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Citizen participation can and does take a variety of forms and will result 
in different roles for citizens in planning and policy-making processes. 
This paper describes and compares the citizen participation strategies 
used in two recent regional transportation planning projects in King County, 
Washington. The purpose of this analysis is to determine how citizen par
ticipation strategies differ according to the planning issue and its impor
tance in the community and how such strategies provide different oppor
tunities for citizens to become involved and to influence the planning 
process. The analysis and comparison focus on several key aspects of the 
programs: recruitment techniques, structure and process of involvement, 
and the citizen's role and impact on the planning process. The analysis 
finds that where the issue, such as the airport study, is important in the 
community a loosely structured, citizen-defined involvement program is 
more effective. Advocate planners are beneficial in this instance. For a 
nonsalient, or less visible, issue such as the countywide transit plan, a 
more tightly structured involvement program that emphasizes educating 
citizens is effective in stimulating citizen input. This strategy relies on 
planner-defined activities with all citizens playing the same role. The in
formation for this analysis is based on a survey and study done in the 
Metro 1980 transit planning study and on involvement in the initial stages 
of the Seattle-Tacoma community involvement program. 

•IN U.S. transportation planning (1), different strategies have been used to involve 
citizens. These strategies differ 1n the methods used to motivate citizen participation 
in certain roles and in the types of problems citizens deal with. 

In the past several years, two transportation planning programs, having regional 
and local impacts, have been undertaken in King County, Washington. The Municipality 
of Metropolitan Seattle (Metro) 1980 transit planning study and the Seattle-Tacoma 
(Sea-Tac) airport master plan a11d vicinity planning study used different strategies to 
involve citizens in their planning and policy-making processes. This paper describes 
and evaluates some of the major differences between these two strategies and, spe
cifically, examines whether and to what extent these differences have affected the cit
izens' role and ability to impact the decisions being made. 

The two planning projects were attempting to solve problems that had different levels 
of saliency in the community. In both planning processes, some decisions were made 
prior to or without citizen involvement. This latter factor influenced the potential role 
for citizens and closed off some areas of decision making to their influence. 

MUNICIPALITY OF METROPOLITAN SEATTLE TRANSIT 
PLANNING STUDY 

The Metro transit planning study was conducted during the fall of 1971 and spring of 
1972 to develop a countywide bus transit system. It was initiated by Metro, which 
operates sewage treatment plants in the area, and by the cities of Renton and Bellevue 
and the Puget Sound governmental conference (PSGCL It was funded through an Urban 
Mass Transportation Act grant. This was the third attempt in the area; two rail rapid 
proposals to develop an improved, comprehensive public transportation system had 
been defeated in 1968 and 1970. 
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A team of consultants was hired by PSGC to conduct the 8-month planning study, 
and the citizen participation program was subcontracted to a local consulting firm. 
Almost $139,000, or 20 percent of the total project funds, were allocated to the citi
zen participation program. This allocation s hows a consider able commitment to pro
viding citizens with an active role in the planning proces s . The issue of improved 
transit service in the area was, at the time, a fairly low-visibility issue. The policy 
makers wanted to maintain this low profile (to keep the is sue from becoming politicized) 
since voter approval was needed for Metro to assume operating functions that included 
taxing power. This characteristic of planning was important in determining the strat
egies developed for involving citizens in the p:rocess . 

In general, the Metro progr am was based on an advis ory role for citizens (2). The 
program was designed and implemented to s timulate interest in bus transit among citi
zens in all parts of the Seattle metropolitan area but, at the same time, to channel 
citizen interest and input to this one mode of transit. To maximize input from indi
viduals rather than from groups alone, the program was carefully structured to follow 
the major steps of the planning process. Thus, channels for input were well defined 
by the consultants. As a consequence, citizen participation was limited to a prede
termined range of alternatives and ideas. This limited the options to explore new or 
different concepts. This tactic was justified by the consultants, however, as being 
necessary, in a practical sense, to prevent another failure such as the rail rapid 
transit bond issues. This strategy was efficient in obtaining citizen input directed to 
the actual issues being considered by the policy makers. However, this notion assumes 
that the parameters that are set by the decision makers are acceptable to all groups and 
individuals concerned and that the defined decision area provides the opportunity to de
velop the optimal plan from the perspectives of the citizens and the policy makers. 

SEATTLE-TACOMA AIRPORT MASTER PLAN AND 
VICINITY PLANNING STUDY 

The Port of Seattle and the King County Division of Land Use Management jointly spon
sored an 18-month planning project (March 1973 to October 1974) that included an up
date of the air port master plan and the land use plan for the community surrounding the 
airport facility . This area covers 44 mi 2 (114 km 2

) of southern King County and has 
137,000 r esidents. The project was funded by the two local sponsors, and matching 
funds came from the Federal Aviation Administration; t he total amount was $ 642,000. 
Most of the funds allocated for the Sea-Tac community involvement pr ogr am (CIP) 
were in the form of in-kind services from the two local agencies, and a small amount 
was from the various consulting firms, who conducted environmental impact studies of 
the airport and urban development in terms of noise, air, water quality, and solid 
wastes. A total of $48,834 was allocated at the beginning of the study for these ser
vices and materials, although some additional funds were provided for specific ac
tivities, e.g., $10,000 allocated for a community attitudes survey. 

Unlike the transit study, the airport project is focused on a visible and important 
issue for the community around the airport facility. As air traffic has increased and 
the airport has expanded, many people in the vicinity have been adversely impacted by 
the noise from airplanes. In the community attitudes survey (3), almost 20 pe1·cent of 
the residents sampled thought noise was the most serious probTem in the community. 
Nationwide, 3 percent of the population cite noise as the major problem. Of the people 
sampled 79.1 percent indicated that the source of the nois e problem is airplanes . These 
people live in the zones adjacent to the airport facility and feel the impact more than 
those who live far ther away. As more res idents have been impacted directly, they 
have actively sought some solution to the problem. 

The zone 3 committee was formed in 1972 by citizens living in the aircraft approach 
pattern to solicit compensation from the Port of Seattle or changes in airpor t procedur es 
to help alleviate the noise problem. Little progress had been made at the time that this 
study commenced, although the port commissioners had heard the citizens' case for 
acquisition of homes most heavily impacted by noise from the airport. Because of the 
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intensity of feelings against the port and to some extent against the county (4), op
portunity for conflict resolution had to be incorporated into the citizen participation 
program. This was not necessary in the Metro study since few people showed strong 
feelings about the proposed bus transit system at the outset of the planning study. 

The Sea-Tac CIP has not focused on developing a new or more comprehensive ser
vice. Major expansion on the airport recently was completed; therefore, citizens had 
limited opportunity to influence decisions directly relating to the size of the airport 
facility and its impact on the community. The land use plan being developed is an up
date of existing land use plans and is not reflecting any radically new or different ser
vice or structure. 

This means that citizens have not been involved in developing a new system or ser
vice, as was the case in the Metro program, but that they have dealt with problems that 
directly affected them. This was not the case for many people involved in the Metro 
study. 

Sea-Tac CIP differs in a number of ways from the Metro program. First, it was 
based on the concept of a partnership between the community and agency planners in 
decision areas that directly affect the community. Second, as mentioned above, CIP 
allowed for conflict resolution early in the planning process; therefore, the program 
structure was kept loose and flexible to allow citizens to air grievances and to explore 
a variety of alternative solutions to problems related to the airport and urban de
velopment. 

Although different types of decisions were being made in these two planning pro
cesses, they both developed an ongoing citizen participation program for the duration 
of the planning period. Both were concerned with regional transportation issues al
though in both cases citizens were not given a direct role in making basic policy de
cisions regarding such issues as the operating agency, funding, and form and size of 
the transportation facilities that impact the local communities in which they are located. 
Citizens were given the opportunity, to different degrees, to influence middle-range 
policy or operational decisions that dealt with the more tangible aspects of the planning 
issues involved. 

These two citizen participation programs present some clear differences in the 
scope and saliency of the problems to be solved and in the methodologies used to in
volve citizens. The rest of this paper will present a more detailed discussion and com
parison of the two citizen involvement programs based on several specific points: 

1. Recruitment methods and participation rates, 
2. Structure and process of involvement, and 
3. Citizen roles and their impacts on planning. 

RECRUITMENT METHODS AND PARTICIPATION RATES 

Metro 

Because the Metro transit plan involved planning a transit system for a large part of 
the greater Seattle metropolitan area, participation was sought from residents from 
all areas of the county and in the city of Seattle. At the outset, it was anticipated that 
the voters would be called on to approve a local sales tax for transit; therefore, reg
istered voters were selected as the primary client group for the participation program. 
From voter registration lists developed for school levies and local bond issues, a ran
dom sample of 10,000 regular voters was selected. These and the more than 300 iden
tified community organizations received personal letters from the study sponsor, PSGC, 
inviting them to attend citizen meetings to be held during the planning study. Letters 
were sent before each of the five meetings and contained information on the previous 
meeting and the agenda, time, and location of the forthcoming meeting. In addition, 
notices of the meetings were placed in the metropolitan and local newspapers, on radio 
and TV, on buses, in stores and libraries, and in other public places. 
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To facilitate participation by residents of different areas of the city and suburbs, 
the 5 meetings were held at approximately the same time in each of the 10 geographic 
zones covering the area. 

These efforts were somewhat successful in attracting residents to the meetings. 
Results from a survey conducted by Curry show that from 28 to 52 percent of the par
ticipants in the five meetings came in response to the letters to individuals and organi
zations. Another 25 to 34 percent came in response to notices in the news media. Of 
the respondents in this survey, 75 percent belonged to some kind of community organi
zation, and 79 percent have lived in the area for more than 10 years. This possibly 
reflects the emphasis on regular voters who tend to be the more stable residents of 
an area [ based on a survey of 4 percent of the citizen participants and of 10 of 12 plan
ners in the Metro program ( 5)]. 

In addition to the general citizen meetings, a transit liaison committee was formed 
to serve as a link between citizens and the policy makers within PSGC and Metro. 
Fifty-four persons who were professionally involved in transportation policy, elected 
officials, or representatives of groups involved in transportation matters were selected 
by the agencies to serve on this committee. 

A total of 1,300 citizens attended at least 1 of the 50 citizen meetings during the 
planning study. However, many people attended only one or two of the meetings. Based 
on the Curry citizen survey, 54 percent attended only one or two meetings, 19 percent 
attended three, and 27 percent attended four or five meetings (Table 1). Average at
tendance varied widely among the 10 districts and among meetings. Highest attendance 
came in the second and third meetings, which focused on alternatives and route selec
tion. This attendance then tapered off in the last meeting, which dealt with detailed 
development of the preferred (and eventually recommended) plan. 

Demographic information gathered by consultants (6) shows that the participants 
who attended each meeting represented a fair cross section of the population of the 
Seattle metropolitan area (Table 2). 

Sea-Tac 

The impact of the airport facility and its activities and the impacts of rapid urban de
velopment in the airport vicinity were the 
two major factors considered and resolved 
in the Sea-Tac CIP study. Therefore, 
property owners were defined as the ini
tial primary client group for the CIP. 
All the property owners in the airport 
study area received letters from the King 

Table 2. Demographic profile of meeting attendees 
based on King County 1970 census. 

1970 Census (percent) 

Work 
County Division of Land Use Management, Item Population Force 

Meeting 
Attendees 
(percent) 

inviting them to attend the initial public -se_x _______________ _ 

meetings held to explain the purpose of Male 

the planning project. Attached was a short F emale 
Age, years 

19 to 20 
21 to 29 

Table 1. Meeting attendance rate of 30 to 39 
40 to 49 

survey respondents. 50 to 59 
>60 

Number of Income, dollars 
Number of Persons 0 to 4,000 
Meetings Attending 4 to 8,000 
Attended Meeting Percentage 8 to 12,000 

12 to 16,000 
1 17 32.7 >16,000 
2 11 21.2 Mode to work 
3 10 19.2 Automobile 4 9 17 .3 Bus 5 5 ~ Walk 
Total 52 100.0 Other 

48 
52 

5.1 
23.0 
17 .8 
18.6 
16.0 
19.2 

8.2 
15.0 
26.0 
17.0 
31.0 

76.0 
14.0 
6.9 
2.3 

61 
37 

62 
38 

0 .7 
14.9 
22.3 
23.9 
19.0 
18.0 

13.2 
12.2 
22.4 
21.0 
31.0 

74.6 
18.8 

2.9 
2.1 
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questionnaire asking whether the person was interested in becoming involved in the CIP 
or in being kept informed on the progress of the study. In addition, notices and articles 
were placed in local and metropolitan newspapers and in public places in the community. 
Contact was also made to known community organizations to encourage their participa
tion in the project. 

'l\vo initial public meetings, at which the study team tried to explain the project, 
were held in different sections of the study area. The first meeting, in particular, 
generated a large and hostile crowd. Many questions were asked about the need for a 
study by the port to verify that there was a noise problem. This first contact with the 
public indicated to the planners that citizens were highly aware and critical of airport 
impacts and that there was a need to provide a flexible participation structure and an 
open atmosphere concerning information on the study. 

At these meetings, citizens were encouraged to fill out questionnaires on the notices 
if they had not received them in the mail. Boxes were placed at the entrance to the 
meeting hall for depositing these questionnaires. Over 400 of these questionnaires 
provided the basis for a specific client-action group for starting the CIP. These people 
received a second questionnaire asking them to state their preferred area of activity 
and involvement. From this, two general activity areas were derived: airport and 
noise and urban development and water quality. These two areas provided a general 
structure for citizen activities in the CIP. 

One of the goals of the CIP was to provide open access to information and involve
ment for all citizens in the airport vicinity who were interested in becoming involved 
or just informed about the study. Because many residents in the community were 
concerned and interested, a rather loose recruitment strategy was maintained, and 
more emphasis was placed on providing information. Unlike the transit project, plan
ners in the Sea-Tac project did not have to drum up interest in the issues involved. 
There was more than enough interest in noise and water quality, and, to a certain ex
tent, in county activities in the area. 

Since most of the resources allocated to the Sea-Tac CIP involved in-kind services, 
there was a small budget for materials and activities ($7,000). During the first 6 
months of the study, there was only one full-time community planner, the CIP coordi
nator, assigned to the project and two part-time assistants. Later, one full-time 
planner replaced the two part-time assistants. As a result, information on the number 
and demographic characteristics of participants was not documented. However, par
ticipants for particular activities were mapped periodically by their mailing address, 
and this showed a fair distribution of the area, especially in the neighborhoods im
mediately adjacent to the airport facility. 

According to the CIP coordinator, 90 to 100 persons were consistently active on the 
4 committees set up by the citizens. It is estimated that 200 to 300 citizens were ac
tively involved in various phases of the program during the past 15 months. When the 
study was 1 year old, over 1,000 persons were on a regular mailing list for information 
about the progress of the project, and up to 2,000 members of the communities involved 
in the study were estimated to be highly aware of the project activities. 

No set number of meetings were scheduled at the outset of the planning study, partly 
because of the length of the project and the loose structure of the CIP. Most meetings 
involved 5 to 15 citizens in small work sessions or activities. Bimonthly committee 
meetings drew 25 to 40 persons. The task force meetings were held once or twice a 
week for the past year; thus, over 100 work-activity sessions have been held. 'l\vo 
larger public meetings, for port discussion of acquisition plans for the area, have been 
held since the project began. In addition, five information-education meetings were 
held in seven community schools to explain the data collection phase of the environ
mental studies. 
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STRUCTURE OF INVOLVEMENT 

Metro 

As was indicated in the introduction, the Metro citizen participation program was very 
structured in regard to process and content. Exactly 5 meetings in each of the 10 zones 
were held at defined crucial points in the planning process: goals and objectives, alter
native plans, tentative plans, recommended plan, and final plan. All followed the same 
agenda, meeting time, and format. Location and consulting team personnel were the 
only factors that varied from one meeting to the next within each zone. 

The consultants began the program with a technical presentation on the topic of the 
meeting, and thus the citizens were provided with information regarding the technical 
aspects of the study. Small group discussions or work sessions followed in which citi
zens were divided into groups by a number assigned to them as they entered the meeting. 
All citizens participated in all of the activities ; there was no division of labor (i.e., 
each group dealt with only a few specific issues). 

This strategy tended to promote individual input rather than group. input or coalition 
formation. It allowed each person to gain, at least, an overall understanding of the 
transit planning process but no in-depth knowledge of any one part of it. During these 
small group sessions, citizens were asked to discuss goals, to choose among invest
ment priorities, and to develop preferred fare structure. Each group gave a report 
to the meeting, then each individual was asked to fill out a questionnaire to give plan
ners their personal opinions on the topics of the meetings. The use of predetermined 
work tasks kept citizens focused on the parameters set by the policy makers. This 
control of the issues and information resulted in control of citizen responses; it di
rected citizen efforts toward those alternatives that were acceptable to the policy 
makers or the planning group. For example, all of the tasks dealt only with a bus 
transit system for the Seattle metropolitan area. Although this tactic provided the 
consultants with relevant information for their work, it limited citizen opportunity to 
explore other concepts of public transportation for the area. 

Information and input from the citizen meetings were synthesized by the citizen par
ticipation consultant and sent to the planning consultants for incorporation into their 
development of a feasible and preferred system of public transportation. Written group 
tasks and individual questionnaires were designed to provide quantifiable information 
for input. 

A team of consultants and staff persons from PSGC and Metro rotated to different 
areas for meetings . Rotation of planning staff discouraged development of continuing 
relationships between citizens and planners and promoted a more formal structure of 
interaction between citizens and consultants. Although both citizens and planners inter
viewed in this project thought that the planners were willing to discuss questions with 
citizens concerning the planning issues and tasks involved, the formal structure of the 
meetings provided relatively little opportunity for informal and continuing group inter
action among citizens or between citizens and planners. 

The link between citizens and decision makers in this planning process was indirect: 
The consultants gathered written input from citizens and then synthesized and inter
preted it before presenting it to the policy makers. No citizens were involved in trans
mitting the information to the policy makers or in determining what information should 
be emphasized by the consultants in plan development. The transit liaison committee 
activities paralleled those in the citizen meetings, although there was more opportunity 
for discussion of the issues. Citizens participating in the meetings did take some active 
roles; primarily these were in the area of operational policy, as defined by the consul
tants and policy makers. This participation was satisfactory to a majority of the citi
zens surveyed but tended to prove frustrating to those who wanted to explore basic 
policy issues or other possible mixes of t r ansit modes. In the survey of citizens and 
planners, 18 citizen r espondents (35 percent) who had previous transportation planning 
or citizen participation experience stated that citizens' ideas and suggestions affected 
the plan development only to some degree 0 1· not at all. The seven who saw no citizen 
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impact thought that all the major decisions were made ahead of time and that citizens 
had little influence on the outcome of the planning process. The planners interviewed 
were in basic agreement with these citizens' perceptions: Six (60 percent) stated that 
citizens affected the plan development to some degree or not at all and that they pri
marily affected operational policy. 

However, citizen influence in basic policy issues was not absent from the overall 
process. A citizens' lobby group, the citizens' transit committee (CTC), was formed 
by citizens who had been involved in the plan. This group, formed after the consultants 
had prepared their recommended plan for presentation to the Metro council, was more 
open to citizen-initiated activities and direction and was able to exert more direct 
pressure on the decision makers than were citizens participating through the formal 
citizen participation program. Although this group was set up to seek voter support 
for the transit issue, its members also successfully lobbied the Metro council for five 
policy changes and additions to the final plan. Specifically, these concerned the following: 

1. No diesel buses, 
2. Special fa.res for the elderly and handicapped, 
3. A Metro pledge to seek (a) alternatives to the sales tax as a funding source and 

(b) removal of the s ales tax from prescription drugs , 
4. Retension and expansion of the trolley fleet in Seattle, and 
5. A lower base fare of 20 cents instead of 25 cents. 

There was substantial citizen influence in the final outcome of the operational aspects 
of the plan. But influence on basic policy issues was achieved from the CTC efforts 
more than from citizens working through the formal citizen participation program. 
This will be discussed further in the next section. 

Sea-Tac 

The structure for involvement in this program provides some clear contrasts to that 
used by Metro. First, the program was administered primarily by King County planning 
staff and secondly by the Port of Seattle planning staff. The two agencies did not always 
share a common view of the role of citizens in the decision-making process, and this 
generated some difficulty in smooth working relationships between them. Second, the 
program first found out the concerns and interests of the community and then based the 
CIP around those priorities in relation to the issues treated in the planning project. 

Sea-Tac CIP was placed under the management of King County and was assigned to 
the community planner for the Burien area, the large incorporated area that is adjacent 
to and most affected by the airport facility. The community planner became the project 
coordinator for the CIP and brought many existing contacts with various community 
groups and individuals. This provided an initial and continuing link between the com
munity and the two agencies involved in the study. The cow1ty used area members of 
the Environmental Development Commission (EDC), the 104-member citizen body that 
was advisory to the county council, as initial organizers of the citizen activities and 
meetings. They were to work with several members of the zone 3 committee, who were 
organized to put pressure on the Port of Seattle to pursue compensation measures such 
as acquisition of impacted properties. 

At the beginning of the study, a community office was set up to serve as a focal point 
of the CIP for the duration of the project. The establishment of the community office 
provided a visible sign of commitment to the community and served as a vital com
munication and activity center for the entire participation program. This was possible 
since the project focused on a smaller geographic area than that in the transit study. 

The Metro program set up the transit liaison committee as a link between citizens 
and policy makers, and the Sea-Tac study initially designated that two citizens be se
lected to serve as voting members of the policy advisory committee. This committee 
was the main policy-making body for the project-related decisions and was made up of 
key policy makers from the two local agencies and the Federal Aviation Administration, 
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representatives from the four consulting firms, and citizen representatives. The 
citizen representatives were not chosen because they shared viewpoints of the two 
agencies. Rather, through the strength of the zone 3 committee's opposition to the 
port and the EDC commitment to citizen participation in county government, these 
persons were selected to serve on the policy advisory board. In the sixth month of 
the project, two additional members of the community were added to the policy ad
visory committee at the recommendation of the CIP members and staff. 

Two committees were set up by the CIP staff to focus citizen efforts on the areas 
of primary concern: the airport and the urban development plans, i.e., the noise and 
water and land use problems. Citizens joined the group of their choice and determined 
their own priorities and activities. The CIP staff provided technical assistance and 
guidance and helped to prepare and transmit formal reports and communications be
tween the citizens and the agencies. 

Early in the project, citizens undertook a community survey of expressed concerns 
and an aesthetic survey of the area. Three half-hour video-tape programs on the en
vironmental studies were produced by CIP staff and citizens and local audio-visual ex
perts as part of a series of five educational-feedback programs. These classes were 
held in seven elementary schools and were set up and run by citizen members of the 
CIP. 

One of the major inputs by the CIP was a definition of preferred futures for the com
munity. Citizens were divided into four groups according to their stated interests and 
initially worked separately in defining community needs and desires and institutional 
constraints in the areas of urban development, water quality and drainage, airport 
planning, and noise abatement. These inputs were translated into program ideas that 
were then developed into program choices and combined into compatible program sets. 
From these, preferred alternative future plans were defined for the community by CIP 
participants. A newspaper tYPe of tabloid was published and distributed through local 
newspapers, explaining the alternatives and asking for feedback on an attached ques
tionnaire. Although the response rates were too low to ascertain any firm trends in 
community opinion, this activity did persuade the port and the county to define and 
articulate alternatives at this point in the planning process. In these activities and 
others, citizens gained a more thorough understanding of and experience in the process 
and the content of the planning project. 

To provide maximum access to information on the project to the community, news
letters and fact sheets on various studies and phases of the project were sent to over 
1,000 community residents and agency personnel by the CIP staff and volunteers. In 
addition, articles were placed in local newspapers, providing progress reports on the 
project. Displays were placed in local art fairs, in the library, and at schools to pro
vide visible information on the project. 

The strategy followed in this program was based on citizen determination of their 
own activities and input i nto the planning process. (This is in contrast to the Metro 
p1·ogramJ To facilitate citizen access to the program, meetings wer e generally held 
in the evening in the local community office, local schools, or at a citizen's home. 
Meeting times, location, and agenda were flexible to meet the needs of the citizens 
involved, and this promoted sustained activity by a core of interested citizens. The 
Sea-Tac CIP and Metro strategies differed in that Metro was not flexible to citizen 
schedules and desires. 

CIP structure seemed to be more flexible because the issues were highly visible 
and important to the community; therefore, citizens were initially motivated to seek 
effective ways in which to influence Port of Seattle and King County government policy
making processes that affected them directly. Citizen-volunteer activity was necessary 
to implement the program since project funds allocated to the CIP only provided for a 
small staff and minimal resources for surveys and educational programs. It was not 
possible in the Sea-Tac program, as it was in the Metro program, to conduct a low
profile program. Because of the intense concerns and opinions in the community 
toward the issues involved, there had to be opportunities for citizens to air their griev
ances and to develop working relationships with the agencies. This was based on mu
tual trust, something that has been achieved only partially. 



31 

CITIZEN ROLES AND THEIR IMPACT ON PLANNING 

Metro 

As stated previously, the citizen role in this program was for the most part to advise 
on basic policy. Through the group tasks and individual questionnaires in the citizen 
meetings, people had the opportunity to respond to basic policy issues such as the type 
of transit system and operating agency that had already been shaped by the policy 
makers. This helped the policy makers verify the political acceptability of their de
sires. Within the framework of the formal participation program, citizens played 
their most active role in the area of operational policy in such decisions as route de
sign, fare structure, and scheduling of buses. When asked in the survey to explain 
the ways in which citizens' ideas and suggestions changed or influenced the plan, over 
61 percent of the citizens and 90 percent of the planners mentioned physical aspects 
alone or in combination with financial policy, for example. Two of the planners stated 
that citizens did not really have any influence at all in determining the shape of the plan 
since basic policies that constituted the really important foundation blocks of the pro
cess were decided before citizens became involved. Specifically, citizen input in route 
selection was used and resulted in an increased number of routes connecting suburban 
communities and east-west sections of Seattle. Early development of improved service 
levels was given priority above original consultant plans to develop capital facilities. 

As mentioned earlier, the CTC successfully lobbied for changes in basic policy 
issues of the proposed plan. This citizen influence, exerted outside of the framework 
of the formal participation process, was applied directly to the decision makers by 
citizens who had participated in the program and wanted to change the consultants' plan 
so that it could be accepted and supported by the citizen vote. Thus, the low-profile 
strategy of the citizen participation program did not last after the formal planning pro
cess was completed. Given a chance for more influence during the Metro hearings on 
the proposed plan, citizens initiated their own activities to make changes in some of the 
basic policy areas. The changes that resulted became, in effect, campaign promises 
that Metro has had to keep. This has presented some problems. The promise for no 
diesel buses has been hard to fulfill since there exist few alternatives to diesel-fueled 
vehicles at this time. 

In summary, although the consultants and policy makers agreed about the appro
priate role for citizens in the planning process, citizens active in the CTC did not stay 
within the parameters of this role. Rather, they wanted to make some of the perceived 
faults in the proposed plan visible and to press for changes. Probably, more citizen 
participation in the definition of their role would have promoted development of a 
recommended plan that would have more accurately reflected citizen desires. 

Sea-Tac 

The citizen role is more difficult to determine in this program primarily because the 
two agencies involved did not agree on the appropriate role for citizens in their re
spective planning processes. Traditionally, the Port of Seattle has not incorporated 
citizen input into their planning and decision-making model. However, threat of liti
gation against the port by citizens adjacent to the airport and the waterfront facilities 
has caused the port to seek more input from citizens in the area. On the other hand, 
the King County Division of Land Use Management has had a substantial amount of ex
perience in working with citizens in the past in updating area land use plans. Before 
the study was begun, it had established a community planner in the area and, thus, was 
developing ongoing relationships with individuals and groups within the community. 
The division has promoted a partnership working relationship with citizens concerning 
land use issues. 

The existence of a community planner in the Burien community also provides a con
trast with the Metro program, in which many communities had to be served by the 
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community planner program and there was no ongoing contact with these communities 
between the five meetings. The community planner served as a vital link between citi
zens and decision makers, sometimes acting as an advocate for community interests 
and at other times advocating the agencies' points of view to citizens. This provided 
citizens with more access to information about influencing the decision-making process. 
The four citizen representatives on the policy advisory committee produced a similar 
effect: The policy makers received direct input from citizens and were accountable to 
the community through the citizen representatives. The formal citizen participation 
program in the Metro study did not have this direct accountability. This came only 
when the CTC was formed and put strong pressure on the Metro council for changes 
in the recommended plan to make it acceptable for voter support. 

Citizen activities in the Sea-Tac CIP focused on these activities of the project that 
directly affect the community: noise, water quality, and land use. In this program, 
citizens and CIP staff worked together to develop information and education programs 
for the larger community, surveys of community opinions, and translation of these 
opinions and concerns into recommended goals and programs for community and agency 
consideration. Although this same process was followed in the Metro program, it only 
involved public transportation and was done by the planners and not by the citizen par
ticipants. 

Citizens influenced the planning process in the Sea-Tac project in several ways. 
First, initial citizen input indicated to the port that citizens were not willing to wait 
for 18 months for any action in resolving the noise impact problem. Thus, within the 
first 6 months of the project, the port started developing acquisition plans for areas 
immediately adjacent to the airport. Second, citizen activity in the CIP demonstrated 
to the two agencies the need for establishing an ongoing citizen participation process 
in the community. King County already has a community planner assigned to the area; 
the Port of Seattle has recently set up a community office initially to assist in the acqui
sition process and later to provide a link between the community and the Port of Seattle. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The analysis of these two programs reveals that, in fact, the design of citizen partici
l?ation strategies tends to reflect differences in (a) the nature and scope of the issue, 
lb) the definition of the client group, and (c) the perceived role of the citizens. 

The transit study represented a single focus, low-profile issue that was regional in 
nature. The client group was defined as registered, regular voters; their role as per
ceived by both policy makers and planners was advisory, particularly with regard to 
basic policy issues. The citizen participation strategy was designed to maintain a low 
profile, apparently to keep the transit proposal from becoming a political issue in the 
election campaign. The citizen's role was predetermined and was structured to obtain 
input that would fit within the defined parameters of the proposed transit plan. Some 
citizens who had participated in the formal participation program did pursue change in 
several of the basic policy issues through the CTC. This shows that the consultants' 
recommended plan was not entirely acceptable even to some of the citizens who had 
attended the citizen meetings. This seems to indicate that at least 30 to 40 citizens 
desired a larger role than was provided to them through the formal citizen participation 
program. 

The airport study focused on several issues that were highly visible in their impacts 
on the local community; some of these were regional in nature and scope. The client 
group was defined as property owners and residents of zone 3, the noise-impacted area 
adjacent to the airport facility. The role of citizens was perceived as advisory by the 
Port of Seattle but was seen more as partnership by King County. The citizen partici
pation strategy, as developed by the King County community planning staff, sought to 
direct already stimulated citizen interest and concerns into constructive input and in
fluence on the policy-making processes of the two agencies. The CIP structure was 
flexible, so that community-defined concerns formed the basis of the program. The 
citizen's role was not totally predetermined, and citizens did achieve considerable in-
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fluence over some basic policies such as acquisition efforts by the Port of Seattle and 
community planning efforts by King County. In this program, the community planner 
acted partly as an advocate for community interests and also as a communication link 
between citizens and the two agencies. 

In both citizen participation programs, it was intended that citizens would primarily 
have a role in middle-range or operational policy decisions. Metro and the Port of 
Seattle had already tentatively formulated the major policies that shaped the outcome 
of the planning studies. However, in both cases, citizens attempted and succeeded in 
forcing changes in some of these policies (e.g., the no-diesel bus issue and the early 
acquisition issue). 

Most significantly, in both cases, the citizens' efforts resulted in a commitment by 
the agencies to establish an ongoing citizen participation program in the community. 
This has important implications for developing citizen participation strategies and for 
determining appropriate roles for citizens in policy-making processes. In the two 
studies cited, citizens were seen initially as having a less influential role in basic 
policy issues than in operational policy or physical aspects of the planning process. 
However, as citizens gained knowledge of the planning issue, they wanted a more de
finitive voice in basic, nonspatial policy issues, not only in the planning study but also 
in the ongoing policy-making processes of the agencies concerned. 

Through the transit citizen participation program, 30 to 40 citizens developed in
creased capabilities and expectations regarding their legitimate role in the policy
making process and, therefore, tried to influence policy through the CTC. Of these 
people from the CTC, 10 or more are now members of a Metro citizens' advisory com
mittee, the ongoing citizen participation component of Metro transit. 

Particularly, the residents who lived adjacent to the airport and became involved in 
the Sea-Tac CIP had more experience and knowledge about the Port of Seattle's ac
tivities and their impacts on the area. However, the CIP helped further train these 
and other citizens by channeling their inputs effectively into the policy-making process. 
As a result, more residents of the area have been put on the county's EDC, and the 
Port of Seattle has begun to establish an ongoing citizen participation program in the 
area. 

These findings indicate that experience in citizen participation of any sort trains 
citizens for more responsible roles in policy-making processes. The task of planners 
and policy makers is to continue to develop more flexible strategies for citizen partici
pation that allow participants to assume more responsible roles and to use their capa
bilities to their potential. 
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DISCUSSION 

Virginia K. Gunby, Washington State Highway Commission 

Curry's paper briefly reports on two typical single-function, ad hoc processes: One 
was slightly more comprehensive and loosely structured; the other was narrow and 
planner defined. 

The language of the report is inappropriate when one considers the subject matter: 
People in the community become clients, and we train and recruit them. If these words 
and other planning jargon were used with citizens I know, such a pr ogram would be 
through before it was started. 

I also would have preferred more analysis and less direct reporting, particularly 
on how each program could have been improved and on whose values and priorities 
were considered and whose were ignored. Changes in public policy should always 
seek to achieve greater equity. Did these programs recognize this purpose? 

Washington has traditionally been a populist state in which citizens actively write 
initiatives and referendums and seek legal redress when they are displeased with their 
governments. My first reaction to participating in a discussion about a western port 
district or county or Metro transit was that it would not be relevant to the processes 
in more densely populated areas of the United States. We in the state of Washington 
are a few generations behind the rest of the country in transportation and land use plan
ning. We are ahead on the critical concerns of the rest of the nation because our rate 
of growth, population, and urban density are less. In fact, critics in our area often 
exclaim that the Puget Sound region should benefit from the experience and problems 
of more complex areas so that we can be prevented from making the same mistakes. 

The process of most public involvement programs seems to indicate and tell more 
about the governmental agencies' true feelings toward citizens than any reports or 
evaluations of the products. Curry has written the middle of two stories, for which I 
must share some beginnings and partial endings. 

The Sea-Tac program was a first ci tizen par ticipation effort for a por t district that 
had a poor image in the a rea. [It had never i nvolved citizens in any of its port de
velopment projects, including a mammoth 300-ft-h.igh (91-m) grain terminal located 
on the Seattle waterfront that blocked all views of adjacent residences and spewed grain 
dust into the air.] The district's airport program is the first time a major airport in 
the United States has become involved in a joint planning effort with the adjacent com
munity. (That in itself tells a great deal about the state of the art of airport planning.) 

The surrounding community is unique, too, because it is the largest [137,000 people 
and 44 miles 2 (114 km2

)] urbanized, unincorporated area in the United States that re
ceives all its services from separate special districts or the King County government. 

Community interests have focused around quality schools ; the school district pro
vides the boundaries of the local community. The area resisted any attempt to plan or 
incorporate as more land was developed until, after a recent expansion of the Sea-Tac 
Airport, the threat of a limited-access state highway through the community and a major 
water drainage problem became apparent. The symptoms grew into a public crisis, 
and government reacted with a public involvement program. 

The port had a problem. The $200 million expansion of this major airport had been 
completed and the surrounding community was threatening litigation over the noise 
impacts from larger jets landing and taking off. 

The Sea-Tac effort started in March 1973, and in September 1973 the five-member, 
$1/year port commission announced an interim land acquisition program to purchase 
600 homes at an estimated cost of $16 million. That request for funds from the Federal 
Aviation Administration has not been acted on; no purchases have been made. In fact, 
federal criteria will have to be changed before any money will be available for noise 
impacts. It is hoped that expectation levels have not been falsely raised, as so often 
happens with citizen efforts. The port has made no commitment to a continuing citizen 
effort in its airport planning, except to an advisory committee of users. 

The Metro project was also developed after major decisions had been made or judged 
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to be out of bounds for public discussion. Metro also had another problem. Two pre
vious rail transit elections that needed 60 percent voter approval had failed in 1968 and 
1970, and the public consensus was that a thir d loss would rule these transit pos s ibili
ties out permanently. Therefore, the aim of the Metro bus transit program was to de
velop positive voters who would vote for a 0.3 percent increase in the countywide sales 
tax. A carefully structured program of community meetings, with ad hoc groups of 
citizens, focused on the transit service in the local community and never on the plan 
for the metropolitan community. There were no discussions of how to coordinate local 
land use plans to transit system plans or any consideration of the impact of a rapidly 
expanding commuter highway system on transit ridership and operating costs. Many 
joked about the phony participation in minor technical problems, scheduling, and other 
issues, including the color of the buses. They did not participate in the broad policy 
and system conflicts and land use issues. Such participation might have been acceptable 
to some if there had been a guarantee that multimodal transportation policies and plans 
would be discussed elsewhere. To this day, they have not been resolved, and many 
major projects in the area are awaiting their resolution. 

The 1990 Puget Sound regional transportation goals, policies, and plans have never 
been adopted by the Metro transit policy makers, and the fight between the transit op
erating agency and the regional planning agency continues. 

The regional citizen's participation advisory committee, of which I was a member 
when the transit study was undertaken, observed a few of the Metro community meetings 
and sent recommendations on improving and broadening the process to discussions of 
more critical concern. Our suggestions were rejected by the consultant and never 
proposed to the Metro council. 

Central city citizens felt left out of the process since most of the meetings were 
outside of the city and at times and places inconvenient for transit users. Others 
complained that the geographic areas were too large to be called a community and did 
not relate to a traditional community of interests or to a city. Some believed that the 
suburbs were given more meetings because there was a better voter turnout. Ac
tually, Metro had reasoned that the central city residents did not need to be convinced 
of the need for transit because they would be relieved of a bankrupt city transit system. 

The nature of the agencies involved had a significant impact on the types of programs 
they supported. What was lacking in both of these efforts was any involvement in the 
due process of our political system. Citizens had no opportunity to carry on a dialogue 
with their elected representatives at the beginning of the process, nor any time through
out the program. Many participants thought that decision makers were interested and 
that it made a difference for the citizens to contribute their valuable time and effort. 
As a result, perhaps it is because of strategies like those described in the paper that 
citizens are participating less. 

Government efforts on the whole for the past 10 years of citizen participation have 
been lost in a maze of goal setting, projects, ad hoc advisory committees, technical 
advisory committees, and bureaucratic jargon. Academic efforts have evolved games, 
obscure panels, model strategies, community attitude surveys, and computer programs. 
The output from citizen efforts is often frustration or a wild form of guerilla warfare 
between the citizens and their government, and it has not changed political institutions 
and conventions that need profound change. 

AUTHOR'S CLOSURE 

Gunby ' s discussion begins with several challenging criticisms of the approach and con
tent of the paper . The termin.ology criticized (i.e., client, t r ain, and recruit) was us ed 
fo r a specific purpose: to emphasize the role of citizens as the agencies involved view 
them rather than as the citizens or I view their role in the planning and decision-making 
process. Although the criticism of the lack of recommendations for improving the 
subject programs is certainly valid, the stated and intended purpose of the paper was 
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to show how the goals for citizen participation programs vary by agency, the type of 
planning situation, a11d the nature of the decision-making process. Admittedly, both 
programs were in need of changes to provide citizens with a greater voice in decisions 
that affect them. 

The remainder of Gunby's discussion does not criticize; it supplements the account 
of the two planning processes and their citizen participation programs. These com
ments add depth and perspective to the paper. However, it is rather disappointing that 
the beginning discussion was not more fully developed into a critique of the autho 's 
analysis of the two citizen participation programs. Unfortunately, Gunby's knowledge 
of and experience in citizen participation seem to be underutilized in this discussion 
of the paper. 


