After the Bridge Collapsed . . .                              
a citizens deliberation on transportation                    April, 2008
by John W. Milton
Early on the third Saturday morning in March, the first pleasant one of the new year, the parking lot of Metropolitan State University's campus in St. Paul begins to fill, and early birds begin to arrive at the university's Great Room.  By eight-thirty, more than 100 people have gathered for a day-long deliberation on the future of transportation policy in the Twin Cities metropolitan area.  As described by the event's planners, this will be a Citizens Deliberation Day.

The view from the Great Room, perched on the bluff overlooking downtown St. Paul, suggests a giant mural portraying the history of transportation in Minnesota . .  .
. . . down below is the Mississippi, where Saint Paul began at the seedy tavern of Pierre Parrant, known as "Pig's Eye," an entrepreneurial fur-trapper who sold liquor to steamboat rivermen, Native Americans, fur traders, soldiers from nearby Fort Snelling, and the thirsty stream of men pursuing their frontier dreams.  The city grew along its waterfront into the area adjacent to Lambert's Landing, the highest point on the Mississippi where steamboats could be unloaded.  As a result, Saint Paul became the gateway to the Upper Midwest for westbound settlers . . . 
. . . winding along parallel to the river is the railroad built by James J. Hill, "The Empire Builder," who arrived in St. Paul two years before Minnesota became a state.  After giving up his ambition to be a sea captain, Hill ended up working as a shipping clerk with one of the Mississippi steamboat companies, and on this humble note his transcontinental career in transportation began.  With the Minnesota Territorial Legislature eager to promote rail service, Hill founded the St. Paul & Pacific Railroad Company, and completed the first ten miles of railroad in Minnesota.  After many years of expansion, Hill's railroad, under the banner of The Great Northern Railway, connected the Great Lakes region with the Pacific Northwest.  Hill had foresight, seeing that development in the territory served by the railroad was its best chance for continued prosperity.  So the Great Northern became a prime example of using transportation to stimulate and guide economic and community development . . .  
. . . looping over the rail tracks is Interstate Highway 94, part of the Dwight D. Eisenhower National System of Interstate and Defense Highways, named for the president who was its chief sponsor.  Eisenhower recalled his years as a young soldier trying to get from post to post in this enormous country, and was an admirer of the German Autobahn highway system.  He believed the USA needed a system to transport military supplies and deploy military units if an emergency arose, so the Interstate was built – mostly for reasons of national security and civil defense at the height of the Cold War . . .  
And from the Great Room, the view westward includes the State Capitol, where most of the major decisions are made about transportation, and most of the funds are appropriated.  What better place, then, for Metropolitan State to host this first all-day deliberation by Twin Cities citizens on public policy relating to transportation, and the ever challenging questions on where to find the money?
But the participants – university faculty and staff, a panel of transportation experts, a panel of elected officials, and 70 ordinary citizens – did not come today to reflect on transportation history.  Ever since the collapse of the I-394W bridge in downtown Minneapolis last August, transportation has become the most contentious issue at the Capitol, and major decisions are still on hold as the State Legislature heads into the final month of its regular session.

The collapse of the bridge resulted in a significant loss of life, scores of injuries, a major disruption of traffic in the Twin Cities, and an serious shortfall in funds to replace it.  It underscored the contention that Minnesota, as well as the rest of the country, has been negligent in maintaining our physical infrastructure.  And it put the national media spotlight on the Twin Cities to a greater extent than any event since the Minnesota Twins won their last World Series in 1991.   

Under pressure to respond, the State Legislature passed a transportation bill in late February.  It was vetoed by Governor Tim Pawlenty, and the legislature voted to override the veto.  The majority Democrats in the State House of Representatives were joined by six Republicans in voting for the override, and these lonely dissidents were then assailed by their party for voting against the Republican governor.  The Democrats' support for the legislation is already a major issue in the 2008 legislative campaigns.
In late March, the legislature passed a major omnibus bonding bill that exceeded the governor's stated guidelines.  The governor used his power to line-item veto most of the transit-related items in the bill, including the state matching money for a Central Corridor rail line connecting the St. Paul and Minneapolis downtown business districts, long a Twin Cities priority.  Minnesota's legislative and executive branches of government have thus arrived at a stalemate, with the fog of rhetoric overcoming the light of reasoned solutions.  So it appears that the subject chosen by Metropolitan State for a serious deliberation was timely, and it's expected that the hot debate about transportation priorities and funding options will continue for some time to come.

Hence, on March 15th, a Citizens Deliberation Day on transportation.  But where did this idea of gathering citizens, transportation experts, and elected officials originate?  Who are these citizens chosen to participate in this event?  Since all but a very few participants have any decision-making power on transportation policy, what can be gained by holding this event on the first nice spring day of the year?  What impact will this event have on decisions made by elected officials?

Citizens Deliberation Day and Deliberative Polling ® 

Professor James Fishkin of Stanford University originated the concept of Deliberative Polling  in 1988.  He is now director of the Center for Deliberative Democracy, supporting the application of Deliberative Polling throughout the USA and beyond.  Fishkin recognized the value in polling for public opinion, but also saw limitations in the methods pioneered by Dr. George Gallup and others.  "These readings," according to Fishkin, "often measure little more than the public's impression of sound bites and headlines.  And the manipulation or manufacture of those impressions through focus-group-generated advertising and public-relations campaigns has become a vast enterprise.  Our public dialogue has been colonized by a persuasion industry that is more Madison Avenue than Madisonian."  [from "The Nation in a Room," Boston Review, March/April, 2006]
Fishkin identified three significant limitations to the traditional polling approach:

· given a widespread belief that any individual vote would not make much of a difference, why should one make an effort to become better informed?

· given people's reluctance to respond with "I don't know," why not just pick an answer, more or less at random?

· and, what's wrong with getting information from the TV news, and chatting with family and friends?

"These three problems with public opinion – rational ignorance, non-attitudes, and the tendency of like-minded people to cluster together – can determine whether polls reveal the public's considered judgments about politics or policy," according to Fishkin.

As described by Fishkin's center, Deliberative Polling employs social science to see what people would think about an issue if they became more engaged and informed. A random, representative sample of the population is first polled on some specific public interest topic.  After this baseline poll, members of the sample are invited to gather at a single place in order to discuss the issue.  Carefully balanced briefing materials, developed by an advisory group, are sent to the participants.  The participants engage in dialogue with panels of experts and decision makers, based on questions they develop in small group discussions with trained moderators.  After the deliberations, the sample of citizens is again asked the original questions.  The resulting changes in opinion represent the conclusions the public would reach if people had an opportunity to really discuss an issue, engage with alternative points of view, and become better informed. 

 [from a Summary of Deliberative Polling ® by the Center for Deliberative Democracy]. 
   


In recent years, applications of Deliberative Polling have been conducted by the European Union, in the U.K., Australia, Denmark, and Northern Ireland, and in more than a dozen communities in the USA.  In 2007, the Center for Deliberative Democracy embarked on a major test of how the methodology could be applied on college campuses to engage students, faculty, staff, and members of the broader community in discussions of public issues.  
Metropolitan State applied to be one of these, and was selected, along with 15 other state colleges and universities, and invited to send representatives to Stanford  University to take part in a Deliberative Polling Training Institute, co-sponsored by The New York Times and the Center for Deliberative Democracy.  The expectation was that these 16 schools would conduct deliberative polling initiatives on their campuses after training at the institute.  (Metropolitan State was the only institution chosen in Minnesota, and the only one serving a major metropolitan area).

Metropolitan State's team to plan and conduct the event was headed by Dr. Frank Schweigert, Assistant Professor in the College of Management, and Susan Shumer, Director of Community Outreach, Civic Engagement, and the Center for Community-Based Learning.  They were trained at the Center for Deliberative Democracy last summer. "We were excited by the opportunity to re-think the role of citizens in our democracy," says Schweigert.  "Civic engagement is a long-standing tradition of Metropolitan State, and we wanted to demonstrate that ordinary citizens can understand the key priorities and alternatives at stake and give informed input to our political leadership."

It also fits the university's mission of providing "accessible, high-quality liberal arts, professional, and graduate education to the citizens and communities of the metropoltan area."  Its mission, says Schweigert, "positions Metropolitan State to be an excellent laboratory for the Deliberative Polling experiment in democracy, deliberation, and broad citizen engagement."  So Metropolitan State seems uniquely positioned – as the only four-year public university, and by its historic mission –  to employ the Deliberative Polling process to enhance citizen participation in the Twin Cities metro area. 
Overall direction of the project was provided by the Metropolitan State University Project Team that included Thomas O’Connell, Ginny Lane, Suzanne Walfoort, and David O’Hara, with support by the University’s Acting President, William Lowe; Acting Provost, Ed Malecki; and Dean of the College of Management, Gary Seiler.  Data analysis was conducted by Minh Vo, David O’Hara, Francis Schweigert, and Nadja Berneche.

 Schweigert and Shumer also convened a broad-based advisory group of local transportation and policy experts to inform the survey and briefing materials.  Its members included Bob DeBoer, Director of Policy Development, Citizens League; Natalio Diaz, former Director of Transportation, Metropolitan Council; Robert Johns, Director, Center for Transportation Studies, University of Minnesota; Connie Kozlak, System Planning and Programming Manager, Transportation Planning, Metropolitan Council; Lee W. Munnich, Jr., Senior Fellow, Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, University of Minnesota; Carl Ohrn, Policy Analyst, Transportation Planning, Metropolitan Council; Clarence Shallbetter, Contributor to the Citizens League report, Driving Blind and to the Civic Caucus report, Untangling Congestion in the Expanded Twin Cites Region; and Amy Vennewitz, Deputy Director for Finance and Planning, Transportation Planning, Metropolitan Council.

 Finally, the co-leaders recruited panels of distinguished experts and policy-makers to answer questions posed by the citizen participants during the Deliberation Day.

Transportation Issue Chosen

After returning from their training, Schweigert and Shumer convened the Project Team, and developed a timeline that that would culminate in a Citizens Deliberation Day on March 15th.  The team chose a topic of great concern in the Twin Cities metropolitan area: Transportation Investment Priorities and Funding Options.  (Metropolitan State was the first college or university to select transportation for application of the Deliberative Polling® process).  From debates about transportation that have engaged the State Legislature and Minnesota governors during most of the past three decades, major issues were identified and questions proposed for the Deliberative Polling process.  
Since transportation was widely expected to be a priority of the 2008 Legislature, it was hoped that the results from Deliberative Polling would be available during the 2008 transportation debate at the State Capitol, and in updating the Transportation Policy Plan of the Metropolitan Council.  (With pressure to act more expeditiously, the State Legislature and governor began to make policy decisions before March 15th, but the debate at the Capitol is ongoing, and the Metro Council plan is still forthcoming).
Initial Survey
In February, Metropolitan State contracted with Northwest Survey & Data Services (NSDS) to conduct a telephone survey of Twin Cities residents.  NSDS used a random digit dial survey methodology, drawn from all working exchanges in the region.  9,000 numbers were randomly drawn, and an sustained effort was made to reach them during the period from January 30th to February 29th.  1,003 residents completed the survey.  According to NSDS, their methodology means that "under the worst case the results reported in this survey can be generalized back to the entire resident population of Minneapolis/St. Paul with an accuracy of + 3.1%.  The survey was designed to document the values, priorities, and knowledge of metro area residents on transportation issues such as traffic congestion, mass transit, bridge safety, and highway maintenance or expansion, as well as various options for sources of funding.  

These were some of the findings from the initial survey: 

· most agreed that traffic congestion is an impediment to easy driving in the metro area (78%)

· opinion was divided on whether bus or rail service is both available and convenient (46% didn't agree vs. 40% agreed)  

· most agreed that congestion has a negative impact on the economy (72%)  

· most agreed that congestion has a negative impact on the quality of life (74%)   

· opinion was divided on whether raising taxes on fuel, vehicle registration, and auto sales to pay for improvements would damage the economy (40% agreed vs. 52% disagreed)

· most agreed that investments in buses and trains are good for the local economy (80%)

· most preferred maintaining current roads and bridges over expanding them to carry more traffic (75%)

· opinion was divided on raising the gas tax by 5-10 cents per gallon (51% supported vs. 46% didn't support)

· most supported incentives to increase carpooling (90%)  

· most believed it important to stay on top of what's going on in their community (84%)

· opinion was divided on a belief one can do something about community problems (61% felt they could vs. 38% didn't)

· nearly all of those surveyed owned an automobile (93%)


[These results were consistent with a February poll conducted for the organization Minnesota 2020, in which Twin Cities residents supported a gas tax increase of 5 to 10 cents per gallon (by 51% vs. 38%), and by 74% supported expansion and promotion of regional rail transit].

Engagement of the Citizens

All of the 1,003 citizens responding to the initial survey were invited to the day-long March 15th Citizens Deliberation Day, and of these 242 said they were interested in attending.  These were sent the Briefing Document, agenda for the day, and directions on how to find their way to Metropolitan State.  The 30-page "Briefing Document for Metropolitan State University's  Deliberative Polling Project" was designed to provide an unbiased overview of the major issues that have been the focus of decision-makers' debate about transportation.  It provided a rationale for deliberation on transportation priorities and funding, explained trade-offs such as maintaining what we have versus expanding the system, and raised issues such as concern for safety, energy use, climate change, land use, and congestion.  The Briefing Document gave its readers a well-conceived, comprehensive digest of the major issues and questions that comprise the continuous public debate about transportation in the metropolitan area.
Finally, the Briefing Document framed two core questions at the center of the discussion:

1) knowing that public funds are always limited, how should the region prioritize transportation investments?

2) how should regional transportation investment be funded?

.

 .
Meanwhile, a detailed agenda was developed for March 15th (all day, from 8:30 am to 5pm), and roughly 40 facilitators and note-takers were trained by Metropolitan State professors Tom O'Connell and Suzanne Walfoort, members of the Project Team.

Deliberation Day, March 15th
. . . by eight o'clock on this Saturday morning, the Project Team is in place to welcome the participants in the Great Hall of Metropolitan State.  The total number of participants is less than expected, possibly due to the dramatic series of events at the Capitol in February, with the Legislature overriding the governor's veto of the major transportation bill.  Or because this is the first nice Saturday after a seemingly endless Minnesota winter.  But according to all observers, the quality of the group of 70 citizens is unusually high, the level of engagement and discussion is excellent, and everyone who's here for the morning kickoff will stay through the entire day.  The age of participants on this Deliberation Day ranges from 17 to 81, and the demographics for the group closely match those of the 1,003 who were contacted in the initial survey.  
By eight-thirty, most participants sit down to tables in the Great Room with a continental breakfast, and begin introducing themselves . . . 


One of these is a woman from New Brighton, who describes herself as a "stay at home" – meaning she doesn't face the daily commute to work.  She sees transportation as related to other issues such as economic development and conservation.  She's disappointed in how little useful information is available through the daily press and media.  "I think this day is important because we the citizens are being asked our opinions," she says.   "In my opinion, elected people don't seek our opinions, so this is a refreshing change.  Being invited to come here today has motivated me to want to learn more about transportation."

One of the men, from St. Paul, is a graduate of Metropolitan State.  He has an 8.5 mile commute to work.  He too is critical of news available on transportation, especially via the Internet, and he's disappointed with elected officials who ignored transportation until there was a crisis (collapse of the I-35W bridge).  He'd prefer  to emphasize fixing the existing roadway system before embarking on new construction. 


A woman from Burnsville is currently unemployed, but used to commute into Minneapolis on what she refers to as "the 35-W parking lot."  The media, she says, meaning radio and TV, is not a good source of information about transportation, and she admits to "not being a newspaper person."   She's critical of the lack of public transportation from the suburbs, and says she's made contact with her legislators, looking for them "to have good judgment, not just spouting the party line." 

A man, also from Burnsville, commutes to Chaska, so is not usually dependent on the Interstate system.  He gets his information about policy issues from newspapers and word of mouth.  After wondering about how to pay for maintaining the infrastructure, he did a little survey of friends and colleagues, "who are also concerned about where the money is going to come from."

A young woman from North St. Paul is a senior at Metropolitan State, majoring in community organizing.  Today she is acting as a group facilitator.  "I'm very interested in                   how this deliberative process can lead to more citizen participation in public decisions."
Welcome by Interim President William Lowe
Dr. Lowe welcomes the participants and panelists to Metropolitan State, and thanks the sponsors of this event: F.R. Bigelow Foundation, The Saint Paul Foundation, and The Minneapolis Foundation.  Lowe's office has also contributed, through the Metropolitan State University President's Special Initiative Fund.

President Lowe describes how well Deliberative Polling fits with Metropolitan State's mission as it relates to community-based learning, and introduces Frank Schweigert and Susan Shumer.
Schweigert says that today's deliberation "marks a new way to give citizens input to the public policy making process," adding his belief that "public participation is central to the democratic process."  He describes the phone survey done by the  professional polling organization, NSDS.  Shumer reviews today's agenda, emphasizing that the participants have been assigned to small groups of 8-10, whose job is to formulate questions to be asked of the panels of experts and policy makers.
First Small Group Discussion
There's excitement in the air and a release of energy as participants break up to join their small groups.  In the group facilitated by Andy Driscoll of St. Paul, some are eager to share their impressions . . .

"I moved to Minnesota from the East Coast and immediately recognized how much slower things were here – including traffic . . . I found the bus stop near my new home, as I would have back East, and found that I was the only person there, waiting for a bus.  Everyone else must have been driving their cars to work.  Can't blame them, though, it was a long bus ride!"


"I'm from Wayzata, and like the fact that we have a toll lane that makes the trip into Minneapolis much faster."


"I'm a transplant from Raleigh-Durham, and I find that traffic moves faster here than it did back in North Carolina."


The facilitator, raises a question: how should the Metro region prioritize its transportation investments?


"We have to change the mind set from 1 person, 1 car – which is absurd . . . but in the Twin Cities the population density is low, so that makes it more difficult to increase number of persons per car."


"I've been a Republican all my life, but I'm disappointed in the governor for his opposition to increased funding for transportation."


"If only we could deal with all the unnecessary driving that we're all guilty of."


"The rush to rebuild the I-35W bridge was a lost opportunity – to step back and rethink how we're providing choices for people and goods to move around."


"Let's not keep expanding the road system to accomodate more drivers.  There's got to be a limit!"


"For me, it's safety first, expansion of the road system last."


"We need to project toward a time when people will make choices of where to live and work based on the cost of transportation – dollars and time."


"Maintenance of what we have should be Number 1 – if you can't maintain what you have, why expand and compound the problem?"


"There's no metric for why we should invest more in transportation other than to relieve congestion."


"Why should Minnesota invest in a new bridge in Stillwater?  So that Wisconsin can grow at our expense?"

"Are we paying enough attention to safety and to protecting the environment?"

"We had a good transportation system here in the 1950's, and it's gone downhill ever since.  You can't get anywhere without jumping in a car."

"In this country we're tempted to spread out when we should be limiting the growth to the core cities."


"How can we get more people – like me – to use the transit system?"


"The shift from the central business districts as places to go for shopping and services makes it far more difficult to get around by public transportation.  For instance, there are hardly any hospitals left in the cities.  Who was doing the planning for that?"


"Employers could do more to encourage carpools, vans, bikes, all the ways to relieve congestion on the roads."


"There's a direct correlation between who's on what committee in government bodies and where the public investments are.  It's so obvious!"


"There's no consensus on how much light rail transit to build."


The facilitator then urges the group to put these ideas in the form of questions for the expert panel.  
First Expert Panel Question and Answer Session
The Expert Panel is moderated by Robert Johns, Director of the Center for Transportation Studies at the University of Minnesota.  Panel members are Margaret Donahoe, Legislative Director, The Minnesota Transportation Alliance; Jim Erkel, Land Use & Transportation Program Director of the Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy; Jason Flohrs, Director of Government Affairs, Twin West Chamber of Commerce; Adeel Lari, Director of Innovative Financing, State and Local Policy Program, Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs; and Carl Ohrn, Planning Analyst with the Metropolitan Council.  

Johns convenes the session in the auditorium, and introduces the panel, noting that in his long career in the field of transportation, this is one of very few efforts to engage citizens in transportation policy questions.  He then invites participants from the small groups to present their questions to one or more members of the panel.  One by one, a member from each of the small groups rises, is handed a microphone, and reads the question agreed upon by his or her small group . . . 
Q: who's responsible for transportation in the Metro Area?


Ohrn: "The public, through its elected officials, has assumed this responsbility . . . in other parts of the country, there are private roads and bridges, but not in Minnesota."


Donahoe: "There are many different jurisdictions and pieces, but the State Department of Transportation (MNDOT) has the largest role."

Q: how far along are we in long-term thinking about transportation?


Erkel: "MNDOT has a strategic plan that is coordinated with plans of the Metro Council for the entire seven-county metro area."


Flohrs: "The business community would like long-term planning to take place, not leave it to the political game.  To the extent possible, transportation planning should be kept out of the political process."

Q: how are we addressing the concern over lack of transit from suburb to suburb, now that all shopping and services are not concentrated in the downtown centers?  (and the correlary question:  how to solve the question of going from Brooklyn Park to Minnetonka without going through downtown Mpls?)


Ohrn: "It's a tricky business.  Fares pay approximately one-third of total operating cost, and none of the capital cost of transit, so services depend on the density of trips from point to point.  We've spent a lot of time looking at how to solve the suburb to suburb question, but there are no easy answers.  Some metro areas, like Houston, have tried to build such a system, but they've pulled out after seeing that their investments were never going to be justified."


Erkel:  "The Metro Council plan locked in the key points in the mid-1990's, and we're still dependent on that planning.  The Council's plan included expanding the bus system and introducing rail transit lines.  However, it's a 'spoke and wheel' system, contrasted with what Houston tried to do."

Q: regarding future expansion, what is the current strategy for expanding the highway system?


Donahoe: "The emphasis has been on removing bottlenecks, to ease congestion during peak times.  Among the notorious bottlenecks are the Crosstown, Hwy 100 (with bridges that were built in the 1930's), and I-494 going North.  Except for those, MNDOT has given priority to maintenance and preservation."

Q: how are we improving the current infrastructure to meet the needs for mass transit?


Erkel: "The Metro Council plan called for doubling the bus system."


Lari:  "There was the experiment with I-35W that included transit in the planning process."

Q: how about employers' role (social responsibility for) encouraging more flexible work hours?


Flohrs: "General Mills and other large employers have provided leadership on this, but it's more difficult when you ask smaller employers to follow.  There are some other options: increased work at home and use of telecommunications, and tax credits to promote these."

Lari: "Our studies at the Humphrey Institute show that the majority of people using the road system during peak hours are not in fact going to work, so having employers change work hours might not be the solution.  In the Twin Cities, we haven't really tried to use pricing as an incentive to change behavior, as in London and being proposed in NYC, where it would cost more to drive in the city during the day."

Q: how do we  get a commitment to use non-auto modes more?


Erkel: "If transit offers good service, people will use it.  Best example is the Hiawatha line of light rail, where usage has exceeded forecasts."


Ohrn: "Make express service from suburbs to downtowns much better, then people will be incented to use it."

Q: how can we best connect the downtowns of St. Paul and Mpls?  can we use parking lots that are empty during the week (example: with churches), so that people can leave their cars there and take transit?


Flohrs: "This is being done to a certain extent, and congestion would be worse without this effort."

Q: for planning purposes, should we be thinking of a metro area larger than the traditional 7counties.  To include Western Wisconsin?


Donahoe: "There is increased interest in going out beyond the 7 counties, and in connecting the Metro Area with regional centers (St. Cloud, Rochester, Mankato).  This might lend itself to more rail lines going out to these centers."


Erkel: "This gets to the jurisdistional question, and who's in charge of transportation planning.  We're really talking about 13 countries that are now involved."


Flohrs: "It's going to be tough to do, especially if it's driven by political considerations."


Donahoe: "There's a lot of agreement that we have to be working together, or these problems will never be solved."

Ohrn: "The Metro Council plan does have policies that limit growth of the highway system."

Q: how important is safety in transportation planning?

Lari: "As for the overall question of highway safety, our studies indicate that we kill 1.47 per 100 million passenger miles in the United States, versus less than 1.0 in Europe.  [According to Lari's data, this is explained by the fact that in Europe there are graduated drivers license privileges, far less use of alcohol when driving, lower limits to determine DWI, more serious punishment for DWI, and far greater social pressure against drinking and driving].
Q: how do we pay for transportation?  

Johns: "Traditionally, we've been dependent on user taxes and fees (gas, vehicle taxes), and we haven't raised these to keep pace with our needs.  We haven't had a gas tax increase since 1988, and trying to overcome inertia on that question is always difficult.  My guess is, it has to do with concern over volatility of gas prices, that's what really impacting people.  After going from $2 per gallon to $3, adding another 10 cents seems like adding insult to injury.  Also, consider that most roads (total miles) are local (city, county, township), so it's not inappropriate for these to be paid for by local (property) taxes."

Q: how are policy questions getting resolved among policy-makers?  It seems that a lot is based on geography – metro vs rural.


Lari: "We could be doing a lot with pricing, as is done in Europe, where behavior conforms to the price – they have much higher gas prices, and higher taxes for those using autos.  We have studied a major shift in this, from the gas tax to a mileage tax, so that putting on more miles results in more taxes paid.  Step by step, we are moving toward this.  I think the future of transportation funding is the mileage-based tax.  Historically the gas tax was probably fairer, but now it is not."

[Johns agrees with this, stating in an interview between sessions that "several state DOTs are working on a mileage-based tax, but the best solution in the long run will be to have it federalized, because to do it state by state requires dealing with the revenue side and the disbursement side.  For instance, what if Minnesota taxes mileage and Wisconsin doesn't?  Who collects the revenue for the mileage driven by Minnesotans in Wisconsin?  That strongly suggests a federal solution.  How long will it take to get there?  Perhaps up to 20 or 30 years.  So it's not going to solve the infrastructure problems we're facing in the short term."]


Second Small Group Discussion
In this session, the emphasis is on options for funding of transportation.  Facilitators suggest that their groups discuss these questions:   

· who uses the transportation system vs. who pays?
· if the gas tax must be spent for roads, and can't pay for transit, how does 

transit get funded?  

· why not fix or replace the worst of the bridges?

· why not emphasize more private investment (example: toll roads)?
· why not restore the license tab fees cut under former Governor Ventura?


Group members in this session seem more comfortable sharing their opinions . . .

"Why can't the voters vote on important funding questions?  Seems to me we're left out of the decision-making."

"No, we elect legislators to make the tough decisions.  It's a representative form of government.  Would you want a referendum on every bill, on every amendment?  Not me!  If I disagree with my legislators, I let them know.  The final recourse is to vote them out."

 
"Well, I for one don't have that much faith in the people at the Capitol and how they vote."

"Maybe I'm cynical, but it seems to me that after all the discussion, doesn't the Legislature just do what it wants?"

"I think we get what we pay for.  When our parents were taxed to build the road system, they paid for a good system.  It was in the common good, so why can't we?  Seems like there's this phobia about taxes – and look what it's done to our infrastructure!"

"I don't like borrowing to pay for transportation, why can't we just pay as we go?"
"If it costs me $750 sitting in congested traffic, like they say it does, I'd be willing to pay more in taxes to relieve this.  I'd come out money ahead."


"If we raise the gas tax by 5 cents per gallon or even 10 cents, that's nothing compared to the weekly fluctuations in the price of gas at the pump.  We just seem to hate the word taxes."


"I'm for raising the gas tax enough to keep pace with the needs of the transportation system, but if we do, how do we protect lower income people?"

In this group, there was strong consensus on shifting support to alternative energy sources (non-fossil fuels, hybrid cars).
Second Expert Panel Question and Answer Session
The same procedure is followed as in the first session, with individual participants presenting the questions from their small groups . . . 

Q: if people knew more about the true cost of driving their cars, would they change their pattern of usage?


Donahoe: "According to our studies, if a family can make do with one less car in the household, it will cost approximately $6,200 less per year."


Erkel: "You have a good point.  The costs of transit are much more apparent than the costs of operating a private car."

Q: who collects the funds for transportation in Minnesota?


Donahoe:  "62% goes to MNDOT, 29% to the counties, and 9% to townships.  For all funds spent, there's roughly a 50/50 split between metro and greater Minnesota."

Q: which is best, taxing or bonding?


Lari: "Bonding may seem more attractive, but it's not the same as financing a house with a long-term mortgage.  Unlike selling a home after so many years, you can't sell the road to pay for a new one."

Q: is there a "tipping point" in the gas tax that would change behavior and life style and create a market for transportation alternatives?


Lari: "It doesn't change much, even in Europe where gas taxes are higher, because the tax is still a small percentage of the total cost of driving a car."


Erkel: "Usage per vehicle has flattened (in vehicle miles traveled per year) since gas was priced at $2 per gallon, so that may indicate that there is some price sensitivity."


Q: how can we lessen the impact of gas tax increases on low income citizens?


Donahoe.  "It could be in the form of a rebate to them, but 5 cents is really not significant compared to the $3 per gallon price at the pump."

Q: what are the common values to prioritize transportation investments?


Erkel: "Better safety, easier freight movement, reduced congestion."

Q: what are the options for more progressive taxation to pay for transportation?


Lari: "The mileage-based tax (using adaptations of the GPS system).  Getting people to pay more for using the system at peak times and in peak situations."


Erkel: "Only the income tax is not regressive."


Donahoe: "Tax the miles travelled rather than the fuel consumed.  For this, the biggest issue is: what to do about miles beyond state borders?  Preferably, it would be a national system.  And there is an assumption that down the road we will be doing that."


Flohrs: "We could take more from the state general fund for transportation."

Q: should large corporations contribute more to transportation?


Flohrs: "You have to remember that we get many benefits from having corporate headquarters in Minnesota, and I don't think it's advisable to do anything to encourage them to relocate away from here."


Erkel: "The business community doesn't like anything except the gas tax."

Third Small Group Discussion
Prior to this session, Schweigert announces the next step in the process.  "We're heading into a most important portion of the day, formulating the questions we want to ask of the policy makers panel."

These are some of the questions discussed in the small groups:

· why has there been so much public resistance to the gas tax increases over past 20-30 years?
· have we deliberately fallen behind in funding transportation because of this?
· when a gas tax increase of 5-10 cents is such a small percentage of the total cost of gas, why is there such resistance?
· how can we explain a more favorable public attitude toward toll roads than an increase in gas tax?

Policy Panel Question and Answer Session
All of the participants re-convene in the auditorium, and Schweigert introduces the panelists: Senator Jim Carlson, Vice Chair of the Senate Transportation Committee; Rep. Mary Liz Holberg, past Chair of the House Transportation Finance Committee; Rep. Shelly Madore, member of the House Transportation Finance Committee; Bob McFarlin, Acting Commissioner, MNDOT; Peter McLaughlin, Hennepin County Commissioner; and Tom Workman, former Chair of the House Transportation Committee, now a Carver County Commissioner.
These are some of the questions presented by members of the small groups, and responses by members of the policy panel . . . 
Q: what did we learn from the collapse of the I-35W bridge in Mpls?


Carlson: "As an engineer, it made me take a closer look at our bridges.  Of the 72 identified for tougher inspection, some are in better shape than expected, some about the same, and some are worse.  We need to pay close attention to the last of these."


Holberg: "It's too early to say.  Minnesota is 5th best in the country for bridge safety."

Q: why is it so difficult for the Legislature and the governor to work together?


Workman: "We're all people, so there are bound to be different ideas and points of view.  Also, the legislators from Minneapolis and St. Paul have difficulty understanding our need for roads outside the Metro Area."


McLaughlin: "I don't think that's the case.  Former MNDOT Commissioner Molnau could only see roads, and she'd always refer to rail transit as 'choo choo trains.'  She could only see roads, built with the gas tax.  For the metro region as a whole, we need a more balanced approach."

Q: can you give us examples of your making significant changes as the result of citizen input?


Madore: "In some cases, people tell us, we need you to move this along . . . raise the tax if you have to and get it done.  It's helpful to get that kind of input."


McFarlin: "At MNDOT, we're working hard on becoming more responsive."


Carlson: "I have listening sessions in my district so that people can tell me directly what's on their minds."

Q: what are you doing to rebuild faith and trust that you really are accountable to the public?


Madore: "In my two short years in the Legislature, I've suggested that my constituents have a coffee party and invite people to come so I can listen to their concerns and answer their questions."
Q: are transportation decisions made on the basis of political considerations, or on sound planning?

Holberg: "New technologies allow us to do a better job of measuring problems and the results of our decisions.  We know we're rated #49 of the states in urban congestion."  

McLaughlin: "We're doing a good job of identifying projects to be built, but we're not as good at dealing with the money problems . . . good transportation requires the will to invest, and the will to tax.  Those have been in short supply in recent years."

Q: is there a long-range strategic plan for a unified transportation system in the Metro Area?


McLaughlin: "Well, there's been rational planning and an overall plan, but without enough funding, any plan is just a bunch of lines on the map.  We've been at a disadvantage for not having the will to raise the money here in Minnesota so we can qualify for matching federal money."  
Q: what environmental considerations were there in recent transportation legislation?


Madore: "We've included provisions to expand transit.   Unfortunately, we had a $20 billion problem and we only only put $6.5 billion into it."


Carlson: "If you consider that any environmental policy must have a global perspective, we're faced with the fact that China puts 3,000 more vehicles on the road each day, and India 1,000 . . . so we can't make much of an impact acting alone.  Yet we must act."

Q: how can we reduce congestion in the Metro Area?


Madore: "Leave your car at home and get on the bus."


McFarlin: "This will come from multiple factors.  There's no magic silver bullet."

Q: are there common social values to inform you as you work on transportation policy?


Holberg: "It's really different from across Greater Minnesota.  There are many, frequent direct conflicts between groups."


McLaughlin: "We know that a good infrastructure can keep the economy going . . . we have to find a way to adapt to our limited resources, have to find a way to do our part to deal with global warning."

Q: is there a fair uniform tax system for transportation, such as raising the income tax to replace the separate taxes?


Carlson: "No, but we do have to put more state funds back into the community and get away from depending on property taxes to pay for roads."

Q: what's the best use of funds: roads or transit?


McFarlin: "I think that's the wrong question . . . there's a role for both."


McLaughlin: "I'm concerned about the Governor's budget, where he's cutting 4 1/2% across the board, including transportation.   As a result, we'll have to raise the money through a county sales tax just to replace what he's cutting – I'd have to say this is  just backfilling."

Q: how about more money from the general fund to pay for transportation?


Holberg: "That's a tough fight.  This is where having a dedicated source like the gas tax is, in a way, detrimental to getting more from the general fund.  There's a belief that we've already funded transportation when we go to the pump."

Madore:  "I don't agree, we need to use the general fund – the income tax, which is the fairest.  This shouldn't be a political issue, but it is."
Post Deliberation Survey

At the conclusion of Citizens Deliberation Day, participants take the survey again.  And all but three of them offer their comments in an open-ended section designed for that. There are a number of changes in responses compared to those of the initial survey.
There is a significant decrease in those believing that raising taxes on fuel, vehicle registration, and auto sales to pay for transportation improvements would damage Minnesota’s economy (-17%).  There is a moderate decrease in those tolerant of solo driving (-11%) and a moderate increase in those believing that investments in transit benefit the economy (+10%).

Respondent opinions have moved toward greater agreement on sources of increased funding for transportation, with consistently high levels of support for the increases.  Most of these increases in support for additional funding are in agreement with the recent veto override legislation: +25% for a 5-10 cents per gallon increase in the gasoline tax (to 76% support), +18% for an increase in vehicle registration fees (to 84% support), and +16% support for adding toll lanes on busy highways (to 79% support).  The most dramatic change, however, has occurred on an item that receives very little public discussion—an increase of 20% supporting the addition of a sales tax to gasoline (to 67% support). 

There has been uniformly strong support—before and after the deliberation—for replacing deteriorating bridges, improving transit inside and outside the I-494/694 Beltway, and having truckers pay more for highway wear due to heavy loads.  The surveys also show continuing support for the long-standing transportation funding principle, that those who use roads more pay more for their construction and upkeep.  
The Metropolitan State team also reports survey results pre- and post-Deliberation Day in the area of civic engagement.  Comparing the pre- and post-Deliberation surveys, there is an increase in those who believe they could do something effective about problems in their communities, and a moderate decrease in the percentage of respondents who believe they could rarely or never do something effective.  ("Always or most of the time" is up from 11 to 17%; "Sometimes" up from 42 to 53%; "Rarely or never" down from 47 to 30%)

Survey Results in the Political Context  
Comparing the findings of the Deliberative Polling surveys with the debate over transportation legislation at the 2008 Minnesota Legislature, these observations can be made:

· changes in opinion in the second survey move consistently toward increased overall funding of transportation
· the legislation (HF 2800) vetoed by the governor (and overridden) contains a gas tax increase, for which Deliberation Day participants' support has increased from 51 to 76%; and an increase in the vehicle registration tax, for which support has increased from 66 to 84% 

· HF 2800 also authorizes Metro Area counties to levy a transportation sales tax to be distributed for expanding transit capacity.  Deliberation participants increasingly say that investment in buses and trains is good for the local economy, arguably showing support for transit, from 80 to 90%.  (The legislation also requires that the Metropolitan Council start negotiations with the Federal Transit Administration on federal funding for a comprehensive program of light rail transit and commuter rail projects).

Implications for Future Applications of Citizen Deliberation Day
 Based on comments and reports by the team leaders, Schweigert and Shumer, there's agreement that these objectives have been achieved: 
· an important public policy issue was selected

· the self-selected participants on Deliberation Day match the random sample of the Metro Area population, both demographically and attitudinally, so the pre- and post-Deliberation Day surveys can be fairly compared and the impact of deliberation measured

· an open-ended "comments" item at the end of the second survey invited participants to report their feelings about being part of the deliberative process.  Nearly all of the survey respondents responded.  Most obvious is the positive tone of the comments, 88% of which explicitly state that this was a good experience, something they would recommend to others, or do again if given the opportunity  

· attendance on March 15th and participants' willingness to remain for the entire all-day program has provided a unique opportunity for gathering public input.  Relevant to the question of impact on opinions among participants are the many clear statements of how much has been learned in the process, expressed in 53% of the second survey comments

· the objective of raising public awareness about a major policy issue has been achieved, as measured by the second survey comments 
· post-Deliberation Day comments by the transportation-related organizations that partnered with Metropolitan State are consistently positive

· Deliberative Polling provides Metropolitan State with an opportunity to work in partnership with state, regional and local organizations and individuals on major policy issues
· this initial experience with Deliberative Polling and the outcomes of this process fulfill the mission of Metropolitan State, and offer the potential for future extension to other public policy issues such as immigration, taxation, health care, education, environment, and economic development

Implications for Citizen Involvement in the Democratic Process

As new issues come up for public discussion, the Deliberative Polling experiment in democracy and broad citizen engagement can serve to accentuate the role of the citizen, building the role for what Schweigert describes as "moral citizenship."  This means that the citizen participates not just to learn, but also to advise.  This constitutes an advanced form of citizen education, imbedded in the mission of Metropolitan State, not merely for the purpose of issue advocacy, but also to build the capacity of people to be good citizens.   

Deliberative Polling can be useful to engage the public, and to show where the public might go with it if they became more engaged.  Deliberative Polling has demonstrated that participants will feel more confident of being able to have an impact on public policy, more confident that they will be heard and that their opinions will matter.  This further implies enhancement of leadership potential through participation in the Deliberative Polling process.
Deliberative Polling provides its participants an opportunity for free exchange of ideas with others, not all in agreement, but all within the framework of a major public policy question, and demonstrates the power of civic learning, people's willingness to be engaged and to do something that they've learned something about.

Having successfully introduced Deliberative Polling to the Twin Cities area, Metropolitan State has acquired the capability to provide a positive education in civic engagement, a personal and focused experience, accentuating the role of citizen involvement to address the moral questions related to learning and advising.  In other words, a civic education to enhance the capacity for people to become better citizens.
Metropolitan State, by virtue of its unique mission, tradition of community engagement, and its position as the only four-year state university in the Metro Area region of 3 million population, is now uniquely positioned to work with external partners in applying the Deliberative Polling experiment in democracy, deliberation, and broad citizen engagement to other areas of public policy.
Metropolitan State has demonstrated there are no barriers for other organizations in the Metro Area to partner with it.  This is reflective of Minnesota's openness in the political process, by which many new persons to the state have arrived, established a residence, registered to vote, attended their precinct caucus, and gotten elected to public office – all within a breathtakingly short period of time.  And while everyone will not be interested in running for office, the very fact that this has occurred numerous times supports the idea that the average concerned citizen in Minnesota can become informed and make an impact by daily, continuous civic engagement.  The comments by participants at the end of Deliberation Day confirm this rare, hopeful note in what can often be a contentious political arena.
                                            *          *          *
John W. Milton is a former Ramsey County Commissioner and State Senator who during his public service was active on metro area transportation issues.  Now a free lance writer and award-winning author, he was contracted by Metropolitan State University to observe the Deliberative Polling process and provide his observations and interpretations of the March 15th Citizens Deliberation Day
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