
prove conditions for people of low and moderate income, to mitigate slums
and blighting conditions, and to assist in meeting urgent unmet needs. 

Leading toward the formal codification of citizen participation in federal
policy or most local governments, beyond the Model Cities experiment
there were a number of issue-focused movements that coalesced and were
emboldened by the fermentation of the times, some directly affecting the
future of our physical places, some not. Some, however, did and still do
have profound effects both on how places are designed and on the ex-
panding roles of citizens to influence the process. These advocacy commu-
nities represent issues involving housing and community development, the
environment, historic preservation, Americans with Disabilities, and other
movements focused on improving the quality of various aspects of civic
space, altogether constituting the citizen participation movement.

Housing advocacy activity remains strong and generally focuses on im-
proving housing and neighborhoods of people with lesser means. In the dy-
namic interactions between public and private, however, the current
market-driven ideologies and power alignments that suffuse the federal
government do not seem to accept as a goal the aspiration first stated in the
1949 Housing Act: “a decent home and a suitable living environment for
every American.” Backing off from policies that defined the 1960s and
1970s underscores the ascendancy of the private sector in setting govern-
ment priorities. Nonetheless, the sector continues to take full advantage of
heavy subsidies in the form of publicly provided roads, infrastructure, and
tax and lending programs. Current policies, therefore, make the job of those
advocating for housing affordability and decency particularly difficult. 

In the same timeframe, the environmental movement coalesced,
gained momentum, and focused its demands on a more conscious and
sustainable stewardship of the earth’s resources. It directly affected, and
continues to affect, regional, city, and place design. Environmentally
driven spatial analyses and initiatives are a major theme throughout the
text. The sweep of environmentalism lies at the root of concepts like “sus-
tainability,” “growth management,” “smart growth,” “green building,”
“green communities,” and legislation like the National Environmental Pol-
icy Act (NEPA), the Clean Water Act, the Clean Air Act, and countless state
and local initiatives to measure environmental impact and mandate miti-
gation of negative impacts. 

Among all of these, related to broadening citizen participation, NEPA
was perhaps most sweeping and effective. Adopted in 1969, it required
citizen involvement processes for providing input in all federal or federally
funded actions. And it required some conscious level of environmental
analysis on any such federal actions, with progressive analysis required
based on the level of impacts identified. It sought to be comprehensive,
requiring consideration of a full range of possible impacts—on air and
water quality, habitat, land use, soils, historic and cultural resources, and
official planning policy where the proposed action would occur. 

The environmental movement too lies at the base of a range of local and
regional interest groups pressing for more sustainable planning, design,
and development policies and practices. Such groupings spread across a
wide range, including smart growth movements, transit advocacy, bicycle
and pedestrian advocacy, ecology commissions, tree commissions, creek
“daylighting” initiatives, storm drainage management districts, conserva-
tion subdivision initiatives, farmland preservation movements, organic and
“slow” food movements, and recycling programs, to name several.
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Organizational Responses to 
the Rise of Citizen Participation
The legitimization and rise of citizen participation began to unsettle es-
tablished ways of doing business in government and in the private sector.
At one level the initial moves in support of empowerment were those of a
federal administration trying to smooth over unrest, placate the most
vocal, and nip in the bud any sustained protest. At another level, though,
many people in government serviceÑin all positionsÑwere legatees of
the Kennedy Òask what you can do for your countryÓ era, and these ac-
tively pushed for broader democratization. The federally sanctioned ges-
ture toward empowerment encouraged citizen participation and spread
demands for more involvement to the local and state levels. These
change forces had a direct impact on the design and development of ur-
banized places as well.  

The Public Sector
Cities responded in different ways to the new empowerment language
written into federal statutes and programs. Some took a dim view of this
unsettling foray into the established turf. Some politicians viewed man-
dated citizen involvement as a breeding ground for aspirant challengers
to their seats. Many public agencies, on the one hand, were pretty sure
they knew better and didnÕt want to open themselves up to second-
guessing, and on the other, were nervous about their report card results
that could be spotlighted by greater transparency and public accountabil-
ity. These tended to take the minimum routeÑsmall, buried advertise-
ments for public hearings to be held at times inconvenient for most
working citizens, a perfunctory reporting, and usually dismissal of what-
ever comments the minimum public process produced. NEPA-related ac-
tivities evolved to require a written response from the sponsoring agency
to every comment that the mandated citizen participation process re-
quired. The responses mandated by the Housing and Community Devel-
opment Act, while less rigorous, still provided for some degree of
transparency and accountability. 

As the mandates for community development and citizen participa-
tion in particular were spreading, though, some citiesÕ planning agen-
cies embraced community development as a goal generally consistent
with good city planning practice and positioned themselves to tap the
resources that HUD was focusing into housing and community develop-
ment. These agencies tended to be both philosophically and function-
ally committed to pushing the limits for democratization, and so
became those citiesÕ frontline community interface agencies. Other
cities, however, viewed the housing and community development mis-
sion more narrowly, as a production function more than as part of com-
prehensive renewal strategies, and were less concerned with how CDBG
fit into the bigger picture. Both paths had successes and failures, and
both paths represented measurable steps forward in effective citizen in-
volvement. Still others resisted the whole premise and did the minimum
necessary to secure the federal largesse. Some cities kept their city plan-
ning and community development functions separate, while others
combined them, an indication of how comprehensively they viewed
their opportunity. 
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Some cities, like Birmingham, Dayton, Atlanta, and Seattle, moved for-
ward more quickly than others to embrace and activate citizen participa-
tion processes. In these, local political leadership committed to actively
test and extend the institutions of democracy to a broader population
than had been active or encouraged before. Because I  worked for juris-
dictions that were more committed to taking this path, most of my obser-
vations stem from that experience. The examples I use to put a face on
citizen participation may presage what could be turning out to be a pro-
found shift. Broadening bases of citizens to exercise more control over the
government and private sector actions that affect them in their immediate
civic environment could prove to be a model that works. If so, informed
and committed citizens and their organizations could join or even surpass
private sector and government agencies as places to look for leadership
in making the day-to-day world a better place to live.

The Private Sector
That part of the private sector most directly affected by the new stirrings
for broadening the base of decision-making were developers, including
the lawyers, lenders, design consultants, accountants, and real estate
team members likely to come under the developer umbrella. Needless to
say, most developers took a dim view, even though not many of them
were building in the low-income areas where the shift toward citizen par-
ticipation was having its greatest transformative impact. The developersÕ
calculus depends so much on time and money that anything that could
threaten to take more time or cost more money is a red flag. 

The other side of the developer picture, though, is that there is usually
an indefatigable, resolute aspect to the industry that accounts for its abil-
ity to maintain momentum by adjusting and persistingÑit takes what it
takes. From this perspective, coupled with the singularly project-centered
focus that it takes to get the job done, developers were more oriented to-
ward finding what would work out of these new mandates than what
would not. The local control aspect of the CDBG program, for example,
provided the potential of access to new sources of funding that could be
attractive. From the point of view of start-ups and minority business enter-
prises, CDBG, however laced with accountability provisions, offered ac-
cess to capital that white-controlled finance did not offer at the time. 

Furthermore, development is an intrinsically interdisciplinary enter-
prise, calling on lots of different people to play one role or another as proj-
ects proceed from conceptualization to completion. Adding one more
dimension to this process was not so off-putting. The industryÕs home
base, the Urban Land Institute (ULI), had already been running an early
form of community engagement process, the panel advisory. This pro-
gram brought to cities and places all over the country interdisciplinary re-
sources and knowledge to work on development problems identified by
the community, albeit usually the development community. Its processes
tended to engage a larger representation of affected citizens than the
more traditional client-consultant way of developing projects. This pro-
gram is described in more detail in Chapter 10, Tools. 

Over the years, perhaps through the community-serving panel advisory
program, and particularly now, developers are moving to more tolerant
positions on community input. Many have benefited through taking a co-
operative and participatory approach, not just as a way of easing ap-
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Under Maynard JacksonÕs leadership,
the City of Atlanta set up a system of
Neighborhood Planning Units (NPUs),
24 in all, each of which provided an um-
brella for a handful of geographically
associated neighborhoods. This system
was recognized in the city charter, thus
giving each NPU the voice to render
advisory opinions on zoning and vari-
ance proposals as well as other public
actions affecting the civic environment
of their neighborhoods.  The NPUs re-
ceive planning support from the Bureau
of Planning, by which a planning staffer
attends each monthly meeting of each
NPU to give an update on activities rel-
evant to it and to hear the NPUÕs posi-
tion on issues as well as process
requests for information. Typically, staff
from the public works, parks, and police
and fire departments may also be in at-
tendance with reports and information
as called for. NPUs typically have their
own committee structure, covering such
issues as land use and zoning, trans-
portation, the environment, and public
safety. It is not a perfect system, yet the
NPUsÕ formal status ensures that all
neighborhoods in the cityÑblack,
white, poor, richÑhave a seat at the
table of local governance. 
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those whose projects may be slowed, neighborhood processes have
prompted calls for streamlining or dismantling citizen participation struc-
tures. While such a position may be understandable from their point of
view, it applies equally to other democratically constituted processes,
which they typically leave alone. 

As the formal and traditional barriers against just anyone having a voice in
private or public development processes began to break down, the chal-
lenge was to adjust to the new realities. Community activists were thrust from
positions of agitation and advocacy to figuring out how to implement a work-
ing structure of inclusion and partnership, moving from “stop” to “start.” As
is often the case across a range of change movements, advocates don’t al-
ways make the best implementers. Advocates may start by trying to imple-
ment full-blown, sloganized visions—what galvanizes people to take the
risk for change—without realizing all of the steps and partnerships that are
necessary to move in the direction of the vision. They may be impatient
and unsympathetic to detail. Their stridency, effective in getting people’s
attention, may risk the support they need to begin to shift from demand-
ing to delivering a sustainable and effective citizens’ guidance structure. 

Implementers, on the other hand, may not have seen the vision initially,
coming later to acknowledge that its direction made sense. They are likely
to be more attuned to the mechanics and associations necessary for con-
crete progress. The divergence in the roles between agitation and imple-
mentation may cloud the baseline of shared understanding of the need
and direction for change. They may even become antagonistic toward
each other, instead of uniting to overcome the forces resisting the change.
Forces resistant to change in the first place have been successful in block-
ing it by recognizing and placing wedges between the advocates and the
implementers. When this happens, the change effort most likely fails. For
change both to become possible and to be managed properly, however,
both skill sets and both orientations are essential.  The dynamics of change
and organization are addressed more fully in Part Three, Principles. 

In considering private and even public development proposals and
how to exercise their newfound voice, at the beginning citizens often went
with their initial impulse, which was, like Nancy Reagan’s in a different con-
text, to “just say no.” After all, the experience in many neighborhoods has
been that new development projects, both private and public, have made
things worse, not better, for the people living there, from their perspec-
tive. Often, this deterioration is exacerbated by a project being repre-
sented one way and turning out another way. Frequently, well-informed
and thoughtful neighborhood activists predict the actual outcome and so
are vindicated, further eroding trust for the next outside initiative that
comes along. In the decision-making environment in which citizens newly
found themselves, then, almost any initiative had to be viewed with suspi-
cion—people’s responses reflect their experience. 

As it affected the design of the civic realm, what citizen participation
meant was that the voice of the people immediately impacted should be
heard, understood, and respected. The process for reviewing programs
and projects affecting their civic environment challenged people at the
local level to develop their own knowledge base and leadership structure
and to act responsibly, or risk having their opinion go unheard up the ap-
proval ladder. 

Another challenge that community-based organizations face is the
phenomenon of posturing, which may be observed in older, more estab-
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types might call “win-win-win” in business negotiations, are occurring
around the country. These kinds of partnerships promise projects or initia-
tives that have a tripod under them—they profit their investors, they fulfill
public policy goals, and they provide values in their communities that
leave things better than they were before. While these partnerships do
not remedy inequities that seem endemic in the market economy, they
could broaden the base of informed, active, and committed citizens nec-
essary to exercise growing leadership in how the fruits of the economic
system can expand its beneficiary pool. The improvement in the quality
and functionality in civic environment across all urban settings could stand
as encouraging markers that the great effort required to bring about these
improvements can pay off. Such an outcome, in turn, could spread to
other sectors where the community’s voice is muted. 

From the professional response point of view, both the R/UDAT and the
panel advisory programs have had significant successes in helping com-
munities to envisage possibilities for better futures. In many cases these
focused charrettes have set in motion lasting and positive changes in
planning, design, and development directions. And the R/UDAT program
can rightly claim distinction as one of the earliest formalized design assis-
tance processes to insist, or try to, on full and broad-based citizen input as
a critical and integral part of its charrette process. Now, the AIA has
launched another citizen-responsive program, adding the Sustainable De-
sign Assessment Team (SDAT) to the R/UDAT as a tool available to com-
munities around the country. 

Over the last decade or so, too, the ULI has led its members away from
skepticism and resistance to be more open to participatory processes. Re-
cently, for example, the ULI has taken the lead in bringing the dynamics of
planning, design, and development into the grassroots through its
“Urban Plan” tool kit. ULI members and other supportive professionals
and civic leaders bring the processes for development decision-making
into mock processes for high schools and citizen organizations around the
country. The program conveys the lessons that private development is
most development, that it is complicated, and that it must profit.

In many communities, public agencies or developers themselves have
begun to craft citizen participation processes to inform and, on a good
day, actually listen to and reflect community values in their proposals, usu-
ally using a consulting firm versed in the process to assist them. Although
there is no mistaking the underlying profit motive to engage in such activ-
ities, the facts that local jurisdictions are putting more and more weight on
the community voice in their approval processes and that most develop-
ment proposals going through such a process are improved along the way
are measures of the greater influence of ordinary citizens on development
that affects them.  

Many public planning agencies, in the early days sometimes resistant
to R/UDATs or panel advisories, have by now strengthened their public in-
teraction processes to be able to convene and manage charrette-type
processes on their own, often better than those of developers or consult-
ants, since their agenda is more service than profit oriented. The public
agencies, moreover, are in for the long haul. They are able to establish and
institutionalize policy-informing dialogue with their constituent neighbor-
hoods and districts. And they are the ones charged with actually carrying
out the good ideas that such processes invariably come up with. Further,
there is no doubt that some of the experiences and lessons of effective cit-
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As one of several examples in Atlanta,
the Lindbergh City Center project de-
velopers entered into an agreement to
mitigate new traffic generated by their
project by installing streetscape im-
provements to calm traffic along three
streets through the existing neighbor-
hoods. Leaders of four of the five af-
fected neighborhoods advocated both
for the necessary development ap-
provals and for the use of a reserve of
impact fees to help defray the costs. In-
dividuals from the fifth neighborhood
sued, slowing the development process
until their case lost in court.
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