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Abstract

This paper discusses some of the lessons learned by one government agency, the
Massachusetts Toxics Use Reduction Institute, in its work with local coalitions to reduce
the use and presence of toxic chemicals in their communities. It explores how the
agency’s experiences in this area might inform future governmental efforts to promote
sustainable household consumption more broadly.

Background

The Toxics Use Reduction Institute at the University of Massachusetts Lowell
(“the Institute”) is a multidisciplinary research, education, training, and policy center that
is unique in the United States in terms of its focus and scope. Its mission is to promote
reductions in the use of toxic chemicals or the generation of toxic byproducts in
Massachusetts. Created by landmark legislation (the Toxics Use Reduction Act of 1989),
the Institute is part of a larger award-winning1 state program that has become a national
model for promoting safer and cleaner alternatives to toxic chemicals.2

Over the past several years, the Institute has conducted research in the area of
sustainable consumption, one of whose goals is to prevent the use of toxic products in the
first place rather than controlling their environmental impact post-use. The Institute has

* The author wishes to thank her colleagues Jack Luskin, Associate Director, and Eileen Gunn, Community
Program Coordinator, for their assistance in preparing this paper.
1 In 1999, The TUR Program was recognized by the Innovations in American Government program, which
strives to identify and celebrate outstanding examples of creative problem-solving in the public sector. The
prestigious award was given by the Ford Foundation and the John F. Kennedy School of Government at
Harvard University in partnership with the Council for Excellence in Government. For more information,
please visit http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/innovations/.
2 For more information about the Institute’s programs and publications, please visit http://www.turi.org .
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published an overview of sustainable consumption initiatives in the United States.3

Currently, the Institute is working with community-based partners in Massachusetts’
second-largest city on a project designed to reduce household consumption of mercury-
containing products.

An important part of the Institute’s mission is the dissemination of information to
toxics users about ways to reduce their use of toxic chemicals (process redesign, use of
less-toxic alternatives, etc.). Many of the Institute’s information-based programs are
aimed at supporting industrial change, because a primary focus of the Act is the
identification and promotion of alternative industrial processes that enhance the economic
vitality of Massachusetts firms, while protecting the environment, workers, and public
health. Yet the law’s scope extends well beyond manufacturing and commercial sectors.
Indeed, the Act mandated the Institute to "provide toxics use reduction training and
assistance to citizens, community groups, workers, labor representatives, and local
government boards and officials."

In response to this mandate, the Institute launched its Toxics Use Reduction
Networking (TURN) Grants Program in 1995. The TURN Program provides seed money
to community groups and municipalities to launch projects that educate communities
about toxics use reduction (TUR) through the development of strategic partnerships.
This program has helped homeowners, consumers, workers, municipal agencies, schools
and small business managers to understand how they can reduce potential risks to the
environment and public health by decreasing their reliance on toxic chemicals. The
program’s emphasis on collaboration and networking among citizens groups, government
agencies and businesses has generated some outstanding models for how TUR projects
can become truly community-wide efforts.

TURN Grants Program

The Institute awards two types of grants under the TURN Program: Community
Awareness projects designed to raise awareness and understanding of TUR, and
Municipal Integration projects that foster incorporation of toxics use reduction/pollution
prevention strategies into local municipal activities and functions. All projects must meet
the following criteria to receive funding:

• Involve active partnerships and collaboration among community organizations,
local government, and/or local businesses;

• Raise the level of awareness, understanding, and/or implementation of TUR
concepts and practices at the community or municipal level;

• Produce a concrete product such as an awareness campaign, informational
materials, training workshops, surveys, policy or strategic TUR plan;

• Be replicable and transferable to other communities; and
• Be feasible within the time period of the grant program (usually one year, due to

state funding restrictions).

3 This report may be downloaded from the Publications page of the Institute’s website.
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As long as they address the issue of toxic chemical use in Massachusetts
communities, projects can focus on a wide range of topics. For example, past projects
goals have aimed at: educating owners of small businesses (e.g., hair and nail salons, dry
cleaning shops, auto body shops) about toxics use reduction techniques; helping
municipalities create policies and procedures regarding toxics use; reducing the use of
toxic chemicals in schools, both in science and vocational classrooms and in general
building maintenance; and teaching Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking workers about the
risks of toxic chemicals in their workplace. The projects that have been funded serve as
educational tools and models for citizens, local government, and businesses interested in
reducing toxics.4

The TURN Program reflects the Institute’s intent to leverage change at the local
level indirectly, through local actors. As a non-regulatory state agency, the Institute has
no authority to compel behavioral changes. Moreover, it lacks the capacity or resources
to send outreach workers to all households or even to launch campaigns in every
community: approximately 6.5 million people live in Massachusetts’ 351 cities and
towns. It is the Institute’s philosophy that it can have the greatest impact by enabling
local groups to define local problems and reach local audiences in the manner that they
choose - rather than mail out millions of brochures, for example. Consistent with this
philosophy, the Institute plays a facilitative and supportive role by providing TURN
Program grantees with training and mentoring on a variety of topics (toxics use reduction
techniques, collaborative problem solving, etc.).

The overall funding level for the TURN Program is $50,000 annually. Support
comes from the statewide TUR program, which is supported by fees charged to industries
that use large quantities of toxic chemicals. The average size of a grant ranges from
$3,000 to $10,000. To date, the TURN Program has funded 45 projects (approximately 6
to 8 projects per year).

TURN Projects and Sustainable Household Consumption

The TURN Program is not a “sustainable household consumption” initiative per
se. The Program never uses the term “sustainable consumption” in its grant application
form or other literature. Furthermore, the Program does not even specifically target
households as users of toxics – its goal is to reduce the use or presence of toxic chemicals
anywhere in a community, which might mean schools, municipal operations, or
businesses.

At the same time, the Program has provided an opportunity for community groups
to tap government resources in order to encourage households to reduce their use of toxic
products. In this way, the Program has supported efforts by local coalitions to promote
sustainable household consumption (albeit under a different name). A subset of TURN
Program projects has sought to decrease the consumption of toxics and toxic-containing
products by households – a step toward making household consumption more

4 Many of the projects and their products are featured on the Institute’s Community Website at
http://www.turi.org/community .
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sustainable. These projects have focused on a variety of topics, including lawn and
garden care, cleaners, and pesticides. Presented below are brief descriptions and lists of
the partnering organizations for each project, with current projects listed first:

• Springfield Toxics Awareness and Reduction (STAR). Partnering
Organizations: four community-based groups.
The STAR Project is a collaborative effort to increase awareness of toxic use in
bilingual, immigrant and low-income communities by training local community
health advocates. One set of trained advocates is focusing on engaging
Vietnamese nail salon workers, owners and residents in designing and delivering
outreach and educational materials addressing the toxic substances to which they
are exposed. The second set of advocates is educating residents of Vietnamese,
Latino, and African American neighborhoods experiencing high asthma rates
about non-chemical pest control methods. The project will produce a TUR
Training Manual for Community Health Advocates and pamphlets in Vietnamese
and Spanish.

• A Living Lawn...A Lawn for Living [Organic Lawn and Garden Demonstration
Site]. Partnering Organizations: Town of Marblehead, local environmental
groups.
This two-year project initiated the development of the state's first municipal
organic lawn demonstration site. The partnership developed the site as an
ongoing educational resource center on pesticides and organic turf management.
A series of educational seminars for professional landscapers and the public were
offered and a website and video developed.

• Lexington Community Toxic Waste Reduction Initiative. Partnering
Organizations: Town of Lexington, local businesses.
The partnership educated residents, municipal departments and local businesses
on incorporating toxics use reduction techniques in their homes and workplaces.
The town collaborated with local businesses, including chemical, manufacturing
and biotechnology companies, to develop local case studies and compile a TUR
profile of Lexington. In addition, on-site displays were created for a new regional
household hazardous waste drop-off center that serves up to 23 communities.

• Toxics Use Reduction begins at home, in the garden, on the lawn... Partnering
Organizations: City of Newton, local group, local business.
A coalition developed a community education program and library resource
center on pesticides and alternatives to pesticides. A direct result of this project
was the adoption of an Integrated Pest Management Policy by the City of Newton.

Through these projects, the TURN Program has successfully advanced the cause
of sustainable household consumption by fostering the development of tangible products
to educate consumers about their toxic chemical use. These brochures, fact sheets,
newsletter articles, videos, and resource centers are now available for use by groups in
other communities.
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In addition, the Program has enabled local groups to develop approaches for
addressing sustainable household consumption that are easily replicable and transferable.
For example, the Marblehead partnership has received numerous calls from communities
across the state requesting information on organic lawn care and the development of a
demonstration site. The project also inspired another community, the Town of Wellesley,
to apply for and receive a TURN Program grant to promote pesticide alternatives.
Building on the support and experience of the TURN projects in Marblehead and
Newton, a Wellesley coalition is currently developing and implementing a pesticide use
reduction strategy for all town-owned and private land, buildings, and schools.

The relative paucity of TURN Program projects focusing on household toxics use
does not necessarily indicate local indifference to this issue. Rather, it reflects, in part,
the fact that the issue is not yet on the radar screens of many community-level
organizations in Massachusetts. The increase over time in TURN projects aimed at
reducing residential toxics use indicates two trends: 1) information about the effects of
household toxics use is beginning to percolate through communities, and 2) community
coalitions perceive household toxics use to be an important issue once they have learned
about it.

Lessons Learned and Implications for Sustainable Consumption Initiatives

Through the TURN Program, the Institute has gained six years’ experience
working with local coalitions to reduce the use and presence of toxic chemicals in their
communities. The Institute has learned some lessons from this experience that will
inform its future efforts in the broader area of sustainable consumption. This section
discusses these lessons so that they may serve as a useful guide to government agencies
looking to move forward in this direction.

• Community-level change requires collaborative partnerships. The TURN
Program has demonstrated that broad-based, multistakeholder collaboration is a
prerequisite for helping create a broad vision and support for addressing toxics on
a community-wide basis. The successful projects were those that had strong
cross-sector partnerships as well as “champions”– i.e., a team that a leader could
lead. This suggests that a local sustainable consumption initiative would need to
meaningfully involve different segments of the community from the start in order
to succeed.

• Concepts and language can be barriers. Many communities had a hard time with
“toxics use reduction” as a concept and a term. A significant number of
(unsuccessful) Program applicants showed that they had difficulty understanding
TUR by submitting proposals that incorrectly equated TUR with recycling or end-
of-pipe controls. “Sustainable consumption” is a term that is arguably even less
intuitive and more nebulous than “toxics use reduction.” It would serve the
Institute well to find a more accessible term before it embarks on a major
initiative in this area.



6

• Public health is an effective “hook”. Compared to the rest of the U.S.,
Massachusetts has a high incidence of particular types of cancer (especially breast
and prostate) which cannot necessarily be attributed to genetic or lifestyle factors.
In addition, like the rest of the country, Massachusetts is experiencing an
epidemic of asthma among children, particularly in urban areas. The TURN
Program projects with a household consumption dimension appear to have been
directly motivated by residents’ concerns about the links between the
use/consumption of toxic products and their potential health effects. This
suggests that a community will be particularly receptive to learning about
sustainable consumption if it is already concerned about the impact of the
environment on public health and if the sustainable consumption message is
couched in public health terms.

• Issues appeal across income levels. Low-income and wealthy communities alike
showed interest in promoting toxics use reduction. This suggests that average
income may not by itself be a predictor of whether a Massachusetts community
will identify residential toxics use/consumption as a local problem. There is
potential, then, for government agencies to work with community coalitions in
poorer communities on sustainable consumption issues, provided the issues are
framed in a way that resonates in these communities.

• Community-based projects require delicate balancing acts. On the one hand, the
TURN Program has demonstrated the importance of allowing local groups to
define their environmental priorities and identify their audiences. In developing
future sustainable consumption programs, agencies such as the Institute must be
careful not to impose an external agenda on community initiatives. At the same
time, the TURN Program experience has shown that most communities lack basic
knowledge about the toxic constituents and products in their homes. This points
to a need for governments to provide such information even if – or perhaps
especially if - the communities are not aware that a problem exists. In embarking
upon sustainable consumption initiatives, then, agencies must strike a delicate
balance between supporting communities and dictating their priorities.

Next Steps

The Institute is exploring possibilities for promoting sustainable household
consumption. Development by the TURN Program of information products about
household toxics would help community groups focus on household consumption (and
free them up to conduct outreach). The Institute also has the opportunity to try to transfer
the lessons learned and the products developed from TURN projects targeting business or
vocational audiences to those that address households (e.g., projects focused on toxics in
cosmetics and cleaning products). Future Institute research may focus on how to measure
the impact of government-sponsored initiatives on residential consumption patterns.


