
Policy Memo Assignment 
 
If you’ve never read a style guide, I strongly recommend looking at The Elements of 
Style as you write. It is nice and short, and its advice will help you out in every writing 
task you ever engage in – as the authors note, this could be anything from a job 
application cover letter to an article to a memo for the boss. Clean, clear writing is 
invaluable. 
 
This is a policy course, so we are going to write as if we were writing for a specific boss. 
The first rule of writing for your boss is: Bosses are busy people. These memos will be 
short, but chock full of information. There should be no wasted words. To get to that 
point, we will be editing and rewriting. The specified length is 350 to 600 words. 
 
You are asked to write 2 policy memos over the course of the class. You may choose the 
topics and the institutions that you are writing to. The requirements are as follows: 
1. You should select 2 different topics. 
2. You should select 2 different institutions. 
3. You should address one topic that should be addressed at the local, state or national 
level, and one topic that requires international cooperation.  
 
To define this further a local or national issue is one that can be successfully addressed 
without the cooperation of any other nation. Your memo could involve one jurisdiction 
only – such as writing a memo as a staffer to a CA State Legislator suggesting a piece of 
legislation on some issue of relating to the CA Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) or 
water use or some other state issue, or writing a memo to the EPA Administrator on 
national implementation of a specific aspect of the Clean Air Act or the Clean Water Act. 
And it could involve writing to similar officials in another country about a specific issue 
in that country. But it could also involve writing to an aid administrator at USAID or 
DFID (the UK equivalent) or the World Bank or other institution, recommending 
assistance to address a specific policy program in a specific developing country. In that 
type of memo the recommendation has to identify the appropriate institutions in the 
recipient country and how the program would work. 
 
An international issue is one that requires the cooperation of multiple countries to 
resolve. This relates to the tragedy of the commons problems that we discuss in week 1 of 
the course. Issues that fit this criteria would include climate change, ozone depletion and 
other atmospheric issues, ocean issues, ranging from pollution to fisheries, but also rivers 
and other shared water bodies (some large lakes, for example) that touch multiple 
national jurisdictions, and other natural features that cross borders, shared territory such 
as the Arctic and Antarctic, and undoubtedly many more that you will think of. You can 
write a memo to any player in such a situation with a clear policy role. So you could 
write a memo in the person of an environment department/ministry or foreign 
department/ministry staffer to its director on some aspect of an ongoing negotiation or 
implementation of an agreement. You could write such a memo to a major player 
suggesting initiating a new agreement or addressing existing issues. You can also write to 



the international organizations involved – such as the various UN bodies and the World 
Bank. 
 
For any memo, write as a staffer to a specific boss. Choose your organization. Google it. 
Look at the organization chart. You can write to the head of the whole organization – 
imagine you are a staff assistant working for that boss on a specific issue – or you can 
write to the head of the appropriate division. For example, if you want to do something 
about vehicle pollution in the US, you could choose to write to the head of the EPA’s 
Clean Air Division. 
 
Your policy proposal should be specific, and it should be something in the purview of the 
organization you are writing to. You should explain what your proposal will do – how it 
will effect the environment, how it will effect the politics around the issue. The measure 
may be a specific intervention – reducing such and such a pollutant – or it may involve 
the politics of the issue – suggesting to one state governor that they partner with another 
governor on an issue or that one country work with a group of countries. Discussion the 
specific objectives you are addressing and how your policy will address them. Then 
discuss the pros and cons. Nothing is perfect, so make sure you discuss what the 
negatives will be. 
 
Finally, you will give the specific recommendation and the set of choices for your boss. 
They might be as simple as yes, we will do x or no we won’t do x. Or you may have 3 
options. Do not offer your boss more than 3 options, and one of the options must be the 
status quo – in any organization doing nothing new is pretty much always an option. That 
doesn’t mean nothing will change. In your discussion of the issue you will have already 
explained to your boss why doing nothing will lead to some kind of negative impact 
(more GHGs, forest loss, etc.). 
 
You can use the materials from the topics we read for class to develop your proposal 
and/or you can conduct additional outside research. In any case, you will need to do on 
line research to determine the specific organization you wish to address and its specific 
role. 
 


