
centralized information (Beck, 1987), and must place trust in expert systems (Giddens,
1990). These systems are “opaque”, in that most members of society are no longer aware of
how they work - for example, few people understand the inner workings of an “engineered
landfill”. As a result, risks are often hidden within these systems (Giddens, 1990). Truth
becomes fluid in this situation because information, rather than direct sensory perception,
becomes “reality” (Beck, 1987). This means that information access and management are
extremely important in the process of defining risk.

Third, modem risks are irreversible, catastrophic, and global in scale (Beck, 1992b).
Beck (1992b) asserts that modern risks are therefore “democratic”, since all members of
society would eventually feel the effects of an environmental catastrophe such as global
warming or ozone depletion. However, he concedes that, at least at present, individuals are
differentially burdened with these new risks. In addition, the global nature of the new risks
add to the increasing detachment of space and time in modern society (Giddens, 1990): that
is, the intimate and distant become more directly connected (Beck, 1987), while local
occurrences begin to lose relevance.

Finally, modern risks are the product of a new way of looking at the world, which

both Beck and Giddens term “reflexive modernization”. Reflexive modernization describes
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the self-conscious investigation and criticism of things once taken for granted by society,
including the structure of modern society itself. The concept of “progress” and of scientific
rationality have been particular victims of this critique, which is paradoxically rooted in the
successes of science in promoting a rationalist and sceptical worldview. This has resulted in
a de-mystification of science and progress, and a recognition of the basic uncertainty of
scientific inquiry. The resulting decline of trust in science and technology, along with the
removal of the material needs that led to the acceptance of risk in modern western society,
has meant that technological risks have become less tolerable or justified, and as a result the
production of these risks has been redefined as a political, rather that techno-economic
decisions (Beck, 1992b).

The prevalence of this new conception of risk in modern society has several
consequences. Giddens (1990) postulates that recognition of/experience with modern risks
can lead to a breach in individuals’ “ontological security”; that is, their confidence in the
reliability of persons and things which prevents them from being paralysed by ‘existential
angst’ could be compromised. This security, or “protective cocoon”, is maintained by the use
of routines, which help to ‘bracket out’ unpleasant or unnerving areas of life. Facing modern
risks can lead to the destruction of this sense of security, the loss of which culminates in a
“fateful moment” where individuals find themselves at the “crossroads of existence”, unable
to turn back. Beck hypothesises a similar moment of realization, which he terms the
“anthropological shock” (Beck, 1987). For Beck, this is often the moment when security
(implying safety) becomes probable security (implying risk).

Several criticisms have been made of the risk society theory. Leiss (1994) and
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Roberts (1992) both fault Beck in particular for the lack of detail and example in his work,
and feel that this body of theory has been overstated in its significance. Certainly, this theory
is limited by its exclusive focus on modern western society, and is not convincing in its claims
that this construction of risk is entirely new and truly independent of social class. Several
questions also need to be addressed, including the role of non-global, non-catastrophic risk
in the risk society’, and the dynamics of the development of “risk appreciation” (i.e.
environmental worry) in the risk society. However, there are some important insights to be
gained from this work, particularly with regards to the role of expert systems, science and
information in the development of risk, and also the relevance of the “fateful moment™/

“anthropological shock™ concept to the stress and coping literature.

2.4 The Role of Information Sources
2.4.1 Introduction

Although it is often assumed that the media and other social networks play a large role
in meditating psychosocial impacts, research in the area of environmental stress rarely
elaborates on the nature of this relationship. Indeed, a simplistic relationship between (for
example) quantity of newspaper articles and increased concern is often assumed (e.g.
Norman, 1994; Coleman, 1995). There is little evidence, however, that this conception of the

role of the media is an accurate reflection of the nature of this relationship. In fact, much of

2

Mol and Spaargaren (1992) state that regional problems and therefore risks are quite
different from high consequence risks and therefore should not be connected to global
risks and the hypotheses of the risk society. However, this claim has yet to be critically
examined fully (see Baxter et al., 1997).
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the current research into the effects of media messages on individuals indicates that this
relationship is much more complex than previously thought (see Rosengren et al., 1985,
Liberman and Chaiken, 1992, and McCarron et al., 1994). Theories of the role of the media
in society, drawn from the mass communication literature, provide useful frameworks for

more complex analysis of the dynamics of information exchange in the landfill siting process.

2.4.2 The Social Amplification of Risk

The theory of the social amplification of risk builds on the idea that “what human
beings perceive as threats to their well-being... are less a question of predicted physical
outcomes than of values, attitudes, social influences, and cultural identity” (Renn et al., 1992,
138). Kasperson et al. (1988) assert that events interact with personal, social, institutional,
and cultural processes in ways that can heighten or attenuate individual and social perceptions
of risk, which can in turn shape behaviour (see Figure 2.2). According to Renn (1991), the
process of social amplification begins with an event (e.g. the proposal of a landfill) or the
recognition of an adverse impact (such as groundwater contamination). Individuals or groups
then select specific characteristics of, or information concerning, these events and interpret
them according to their own perceptions and mental schemes. These interpretations are made
into a message, which gets communicated to others. In essence, as individuals and groups
collect and respond to information about risks, they act as “amplification stations™ through
which specific types and parts of risk messages are transmitted. Transmission of these
messages causes a “ripple effect” which can spread specific conceptions of risk throughout

the social system, adding to the possibility of certain societal outcomes, such as litigation
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Social Amplification of Risk
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(Renn et al., 1992).

This model highlights the importance of information sources, but does not deny the
role of information interpretation and representation/reconstruction on the part of individuals
and groups within society. It therefore provides a useful framework for understanding the

role of information sources in risk perception and the development of psychosocial impacts.

2.4.3 The Uses and Gratifications Model

According to this perspective, media are used by their audiences to achieve certain
ends: to gather information, to entertain, to release tension, to develop personal identity and
interpersonal relationships (Severin and Tankard, 1988). The media competes with other
sources of need satisfaction (Rosengren et al., 1985), and individuals select the articles they
read and the programs they watch based on interest (Severin and Tankard, 1988). The
audience, therefore, is not composed of passive receivers of information, but active
consumers of media goods which are offered in response to their demands (Lowery and
DeFleur, 1988).

At the same time, media messages which threaten the achievement of certain goals
may be purposely avoided or selectively interpreted (Sandman, Weinstein, and Klotz, 1987,
Liberman and Chaiken, 1992; Wiegman et al., 1992). This means that individuals may choose
to ignore messages which they feel would disrupt their lifestyle (such as concerns about the
impacts of a landfill).

Although there is some evidence to support this conception of the media’s role, the

uses and gratifications model does not adequately explain why individuals may process
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information in a way that may have negative impacts on their health (for example, by
overestimating personal risk, thereby causing stress-related impacts on health). For example,
in a study of messages concerning residential radon, Sandman, Weinstein, and Klotz (1987)
found that 20% of their sample showed considerably more concern about radon than was
expected or considered warranted given low “quantitative” risk: this reaction to media

messages cannot be accounted for using a “uses and gratifications” model.

2.4.4 The Agenda Setting Hypothesis

According to the agenda-setting hypothesis (e.g. Figure 2.3), the media does not tell
people what to think, but it does tell them what to think about. One researcher sums up this
postulate in reference to news coverage of health issues:

Through their [the media’s] selection... they set the agenda for public policy.

Through their disclosure of medical discoveries they affect personal behavior.

Through their style of presentation they lay the foundation for public attitudes

and actions. (Nelkin, 1985, 643).
The media play an active role in defining certain situations as problems: they authenticate the
facts considered in the formation of public opinion, legitimate viewpoints, and prioritize issues
(Faupel et al, 1991). The media also dictate what issues are in the public mind: according to
the “coverage attitude hypothesis”, a rise in the quantity of coverage about an issue results
in both the overestimation of the frequency of certain events and the increase in public
reaction to these events (Mazur, 1981). This, combined with findings that the amount of

media attention to a hazard appears to be unrelated to its “objective” importance (Ader, 1995,

Singer and Endreny, 1987) but is instead concerned with an event’s “newsworthiness”



Time 1

Public’s Agenda

1. “The debt”
2. Unemployment
3. Crime

4. Pollution

FIGURE 2.3

A Hypothetical Case of Agenda-Setting
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Time 3

Public’s Agenda

1. Pollution
2. “The debt”
3. Unemployment

4. Crime

With continued exposure to media messages, the public is convinced of the
importance of certain issues over others.

Adapted from Severin, W.J. and J.W. Tankard. 1988. Communications Theories: Origins
Methods, Uses. (2™ ed.) New York: Longman.
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(Spencer and Triche, 1994; Singer and Endreny, 1987), leads to the assertion that the media
has considerable power in setting the public agenda. In addition to selectively presenting
issues to the public, the media ‘frames’ events in certain ways that help to define occurrences
as particular kinds of events (Spencer and Triche, 1994). This ‘framing’ influences the way
in which people construct events: for example, by polarizing issues (Faupel, 1991) and by
constructing and reinforcing dualisms such as ‘progress vs. the Neo-Luddites’ (Ganson and
Modigliani, 1989), natural vs. technological (Spencer and Triche, 1994) or jobs vs. the
environment. In addition, the media serves to legitimate authority through the use of “official’
sources (Coleman, 1995). These observations of the ability of the media to indirectly affect

the content of public debate are worthy of further study.

2.4.5 The Importance of Context in Interpreting Media Messages

These models of communication identify possible mechanisms by which information
communicated about the landfill siting process may influence individuals and communities.
However, the assertion that the content presented in the media can alone cause certain
behaviours should be rejected, since this ignores the complex patterns and interactions of
people’s lives (Anderson and Meyer, 1988; Jensen, 1995). Instead, interpretations of media
messages are viewed as embedded in personal histories and contexts. No single, true meaning
can be derived from the content itself, because meanings are constructed (Anderson and
Meyer, 1988). The communication of risk messages is particularly variable, because the
information being communicated is complex, technical, uncertain, and often contradictory.

In addition, the sources of risk information often lack credibility; and strong public beliefs are
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resistant to change (Loomis and duVair, 1993). In these circumstances, many other factors
besides the message itself come into play. For example, Copley (1992) found that, although
media were the most widely mentioned source of info, other forms of communication,
particularly face-to-face contact with “officials’, provided what was perceived as more trusted
and useful information. The setting in which the communication of information about
potential and actual hazards takes place is vital. Eyles (1990) makes this point in the context
of “social marketing”, highlighting the importance of context in understanding responses to

competing messages.

2.5 Summary

This chapter began by providing the theoretical context of this research, detailing a
number of relevant models, frameworks, and approaches including social constructionism,
conceptions of health, medical geography, and hazard research. This review has concentrated
on concepts which are particularly useful in relation to this research: for the most part, the
frameworks most suited to this research accept the tenets of social constructionism, working
under the assumption that the creation of “reality” is a fluid, ongoing, and participatory
process.

The characteristics of environmental stressors, individuals, social networks, and
communities which influence the development of psychosocial effects were reviewed. A wide
range of potential factors in the development of these effects were reported, many of which
may be relevant for this research. Potential effects and coping strategies were also

documented: again, a wide variety of effects (at both the individual and community level) and
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strategies have been reported in the literature. However, there is a lack of consistency
regarding the utility of emotion versus action focussed coping strategies in previous research.

Although the literature on coping with environmental stress is quite extensive, it fails
to adequately address two important issues. First, the literature primarily deals with the
effects of environmental stress and the process of coping at the individual level. Although
some research looks at the links between stress, interpersonal relationships, and coping (e.g.
Elliott, 1992; Unger, 1992), few studies address this at other levels of analysis (for example,
at the level of the community). Second, the nature of coping strategies, and the links between
stressor/individual/societal characteristics, coping responses and the prevalence and nature
of psychosocial effects, are not well documented in the literature. This research adds to
existing work by exploring coping strategies, their usefulness, and their relationships to
psychosocial impacts in more detail.

The “risk society’ literature was also reviewed, to determine the relevance of Beck and
Giddens’ conceptions of the effects of global, invisible, and catastrophic technological risk
on society to this research. The assertion in this literature that there is a growing mistrust of
technology in modern society, and that this concern may culminate in one “fateful moment”,
is of particular interest here, as is the hypothesis that risk is “democratic”.

Finally, various theories of the role of information sources were reviewed. The
premise that risk messages are amplified and attenuated by societal actors, the conception of
individuals as intelligent and active consumers of information, and the hypothesis that the
media plays a role in determining key issues within society are particularly pertinent.

However, certain gaps in the media and communication literature have been identified. There
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has been little investigation of the ways in which media and other messages are interpreted
in varying contexts. This is in part due to the difficulty inherent in determining how messages,
or parts of messages, have been incorporated into people’s daily lives. Separating media
effects from wider social effects is difficult, as is attempting to understand how these variables
actually interact (Anderson and Meyer, 1988). Investigation of these relationships, however,
is necessary given the hypothesized importance of information as a mediating factor in the
experience of psychosocial effects. This research attempts to overcome some of the
difficulties in this area of study by combining traditional methods of media investigation (e.g.
content analysis) with in-depth interviews in which individual responses to media and other

messages are explored.



CHAPTER 3

COMMUNITY PROFILES

3.1 Introduction

In order to address the research objectives (Section 1.3), the communities
surrounding two proposed landfill sites were selected for study: the Taro Aggregate/Philip
Environmental West Quarry site in Stoney Creek, and the Steetley/ Redland Quarry Products
site in Greensville. The proposed facilities and their “host” communities are in geographical
proximity (Figure 3.1) and so share an overall environmental, social and legislative context.
However, there are a number of important differences between the sites and the communities
in which they are situated. The two sites are compared in detail in the following sections,
focussing on the physical characteristics of the sites and on the socio-demographic and
historical characteristics of the communities. The sites are compared and contrasted, rather
than discussed separately, in order to more effectively describe similarities and differences
between the sites. The major actors involved in the decision-making processes, the processes
themselves, and the outcomes of these processes are also outlined and compared, in relation

to the overall legislative framework in which these processes have taken place.
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3.2 The Communities
3.2.1 Community Histories and Contexts
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FIGURE 3.2

Steetley/Redland Proposed Landfill Site in Greensville*
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is projected to increase to from 29,615 in 1991 to 52,925 by 2021(Hamilton-Wentworth
Planning and Development Department, 1992). However, Greensville is considered a rural
settlement according to the Regional Municipality of Hamilton-Wentworth Official Plan
(1990). This means that development in this area is limited to infilling where possible, and
cannot increase the demand for services (e.g. exceed the capacity of the environment with
regards to septic tanks). In practice, this will ensure that Greensville remains a small, rural
community. Greensville is primarily zoned as residential, with a small number of commercial
and institutional sites (Town of Flamborough, 1988).

The Stoney Creek community under study is also located above the Niagara
escarpment, in this case to the east of the City of Hamilton, directly above the “downtown”
area of Stoney Creek (Figure 3.3). Because of the geographical proximity of the two sites,
their early history in many ways is very similar - as noted by an observer in 1872:

In each township there was the same monotony of forest and swamp,

the same climate, and the same number of wild beasts. The early

settlers in the different townships belonged to the same class of people,

and went about their work in much the same way. One was as far from

the civilized world as the other, and there was with all of them the

never changing monotony of hard work and poverty. Suffice it to say

as regards to these townships, that they grew much the same as the

others (Illustrated Historical Atlas of the County of Wentworth, 1971).

However, the area of Stoney Creek above the escarpment was never heavily populated or
industrialized - this area remained predominantly farmland until about 25 years ago, when new
residential development turned many of the farms into subdivisions. This community has

grown remarkably in the past few decades, and continued population growth and residential

development for the area is planned: when development is completed, the population of this



FIGURE 3.3

Taro Aggregate Proposed Landfill Site in Stoney Creek*
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area is expected to triple (Table 3.1). This area is now perhaps best characterised as a new
suburb of Hamilton, which has access to municipal water supplies and various other services,
but which lacks a historical “centre” to give focus to the new development. The area around
the proposed landfill site is zoned for a mix of low, medium and high density housing, with
a few areas zoned ‘commercial’, “institutional’, and ‘open space’ (City of Stoney Creek,
1994). However, many vestiges of the area’s rural past remain, including a number of
working farms, and protected natural areas (including conservation areas). Residents who
are aware of the area’s history are proud to note that the family of local 1812 war hero Billy
Green® lived and farmed in their area. In addition, the community (similar to Greensville)

lacks certain services such as a professional fire department and a “shopping plaza™.

3.2.2 Community Organization

The Regional Municipality of Hamilton-Wentworth was established by the Region of
Hamilton-Wentworth Act in 1973 as the central planning authority for physical, social, and
economic planning and development (Hamilton-Wentworth Economic Development
Department, 1995). It is responsible for all waterworks, sewage and waste disposal, policing,
roads and drainage, transit, social services, health, planning and economic development within
its boundaries. It is controlled by Regional Council, made up of a directly elected regional

chair, the mayors of the 6 constituent municipalities, all 16 members of Hamilton City

3

A local youth who led British troops to the site of what would become known as the
“Battle of Stoney Creek™ under the cover of night to surprise the advancing American
army (Evans, 1970).
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Population Projections for the Stoney Creek Study Area

Re<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>