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Washington Infrastructure 

Assistance Coordinating Council-  

 

Building Public Support for 

Infrastructure Projects  

Presented by: Jim Wilson  

Rural Community Assistance Corporation 

The RCAP Network 
Western RCAP 

Rural Community 
Assistance Corporation 

916/447-2854 

www.rcac.org 

Midwest RCAP 
Midwest Assistance Program 

952/758-4334 

www.map-inc.org 

Southern RCAP 

Community Resource Group 

479/443-2700 

www.crg.org 

Northeast RCAP 

RCAP Solutions 

800/488-1969 

www.rcapsolutions.org  

Great Lakes RCAP 

WSOS Community  

Action Commission 

800/775-9767 

www.glrcap.org 

Southeast RCAP 

Southeast Rural Community  

Assistance Project 

866/928-3731 
www.southeastrcap.org 

Rural Community Assistance Partnership 

800/321-7227             www.rcap.org 

Goal:  This session will discuss why 

and how to engage the public in 

capital infrastructure projects in new 

and different ways: 
 What is minimum required and by who? 

 Why should you do it? 

 How is it done a little differently in other 

states? 

 What are some tools you can use? 

What will we discuss today? 

Building Public Support for 

Infrastructure Projects  

Why should you engage the public? 

 Better identification of the public’s values, ideas and 

recommendations  

 To increase “buy in” to any decisions that are made 

 More informed residents about issues and about local government 

 Decision-makers will make better & more easily implementable 

decisions 

 Communities develop better long-term capacity by building citizen 

capacity for participation 

 Enabling the council/board to better reflect the breadth communities 

values in decision-making 

 Decision-makers have more complete information and will allow them 

to understand a broader range of potential impacts 

 Stakeholders within your community with  different needs  

 More trust in each other and in local government 
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Goal:  To engage the public to get meaningful 

input that shapes the policy and enhances the 

outcome on capital infrastructure projects: 

 The minimum required depends on the 

funding agencies involved? 

 CDBG has the most rigorous. 

 Most state funding (SRF) focusses on 

Section 106, and the environmental review 

process. 

 If rates to go up, 1 public meeting 

minimum. 

 

What are the minimum 

requirements?  Is that enough? 

Other States-- Idaho  

  Article VIII, Section 3 of the Idaho 

Constitution 

Public Vote - Any debt obligation taken on by a 

unit of government that will exceed 1 year must 

either go to a public vote or have a Judicial 

confirmation (Court hearing and process).    

Judicial Confirmation – “Any expense that is 

ordinary and reasonable” may be approved by a 

court.  This still involves public comment periods 

and public hearings. 

 Environmental Reviews for most state (SRF)or 

federal projects  

Public Engagement – Oregon  

Environmental Reviews for most state 

(SRF)or federal projects  

Revenue Bond – Public vote optional unless 

contested.  If Revenue bond must be read in 

Public Meeting and time for comments (60 

days).  If >5% of registered voters request are 

against bond, then the revenue bond must be 

put to a public vote. 

General Fund – Requires a public vote to 

incur tax obligation from property taxes. 

What do you want from citizen and 

stakeholder involvement? 

What issues do they have control over? 

Are community values and long term planning 

besides financial implications known? 

There are a variety of issues where elected 

representatives have no choice(compliance, 

public health) 

Determine the issues at each stage where 

public input is needed. 

Public Engagement 

  Who best represents a community? 

 
One of the challenges of community engagement is 

identifying who in the community best represents the 

community. Individuals with the time, energy and 

motivation to participate in focus groups or work 

sessions may not represent or understand the issues as 

experienced by those most needy in the community.  

 

Beware of the dominant minority. Explore a mix of 

strategies to identify and engage those most affected by 

the issue you are dealing with. 
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• Engineering Consultant 

• Utility or Infrastructure 
work group 

 

• Engaged citizens 

• Past elected 
officials and 
employees 

• Regulatory Approval 
Agencies 

• Technical Assistance 
Providers (RCAC, SCI, 
ERWOW, IACC) 

• State and Federal 
Funders  

 

 

• City Administrator 

• Clerk/treasurer 

• Public Works Staff 

City 
Staff 

Key 
Partners & 
Resources 

Mayor & 
Council 

Public 

Community or Utility Communications-  
Effective communication is needed to many parties in a 

project 

Anytown, 
Washington 

Customers 

Technical 
Assistance 
Providers 

County 
Officals/Health 

District 

State 

Agency 
Employees 

Businesses 

Consulting 
Engineer 

Building Public Support for 

Infrastructure Projects  

Who will participate in making decisions 

about new infrastructure? 

Pillars of the community? 

How do you reach them? Focus Group, 

Public Meeting, Social Networking? 

The traditional communication strategy of 

small rural communities and water and 

wastewater utilities: 

Coffee shop-  the old timers club 

The Bar 

Church 

Bill stuffers 

Reader boards  

Telephone  
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Public Outreach and Education –  

Inform, Include, and Educate  

Share Reasons for the Project 
 

 Educate customers on cost and benefits of use 

 Value of water, public, and environmental health 

 System is outdated and needs repair 

 Cost of providing service is accelerating 

 System service is not adequate or at risk 

 Community is expected to grow by … 

 Compliance with public health standards 

 Trends for funding – get it while you can. 

 You cannot over communicate to the public 

 

 

How could you engage the public 

differently for normal governance 

activities? 

Proposed 
alternative, 

rate 
change or 

legal 
posting 

Preliminary 
Notice of 

Public 
Hearing 

Public 
Meeting 

and  
Comment 

Revise 
rate, rule or 

scope 

Vote on 
final rule or 
measure  

Publish 

Newspaper 

of record 

Post on 

Reader    

Board 

Twitter 

updates 

Insert in 

billing 

Post on 

Facebook 

Public 

Education 

and buy-in is 

critical at all 

steps. 

1. Identify problem and need for project 
2. Target resources for assistance 
3. Planning and coordination 
4. Environmental Review 
5. Assess alternatives 
6. Select preferred alternative 
7. Budgeting 
8. Water and Wastewater Rates 
9. Project Financing 
10.Project Management 

 

Project Development  

10 Steps to Success 

 

1. Identify Problem and Need 

Give them the why?.....Reasons for water or 
wastewater project … 

 

Currently no community system…need a plan 

System is dated, leaks, treatment capacity  

Compliance with public health standards 

Economic development and growth 

System components not adequate (i.e. asset 
management and system replacement) 

 

 

Information – Written and electronic vs. 

Person to Person 

Written 
communications, 
web information 
and mailers – 24 

hour access 

Face to Face 
Social interactions 

and activities 

Time bound  

Top 10 To Do’s for Public Meetings 
 

1. Investigate all issues (thoroughly research invitees, concerns, etc.)  

 

2. Set the stage (carefully choose location, arrange the room)  

 

3. Rehearse roles (leader, “cop”, hard questions, placement, signals)  

 

4. Greet guests (graciously, as if it were your home)  

 

5. Airtight agenda (posted in plain sight, to the minute if necessary)  

 

6. Go over ground rules (get group agreement, then stick to ‘em)  

 

7. Express empathy (show it, say it, “I see why some people are upset.”)  

 

8. Resist resistance (stay soft, not defensive)  

 

9. Be fair, open and honest (even if you shut it down and regroup)  

 

10.Serve sweets or food treats 
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Communications, Customer Service, 

Social Networking 

What makes Facebook, Linked in or Twitter, 

You Tube or other new media useful for a 

water or wastewater utility? 

 

Ease of starting and maintaining a 

communication portal. 

Access to info & resources 24/7 

 

1. Develop multiple ways for people to get the 

information. 

2. Move the process upstream!  Get people 

involved early. 

3. Be transparent.  Let people know how their 

input will used and what decisions they will 

have control over? 

4. For every meeting, forum or organized 

discussion have a clear purpose of what 

you want input on and what decisions will 

be made. 

5. Adapt your outreach strategy to your 

community needs.  

Top 5  things should you do? 
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 Additional Resources 
Websites and Resources for Public Engagement 

IAP2 – the International Association for Public Participation   -  http://www.iap2.org/ 

ILG - Instititute for Local Government  - http://www.ca-ilg.org/public-engagement 

 

Website Development 

Wordpress.com 

Web Hosting: 

http://www.bluehost.com/cgi/info/wordpress 

http://dreamhost.com/wordpress-695/ 

Social Media –  

 https://twitter.com/ 

 www.facebook.com 

Social Media Policies 

 http://www.ca-ilg.org/post/sample-social-media-policies 

Newsletters 

 http://mailchimp.com/ 

Surveys 

 http://www.surveymonkey.com/ 

Blast Notifications 

http://www.call-em-all.com/ 

http://www.dialmycalls.com/ 

Thank You ! 
For more information visit  

www.rcac.org 

 RCAC | ENVIRONMENTAL PROGRAMS 
 

Event: 

IACC Session S 3 Building Public Support for 

Infrastructure Projects 
 

 

JIM WILSON 

Regional Manager – AK/ID/OR/WA | Spokane 

 (509) 590-7310;  jwilson@rcac.org 
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