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sumption patterns and lack of forceful po-
licy leadership in reducing reliance on fos-
sil fuels as suggested by the fact that there
were no changes made to the Corporate
Average Fuel Economy standards for pas-
senger cars during the review period.
Others are tied to the failure to consistent-
ly apply the polluter pays and user pays
principle, e.g. for water and energy use,
which if applied could reduce demand for
these resources. Yet others are tied to bro-
ader, problematic societal trends, includ-
ing growing poverty and health problems.
Interestingly, the report pays considerable
attention to environmental conditions on
Indian reservations.

A broad report but lacks 
in depth

In part because the report tries to co-
ver so much, it has difficulty doing issues
justice. In reading about U.S. approaches
to climate change, for example, one is left
desiring greater discussion as to why se-
veral U.S. states and municipalities have
felt it necessary to take the lead in clima-
te change policies and programs. Moreo-
ver, one is left thinking there should be at
least some mention made of the efforts by
the automobile industry to prevent the en-
forcement of California’s carbon dioxide
emission reduction requirements. There
are also a variety of issues that do not get
covered by the report, such as the con-
sumption-environment-waste relationship
or noise-related pollution. Reader of the
report should also be aware that in some
places the report is already dated. This if,
for instance, the case with the discussion
of energy policy given that the Energy Po-
licy Act of 2005 was passed only after work
on the report had been concluded. The re-
port also does not mention U.S. opposi-
tion to European efforts to promote
REACH, (Registration, Evaluation, and
Authorization for Chemicals) in its discus-
sion of U.S. cooperation on chemicals ma-
nagement.

Of the 51 recommendations that the
team generated, many are quite general
and basically suggest that the U.S. govern-
ment continue to do what it has already
started to do in recent years: expand use

noxide, lead, nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide,
particulate matter, and volatile organic
compounds were “strongly decoupled”
from economic growth and links these
developments to the effects of the U.S.
Clean Air Act and the introduction of
market-based instruments and voluntary
measures (p. 34). It speaks positively
about the shift in the U.S. towards greater
flexibility for states in how they fulfill
federal requirements and it notes that the
U.S. Clean Air Act has been one of the
most successful pieces of legislation from
a cost-benefit perspective. It singles out the
United States as a global leader in climate
change science and a pioneer in the in-
troduction of market-based instruments.

The OECD team did find substantial
areas in need of improvement, however.
Air pollution intensities for many com-
mon pollutants, for example, remain rat-
her high compared with other OECD
countries and pose human health risks.
An estimated 160 million individuals live
in areas that are in non-attainment for
ozone and/or particulate matter. Infant
death rates are higher in the U.S. than in
other G-7 countries, and chronic diseases,
some caused by or aggravated by environ-
mental factors, are on the rise. Risks from
exposure to indoor air pollutants is quite
high among some groups, particularly
school children. Furthermore, the U.S. is
the world’s largest consumer of energy
and contributor to global greenhouse gas
emissions.

Many of the problem areas the EPR
identified are linked to U.S. energy con-

Ten years after the Organization for
Economic Cooperation (OECD) is-

sued its first Environmental Performan-
ce Review (EPR) of the United States the
second evaluation of the country’s envi-
ronmental programs, policies, and outco-
mes was released this year. The 284-page
EPR is broad in coverage and relatively
tame in its conclusions. Environment-
alists are likely to be disappointed by the
report’s mild tone; industry is likely to be
encouraged by the report’s findings of
substantial progress in the U.S. at decou-
pling environmental outcomes from eco-
nomic growth. The United States govern-
ment appears pleased with the report’s
conclusion. The Department of State has
already posted information about the re-
port on its website: “The United States has
improved its environmental performance
in the past eight years, even as its econo-
my and population have grown, says a re-
port from the Environmental Performan-
ce Review Program” of the international
OECD. “The report documents, for exam-
ple, that from 1996 to 2005, the United
States reduced pollution during a period
when there was a ten percent increase in
the size of the population and a 30 per-
cent increase in the nation’s gross domes-
tic product.” (1)

Achievements and need of
improvement

The report finds much to praise about
U.S. environmental achievements. It
points out that emissions of carbon mo-
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of incentives to promote voluntary wildlife
conservation and co-operative conser-
vation approaches through voluntary part-
nerships; strengthen management of pro-
tected areas and persist with newly
initiated efforts to strengthen coastal and
marine protection, wetland protection and
restoration efforts; make urban develop-
ment more sustainable through approa-
ches such as EPA’s Smart Growth pro-
gram, redevelopment of brownfields, and
urban environmental programs.

Others adopt the cost-benefit langua-
ge which has come to be favored by indus-
trial interests and many in government.
This language emphasizes weighing the
economic costs of proposed measures
with their presumed environmental be-
nefits in order to rationalize environmental
legislation. Critics of the cost-benefit 
analysis approach tend to raise the envi-
ronmental justice concerns that frequent-
ly remain when cost-benefit analyses are
applied to environmental problems. Thus,
the report recommends implementing a
“cost-effective national system to achieve
targeted reductions of emissions from
existing power stations” (p. 34). (2) It also
calls for expanding the role of market-
based instruments in order to increa-
se cost-effectiveness and economic effi-
ciency in environmental management.

While the report’s 51 recommenda-
tions may not be earth-shattering, many
of them, if adopted by the U.S. govern-
ment could do much to further streng-
then U.S. environmental performance or
improve its international environmental
image. Examples include the recommen-
dations to revitalize Corporate Average
Fuel Economy standards for motor vehi-
cles; to make greater use of economic in-
struments in the transport sector that 
would benefit the environment, such as road
pricing, fuel taxation, and incentives to
purchase fuel-efficient and low-emission
vehicles and fuels; to review government
financial assistance, including subsidies,
preferential loans, and tax incentives, for
the provision of environmental services
so that it better takes into account the pol-
luter pays and user pays principles; to ex-
pedite ratification of international envi-
ronmental agreements that the U.S. has

signed, like the Stockholm Convention on
Persistent Organic Pollutants or the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity.

Environmental Performance
Reviews – A meaningful 
monitoring tool?

In an article addressing OECD Envi-
ronmental Performance Reviews, Markku
Lehtonen, who was himself a reviewer for
several other OECD EPRs, notes that a
problem with most EPRs is that they tend
to be too cumbersome to read as they 
are written in impersonal and technical
language. Their conclusions, moreover, typi-
cally are written in such a way as to win
the confidence, trust, and support from
the national governments that are being
reviewed. As a result, the recommenda-
tions tend to be written in “soft, consen-
sual, diplomatic, and general” terms 
that fail to elicit desired public debate. (3) 
Lehtonen’s general assessment of OECD
EPRs applies to the US EPR as well.

The OECD EPRs do have a role to play,
even if there are many ways in which they
can be criticized for their short comings.
The mere fact that an external organiza-
tion has committed to regular evaluations
of performance should place a certain
pressure on national governments to
show improvements over time. Thus,
while the U.S. government can bask in
the international recognition of its envi-
ronmental accomplishments, it must also
face up to some rather harsh critiques of
its policy performance, such as in relation
to pollution-related health problems. Mo-
reover, the report is a valuable tool for con-
ducting cross-temporal and cross-natio-
nal comparisons within and among
countries that have been reviewed by the
organization and can aid in efforts to sys-
tematize data collection over time. Final-
ly, this is but one of a growing number of
systematic, cross-national efforts to eva-
luate countries’ environmental and sus-
tainability performance. Other efforts in-
clude the Environmental Performance
Index, which ranked the U.S. 28th among
nations in its performance level or the En-
vironment Sustainability Index, which
ranked the U.S. 45th. Taken together these

kinds of evaluation tools can be very im-
portant for applying pressure on govern-
ments and citizens to strengthen their
performance.

The value of the report might be greater
if the overall number of recommenda-
tions were reduced. Fifty-one recommen-
dations seems to be a lot to focus atten-
tion on. The potential to collapse recom-
mendations is certainly there. In many of
the chapters were recommendations for
greater coordination and cooperation
among agencies and between federal and
state agencies in policy creation and en-
forcement. Thus, for example, there are
at least three separate recommendations
calling for: 1.) ensuring that federal and
state enforcement activities for air quali-
ty management are well-coordinated, 2.)
improving co-ordination and co-operation
in establishing federal water objectives
and policies, and 3.) emphasizing co-
herence and co-operation among federal
agencies and between federal and state
bodies concerned with environmental
management.

Policy makers, or at least their staff,
might be more likely to pay attention to
the report if it made more specific and in-
novative policy recommendations.

Notes
(1) Cheryl Pellerin, “U.S. Has Improved Environ-

mental Performance, Panel Says: International
review shows substantial gains, suggests im-
provements,” January 10, 2006,
http://usinfo.state.gov/gi/Archive/2006/Jan/1
1–210449.html

(2) It is interesting to note that carbon dioxide is
absent from the list of air pollutants (SOx, NOx,
and mercury) referenced; this has been a mat-
ter of considerable debate in the U.S. Congress. 

(3) Markku Lehtonen, “OECD Environmental Per-
formance Review Programme: Accountability
(f)or Learning?” Evaluation, Vol 11(2): 169–88,
quotation from p. 182.
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