
INNOVATIVE STRATEGIES,
CONCRETE RESULTS
State PIRGs have always sought to add effective new
strategies to our traditional “toolbox” of research,
advocacy and organizing. In courtrooms and in corpo-
rate boardrooms, in Congress and through the initia-
tive process, state PIRG staff have consistently
worked to create avenues for the pursuit of social
change. But our innovations have not only been fo-
cused on the achievement of specific programmatic
goals. Through our organizing efforts on college
campuses, our tireless work to train new activists, and
our creation of more than a dozen other organizations
devoted to the public interest, the state PIRGs have
helped build a strong movement capable of even larger
victories in the future.
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Ballot initiatives: empowering citizens
to make public policy

Special interest influence over politics is an old
problem. In an earlier era, industrial trusts and
political machines controlled many aspects of lo-
cal, state and national governance. Turn-of-the-
century progressive reformers proposed a num-
ber of remedies – including giving citizens the
power to propose and enact their own laws through
the process of initiative and referendum.

The state PIRGs use the initiative and referendum
process to help the public overcome more mod-
ern forms of special interest influence. When state
legislatures fail to act on reforms supported by
the majority of citizens, state PIRGs often put the
issue directly before the voters. Over the past 30
years, citizens have enacted PIRG-supported ini-
tiatives to speed the cleanup of hazardous waste
sites in Washington, ease voter registration and
preserve public lands in Colorado, save utility
consumers more than $1 billion in Oregon, and
set low thresholds for campaign contributions to
political candidates in a number of states.

Winning a ballot initiative is never easy – espe-
cially on a meager budget. While special interests
often spend millions of dollars on advertising and
public relations to get their message across in ini-
tiative campaigns, state PIRGs have usually em-
ployed a more grassroots approach – bringing to-
gether large numbers of volunteers to gather sig-
natures, distribute leaflets, and spread the word
about the initiative in their communities.

When citizens unite behind an initiative, they of-
ten stick together after the campaign, win or lose,
to further their cause. In 1976, advocates for a
Bottle Bill in Massachusetts lost narrowly on Elec-
tion Day, but they continued to build public sup-
port for the measure across the state. Their efforts
paid off five years later when the Legislature en-

acted the Bottle Bill over a gubernatorial veto.
Other MASSPIRG initiative campaigns – such
as the successful 1986 drive to speed up haz-
ardous waste cleanups and the failed 1992 ef-
fort to create recycling standards for product
packaging – spawned the creation of perma-
nent citizens’ groups that continue to advocate
on these issues today.

At times, the mere prospect of a citizen initia-
tive has convinced lawmakers to take action.
Again, MASSPIRG provides examples. In
1989, the real possibility of a ballot initiative
campaign led lawmakers to pass a first-of-its-
kind, MASSPIRG-supported toxics use reduc-
tion law. A decade later, MASSPIRG and al-
lies collected the signatures needed to place a
measure on the ballot that would ban the ap-
plication of the most dangerous chemical pes-
ticides in schools and day care centers. But
before voters had the chance to cast their bal-
lots, the Legislature followed through by en-
acting an even stronger law.

In many states, PIRGs work with local resi-
dents to place good ideas before the public
through local and county initiative processes.
CALPIRG was a leading participant in efforts
to win two breakthrough local initiatives in San
Francisco: a 1999 law banning surcharges on
ATM transactions in the city, and a 2002 law
that made San Francisco the first major city in
the U.S. to adopt instant runoff voting (a pro-
cedure that prevents the election of candidates
who lack true majority support). While the
ATM surcharge ban has been overturned fol-
lowing a banking industry legal challenge, San
Francisco is planning to move ahead with in-
stant runoffs starting in 2003.

Of course, ballot initiatives are not immune to
the type of big-spending campaigns typical of
races for elected office. State PIRG-backed

Dana Lyons’s country song, “Our State Is a
Dumpsite,” became the theme of the WashPIRG-
led 1986 initiative campaign to oppose the
designation of Hanford, Wash., as the nation’s
first high-level nuclear waste dump. Washington
voters approved the initiative with 83 percent of
the vote.

CoPIRG Executive
Director Rich McClintock

campaigns for measures
to curtail sprawling

development. CoPIRG-
backed state and local

initiatives during the
1990s led to the

preservation of millions
of acres of open space

and extension of the
Denver area’s light rail

system.



ballot initiatives have routinely faced multi-
million-dollar special interest opposition – of-
ten financed through direct corporate contri-
butions of the kind that are illegal in races for
Congress and the presidency. Typically, spe-
cial interest money is poured into misleading
public relations and advertising campaigns.
One common tactic is for the opposition to run
a competing ballot campaign, diffusing (and
confusing) support for the public interest mea-
sure. Yet, even when PIRG-supported initia-
tives are defeated, a measure of victory is of-
ten achieved by simply putting the best pos-
sible proposal before the public.

Recognizing the potential of the initiative pro-
cess to bring about reform and spur public dis-
cussion of the issues, the state PIRGs have ad-
vocated for the adoption of initiative and refer-
endum processes in states that do not currently
allow them, as well as at the federal level. State
PIRGs have also taken leadership in working
to make the initiative process responsive to the
public – opposing unfairly high signature re-
quirements that put initiatives beyond the reach
of citizen groups and supporting measures to
limit corporate contributions to initiative cam-
paigns.

Keeping up the momentum beyond
election day

State PIRG-led initiative campaigns have led
to the formation of several citizens’ groups
that continue to advocate on important issues
today.

Created in the wake of MASSPIRG’s success-
ful 1986 hazardous waste cleanup initiative,
the Toxics Action Center assists grassroots
groups throughout New England in campaigns
to combat local environmental and public
health hazards. In recent years, for example,
the Center has helped local activists spur the
cleanup of dirty coal-fired power plants in
Connecticut, stop the indiscriminate spraying
of toxic pesticides for mosquito control in
Boston, and prevent the siting of a new middle
school next to a former landfill in Maine.

Launched in 1990 to support a ballot campaign
to reduce the use of dangerous pesticides,
Pesticide Watch provides support to local
campaigns in California to protect the public
from pesticide-related health threats. In 1999,
for example, the Los Angeles Unified School
District – the nation’s second largest – adopted
a Pesticide Watch-supported policy to phase
out the use of the most dangerous pesticides
on school grounds.

When a multi-million-dollar opposition
campaign led to the defeat of a MASSPIRG-
backed recycling initiative in 1992, supporters
of the proposal continued their work as the
Recycling Initiative Campaign (later, Recy-
cling Action). Now focused on improving
municipal recycling programs, Recycling
Action was instrumental in convincing the city
of Boston to broaden the reach of its curbside
recycling program in 2001.
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Consumer Advocate
Jon Golinger
campaigns in support
of a pioneering local
initiative in San
Francisco to ban
ATM surcharges. San
Francisco voters
approved the
measure, but it was
later overturned in
court.



Student involvement has been a decisive factor in
social movements ranging from civil rights to
apartheid to the environment, providing the cre-
ativity, vision and idealism that fuel change.

Since the 1960s, this rich history of campus ac-
tivism has dovetailed with two other important
ideas in education: growing appreciation of the
value of experiential learning, and the concept of
civics training as an educational mission – giving
individuals the tools they need to function effec-
tively in a democracy.

Marking this confluence of educational ideas and
democratic opportunities, the state PIRGs were
born in the early 1970s. Adopting Ralph Nader’s
concept of a student-funded, student-directed pub-
lic interest group, young people organized them-
selves into effective organizations on campuses
nationwide in the 1970s. Today, thousands of stu-
dents participate in PIRG projects and campaigns
on more than 100 campuses nationwide, provid-
ing much of the vitality to modern state PIRG cam-
paigns.

Student involvement in PIRG has taken many
forms. Many PIRG students have made their mark
through research – conducting price surveys at
local grocery stores, walking alongside streams
to document illegal water pollution, or exposing
consumer rip-offs.

But it doesn’t always take a research report to
convince students to take action on a problem. As
concern about the environment grew on college
campuses in the 1970s and 1980s, many students
were eager to take part in campaigns for practical
solutions to environmental problems. Over the
years, thousands of student PIRG volunteers have
collected signatures on initiative petitions, spo-
ken to citizen groups, or met with local elected

representatives on these and other issues, play-
ing a crucial role in many environmental vic-
tories.

In recent years, student PIRGs have focused
increased attention on providing service to the
community. Student PIRGs have a long tradi-
tion of community service – going back to the
consumer hotlines and renters’ rights guides
of the 1970s. But the organizations’ commit-
ment to service expanded in 1985 with the for-
mation of the National Student Campaign
Against Hunger and Homelessness, and again
in the mid-1990s with the launching of
AmeriCorps-supported Community Water
Watch projects in Massachusetts and New Jer-
sey. Since 1985, the National Student Cam-
paign has raised more than $1.25 million for
hunger relief efforts, while volunteers with
Community Water Watch programs have re-
moved more than 2.7 million pounds of trash
from polluted waterways.

Students’ work on public interest issues has not
always been appreciated off-campus – espe-
cially by those special interests that oppose
PIRG-supported reforms. Beginning in the
early 1980s and continuing today, special in-
terests have applied intense pressure to state
legislatures to curb students’ rights to assess
themselves fees to support PIRG chapters and
other organizations that seek to influence pub-
lic policy. While several states have enacted ver-
sions of this “campus gag rule,” the overwhelm-
ing support PIRG chapters enjoy from students
and faculty has enabled most to withstand the
challenge.

A major reason for that broad-based support is
the educational value of PIRG programs on
college campuses. At each campus chapter,
PIRG professional staff work with faculty to
design course-credit internships for students
wishing to learn grassroots organizing, policy
research, media relations and other elements
of public interest advocacy. PIRG staff work
to hone and build upon the public speaking,

PIRG campus chapters: teaching citizenship,
making a difference

Student involvement in
PIRG takes many forms. (Top)
Students with a CALPIRG
campus chapter staff an
informational table. (Above)
Members of New Jersey
Community Water Watch – a
project of NJPIRG Student
Chapters and AmeriCorps –
take samples from a waterway.

NJPIRG student Chuck Bowe (second from left)
presents a check to Rutgers University President Ed
Bloustein following the settlement of a NJPIRG
clean water lawsuit against Arrow Industries. The
money funded university studies on water pollution.
NJPIRG Director Ken Ward (left) and Campus
Programs Director Gina Collins (right) look on.



writing, and critical thinking skills students
have learned in the classroom – and then give
interns the chance to test those skills in real-
life campaigns.

For students who successfully complete a se-
mester-long PIRG internship, the reward is of-
ten more than a good grade or course credit – it
is the knowledge that their efforts made a con-
crete difference and that they possess the skills
to make such a difference again, on whatever
issue they choose.

Even for students who do not take part in a
course-credit internship – or who don’t partici-
pate in PIRG activities at all – the student
PIRGs epitomize the idea that college students
can, and should, participate in the lives of their
communities and make their voices heard
within our democracy. Through voter registra-
tion drives, class presentations on important
issues, and periodic “reaffirmation” votes – in
which students decide whether to continue
funding their campus PIRG chapters – PIRGs
send the message that students’ voices matter,
both on campus and in the world beyond.

The student PIRGs’ brand of civic education
fills a gaping hole within an educational sys-
tem that too often teaches young people how
government is supposed to work, without ex-
posing them to how it actually does work – and,
more importantly, how individuals can exercise
their rights within a free society to change gov-
ernment behavior. In an era in which America’s
democratic institutions are threatened by spe-
cial interest dominance of government and de-
clining civic participation, the need to “teach
citizenship” to young people, as the student
PIRGs do, is more pressing than ever.

Helping students build a better campus
and a better world

State PIRGs have often worked with student
leaders to form new organizations to apply
the lessons we’ve learned to other brands of
student activism.

Free The Planet! – Born of student efforts
in 1995 to stop the Newt Gingrich-led

rollback of environmental laws, Free the
Planet! builds networks of student
environmental activists around issues
ranging from global warming to

genetically engineered foods.

National Student Campaign Against
Hunger and Homelessness – Founded
in conjunction with USA for
Africa in 1985, the Campaign
works with students nation-
wide to promote awareness,
service and advocacy on
poverty issues. Through the
annual Hunger Cleanup, the
Campaign has raised more
than $1.2 million for hunger
relief.

Student Empowerment Training
Project (SET) – Since the mid-1980s,
SET has provided training on
grassroots organizing skills to student
governments to help them become more

effective advocates for students’ interests.

Equal Justice Works –  In 1986, PIRG
staff helped form the National Association
for Public Interest Law (later, Equal Justice
Works) to enhance law students’ knowledge
of and access to career opportunities in the
public interest.
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36Rev. Jesse Jackson
meets PIRG student
leaders (from left)
Derek Cressman of
MASSPIRG, Maureen
Kirk of OSPIRG, and
Andre Delattre of
CALPIRG in 1988.
Cressman now directs
the state PIRGs’
federal democracy
program, Kirk is
executive director of
OSPIRG, and Delattre
serves as national
campus director for
the state PIRGs.



U.S. PIRG advocate
Kathleen Welch (left)

testifies before a
congressional committee

in 1986 in opposition to a
plan to exempt the nuclear
industry from liability for

accidents.

U.S. Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis once
likened states to laboratories of democracy. The
state PIRGs have always taken this premise to
heart – advocating effective state-level policies to
protect the public interest, and, in the process,
often establishing models for similar action in
other states and at the federal level.

To take advantage of the opportunity to “import”
good ideas from other states – and to advocate on
issues that transcend state lines – state PIRGs have
long shared information and ideas. In the early
years, such cooperation was largely informal. But
in 1983, the state PIRGs moved toward more for-
mal cooperation through the creation of a federal
legislative office, known as U.S. PIRG. Under the
leadership of Gene Karpinski – the office’s first
and only executive director – U.S. PIRG has
brought the PIRG brand of hard-hitting research
and non partisan advocacy to Capitol Hill.

The PIRGs’ federal office is unique among pub-
lic interest groups in the nation’s capital because
it is directed by the state organizations. State
PIRGs – through their representatives on the U.S.
PIRG board of directors – determine U.S. PIRG’s
legislative agenda and meet several times each
year to review its priorities. The close bonds be-
tween the PIRGs’ state and national work have
helped to strengthen PIRG advocacy at all levels.

In many cases – from banking reforms to new
toxics right-to-know laws, and from safeguards
against unsafe toys to voter registration reforms –
PIRG-won state laws have paved the way for simi-
lar, U.S. PIRG-supported reforms at the federal
level. U.S. PIRG’s federal work has also benefited
from the expertise gained by state PIRG staff in
local and state-level campaigns.

In the early 1980s, for example, state PIRGs
sounded the alarm about toxic waste and the
threats it posed to citizens’ health and safety.
While PIRGs in states such as Massachusetts
and New York sought strong state laws to has-
ten the cleanup of toxic sites and penalize pol-
luters, it became clear that federal-level action
was needed as well. So in 1984, state PIRGs
made reform of the federal Superfund law a
top priority on Capitol Hill. U.S. PIRG Envi-
ronmental Advocate Rick Hind (now legisla-
tive director of Greenpeace’s Toxics Campaign)
was able to draw on the PIRGs’ lengthy expe-
rience in toxics issues to help win a tough fed-
eral Superfund law in 1986 that included strong
protections for citizens’ right to know about
toxic threats.

U.S. PIRG also champions ideas that allow
states – and individual citizens – to take strong
action to protect the public interest, regardless
of who holds power in Washington, D.C. Right-
to-know laws, “citizen suit” provisions in the
Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act, and pro-
visions that allow states to adopt tough clean
air standards are among the policies U.S. PIRG
has won or defended to empower citizens and
states to go beyond the minimum standards
enshrined in federal law.

On some issues, however, there is simply no
good substitute for federal action. Take clean
air, for instance. Throughout the 1980s, state
PIRGs documented air pollution problems
ranging from acid rain to urban smog that af-
fected millions of Americans. But while PIRGs
urged states to limit their own emissions of
dangerous pollutants, there was little they could
do to prevent pollution from drifting in from
states with more lax standards. Working in coa-
lition with national environmental and health
groups – and taking advantage of Earth Day
1990 to enlist the support of hundreds of thou-
sands of citizens – U.S. PIRG helped win a new
federal Clean Air Act in 1990 with measures
designed to improve air quality in the nation’s
most polluted areas.

The state PIRGs’ federal legislative office: a voice
for the public interest on Capitol Hill

U.S. PIRG’s Kimberly Larson (left)
and Adam Ruben (right) present citizen

postcards in support of strong federal
clean air standards to EPA

Administrator Carol Browner.

The state PIRGs’ federal
legislative office opened  in
the mid-1980s with a staff of
seven, among them (from left)
advocates Rick Hind, Michael
Caudell-Feagan and Pam
Gilbert.



The PIRGs’ strong presence in the states also
adds a layer of accountability for members of
Congress. In 1995, when House Speaker Newt
Gingrich launched a wholesale attack on the
nation’s environmental protections, U.S. PIRG
lobbyists worked with Republican moderates
such as Rep. Sherwood Boehlert of New York
to build rank-and-file opposition to the roll-
backs on Capitol Hill. But those efforts would
likely not have succeeded were it not for the
state PIRGs’ work to inform citizens across the
country about where their representatives stood
on the issues. PIRG staff and volunteers dis-
tributed hundreds of thousands of “Congres-
sional Scorecards” to citizens and collected
more than 600,000 signatures (out of a total
1.2 million collected by the environmental com-
munity) on a petition to Gingrich and mem-
bers of Congress, making representatives in-
creasingly hesitant to support anti-environmen-
tal proposals. The rollback drive was defeated,
with House Majority Whip Tom DeLay forced
to concede, “we have lost the debate on the
environment.”

U.S. PIRG’s basic mission has changed little
over the last 20 years, but its size and strength
have grown tremendously. From a staff of seven
in the mid-1980s, U.S. PIRG has expanded to
include more than 40 full-time advocates, re-
searchers and organizers today, making it one
of the leading voices for the public interest on
Capitol Hill and an important resource for state
PIRGs across the country.

TOY SAFETY:
A case study in state/national cooperation

The efforts of PIRG advocates in state capitals
and in Washington, D.C., often complement
each other. The passage of a 1994 federal toy
labeling law is a case in point.

1986: OSPIRG conducts the first in a series of
annual, holiday-season toy safety surveys.

1989: U.S. PIRG conducts a safety
survey based on the Oregon model.
Similar reports over the next decade

lead to the recall of more than 100 unsafe
toys.

Early 1990s: The state PIRGs direct U.S.
PIRG’s Lucinda Sikes to draft a model law to
be introduced in state legislatures requiring
warning labels on toys that pose a choking
hazard to small children.

1992: Connecticut becomes the first state to
adopt a choking hazard labeling law, following
advocacy by ConnPIRG.

1994: Sen. Richard Bryan (D-NV) tells U.S.
PIRG consumer advocate Ed Mierzwinski that
the toy industry would agree to national
standards similar to the Connecticut law if
PIRG would stop lobbying for state labeling
laws. State PIRGs agree to support the Child
Safety Protection Act of 1994, which passes
Congress.

1995-2002: State PIRGs continue to survey
store shelves each holiday season to monitor
implementation of the 1994 law and to identify
toys that pose other safety hazards.
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U.S. PIRG’s Athan Manuel calls on Congress to
protect the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge from oil
drilling at a Washington, D.C., news conference.

U.S. PIRG’s Anna
Aurilio meets with
U.S. Rep. John
Lewis of Georgia.



In the U.S., corporations possess a kind of
“supercitizenship” – enjoying all the rights and
privileges of individual Americans, but with few
of the perceived responsibilities to society at large.
Unfortunately, some corporations abuse those
privileges, engaging in practices that endanger
consumers and the environment, or using their
power and wealth to quash public interest reforms
supported by millions of “real” citizens.

To hold corporations accountable to their respon-
sibilities as “citizens,” activists began in the 1960s
to experiment with new tactics.  From the United
Farm Workers’ grape boycott to the South Africa
divestment movement of the 1980s, a new kind of
organizing effort began to emerge: the corporate
campaign.

For the state PIRGs, corporate campaigns have
proven to be an effective way to stop environmen-
tally damaging business practices and set high
standards for other businesses to meet. Using
media events, shareholder resolutions, direct ad-
vocacy with corporate leaders and, more rarely,
boycotts, the state PIRGs have won concrete
changes in the behavior of many corporations.

The decision to “target” a corporation is never
taken lightly, and is usually the result of a coali-
tion effort among a variety of groups. Typically, a
corporate campaign begins with the issuance of a
call for specific changes in a corporation’s poli-
cies or practices, along with a request to meet with
executives in a position to make the changes. In
the event the call is rejected, the campaign goes
public with its requests.

“Going public” can entail the release of a report

chronicling  a corporation’s policies or actions
on the environment, such as the report U.S.
PIRG released in 1998 to kick off its corporate
campaign targeting BP, Arco, Exxon and Chev-
ron for their plans to drill for oil in the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge. Or it can mean erect-
ing a billboard along a busy highway, as sev-
eral state PIRGs in the southeast did in 2001 to
challenge Southern Company’s operation of
numerous coal-fired power plants in the region
that fail to meet modern emissions standards
and endanger public health.

Publicity efforts are especially effective when
a corporation’s actions conflict with the image
it presents of itself as a good citizen. For ex-
ample, BP has gone out of its way to paint it-
self as a “green” oil company, stating its goals
of doing “no damage to the environment” and
of going “beyond petroleum.”  Unfortunately,
that self-image conflicts with a long track
record of pollution that the state PIRGs publi-
cized in a series of reports. In 2002, in the wake
of the PIRGs’ four-year corporate campaign on
the issue, BP dropped its support for an indus-
try coalition lobbying Congress to open the
Arctic Refuge to drilling.

But corporate campaigns often achieve the
greatest results in less public settings, such as
corporations’ annual shareholder meetings.
Over the past decade, the PIRGs have worked
closely with the Green Century Funds – a fam-
ily of environmentally responsible mutual funds
founded by the state PIRGs in 1991 – to intro-
duce pro-environment shareholder resolutions
at the annual meetings of several major corpo-
rations.

While the resolutions themselves are rarely
adopted, a strong showing can put intense pres-
sure on executives to change a corporation’s
stance on an issue. For example, PIRG/Green
Century-supported resolutions have led
PepsiCo to adopt new soda packaging that saves
25 million pounds of aluminum annually and
Intel to allow environmental and community
groups to monitor implementation of the

Corporate campaigns: using the power of shareholders
and the media to change corporate behavior

Attorney Charles Caldart
of the PIRG-initiated
National Environmental Law
Center and Maureen Kirk of
OSPIRG call on AT&T to
adopt the Valdez Principles
(later the CERES Principles)
for corporate environmental
responsibility at a 1991 press
conference.

Staff and volunteers with ecopledge.com visit the
headquarters of Dell and BP to deliver the
campaign’s requests for changes in the
corporations’ environmental policies.



company’s health and safety policies.

In 1999, the state PIRGs and campus environ-
mentalists launched one of the most sophisti-
cated – and thus far, successful – environmen-
tal corporate campaigns to date. Called
ecopledge.com, the campaign uses a combina-
tion of tactics to win changes from a variety of
corporations. One novel aspect of the campaign
is the “ecopledge” itself, in which students and
others vow not to work for, buy products from,
or invest in targeted companies if they fail to
adopt specific practices to reduce their nega-
tive impacts on the environment.

In just its first three years, ecopledge.com has
played a role in convincing Coca-Cola to use
recycled plastic in its soda bottles and in get-
ting Ford and General Motors to drop their
participation in the Global Climate Coalition
(an industry lobbying group that opposes the
Kyoto Protocol and other measures to curtail
global warming). Most recently, the campaign
helped convince Staples to phase out the sale
of products made from endangered forests and
to commit to greater use of post-consumer re-
cycled content in its paper products.

With more Americans expressing interest in
socially responsible investing – and with the
enormous investment holdings of religious
groups, labor unions, and other organizations
with a stake in corporate social responsibility
– the potential of shareholder advocacy to in-
fluence business behavior is just beginning to
be tapped. Using the power of this new tool –
along with the time-tested tools of direct advo-
cacy, publicity campaigns and consumer ac-
tions – state PIRGs will continue to hold cor-
porations accountable to their responsibilities
to the environment and society at large.

Funds offer new opportunity to push
for corporate accountability

The South African divestment movement
of the 1980s demonstrated the potential of
socially responsible investment practices
to forward social change. In the wake of
Earth Day 1990, many individuals sought
similar opportunities to use their invest-
ments to promote environmental causes.

In 1991, the state PIRGs founded the
Green Century Funds. The Green Century
Balanced Fund invests in environmentally
responsible companies, including compa-
nies that make positive environmental
contributions – and also invests small
amounts in companies with poor records
in order to advocate changes in corporate
environmental practices. The Green
Century Equity Fund, meanwhile, directs
investments away from companies that
flout the most basic standards of environ-
mental responsibility.

Unlike other socially responsible funds,
proceeds from the management of the
Green Century Funds go not to a for-profit
corporation, but to non-profit groups that
advocate on behalf of the environment.

The Green Century Funds have also
distinguished themselves in their use of
shareholder advocacy to influence
corporate behavior. Over the past decade,
Green Century has participated in the
filing of shareholder resolutions at the
annual meetings of Intel, PepsiCo, BP,
Campbell Soup Company and other
corporations, seeking improvements in the
companies’ environmental practices.
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MASSPIRG

Toxics Policy
Analyst Hillel
Gray addresses
a Raytheon
shareholders’
meeting in 1990
to urge the
company to end
its use of ozone-
depleting
chemicals.



The Supreme Court’s landmark 1954 decision
in Brown v. Board of Education illustrated the
power of litigation to bring about sweeping
changes in society. In the decades since Brown,
advocates for various causes have turned to the
courts to obtain justice when legislatures and
government agencies have failed to act.

The state PIRGs have a long record of advocacy
in the courtroom. Over the last three decades,
PIRG attorneys have used litigation to compel
government agencies to enforce environmental
and consumer protections, to take on illegal
polluters, and to protect citizens’ legal rights.

In no area of litigation have the state PIRGs
been as active – or as successful – as in the
enforcement of environmental safeguards.
Federal environmental laws such as the Clean
Water Act and Clean Air Act give citizens the
right to bring lawsuits against illegal polluters
when government agencies fail to enforce the
law – as has too often been the case in states
around the country.

New Jersey in the 1980s was a prime example
of government indifference in the face of
industrial pollution. In one study, NJPIRG
examined more than 3,000 documented viola-
tions of the federal Clean Water Act by New
Jersey industries. Only three percent of the
violations were met with any kind of govern-
ment response. The total number of fines: three.

In 1983, NJPIRG and Friends of the Earth
teamed up to file the first in a series of citizen
lawsuits against New Jersey polluters. Over the
next decade, NJPIRG staff, under the direction
first of Ed Lloyd and then Ken Ward, would file
53 clean water lawsuits – forcing companies

such as Exxon, Chevron and Georgia-Pacific
to cease their illegal pollution of the state’s
waterways and pay $32 million for penalties
and environmental projects.

NJPIRG’s work set a precedent. In 1985, the
state PIRGs established a national litigation
unit, which would later spin off to form the
National Environmental Law Center, headed
by veteran PIRG attorney Charles Caldart. To
date, NELC lawsuits filed on behalf of state
PIRGs and other organizations have forced
dozens of polluters to end their illegal
discharges and spend more than $200 million
on court-ordered penalties and pollution
reduction efforts.

The state PIRGs’ environmental lawsuits
have had a far-reaching impact. Millions of
dollars in penalties assessed through the
lawsuits have been channeled into local
efforts to clean up and restore threatened
ecosystems. Countless would-be polluters
have been forced to think twice about their
behavior due to the threat of citizen litigation.
And in cases ranging from stopping the
Army’s unsafe disposal of old bombs in
California to reducing pollution from salmon
farms in Maine, PIRG lawsuits have set
important legal precedents that will lead to
long-term environmental improvements.

Illegal polluters haven’t been the only targets
of PIRG environmental litigation. State PIRG
attorneys have frequently challenged govern-
ment agencies when they fail to properly
implement environmental protections. In
1996, PennPIRG sued the EPA for the
agency’s failure to enforce a key provision of
the Clean Water Act that requires testing of
waterways and the development of water-
way-specific cleanup plans. The lawsuit
prompted Pennsylvania officials to take
action to implement the long-neglected
program. Similarly, in 2001, U.S. PIRG

Litigation: defending the public interest
in the courtroom

National Environmental Law Center attorney
Charles Caldart (second from left) and Robert F.
Kennedy, Jr. of the Natural Resources Defense
Council (far right) discuss the NELC/NRDC
lawsuit against the U.S. Navy for illegal pollution
at its Bremerton, Wash. shipyard.

NJPIRG’s Ed Lloyd and
NJPIRG student activist
Mary Cozzolino announce
the filing of a clean air
lawsuit against New Jersey
Steel of Sayreville.



joined environmental groups and state
officials in filing suit against the EPA for the
agency’s failure to limit releases of air toxics
from cars and trucks as required by the 1990
Clean Air Act.

State PIRGs have also used litigation to
protect the interests of consumers. In 1997,
Ohio PIRG filed a lawsuit against Buckeye
Egg – then the state’s largest producer of
eggs – for its practice of rewashing and
repackaging eggs up to six months old and
selling them to consumers as new. The
lawsuit spawned calls for a congressional
investigation and eventually resulted in new
rules barring the backdating of eggs. It also
garnered widespread attention when Buckeye
Egg sued Ohio PIRG director Amy Simpson
for allegedly violating the state’s “veggie
libel” law, which prohibits the disparagement
of agricultural products. The suit – similar to
one filed against Oprah Winfrey in Texas –
was later dropped, but the negative publicity
helped slow the spread of “veggie libel” laws
to other states.

History has shown that even the best environ-
mental and consumer protections are worth
little if they are ignored by corporations or
left unenforced by government. State PIRG
attorneys will continue to use litigation as a
tool to ensure that the ideals contained in our
laws are translated into real progress for the
public interest.
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Diary of a lawsuit: PennPIRG v. P.H. Glatfelter

1984: Pennsylvania environmental officials
issue a water discharge permit to P.H.
Glatfelter Co., which operates a pulp and
paper mill in Spring Grove, Pa. The permit
sets limits on the color of Glatfelter’s dis-
charges of industrial wastewater to Codorus
Creek.

1980s and 1990s: Glatfelter continually
violates the discharge limits. Rather than fine
the company, state officials enter into a “side
agreement” easing limits on the color of the
company’s discharges. Locals in downstream
York, Pa., refer to Codorus Creek as “The Inky
Stinky” for its dark reddish-brown color and
foul odor.

1997: An accident at the Glatfelter mill further
contaminates the creek, killing 3,600 fish.

June 1999: Attorneys with the National
Environmental Law Center file suit against
Glatfelter in U.S. District Court on behalf of
PennPIRG and local residents, seeking to stop
the company’s illegal discharges to the creek.

February 2001: U.S. District Court Judge
Silvia H. Rambo sides with NELC and
PennPIRG, ruling that Glatfelter had “never
complied” with the monthly color limits in its
1984 permit. Rambo also rules that the
agreement the company had negotiated with
state officials was invalid.

October 2001: Judge Rambo approves a
settlement in which Glatfelter agrees to make
$30 million in environmental upgrades and
significantly reduce the color of its discharges
by April 2004. The company also agrees to
pay a $2 million penalty – believed to be the
largest of its kind in state history – which will
support environmental improvement projects
along the creek.

PennPIRG
Director David
Masur (right)
and York
resident Thomas
Foust talk to the
press about the
court’s ruling
against P.H.
Glatfelter Co.



When history books tell the story of social move-
ments, they often focus on the role of charismatic
leaders – men and women who, through their hard
work and extraordinary abilities, capture the
public’s imagination.

But much of the work of social change takes place
behind the scenes – driven by the efforts of orga-
nizers, advocates and individual activists whose
activities don’t often reach the history books.
These “unsung heroes” know that successful or-
ganizing is a craft, the basic rules of which can be
taught to anyone, but which can only be taken to
its highest level through years of practice and con-
stant attention to detail.

Teaching the craft of making social change is a
central mission of the state PIRGs. Over the past
30 years, PIRGs have developed training programs
designed for everyone from first-time activists to
seasoned advocates.

At its most basic level, the state PIRGs give thou-
sands of young people each year their first expo-
sure to citizenship and organizing skills. Through
course-credit internships with PIRG campus chap-
ters and summer jobs with PIRG citizen outreach
campaigns, young activists learn how to use the
time-tested tools of democracy – such as door-to-
door-canvassing, petitioning and outreach to the
media – to achieve concrete results on issues of
importance to their lives.

Most of those who take part in a summer canvass
or campus internship gain a new understanding
of the issues and of the importance of citizen par-
ticipation. For some, however, the experience is
the beginning of a lifetime of activism. Many of
today’s PIRG leaders – people like the state

PIRGs’ national democracy program director
Derek Cressman, OSPIRG Executive Director
Maureen Kirk and PennPIRG State Director
Beth McConnell – began their careers as PIRG
student volunteers or canvassers, as have many
people who now play important roles in other
public interest organizations.

State PIRGs provide ample opportunities for
young people to transform their idealism into
full-time professional work on behalf of the
public interest. Each year, PIRGs hire dozens
of recent college graduates as campus and field
organizers, citizen outreach office directors, and
issue advocates. These new staff begin their
PIRG careers with classroom training in how
to identify and recruit activists, plan campaigns,
raise money, hold press conferences, and lobby
decision-makers – and then follow up that train-
ing with on-the-job experience.

To further develop new leaders, the PIRGs es-
tablished a two-year Fellows Program in 1995,
through which recent college graduates  receive
intensive training and mentoring in advocacy
and field organizing skills and then immedi-
ately put their new skills to work within the
state PIRGs – running campaigns, developing
new issue areas, or expanding the organiza-
tions’ reach into new geographic terrain.

Every PIRG staffmember participates in train-
ing in some way – either as a trainer, mentor or
participant. Senior staff– such as political writ-
ing expert Rich Hannigan, campaign strategist
Margie Alt, and research director Susan Rakov
– frequently lead sessions at regional and na-
tional PIRG trainings in their areas of exper-
tise. And many experienced staff work directly
with younger staff as mentors, meeting fre-
quently to review their progress and provide
tips for success in their work.

In recent years, state PIRGs have created a
separate, in-depth training process for new ad-
vocates who come into the PIRGs with ad-
vanced degrees or experience with other orga-
nizations. During a series of weeklong train-

Training: Building skills for successful activism

Earth Day organizer Denis Hayes leads a
workshop for PIRG staff at the state PIRGs’ 1989
national training in Denver.

[ [ [ [The state PIRGs’ National
Campus Director Andre
Delattre conducts a training
session for new campus
organizers. Organizers will
then teach the citizenship
skills they learn to thousands
of students on campuses
nationwide.



ing events, new advocates examine case stud-
ies of previous PIRG campaigns, critique their
current projects and programs, and hone their
organizing and advocacy skills.

PIRG staff with varying job descriptions and
responsibilities come together for regional and
national training events, such as the annual
Denver training held each December. Several
recent Denver trainings have been built around
detailed campaign simulations, in which staff
of varying experience levels work together to
plan and execute a mock public interest cam-
paign – and then step back to evaluate what
went right and what went wrong.

Like all fields, organizing and advocacy are
constantly being reshaped by advances in tech-
nology, shifts in the political atmosphere, and
the changing availability of resources. Sharing
up-to-date information on these trends is criti-
cally important. By continually revising the
core PIRG training “curriculum,” and by shar-
ing knowledge among staff through in-house
newsletters, e-mail listservs, meetings and con-
ferences, state PIRGs ensure that all staff –
whatever their experience level and wherever
they work – are able to perform to the peak of
their abilities.

The sum of all these efforts is a staff of people
who see training as a core part of building the
public interest movement and treat it that way
in their daily work – as well as a flood of people
who have moved through the PIRGs and carry
a more informed, complete view of their role
in shaping the world to their work and their
lives as citizens.

Training new environmental leaders

In 1992, the state PIRGs took their commit-
ment to developing young activists a step
further with the creation of Green Corps, the
field school for environmental organizing.
Founded by veteran PIRG organizers Gina
Collins-Cummings and Leslie Samuelrich,
Green Corps recruits promising students
from campuses across the country and –
through a year of intense classroom training
and hands-on campaign work – gives them
the knowledge and skills to become the next
generation of environmental leaders.

Over the past decade, Green Corps has
become an invaluable resource to the
environmental community. More than 150
young people have passed through the
Green Corps training program. In the
process, those trainees have made important
contributions to campaigns run by the Sierra
Club, Greenpeace, Defenders of Wildlife
and more than 40 other national, regional
and local groups. Today, nearly all of Green
Corps’ graduates play important roles in
movements for social change, including
many who now direct environmental
organizations or campaigns. Many Green
Corps alumni also continue to participate
actively in the program – joining national
environmental leaders in serving on the
Green Corps board of directors and in
sharing their expertise with current trainees.

David Brower was a strong supporter of
Green Corps before his death in 2000. He
once said, “The Earth, which is taking a
beating at human hands, is awash with
people who express concern about it, but
there is a drought of people able to organize
to stop the abuse. Green Corps prepares
university graduates for the essential
commitment to end the drought.”
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Field School for Environmental Organi

Veteran canvass
director Jon Scarlett
has spent the last two
decades improving
the effectiveness of
PIRG citizen
outreach efforts.
Here, he trains new
canvassers in how to
mobilize public
support for state
PIRG campaigns.
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