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Putting the Process Pieces Together
Since its inception in 1952, the Citizens League has focused on good processes that lead to good policy
solutions. For decades, the study committee process was the way in which the Citizens League
developed good ideas from its base of members. Many of the solutions that we developed led to effective
policy changes.
Although we have issued reports over the years on how we think specific processes should change, it
wasn’t until 2006 that the Citizens League began to branch out – guided by our new operating principles
and through the Minnesota Anniversary Project (MAP150) – and think about what needs to change for
citizens to be more engaged as policymakers in today’s myriad levels of public decision-making.

The foundation: MAP150
As part of the Minnesota Anniversary Project (MAP150), a non-scientific survey of nearly 700 citizens and
public officials asked the same set of questions to each group. The results suggest that there is a
significant gap between the expectations of citizens and public officials around public decision-making
processes.
o
o
o
o
o

12% of the general public expects public officials to have all the answers, while 44% of
public officials feel that citizens expect them to have all the answers.
93% of the general public agrees that their input is just one of many opinions public
officials must account for, while 38% of public officials thought that citizens think this way.
40% of the general public says that they trust the information they receive from local and
state government, while 20% of public officials think that citizens trust this information.
79% of public officials think that only those with a special interest want to get involved;
38% of citizens think this is true.
91% of citizens believe that policies cannot be effective unless input from those impacted
by a problem have a role in solving it; 71% of public officials believed this to be true.

What is important about this information isn’t whether either group is right or wrong about what is currently
happening in our public processes, but rather that significant gaps in perception exist that cannot be
helpful to the foundation on which these processes must begin.
Through MAP 150, the Citizens League also held conversations with Minnesotans from around the state.
Four findings from those conversations are of particular relevance to improving the public decision
making model:




Citizens want to know that their input/time will make a difference, that they will be listened
to and how their input will be used. In other words, they want the interaction to be
authentic.
There is considerable reluctance to involve citizens integrally in decision-making
processes.

‐1‐

Citizens League – Common Ground Process



April 2011

Citizens are not recognized for the value they add. They bring their values, information
and capacity for action to policy-making. All are valuable.
In processes that enable citizens to share information, interact and educate one another,
citizens will seek to learn and their views will evolve. A requirement for this to happen is
two-way dialogue with public officials.

Called to our attention through MAP150, these four findings formed the foundation for a new model for
public decision-making.

The 2008 Regional Policy Workshop
In September 2008, the Citizens League held a Regional Policy Workshop to identify regional dynamics
and priorities in the Twin Cities metro area. Results of a pre-event survey suggested that the public’s view
of their “region” depended very much on the activity or function in which they were engaging. Often the
“region” identified was not the seven-county area that has been defined in state law since the 1960s.
The workshop was framed in three distinct policy areas:
 Creating a Regional Vision based on Competitive Advantage
 Creating a New Model for Resource Use
 Creating Communities for a Lifetime
The work that emerged was certainly not anticipated. We expected, on some level, participants to
develop ideas and choose a policy area where they thought further work was important. Instead, when
participants of the workshop were surveyed at the end of the day, the idea chosen by the most
participants focused on the process of making decisions:
We form groups that exert claims relative to one another without holding these claims up in light
of the common good. We need to change the current discussions/language so we can begin to
see what we get and give each other and create a sense of community around it. This will require
a new level of transparency and new forms of accountability.
- 2008 Regional Policy Workshop Findings
It was decided that new processes that establish common ground are needed to address our “groups and
claims,” an idea produced by the “new model for resource use” session. In the context of regional
decision-making in Minnesota, we know that the most important decisions are defined by individual
projects in specific communities that often have a regional benefit, but may be viewed as threatening to
those who live the closest.
In the decades since Minnesota established regional governing mechanisms, like the Metropolitan (Met)
Council, the processes by which local and regional decisions are made have changed and are now
strongly defined by an expectation that those who oppose projects and developments with regional
significance cannot see beyond their own self-interest. As a result, current processes contain a certain
dismissal and lowered expectation for how self-interest is expressed.
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What does it say about the health of our local decision-making processes if we assume that the very
participants who are essential to judging the costs and benefits of a given proposal are only interested in
the narrowest of self-interest? What if these expectations have driven the processes to fulfill that role for
citizens, even as we do not expect or demand more from them?
Given that opponents to development projects are often characterized as unable or unwilling to consider
the larger societal benefits of a transportation, housing, or development project that changes the place
they identify as home, is it possible that conventional public processes have actually become part of what
fuels this behavior?

The theory behind place identity
Building on the themes that emerged from MAP150 and the 2008 Regional Policy Workshop, the Citizens
League hosted three conversations around the metro area in the fall of 2009 to explore residents’ views
of the public process for making development decisions. The underlying question of these discussions
was whether or not local processes fueled the assumption that opponents to development projects were
only interested in the narrowest of self-interest.
Those conversations yielded an important finding: the impacts, both positive and negative, of potential
development projects are rarely identified or discussed openly. In fact, they are often not discussed and
citizens are left to focus – understandably – on their self-interests. Because there is no explicit discussion
of costs and benefits, citizens are left to do their own mental calculations of how they will come out in the
end.
The working paper that summarized these conversations prefaced the findings with a discussion of the
theory behind how place identity affects the development processes. In summarizing literature on the
topic, the paper reported:
Identity process theory suggests four principles that people use to develop and defend their
identities in relation to place. These include the self-esteem that comes from living in a
community that shares one’s values and norms; the sense of self-efficacy provided by an
environment that facilitates one’s lifestyle; the need for one’s self-concept to have continuity; and
the desire for distinctiveness (Twigger-Ross and Uzzell).
People form their own unique attachments to communities, as well as with people in those communities.
When citizens hear of a development project that will change their community – no matter the intention
behind the project – the value they place on their community may feel threatened. At this point, they are
operating from a place of fear and may find themselves in difficult position to accurately judge the merits
of the proposed change.
Variables, unique to individual development processes, can alleviate or exacerbate this fear. As reported
in the working paper:
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A long list of contextual factors may shape risk perception, including the ability to influence risks,
whether the risk is undertaken voluntarily or not, familiarity with the hazard, potential for
catastrophe, values, attitudes social influences and interests, how institutions respond, cultural
identity and perceived fairness (Renn et al).
Risk perception is not a linear equation. Everyone comes to a development process with their own sense
of community, their own history and their own experiences. Not everyone will perceive the process the
same way; development officials cannot expect to alleviate the concerns of residents in the same way. A
“one size fits all” approach to risk abatement will fail.
This is true for citizens, as well as those who are in some type of “official” position, such as developers,
elected officials and staff. In addition to bringing their own perspectives and history, as the working paper
reported, “They also wear their professional hats. Professional standards and rules influence how one
perceives risk and these are internalized and reinforced through training, rewards (such as promotions)
and belief in the produced output (Renn).”
In any development process, there are bound to be varying perspectives and varying assessments of
risk. In order to best address these individual and unique calculations – and not exacerbate them by
overlooking some –understanding the perceptions of citizens shouldn’t be seen as a box to check off or a
singular step in the development process, but as a process of its own.

Community perspectives on three controversial developments
The three community conversations held in the summer of 2009 yielded important findings regarding the
aforementioned theory. The three communities – Lake Elmo, Apple Valley and Brooklyn Park – were
chosen because they all recently completed controversial development projects. The Citizens League
brought together people involved in each of the three development processes for discussions about their
respective development projects. The citizens were asked to outline the costs and benefits of each
development and indicate the significance (by assigning it a point value) of a cost or benefit. Some
groups were then asked to take it one step further and to assign stakeholders (developers, neighbors,
city, region, etc.) to each cost and benefit. For example, if a cost was “more crime” how significant was
that cost (point value) and who bore it (assign stakeholder/s)? If a benefit was “more affordable housing”
how significant was it (point value) and who bore it (assign stakeholder/s)?
After this cost/benefit exercise, the residents were asked how much faith they had in their ability to
identify and allocate costs and benefits. As reported in the findings:
“All residents shook their head and smiled – they had no confidence; these were their
perceptions; they lacked facts. However, they also suggested that they had identified important
intangible costs that public officials had not considered… perhaps the Met Council or city officials
did not have the full picture either.”
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With development officials wearing their professional hats and residents wearing their citizen hats, both
groups are bound to approach the process from different perspectives and with different value
frameworks. However, the three community conversations gave credibility to the idea that there are
intangible costs that residents believe they bear.
The top three observations from these groups involved:
 notification
 the quality of interactions with public officials
 trust
Notification dealt with who told the citizens of the proposed development and when. As the findings
reported, “On more than one occasion residents used language such as ‘the city was trying to pull one
over on us,’ or ‘sneak one through.’ If the first contact with a proposed development occurs under
circumstances like these, it is easy to see how residents might filter or interpret information with
suspicion.”
The second observation addressed the quality of interactions with public officials. Citizens reported that
developers and city officials used technical language, which they couldn’t understand. Citizens reported
public hearings that were poor use of their time (i.e., public officials debated for lengthy periods before
citizens were given time to comment), where they were given very limited time (two minutes) to state their
concerns and public officials who wouldn’t or couldn’t respond to those concerns. Additionally, citizens
expressed frustration with getting their most basic questions answered. As the findings stated:
Local officials, developers, and even some residents argue that there is no set of facts that will
satisfy residents’ concerns if they are set against the project. This appears to be grounded in
research, but that same research suggests that the sheer act of providing facts may be important.
Non-responsiveness may reinforce prior beliefs, such as “they don’t care what I think,” in which
case the source of the facts may lose credibility and the facts will be dismissed.
The third observation stems directly from the first two – trust. Citizens reported that they encountered
dismissive attitudes of public officials, felt as though “the city was trying to pull one over on us” and had
questions that weren’t responded to, which resulted in distrust. Once citizens find themselves
disappointed by an interaction or experience, the next time they encounter part of the development
process they are more likely to be distrustful. These experiences can build upon themselves and quickly
become disastrous for any development process.
If we recall the four findings from MAP150, it becomes clear that we could make changes to improve
these observations and help form a better process for public decision-making:


Citizens want to know that their input/time will make a difference, that they will be listened
to and how their input will be used. In other words, they want the interaction to be
authentic.
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There is considerable reluctance to involve citizens integrally in decision-making
processes.
Citizens are not recognized for the value they add. They bring their values, information
and capacity for action to policy-making. All are valuable.
In processes that enable citizens to share information, interact and educate one another,
citizens will seek to learn and their views will evolve. A requirement for this to happen is
two-way dialogue with public officials.

Establishing Principles for Public Decision Making
Combining the above four MAP150 findings with outcomes of the 2008 Regional Policy Workshop and
the three discussions in Lake Elmo, Apple Valley and Brooklyn Park in 2009, the Citizens League
developed the Common Ground Process. The Common Ground Process was created to serve as a new
path for public decision making – taking a route that is more authentic, more inclusive and more
participatory than the current framework of public hearings and public meetings.
Returning to the idea stated earlier, understanding the perceived risks of citizens is a process. As the
conversation findings reported, “It begins with recognition of an adverse effect (such as an undesirable
development). People then select specific characteristics or factual findings and interpret them according
to their own “mental maps.” These are then formed into a message and communicated to others. A
“decoding and evaluation” process determines which information the receiver selects. Information
inconsistent with prior beliefs is discarded or ignored, while attention is heightened to messages that are
consistent with previous beliefs.”
In light of this, approaching development processes with a strategy of “information-only” is likely to have
limited impact. Yet many development officials believe that by giving citizens “more information” they will
eventually come to see the benefits of the proposed development.
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Testing the Principles of the Common Ground Process: Central Corridor LRT
In October 2010, construction began on the Central Corridor Light Rail Line. The 11-mile line will run from
downtown St. Paul to downtown Minneapolis, along University and Washington Avenues. Expected to
open in 2014, planners project an estimated weekday ridership of over 40,000 by 2030. According to the
Metropolitan Council, the project’s lead planning agency:
The Central Corridor links five major centers of activity in the Twin Cities region - downtown
Minneapolis, the University of Minnesota, the Midway area, the state Capitol complex and
downtown St. Paul - that contain almost 280,000 jobs. By 2030, this number is expected to grow
to 345,000 jobs.”i
Initial planning for the line began in 1981, but starting in April of 2006, upon the release of the line’s
preferred alignment and Draft Environment Impact Statement, disagreement between the community and
project officials arose. Over the next five years, two civil rights complaints and three lawsuits were filed, all
of which objected to varying aspects of the project or process. Central Corridor project officials said that
complaints and lawsuits are an “inevitable part of any massive transportation project”ii, but it was clear the
development process had become contentious.
In August of 2010, the Citizens League began an effort to look at the Central Corridor development
process in light of the principles under development referred to as the Common Ground Process. With a
budget of approximately $950 million, the Central Corridor Light Rail project represents one of the largest
public works projects in the history of Minnesota. What has the development process looked like to those
involved? To what extent have Common Ground principles been applied? And to what effect? Are there
lessons to apply to subsequent development processes, such as the Southwest Corridor?
Methodology
Approximately 30 individuals were interviewed, including corridor residents, business leaders, public
officials and advocacy group members. (These individuals are referred to as “participants.”) Participants
were asked about their perceptions of the Central Corridor development process, whether or not the
process created a shared understanding of costs and benefits – as emphasized in the Common Ground
Process – and to what effect. While the line runs for 11-miles from downtown St. Paul to downtown
Minneapolis, most of the participant interviews were with individuals involved primarily with the eastern
end of University Avenue. What follows is an outline of the Common Ground Process and how it played
out in the Central Corridor development process based on the conversations with participants.
Legal objections
Three groups filed lawsuits in the Central Corridor process – the University of Minnesota (the U), the
Preserve and Benefit Historic Rondo Committee (PBHRC) and Minneapolis Public Radio (MPR).
The U was involved in the Central Corridor process for decades. It was a member of the Central Corridor
Coordinating Committee, a steering committee that routinely met in 2000 and 2001 that was tasked with
recommending transit options for the Central Corridor. (The CCCC ultimately recommended the
alignment to the Met Council.) The U had objections to the alignment decision, but eventually supported it
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with the caveat that a tunnel be included at Washington Avenue. When the tunnel proved too expensive,
the U began to negotiate mitigation measures for an at-grade line. The U’s objections dealt with vibration
and electromagnetic interference of the alignment, which ran close to some of the U’s research facilities.
The relationship between the U, the community and the Met Council suffered to varying degrees due to
the inability to reach an agreement on mitigation measures. The Met Council refused the U’s five requests
of mediation, saying not only had they negotiated with the U for over a year to address their concerns, but
that $27 million was being spent on mitigation efforts for the U.iii
In September of 2009 the U filed a lawsuit objecting to the impact the project would have on their
institution. A judge ordered mediation, which – in the fall of 2010 – established an agreed upon mitigation
plan. From the U’s early involvement, to the completion of the mitigation agreement in the fall of 2010,
hundreds of meetings and conversations happened between the U and the Met Council. The U estimates
it spent over $1.5 million dollars in consulting and staff time to get to the mediated MOU in the fall of
2010, including hiring a former US Secretary of Transportation to help them navigate the federal
process.iv
The Preserve and Benefit Historic Rondo Committee (comprised of organizations located within the
Rondo community) filed a federal lawsuit in January of 2010 maintaining that the transit planners failed to
fully address the impact of the line on residents and businesses along University Avenue citing the
likelihood of increased taxes and rental prices, division of the community, reduction in parking,
interruption to business, and gentrification of the neighborhoodv. The PBHRC’s lawsuit is, as of the writing
of this report, still outstanding.
MPR engaged in the development process later than the U, becoming involved around 2000. Like the U,
MPR had concerns over vibration and noise mitigation issues in light of the fact that MPR recording and
broadcast studios were adjacent to the light rail tracks. Project officials initially assured MPR that there
wouldn’t be any problems and, should any arise, they would be fixed in the track bed. Initially, MPR
believed they would be held harmless. MPR and the Met Council went into discussions and, in April of
2009, agreed upon a plan that outlined criteria for mitigation efforts. In February of 2010, MPR sued the
Met Council saying it reneged on the agreement by planning to install a less costly system to reduce
vibrations. MPR believed their broadcast and recording studios would be held harmless by a specific
mitigation plan; project officials supported a plan that cost less money.
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Principles for Citizen and Government Collaboration in Public Decision-Making

Common Ground Principle #1:
Everyone “steps back” to ensure that all who have a “claim” are represented in the process.
Arriving at common values requires an ability to suspend judgment and ask open-ended questions in
order to learn together where everyone is “at”. These are two of the important political skills in the Citizens
League operating principles and are often bypassed when entrenched advocacy is combined with
ideology.
While the Common Ground Process believes that all who have a “claim” should be represented, it can
also create confusion when large numbers of participants enter the process. Thousands of people have
engaged in the Central Corridor development process. Considering the line is going through very diverse
communities along its 11-mile route, public officials said they “[shook] all the bushes” to ensure they got
more than the “usual suspects” participating. With such a high number of participants in the development
process, there were times when it was difficult for participants to know who truly represented “the
community.” One project official describes a meeting where a community leader stopped halfway through
a meeting and said they were now “switching hats” to represent a different group of stakeholders. Another
participant reported hearing an individual introduce themselves with a different title and affiliation on
different occasions, which led to confusion about who this person actually represented. Other participants
expressed confusion over who was accountable for what and what role various people played within the
development process.

Common Ground Principle #1A:
It must be agreed that the initial purpose of the process is to recognize and understand
everyone’s legitimate claims as the starting point.
Taking this step is not typical and it is difficult to do authentically at the beginning of a development
process. The gap identified in expectations between citizens and government officials from the
MAP150 survey (see page 1) plays a role in how and when processes start, in addition to what the
law requires.
The Common Ground Process begins with dialogue on the costs and benefits of the development,
according to each participant’s own mental map. Those costs are then allocated to stakeholders.
The fact that the Central Corridor development process spans twenty five years made this
problematic, but not impossible. The project was, for the most part, initiated by Ramsey County. In
June of 2006 the Met Council approved the locally preferred alignment, but one could argue the
“process” began in the 1980s, when there were preliminary discussions about where the Twin
Cities’ first light rail line should go.
However, when the Central Corridor Alternatives Analysis and Draft Environmental Impact
Statement were released in April of 2006, the community began to take notice – in larger numbers

‐9‐

Citizens League – Common Ground Process

April 2011

– that the project was moving forward as a light rail project (as opposed to bus rapid transit) and
that the recommended alignment was down University Avenue. (In fact, the release of the
Alternatives Analysis is Phase I of the New Starts process, which is the federal government’s
primary financial resource for supporting local transit capital investments.) These two documents
revealed what the community considered to be an unreasonable gap in station spacing along a
critical section of the corridor. As mentioned earlier, early project officials report going “miles
beyond the requirements” for public notification to get people involved in early conversations about
the Central Corridor. Four alternatives analyses were conducted, starting in the 1990s. There is no
doubt that revisiting the alignment decision would have slowed down the project, maybe even
sidelined or ended it. However, despite the earlier community outreach efforts on the part of
Ramsey County, the release of these two documents in April of 2006 was the entry point for
hundreds of residents and businesses along the proposed route. Project officials’ perceived
unwillingness to revisit prior decisions damaged the process from, what was effectively, the
“beginning” for many participants.
An important piece of this principle is legitimizing all claims as a starting point – this includes those
of businesses, citizens and project officials. It’s clear that both community participants and project
officials took great pride in their causes, but there was little acknowledgement of this by either
group. In discussions with project officials, it was clear they believed they were making an important
contribution to the region. As one official said, “We’re doing a good thing. We’re investing almost $1
billion in the core of the city.” Likewise, community participants spoke highly of their participation.
Most identified their ability to come together as a community, advocate for and eventually obtain the
three additional stations as a victory that they were particularly proud of. One participant said the
distrust in the Central Corridor was unnecessary because everyone had the best of intentions, “[In]
all those years, I didn’t see one boogie man.”

Common Ground Principle #2:
Ensure that all who have a claim are heard from at an authentic point in the process. Match the
timing, content and structure of a public meeting with its purpose. If the public can no longer
influence a decision, don’t ask what them what they think.
The first element of this principle deals with ensuring that participants are heard from at an “authentic”
point in the process. This might be one of the most important dynamics of the Central Corridor process how do project managers meaningfully engage stakeholders in a project that may or may not happen for
25 years? Central Corridor discussions date back to 1981, but many participants became involved in the
process in 2004 or even later. Many participants admitted they didn’t focus on the issue until they realized
the project was going forward with a University Avenue alignment, which they acknowledged was late in
the process.
One participant remembers a public meeting in 2004, attended by about 100 community members, in
which attendees were surprised to see a computerized simulation of the line going down University
Avenue; this participant had no idea planning had evolved to that point and reported that the meeting “got
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a little hostile” as a result. While project officials hosted community meetings and placed public meeting
notices in community newspapers, many participants said they didn’t hear or see about these
opportunities for input. Despite this, the community felt they were caught off-guard and unprepared to
respond to a development they were, for better or worse, just hearing about for the first time. It appeared
to them that project officials had been developing the project without the community’s knowledge for
years.
Public officials, who had been working on the project for years, and had already hosted hundreds of
community meetings, expressed exasperation that the community wanted to revisit the route decision – a
step that would slow the development process down considerably, if not end it completely. One elected
official reported thinking, “I’ve been at meetings for the past five years. Where were you?” Another
participant said she was amazed at the patience of project officials who seemed trapped in the same
discussions with participants. She added, “Why is it not ok to say, ‘We’re done with that issue.’?”
Community members who expressed dissatisfaction with the route were frequently told it was too late to
revise it without jeopardizing federal funding. As one participant put it, “They wanted to talk about how to
decorate the Christmas tree. We wanted to talk about where the Christmas tree was going to go.” Another
added, “There was never an opportunity for [a community member] to say [to project officials], ‘I don’t
want light rail for these ten reasons. Respond.’ ”
Part of the difficulty with regional development process like Central Corridor is there are likely to be
several agencies and units of government that lead the process at different stages. In the case of the
Central Corridor, the project originated in Ramsey County; the Central Corridor Coordinating Committee,
a multi-jurisdictional board, recommended the alignment, which was approved by the Met Council; and St.
Paul and Minneapolis provided local approval. The final project lead, the Met Council, operationalized
decisions and recommendations made by other public bodies. In addition, the Met Council is a regional
planning agency; their scope in the Central Corridor project was focused on the line’s construction.
Concerns raised by participants that dealt with impacts not directly dealing with construction were not
areas the Met Council had the jurisdiction to address. For example, residents along the route worried
about the line’s impact on property taxes or rental rates and wondered if taxes could be held steady. The
Met Council had no authority to freeze property taxes; only the City of St. Paul and Ramsey County had
the authority to address those types of concerns. However, the Met Council had control of the project
budget and was seen as the project’s central authority to many.
While businesses in downtown St. Paul indicated they didn’t hear of potential impacts to their businesses
until late in the process, early project staff report going around and requesting meetings with each
organization to explain the alignment and answer their questions. However, if discussions occurred, they
may have taken place twenty years prior and there was simply no institutional memory of this for many
organizations. On the other hand, business owners may have been reluctant to engage in discussions
about unknown transportation projects that appeared to be at least twenty years away. While the project
started to receive a good deal of public attention in April of 2006, one participant reported that he couldn’t
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get business representatives to serve on a Business Advisory Committee in 2007 (a year later) because
the project wasn’t “concrete” to them.
The Met Council, as project lead, established a business- and a citizen-led committee – the Business
Advisory Committee (BAC) and the Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC) – in an attempt to engage these
communities in the process. Project officials report the idea was for these monthly committee meetings to
provide information to respective communities impacted by the project.
Participants had mixed feelings on these committees. Business representatives said they liked having a
committee designed for their specific issues. The BAC gave them the opportunity to discuss issues
without having to directly oppose community members, who were also their customers. One BAC
member reported feeling BAC participation was important because it served as a check on project
officials who knew they would have to update the BAC members on their decisions saying, “It was a step
in the process that [project officials] had to prepare for.” In addition, “there were things that didn’t happen
[because the BAC and CAC existed] that we’ll never know about.” Citizens also indicated they
appreciated the opportunity to have a citizen committee incorporated into the project’s operations. Many
members of the CAC, however, became frustrated with the CAC’s limited ability to provide input on issues
of importance.
In an effort to provide guidance to the CAC members on their role, public engagement staff on the project
created a matrix which outlined three levels of public participation – inform, input and influence.
Participants said that project officials looked to them to influence elements of the process, such as public
art and station design. Participants reported feeling exasperated that they were limited in where they were
allowed to affect change; they wanted to weigh in and influence more meaningful decisions. Furthermore,
CAC members could comment on the agenda for meetings, but weren’t allowed to add to it. Participants
were dismayed at their inability to make resolutions, vote on motions or forward recommendations on to
the project’s oversight committee. With this sort of arrangement, CAC participants said they “gave up on
the Met Council” and focused on other avenues – such as the Stops for Us coalition – to effect change.
One participant who helped recruit members for the BAC and CAC said that those recruited would “drop
out” because “it wasn’t worth their time.”
Project officials reported that the authority given to the CAC was borne out of necessity – with forty-three
people on the CAC, voting was “pointless” because participants would vote in their self-interest and
“everything would be voted down.”
Part of an authentic process is ensuring that participants have access to authority – responsive decisionmakers or public officials who can influence the project. Many participants said their elected city and
county representatives were more responsive than appointed officials when it came to their concerns
about project developments and decisions. The Central Corridor Management Committee, under the
jurisdiction of the Met Council is charged with oversight of the project. The Met Council is appointed by
and serves at the pleasure of the governor. Participants expressed dissatisfaction with the Met Council’s
leadership, but were at a loss as to how to change that dynamic. There was no elected official they could
contact with their concerns. When one participant expressed displeasure with the Met Council, someone
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suggested they get their supporters to “make the phones ring” at the Met Council offices. To which they
replied, “Who should they call? What good would that do?”
Regional policymaking, in this case, didn’t easily align with Common Ground Process principles. The
project was initiated under the jurisdiction of Ramsey County, which recommended the route. St. Paul,
Minneapolis and Hennepin and Ramsey Counties provided local approval. The Met Council was
confronted with community concerns that involved prior decisions made by other jurisdictions. Since the
local governments with elected officials were no longer in charge of the project, they did not have to make
the tough decisions between community concerns over accessibility and eligibility for federal funding.
Ironically, the Met Council was moving forward with the “locally preferred option” which was the result of
previous local processes.
The project officially transitioned to the Met Council on June 28, 2006. While the Met Council voted to
approve the “locally preferred alternative” two days prior to that, they did so on the recommendation of the
Central Corridor Coordinating Committee – a committee convened by Ramsey County and comprised of
representatives of Ramsey and Hennepin Counties, the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, St. Paul,
the Met Council and the Minnesota Department of Transportation.
In conversations with participants, some suggested that the project is not a transportation project; it’s an
economic development project. Participants point to the University Avenue alignment and station spacing
as indicative of this. If it’s “just” a transportation project, they said, a different alignment could either move
people from one end to the other much faster than University Avenue; or spacing stations ¼ mile apart
might better meet the transportation needs of some users. This is of particular interest when considering
that the Met Council is the lead agency in the project. While the Met Council works with local communities
to perform a number of services, economic development is not one of its primary activities.
As Common Ground Principle #2 states, authentic participation is key to a successful process.
Participants in the Central Corridor process said they were becoming weary of planning efforts because
they were unsure if anything would result from their participation. For some this was leading to mistrust of
the value of the ongoing processes. As one participant said, “It’s like football. You can keep moving the
ball, but if you never score it’s not worth anything.” Another participant said, “There never seems to be
any resources for implementation.” In addition, participants reported leaving seemingly productive
meetings after which there would be no tangible developments. There was a sense by some participants
that their participation was anything, but authentic.
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Common Ground Principle #3:
Use an inclusive, interactive process that gives residents the tools to understand the bigger
picture and the trade-offs.
In a process where there is inclusive, open and interactive dialogue between all stakeholders – project
officials, residents, developers, funders, etc. – about winners and losers, a shared understanding is
created. Participants in these discussions have better ability to gauge expectations in light of what it
would take to achieve them. For example, several participants spoke of a disagreement that arose over
an organizer from Seattle who spoke to University Avenue businesses. This speaker came in from Seattle
and talked about that city’s $50 million mitigation fund, which included $12 million in business interruption
grants. Upon hearing of a mitigation fund of this magnitude, community members began to envision a
fund of similar size for the Central Corridor as well. Funders balked and project officials were upset that
this speaker advanced unrealistic expectations.
A process that gave participants the ability to understand the costs and benefits of a large business
mitigation grant fund would likely have had different results. Instead of creating a shared understanding,
relationships between project officials and community members suffered further damage (Currently zero
percent business loans are available. The current business mitigation grant fund stands at $1.5 million.)
Interestingly, despite all of the controversy surrounding business mitigation loans, no one ever asked the
businesses how much money they would need to mitigate construction impacts. As one participant put it,
“All that money on consultants and meetings and no ever asked businesses how much they would need
[to survive].”
Participants report times when it was apparent there was not a shared understanding between
stakeholders. One participant described a well-intentioned business leader who held a meeting with
corridor businesses where he told them that they should all be afraid of the project and they were all
going to go out of business. An inclusive, interactive process can go a long way to ensuring that
participants have reliable information.
Another idea related to this principle involves the conduct of the interactions between project and/or
public officials and citizens. Participants in the Central Corridor process report that many of these
interactions damaged the process. One participant reported asking what was happening with certain
decisions, being told by project officials they were uncertain or undecided and then finding out later that
decisions had in fact been made, but not communicated. Other participants report reaching what they
thought was a clear understanding with project officials, only to find out that project officials were moving
forward with another plan. Members of the CAC said the committee structure didn’t allow them to
influence critical decisions, which pushed them to other means, such as the Stops for Us coalition, to
effect change.
Project staff were, at times, also frustrated at the quality of interactions with the community. One staff
member remembers feeling the community was not investing in discussions and thinking, “When is there
integrity in the partnership? When can I expect you to take a role in this partnership?”
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Common Ground Principle #3A:
Explicitly calculate the costs and benefits of a given project, taking into account the risk
perceptions and perspectives of all parties. Everyone identifies costs and benefits from their
perspective and are then asked how much confidence they have in the judgments they have
made. Each group or individual examines their claims and voices them to the group, so that
everyone understands the focus on each other’s claims and what group they represent.
At the root of the Common Ground Process is the opportunity for participants to state their interests
and evaluate the potential costs and benefits of the project in light of those interests. The vast
majority of participants said there has been no such opportunity in the Central Corridor process; in
the absence of this, they felt the construction of the line would come at their expense. While some
stated that this happened to some degree during some of the “feeder” processes (e.g., the City of
St. Paul’s development strategy committee, the Stops for Us campaign, the development of the
Business Resources Collaborative strategic plan), these were all separate processes led by
subgroups. Central Corridor officials never initiated a process that would identify the values and
objectives of participants and their respective costs and benefits. After all, legal requirements
regarding public processes don’t really envision or specify such a goal. Despite this, there were
participants who said they felt they understood the costs and benefits well; it’s interesting to note
that those participants also indicated a higher level of satisfaction with the process overall.
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) mandates the federal Environmental Impact
Statement as part of federal transportation funding. Public officials point to the NEPA process as
one that would protect residents from having development projects forced upon them. Community
members agreed that NEPA was a great stride forward, compared to decades past when there
were no requirements for assessing the social, economic and environmental impacts of
transportation projects. While a welcome addition, community residents said project officials
seemed to move through the NEPA requirements, “checking off boxes for citizen engagement”
without attempting to involve the community in an authentic manner. One participant said the
language used to outline the process indicated this approach. “[Project officials] said, ‘this is what
the law requires,’ not ‘this is what we want to process to be.’ ” One participant said, “[Project
officials] engaged in a surface process. They loved having meetings and counting people, but
decisions weren’t made based on citizen input unless there was a lot of political pressure.” Another
participant described the Met Council’s required public meetings as “Kabuki Theater.”
Project officials were also frustrated with aspects of public engagement. The Met Council
incorporated a number of design changes that came about through more than 1,000 hours of public
meetings involving more than 25,000 people. They staffed community events and fairs, hosted
community meetings with opportunities for “open mike” time, established community and business
advisory committees and community liaisons, met with businesses on-site and translated materials
and meetings. However, in many instances, understanding who truly represented the community,
and not paid interests, was difficult. In addition to this, it seemed the list of community demands
was never ending.
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One participant recalled an encounter where, following the press conference to announce the
inclusion of the three stops, a representative from a business alliance told a public official that he
still needed to address the remaining community concerns. The public official felt they were not
afforded any time to celebrate the achievement of, what had come to be, a shared achievement; it
was simply time to get back to work.
Many participants reported that they wish they had been able to get a community benefits
agreement (CBA) into place early on in the process.vi A CBA would be a legally enforceable
agreement between the community and project officials that would state the benefits to the
community in measurable ways. It’s interesting to point out that establishing a CBA could go a long
ways towards alleviating some of the questions around costs and benefits associated with the
Central Corridor and it’s an element that the many participants expressed disappointment over not
having. Several participants said that a recently initiated attempt to draft a CBA was the closest
they had gotten to explicitly identifying costs and benefits.
While the foundational piece of the Common Ground Process is identifying and allocating costs and
benefits, the process takes time. The end result can be of great value to all involved and an
important byproduct is legitimacy. In the process of asking participants to think through costs and
benefits, everyone involved gets an idea of the different perspectives present in the process. This
can be seen in how one Central Corridor participant characterized another, “The time, energy and
money [they] got to suck up was appalling. It wasn’t just about them.” There is value in having
participants examine their own claims, voice them to the group and acknowledge each other’s
interests; it is an exercise in active citizenship and how the common ground is established.
Like many development processes, within the Central Corridor process, stakeholders ran the
gamut. The degree of legitimacy, or power, assigned to the various groups involved–residents,
students, small and large businesses, the U, MPR, the Metropolitan Council–varied.
MPR and the U have high political profiles in the state and financial and technical resources at their
disposal. When negotiations were failing, representatives from both MPR and the U were able to
have high level conversations with project leadership and the Governor; the Rondo community
reported that, while they were offered a meeting with project officials, this meeting was futile as they
were told that, as a precondition to a discussion of their issues, they had to agree to support the
goal that the project would be “on time and on budget.” The U and MPR settled their lawsuits. The
PBHRC’s lawsuit is, as of the writing of this report, still outstanding.
In some ways, the community is operating from a position of less power. The Common Ground
Process can help alleviate this unevenness to some degree. A process in which you take the time
to understand the perspectives of those involved – if and how they will win or lose – begins to build
relationships and commonality between participants. Participants don’t feel the need to go to great
lengths to be viewed as legitimate; they believe project officials are hearing their concerns. In
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addition, if participants feel their concerns are seen as legitimate, it may create an environment
where they are more receptive to the information offered by project officials.

Common Ground Principle #4:
Expect citizens to be problem-solvers, not complainers, and set up processes that put forth that
expectation.
One of the most contentious issues in the Central Corridor process involved this principle. Light rail
transportation projects must meet prescribed Cost Effectiveness Index, or CEI, thresholds established by
the Federal Transit Administration (FTA). The CEI is the ratio of the proposed line’s annualized operating
and capital costs divided by the travel time saved by the riders who use it. Any changes to the line’s
design that decreased riders or added costs and/or time could only be considered to the point that the
CEI ratio stayed below the established threshold.
When the line design was originally unveiled in April 2006, the Ramsey County Regional Railroad
Authority (RCRRA) planned for sixteen light rail stops. Some of these stops were spaced more than one
mile apart along University Avenue. Project officials reported that this spacing was necessary to meet the
CEI. Residents along the proposed route–comprised of neighborhoods with a high concentration of
transit-dependent, low income and minority families – saw a major problem with this design. They began
an intense grassroots effort, the Stops for Us coalition, to push for the addition of three additional stops at
Hamline, Victoria and Western Avenues.vii
When the Met Council officially assumed responsibility for the Central Corridor planning there was intense
pressure to add the three stations. Operating under the funding constraints of the CEI threshold, the Met
Council’s response to the community’s request was that there was no money available to add the three
stations. In February of 2008, the Met Council agreed to include the underground infrastructure for three
additional stations and build them out in full at a later date or add one station should money become
available within the project budget. These assurances, however, did not alleviate the concerns of the
community; they continued to advocate for the full inclusion of all three stations. Two years later, in
January 2010, the CEI threshold was amended and the three stations were added – with the federal
government agreeing to pay for half of the stations’ cost.
Participants said the project officials repeatedly said the three stations couldn’t be added because of the
CEI. In hearing this response, some participants said they told project officials to get the CEI calculation
changed. Project officials responded by saying that that was not an option. In the end, however, that’s the
major reason the three stations were added – the CEI was increased and funding variables were reweighted. Granted it came with a change in leadership at the FTA (President Obama was elected and
appointed a new FTA administrator), but a new FTA administrator heard about the difficulties of the
Central Corridor CEI and had the calculation changed. Hearing project officials repeatedly say that
increasing the CEI wasn’t possible and then – in the end – having the CEI changed didn’t do much to
improve the trust between the community and project officials.
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Public officials felt at times that responding to community concerns after years of planning would slow the
project down, increase the budget, jeopardize federal funding and effectively “kill” a valuable
development. In response to questions and disagreement over project plans, one participant said they
were told “delay is death” for the project. Participants said project officials said things like “get in line” and
“look united” so as not to “mess this up” and jeopardize federal funding. As one participant said, “The
urgency of the project got in the way of good dialogue.” Another added, “By doing it in a hurry, they
slowed it down.”
Project officials reported intense pressure surrounding federal funding. Other communities around the
country, such as Denver, were competing for federal dollars. Project officials worried about any signs of
community discontent regarding the Central Corridor line. Federal funding was essential for the project to
move forward and federal consultants were keeping close tabs on the Central Corridor’s development
process. In addition, government budgets across the board were tight. The state (Met Council), city (St.
Paul and Minneapolis) and counties were all operating under intense budget pressures due primarily to
the downturn in the economy. There was little money anywhere to accommodate participant requests.
The Met Council itself was limited in its ability to engage stakeholders; according to CEI rules, outreach
efforts were not included in the project budget unless directly related to construction mitigation.
The constraints of the CEI cut off important areas of communication and created numerous barriers
between stakeholders and project officials. A lot of the participants’ frustration can be attributed to
limitations of the CEI. As one participant said, “Clearly there was not enough money to do this project
right.” In an interview with Minnesota Public Radio, the mayor of St. Paul said, “Too often, for the last
several years, because of the [CEI] funding formula, it was: 'Well, we can't even talk about that because
there's no way we can fit it in under the formula. So I think some of the distrust that you see in the
community, some of the frustration, were a result of a project that was trying to be built under some strict
guidelines."viii
Common Ground Principle #4 demands that citizens view their direct self-interest in light of the benefits to
the broader community and act as problem-solvers and policymakers. For this to occur the first three
principles must be met to some degree and the process cannot be constrained in major ways that close
off areas of discussion.

Common Ground Principle #4A:
Never assume that more information alone will settle a controversy.
Looking back to the discussion of finding common values under Common Ground Principle #1 (see
page 9) makes it clearer that information alone will not resolve controversy. Acknowledgement of
the values identified at the outset of the process will help participants work through the “constructive
tension” that democracy requires. This is another key political skill in the Citizens League operating
principles. If public officials enter a process believing that they must have “all the answers” (see
page 1) they are more likely to depend on information alone to solve the controversy.
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This approach also allows citizens to be comfortable approaching the process from a position of
narrow self-interest (as a so-called NIMBY) and does not challenge them with the mantle of their
responsibility as citizens and policymakers. The idea is that more information will allow citizens to
see the good in the proposal. One example of this in the Central Corridor process involves the
history of the Rondo neighborhood.
In the 1960s, construction of Interstate 94 between Minneapolis and St. Paul bisected the Rondo
neighborhood, a vibrant African-American community. Homes were taken through eminent domain
and hundreds of residents were displaced. Many of those residents now reside in the Aurora-St.
Anthony neighborhood, directly south of the approved light rail alignment. The development of I-94
has left many residents with a distrust of public projects– particularly transportation projects.
Participants said they felt public officials did not fully acknowledge – intentionally or not – how
Rondo’s history impacted citizens’ views of the light rail project.
Project officials disagree with this saying they knew from the beginning that there was a lot of hurt
that still existed and they anticipated the Central Corridor process would be impacted by that
history. They rejected the comparisons to the I-94 project, noting that they assured residents that
no homes would be acquired as part of the line construction and, in all likelihood, nearby properties
would increase in value. Participants point to this mentality as indicative of the problem. They said
that when I-94 was developed, government officials promised the community benefits, which they
didn’t deliver. Residents along the Central Corridor felt they had no assurance this wouldn’t happen
again. Their distrust was heightened when they entered into a process where they felt there were
not allowed to revisit critical prior decisions – such as the alignment – and that their concerns were
not seen as legitimate. As one participant said, “The Mayor says no one is going to get displaced.
That’s easy to say, but we don’t know that.”
Applying the principles of the Common Ground Process would be an opportunity to build trust when
such a complex, long-term dynamic is in play.
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Key Findings from the Central Corridor Case Study
 The Common Ground principles were not broadly applied in the Central Corridor development
process. Attempts were made to apply the principles in part, but those attempts were haphazard
and depended upon who was in charge.
 The Common Ground principles can be difficult to apply because, in many ways, they require a
shift of thinking by everyone involved. Public officials and citizens have to allow each other to be
full partners in the decision-making. It requires a new way of approaching public processes and,
in some cases, dismantling existing –and deep-rooted– attitudes, structures and processes.
While this can take time on the front end, it can also save time by avoiding drawn out disputes.

Participants who said they felt they were a full partner in the process and who understood the
risks and benefits associated with decisions, expressed a higher level of satisfaction with the
process overall. This lends support to the value of the Common Ground principles.
General outcomes
Given the discussion presented in this paper, the general outcomes the Citizens League seeks through
the Common Ground Process are:
 Projects will be less controversial as costs and benefits are weighed from many different
perspectives and different points of view are understood and valued at authentic points in the
decision-making process.
 Citizens will be challenged and required to focus on more than narrow self-interest and explicitly
value the project for its benefit to the common good.
 The process principles will evolve into the approach for the region (however it is defined) and
their use will be expanded.
Building trust
An overriding outcome of the Common Ground Process is trust. This cannot be overstated. The issue of
trust consistently surfaced in the conversations that informed this work. Citizens didn’t trust project
officials to equitably distribute costs and benefits. Project officials didn’t trust citizens to be full partners in
the project because there was no expectation or process to look beyond narrow self-interest. Just as trust
can feed upon itself and grow, distrust can feed upon itself and destroy. As one Central Corridor
participant said, “Trust was the foundational issue.”
Conclusion
Despite the enormous complexity of the Central Corridor planning process – the victories and set-backs,
lengthy time frame and number of players, jurisdictions and agencies involved – the project has been
steered through the maze constructed by existing systems. Construction of the line recently began in
downtown St. Paul and is now beginning on University Avenue. Understanding if, how, and to what effect
the Common Ground principles have been applied can help ensure they are relevant and provide
valuable lessons for future processes.
The Citizens League is built on the belief in the power and potential of all citizens to come together for the
common good. Over the past several years we have heard citizen calls for a new path to public decisionmaking. The Common Ground Process lays the framework for the way forward that builds upon the
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Citizens League’s operating principles, including that, “Democracy requires that citizens have the interest
in governing for the common good; the facts needed to make informed decisions; and the practical skills
and "common ground" to analyze, debate, and solve public problems in light of shared democratic ideals
and the long-term interest of Minnesota.” It is our hope that the discussion presented in this report will
inform subsequent processes and bring Minnesotans together in civic leadership and active citizenship;
building the common ground necessary to achieve the common good.

This report was authored by Lindsey Alexander and Bob DeBoer and draws heavily on the work of
Stacy Becker.
The Citizens League thanks the McKnight Foundation for their support of this work.
The Citizens League also thanks everyone who contributed to this report. The participants of the 2008
Regional Policy Workshop; residents of Lake Elmo, Apple Valley and Brooklyn Park who participated in
our community conversations; and the Central Corridor participants. This report would not be possible
without your contributions. Thank you.
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Operating Principles:
What are our governing beliefs and practices?

Mission: What is our fundamental identity?
The Citizens League builds civic imagination and capacity in Minnesota by:


Identifying, framing and proposing solutions to public policy problems;



Developing civic leaders in all generations who govern for the common good; and



Organizing the individual and institutional relationships necessary to achieve these goals.

Purpose: To organize the means – the “civic infrastructure” – within the Citizens League and in Minnesota, to achieve
this mission. “Civic infrastructure” refers to our ability to govern and solve problems for the common good in and
across all institutions.
Values: What are our core civic beliefs?
1. We believe in human capacity: the power and potential of all citizens.
2. We believe in democracy and good governance.
3. We believe in civic leadership and active citizenship.
4. We believe in good politics and political competence.
5. We believe in institutional accountability: that all institutions must sustain these ideals from one generation to the
next.
Guidelines: What set of civic standards do we apply to our work to act on values and achieve our mission/purpose?
1. Defining a problem: People who are impacted by a problem will help define the problem in keeping with our values.
2. Demonstrating transparency and good governance: Leaders will establish transparent processes that expect all
participants to engage in decision and policy making.
3. Contributing resources: All participants will help to identify and contribute resources to address the problem.
4. Sustaining solutions: All participants will help to advance and sustain recommended solutions in their institutions.
Disciplines: The Citizens League uses a set of civic organizing disciplines and skills to support active citizens and
civic leaders in meeting these guidelines. These include:


Operating Principles (this document) guide all work.



Life Work Statements align individual purpose with institutional mission, and include self-identity as a civic leader.



Power Analysis tool is used for diagnosing problems and building workplans.



Work Plans guide organizational and individual activities.



Value-Driven Calendar ensures time is spent maximizing workplan goals.



Public Meetings and Public Evaluation engages members and participants authentically and effectively.



Civic policy making builds the ability of people/organizations to define and solve problems and set policy.

Civic and Political Skills are required to practice the disciplines:


Critical thinking: to distinguish objective reality (facts) from subjective reality (interpretative)



Open-ended questions: to engage different perspectives



Strategic listening: to determine and clarify self-interest as it relates to common goals



Suspending judgment: to get divergent points of view



Fostering constructive tension to highlight issues that need to be resolved



Ability to negotiate and compromise while staying accountable to civic principles



Holding self and others accountable for follow through on agreements
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