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__________________________________________________________________
Issue Presented

Various public agencies make decisions that affect public transit in Southeast Michigan including RTA, SMART, DDOT, Detroit People Mover and The Ride. This is in addition to MDOT, M-1 Rail and other agencies that make decisions but are not within the jurisdiction of the RTA.  They have adopted public involvement plans (PIP) which describe how they intend to engage community stakeholders in their decision making processes. The US Dept. of Transportation, Federal Transportation Administration (FTA) and the federal Office on Civil Rights regulate public involvement practices of transit agencies which receive federal funds.
Despite adoption of PIPs, we believe that the RTA staff, board, committees and providers can and should enhance the opportunities for a greater number of Southeast Michigan stakeholders to have the opportunity to be informed, participate in and have their contributions included in meaningful ways. Currently, agencies tend to follow the minimum requirements as it relates to public involvement – namely holding public hearings at which time people may give comments and providing a time period for written comments. Given the importance of public transit to the region, we recommend that the RTA use better and a broader array of public involvement techniques and strategies.

Background and Analysis
Although there are many resources including those disseminated by various federal agencies on how to effectively engage the community in public decision making, the US Dept. of Transportation’s reference work, Public Involvement Techniques, is one of the clearest and most concise. It sets forth five guidelines and five steps for agencies to follow. www.planning.dot/PublicInvolvement/pi_documents/toc-foreward.asp . In addition, a non-governmental organization, the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) has some useful information on its website. www.iap2.org.

Recommendations

We recommend that the RTA adopt a Public Involvement Plan (PIP) that follows the spirit as well as the letter of current public involvement laws, regulations and circulars. The Citizens Advisory Committee and other key community stakeholders should be consulted in developing and implementing the PIP. Rather than to provide specific examples of specific strategies, the CAC offers to start a conversation with the RTA on how we may assist the RTA in enhancing the effectiveness of public involvement in transit decision making and planning in Southeast Michigan.
Our recommendations are (modified from the US Dept. of Transportation resource):

1. Acting in accord with basic democratic principles means that public involvement is more than simply following legislation and regulations. Public agencies act as public servants. The public should have:

a. Good access to information including the details about a proposed decision, plan or project to evaluate its importance or anticipated costs and benefits.

b. Opportunities to debate issues, frame alternative solutions, and affect final decisions in ways that respect the roles of decision-makers and the public. 
c. Good access to agendas, minutes, and other materials well before a meeting is held as well as at the meeting. The meeting space should accommodate and encourage participation by the public.

d. Timely and respectful agency responses to ideas from the public and integration of ideas from the public into decisions.

2. Continuous contact between agency and non-agency people using of a variety of public involvement techniques that target different groups or individuals throughout the decision-making process. Active outreach means agencies search out the public and work hard to elicit responses.
a. Set goals and objectives for the public involvement strategies based on the specific circumstances of a given transportation plan, program, or project and the characteristics of the target audiences. 
b. Identify the people to be reached particularly those most directly affected and those who do not traditionally participate. 
c. Work with groups and organizations which have trusted relationships with and better access to the targeted people. The responsibility of effective public involvement remains with the agency even if it works with contractors, advisory committees or other people.
d. Communicate to the public on when and how their involvement was used in reaching a decision or developing a plan.
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