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Problem: Urban development can fragment
natural habitats, alter hydrologic systems,
and modify energy flows and nutrient cycles.
The literature on mitigating ecological im-
pacts of urban development contains exten-
sive support for engineered infrastructure,
but few studies have characterized the factors
that foster effective involvement of commu-
nity members in urban ecological restoration.

Purpose: This article aims to explain why
one community-initiated environmental
stewardship program has been successful,
and offers lessons on how to use community
resources to establish similar programs
elsewhere. We ask: (1) How can citizens
become more involved in the stewardship
of their local watershed? (2) What is the
optimal mix of local technical expertise and
community capacity? and (3) What inno-
vations and accommodations must public
agencies make to improve community
involvement in environmental stewardship?

Methods: We draw on data from surveys,
interviews, and participant reports from 12
years of Portland’s Community Watershed
Stewardship Program (CWSP) to charac-
terize the prerequisites to developing an
effective community-based environmental
management program.

Results and conclusions: We conclude
that programs encouraging the public to
participate in environmental planning and
stewardship need flexibility to allow inno-
vation and accommodation in the planning
process. We observe that community
partners have great success completing
projects they themselves initiate, and that
are physically located nearby. We also find
that developing a partnership with a local
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Involving citizens in planning for and managing water resources is a
relatively recent phenomenon. The passage of the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA) heralded an era in which Congress directed all federal

agencies to “utilize a systematic, interdisciplinary approach which will insure
the integrated use of the natural and social sciences and the environmental
design arts in planning and in decisionmaking which may have an impact on
man’s environment” (NEPA, 1969, §102, 2A). In addition, the emergence of
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capacity building at the local level together have given rise to an era of collabo-
rative watershed planning (Beierle & Konisky, 2001; Mullen & Allison, 1999;
Sabatier, Lubell, et al., 2005; Yaffee et al., 1996). This collaborative approach,
which integrates scientific understanding with local knowledge, builds on

university was an important component of
this effective environmental stewardship
program.

Takeaway for practice: Community-
based watershed stewardship programs, if
designed correctly, have the potential to
increase citizen trust in government,
improve the biophysical environment, and
foster participants’ ecological understand-
ing. Involving the community in urban
watershed management programs fills gaps
between what public institutions can
achieve and what the community needs.
This coproduction provides opportunities
for citizens to develop ownership of the local
landscape, which may in turn increase the
number of community groups involved, and
the overall geographic reach of restoration
projects.
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prior attempts to address ecological degradation. Local
governance of water resources allows people to engage
more easily, to advance their understanding of ecological
systems, and to practice citizenship (Beetham, 1996;
Duram & Brown, 1999). In fact, many water quality and
watershed health problems arise from nonpoint sources of
pollution (Adler, 1995), making it essential to directly
engage the community as the source of these problems
(Trachtenberg & Focht, 2005).

However, it is challenging for planning and environ-
mental agencies to involve the public in natural resource
decision making. Contemporary issues of watershed planning
require new forms of community interaction and often
new social institutions that cross traditional departmental
boundaries (Borden, Cline, Hussey, Longsworth, &
Mancinelli, 2007). A rich body of literature suggests there
are institutional barriers to involving the public in the
management of local resources. Scholars of public partici-
pation planning argue that the modern administrative state
is too big and complex to facilitate the kind of face-to-face
relationships upon which a participatory democracy depends
(Chaskin, Brown, Venkatesh, & Vidal, 2001; Stivers, 1990),
that citizens do not have the knowledge or preparation to
make meaningful contributions (Kweit & Kweit, 1990),
and that participation requires resources many citizens and
agencies do not have. More fundamentally, sharing power
in this way may allow narrow, private interests to exploit
public resources and may risk corruption (Day, 1997;
Etzioni-Halevy, 1983; Trachtenberg & Focht, 2005).

Yet others suggest that traditional methods of commu-
nity participation, such as formal hearings and comment
periods, favor polarized interest groups over the general
public and do not provide an adequate forum for repre-
senting public interests or allow adequate information
exchange between the public and agency professionals
(English, 1999; Feller, 1991; Wondolleck, 1985; 1988).
As a result, studying fairness, legitimacy, and representa-
tiveness, and designing more coherent and holistic ap-
proaches have become leading research areas for human
ecologists (Lauber & Knuth, 1997; Raffensperger, 1998;
Webler, 1997).

Despite the formidable challenges of designing ways
to engage citizens effectively, public participation programs
addressing environmental degradation are growing and
improving worldwide. For example, over 40 countries in
Europe and Asia have signed the Aarhus Convention,
which ensures the public’s right to be informed about
environmental issues (United Nations Economic Commis-
sion for Europe, 1998). More recently, both Canada and
the United States have established frameworks for engaging
citizens directly in natural resource management through

amendments to the Canadian Environmental Assessment
Act (Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, 2003)
and the Watershed Approach Framework (U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency [EPA], 1996). Even the U.S.
Department of Defense, a traditionally top-down decision-
making agency, is sponsoring more than 250 restoration
advisory boards (RABs) to create a forum for community
input (Prizzia, 2005).

While an increasing number of environmental projects
make citizen participation a central tenet and environmen-
tal stewardship has been called a “fundamental instrument
in any democratic society” (Fagence, 1977), much remains
unknown about how best to design institutions to support
this. Outstanding issues planning agencies face include:
developing citizen trust (Lachappelle, McCool, & Patterson,
2003; Shandas, 2007), maintaining flexibility (Paehlke &
Torgerson, 1990; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000), and com-
plying with procedural obligations (Ryan & Klug, 2005).
In addition, while Hibbard and Lurie (2006) suggest that
public involvement in watershed planning contributes to
local economies and enhances individual and community
capacities for self-governance, others ask whether public
involvement ameliorates watershed problems or contributes
to them (Bellamy, McDonald, Syme, & Betterworth,
1999; Conley & Moote, 2003). Finally, questions also
remain about what to evaluate in environmental public
participation programs. Few government agencies or other
organizations who involved the public in deliberative
processes have reported the results (Chess, 2000; National
Research Council, 1996), which makes improving these
efforts more difficult.

In this article, we describe the factors that were
important to the success of one particularly robust civic
engagement program in order to determine what engages
citizen groups and what is effective at improving the eco-
logical health of a region. How institutions are organized,
what roles participants play, and decisions specifying how
individuals and organizations interact help to regularize
life, support values, and produce and protect interests
(Vatn, 2005; Westley, 1995). We examine how levels and
types of participation are shaped by locally distinctive
“rules-in-use” (Ostrom, 1999). We also observe the results
that have been realized through civic engagement, to
understand how to improve environmental stewardship
programs.

2 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 2008, Vol. 74, No. 4
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Approach

The Case
Our case study is the Community Watershed Steward-

ship Program (CWSP) in Portland, Oregon, a joint venture
of the City of Portland’s Bureau of Environmental Services
(BES; 2005), a local university, and the larger regional
community. BES is responsible for water quality protection,
wastewater collection and treatment, and sewer installation
in the city; thus, the CWSP represents only a small fraction
of BES expenditures. Now in its fourteenth year of operation,
CWSP involves several thousand citizens in a citywide
campaign to protect watersheds from the impacts of urban
development, while meeting legal mandates. Even with its
14-year history, it may be premature to declare the CWSP
an unequivocal success at fostering environmental steward-
ship, although many indicators are pointing in this direction.

Why Study Portland’s CWSP?
It may seem odd to focus on an exemplar to make the

case for developing active civic engagement programs as a
way of greening cities. Though Portland has a record of
civic participation (Putnam & Feldstein, 2003), and
numerous independent awards for being one of America’s
greenest cities (e.g., see Greenbiz, 2008; Sustainlane, 2006;
Svoboda, 2008), it resembles many other U.S. cities in
three ways that make it a good case example of how to
structure an effective environmental stewardship program.

First, Portland residents exhibited strong distrust of
government, including the BES, during the late 1980s and
early 1990s, as did citizens in many other cities (Moore,
1995; Putnam, 2000; Shandas, 2007; Wondolleck &
Yaffee, 2000). Newspaper reports during this period in-
clude citizen criticisms of the city for mismanagement of
urban waterways (“Portland faces federal fine,” 1989;
“Uncovering problems,” 1991; “Willamette’s role,” 1991).
In 1989, the EPA fined BES for 22 violations of the Toxic
Substances Control Act (TSCA; 1976), and in 1993 the
Northwest Environmental Advocates, a local nonprofit,
sued the city for violation of the Clean Water Act (CWA;
1972). Portland citizens also contested public agencies’ sci-
entific studies and opposed agency solutions to urban water
problems (Johnson, 2007). These and other occurrences
furthered an already acrimonious tone toward the local
government and suggested that BES was not using public
funds to properly address legal mandates. Perhaps because
BES was already better known for charging the citizens for
sewer and stormwater treatment than for protecting the
environment, these suits catalyzed a precipitous decline
in public trust of BES (“Plant crops, not resorts,” 1995).

Second, Portland’s combined sewer system resembles
those in many other city centers around the nation. While
combined systems were state-of-the art when constructed,
by 1993 even a moderate rainfall exceeded the Portland
system’s capacity, triggering combined sewer overflows
(CSOs) of dilute, untreated sewage through 55 outfall
points into the Willamette River and Columbia Slough
(“Group continues battle,” 1993). Such combined sewer
overflow events, which pose potential public health con-
cerns, also contaminated surface waters in many other
cities around the nation, including Los Angles, Houston,
Chicago, and Baltimore. Building a separate system to
carry away storm water is often cost prohibitive, although
in order to meet legal mandates such as the CWA and
TSCA, municipalities must develop plans for addressing
overflow events.

Finally, like other municipalities transitioning to
collaborative watershed management (Sabatier, Leach,
Lubell, & Pelkey, 2005), government agencies in Portland
are attempting to create locally relevant, community-based
programs to manage urban water resources. Most are
adding inclusive, consensus-based strategies, explicitly
aiming to achieve win-win outcomes (Born & Genskow,
2000). While watershed problems were previously seen as
remediable using traditional engineering approaches and
investments in infrastructure, they are now recognized to
be “wicked” or “messy” problems,” for which no simple
rule specifies how to choose a socially optimal solution
(Lachapelle, McCool, & Patterson, 2003; Rittel & Webber,
1973).

This is not to deny that Portland’s level of citizen
engagement has surpassed that of other cities for a long
time. For example, in Better Together, Putnam and Feld-
stein (2003) describe Portland’s engaged culture during the
1960s and 1970s by noting that,

Two of the most powerful myths that have shaped
American life are the promise of wealth and America as
an unspoiled paradise. Unlike many who gravitated to
cities that were booming, most of these newcomers to
Portland were looking for a new Eden much more
than for an opportunity to strike it rich. As Johnson
[adjunct faculty member of Portland State University
and scholar of the history of civic engagement in the
Portland region] suggests, they were primed for
activism to preserve or create the quality of life they
sought. (p. 253) 

While such statements suggest that Portland citizens
created their open government and civic involvement
through self-selection, Portland’s history can also be inter-
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preted to illustrate that an engaged citizenry supported by
local government can create institutional change to improve
the ecology of the community and region.

In short, we examined Portland’s approach to watershed
management because it is a mature example of a bold
experiment. It is a citywide collaboration to change from
a top-down, command-and-control governance structure
to a flexible, place-based approach to water resource
management. While this would be interesting even if it
were just a unique case study, we use it to shed light on
the mechanisms that fostered this environmental civic
engagement, and to offer insights for other complex urban
resource management efforts. We were also interested in
exploring how community groups, including a local univer-
sity, were able to participate in governance in a substantive
and constructive way. As we examined the case study in
more detail, we found that it suggested using collaborative
approaches as a complement to, rather than as a replacement
for, top-down regulatory approaches. Thus, this article
focuses on the unique institutional design of the CWSP,
its evolving nature, and some of the effects it has had on
community groups, organizations, and the environment.

Data and Method
The relationship between faculty at Portland State

University (PSU) and the CWSP started in 1995, though
only in recent years have undergraduate and graduate
students become deeply involved in the program. While
students actively participate in the selection of grantees and
day-to-day operations, PSU faculty members, including
the authors of this article, have served primarily as advisors
and liaisons to the university’s community-engagement
and service-learning initiatives.

As advisors to the program, we are removed from its
day-to-day details, and able to see the direct linkages
between its design, the community’s response, and the
environmental outcomes. We have also examined the
midterm and final reports of all program grantees, and
transcripts of interviews with CWSP grantees.

Designing a Community Watershed
Program

Federal and State Context
In 1998, President Clinton announced a Clean Water

Action Initiative prepared jointly by the U.S. Department
of Agriculture and the EPA that required states and com-
munities to work with the public and all affected stake-
holders to identify priorities and cost-effective strategies.

This formalized a shift toward a collaborative, place-based
approach to water resource management that was already
beginning, causing public agencies to work with citizens
(and citizen groups) to foster locally meaningful approaches
to reducing potential sources of pollution and restoring
degraded waterways (Wagenet & Pfeffer, 2007). The
Clean Water Action Initiative required tribal, state, and
local governments to identify watersheds with the most
critical water quality problems and work together to focus
resources and implement strategies to solve those problems
(Kenney, McAllister, Caile, & Peckham, 2001). Federal
direction to focus on impaired waters and to increase the
attention given to involving the public led Oregon under
governor John Kitzhaber (along with Washington, Cali-
fornia, Massachusetts, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania) to
develop watershed partnerships. Oregon used a statewide
watershed-level planning program (State Senate Bill 924)
known as the “The Oregon Plan for Salmon and Water-
sheds” as a coordination tool. This changed previously ad
hoc volunteer organizations and made watershed councils
the official watershed management units statewide. Ore-
gon’s current leadership in community natural resource
management may be partly attributable to its statewide
implementation of watershed councils (Hibbard & Lurie,
2006).

Although leadership by a sympathetic governor may
have provided some of the preconditions necessary to
developing collaborative watershed management in the
state, the physical and social conditions in an urban area
like Portland require a special approach to engaging the
public. The Portland harbor section of the Willamette
River, for example, is heavily polluted from years of ship-
building, creosote manufacture, lead processing, and
transfer and storage of petroleum products, and is now
a superfund site (Van der Voo, 2007), involving the EPA
in cleaning up the river bottom (Oregon Department of
Environmental Quality, 2006). State studies in the 1990s
identified a wide variety of pollutants in the river bottom,
including heavy metals, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs),
and pesticides. Issues like this, as well as Portland’s diverse
constituency, mix of land uses and topographical condi-
tions, meant the CWSP’s key stakeholders and watershed
management plan objectives were quite unlike those in
rural areas (Grimm et al., 2008; McDonnell et al., 1997;
Meyer, Paul, & Taulbee, 2005).

The Design of the Local Partnership
The program had three main groups of participants:

the community, the BES, and PSU. The Watershed Services
Division of BES is responsible for improving water quality
through stormwater management plans and activities,

4 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 2008, Vol. 74, No. 4
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overseeing restoration efforts in the five regional watersheds,
and planning for future wastewater collection and treatment
needs. In 1994, BES convened focus groups to identify
community needs and potential strategies for designing the
community-led watershed restoration program, which
became CWSP. PSU’s focus on community engagement
and civic involvement allowed university faculty to par-
ticipate to improve BES’ community outreach efforts and
several representatives from the local watershed councils
also took part.

The interests and concerns of its main participant
groups led CWSP to focus on: (a) a stewardship grants
program which solicits proposals for watershed restoration
from citizen groups; (b) a BES/PSU partnership; and (c)
a system for watershed and program evaluation.

Support for CWSP within BES was not initially wide-
spread. For example, in the beginning, some BES staff were
indifferent to the development of the CWSP program.
While there is tension between funding engineering proj-
ects and community-engagement programs, BES program
staff worked with university faculty members to determine
whether creating CWSP would be advantageous, what the
extent of university involvement should be, and to develop
criteria for selecting grantees and evaluating program
effectiveness. BES systematically solicited input from
community partners and university faculty members, and
allowed the program design to evolve, enabling a focused
and relevant discussion among local institutions and citizens.

Any program that involves multiple participants must
clarify its goals and rules. By design, the participants decided
CWSP would encourage citizens to undertake activities
that would form partnerships in the community, use
volunteers to affect change and improve watershed con-
ditions at a neighborhood scale, and provide students and
faculty with opportunities for education and research to
allow an exchange of expertise and effort between PSU and
BES. During the early stages of the program, these goals
were often in conflict, mainly because CWSP participants
found it difficult to keep the different goals in perspective
without elevating or diminishing the significance of any.

The CWSP program has evolved over time, but there
are four general principles that have remained in place
since its inception:

1. Faculty and graduate students and BES program
managers discuss BES watershed priorities and PSU
educational and research interests each year in order
to weave community involvement opportunities
into the developing CWSP plans.

2. Community groups submit proposals that are then
reviewed to determine whether they align with the

CWSP mission. Examples include education and
monitoring efforts, building ecoroofs and storm-
water features, and restoring streambanks. Each
successful proposal is awarded up to $5,000 to
spend on materials and project coordination.

3. Graduate students specializing in environmental
planning may take paid internships in which they
provide organizational and technical assistance to
community groups interested in implementing
their own watershed education or water quality
improvement projects.

4. Grantees are required to provide midterm and final
reports on the implementation of their projects,
including addressing several specific BES questions.1

That CWSP is collaborative is illustrated by the syn-
ergism that exists among the participating groups. BES
provides the administrative support and the coordination
of regulatory activities, and PSU provides graduate students
to oversee the implementation of the program and under-
graduates to assist in other program activities. The university
benefits by engaging the local community and providing
students with a service-learning opportunity. BES gains
a cost-effective source of labor (students) and a trusted
community liaison. Students develop project management
skills and identify future employment opportunities while
providing service to BES and the community. From the
city’s perspective, the involvement of citizens in public
service, what Glover, Parry, and Shinew (2005) call co-
production, is a mechanism for filling the gap between
what government can achieve and what is needed in the
community (see Backman, Wicks, & Silverberg, 1997).
Co-production allows BES to deliver more services than it
could otherwise, especially services devoted to improving
the health of urban watersheds. To date, over 130 com-
munity projects sponsored by neighborhood schools, civic
organizations, churches, and neighborhood groups have
been completed. These projects have leveraged the involve-
ment of thousands of volunteers and many neighborhood-
based organizations, public agencies, and businesses2

neighborhood-scale projects to improve watersheds and
water quality.

Results of the Collaborative Approach

We present this as a case study, since the large number
of interacting factors prevents us from testing causal link-
ages between CWSP’s design and its outcomes. However,
case studies illuminate in different ways, and we use details
from the partner reports and testimonials to argue that the
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simple existence of this program allowed transformations
in local communities, organizations, and ecologies. We use
the case to observe and record some types of collaborative
processes that foster environmental stewardship in urban
areas.

First, the CWSP framework provided numerous
opportunities for the participants to find common ground
and for community individual volunteers, organizations,
and associations to become more involved. Early projects
included replanting native vegetation, monitoring stream
conditions, and developing educational murals. Over time,
people submitted more diverse proposals, and funded
projects came to include ecoroofs, bioswales, and storm-
water retention and detention facilities widely dispersed
across the city (see Figure 1). BES program administrators
actively responded to community interests by building a
set of practices and institutional arrangements that were
more flexible than they had used in the past. One of the
community partners, a CWSP-funded member belonging
to the Portland city schools, contended that “it was the
willingness of the agency [BES] to work with our plans
that made this very different from the previous experiences
that I’ve had with them.” Several of the midterm and final
project reports include such sentiments, which speak to the
importance of taking seriously the perspectives of involved
partners.3 This confirms the importance of the CWSP
program design, which allows community groups to decide
what is important to them and what needs to be done, and
through the proposal process, to make a case for how their
project will improve the urban watershed.

Second, designing the program to involve the local
university and community partners also brought in more
community organizations, volunteers, and residents, and
expanded the organizational capacities of the city and the
university. The number of individuals and groups partici-
pating in the program has grown steadily since its inception.
Neighborhood schools and both formal and informal
community associations now have ways to participate
directly in neighborhood work and to connect to similar
associations doing comparable work throughout the city.
Each year more organizations participate in the CWSP as
a result of such connections. One community partner,
a CWSP-funded member belonging to a neighborhood
group, stated that, “My idea is to get people excited,
educated about what’s growing out there, then to recruit
people to do volunteer work.” The program has a multiplier
effect on involvement, as each current participant passes on
information about the opportunities to become involved in
work that benefits neighborhoods and watersheds to multi-
ple contacts. This is demonstrated by the fact that the
partnership has grown from 10 organizations contributing

to the partnership in 1995 to more than 800 contributing
organizations today. Such an outcome is consistent with
the growing literature on the social diffusion of innovation
(Dodgson & Bessant, 1996) and the use of social networks
for developing community partnerships (Cross, Parker,
Prusak, & Borgatti, 2001).

The community groups participating in the program
seem also to have benefited. The CWSP program provides
such groups with both technical assistance and means of
increasing their workforces. For example, one community
partner, a CWSP-funded member belonging to a neigh-
borhood group, stated, “We’ve been very fortunate to have
someone who has experience to know what plants to plant
where and to design the planting plan.” While the grantees
use funds for a variety of purposes, some hire specialists for
proposed projects. By hiring environmental specialists
(e.g., botanists, landscape architects, or hydrologists) the
community groups learn about local ecosystems, while
BES ensures that the projects provide technically sound
improvements to local watersheds.

The PSU students are active partners in the program
and get valuable community-based learning opportunities
from it. Over the course of the partnership, PSU has offered
20 senior capstone courses and 12 other undergraduate
courses, in total involving about 600 undergraduate students
in working beside community volunteers. These “problem-
based” courses (Austin & Sax, 1998) attract students from
several disciplines to work together to address a regional
problem of global significance. They are effective in part
because they have access to an organizational structure that
evolves in response to community needs. Over 20 graduate
students have also provided technical assistance to organi-
zations developing and implementing projects in their
neighborhoods.

Finally, ecology in the region has been improved by
restoring degraded riparian areas. In the CWSP program’s
12 years of existence, over 23,000 volunteers have con-
tributed nearly 150,000 total hours to plant 76,000 native
plants and restore 1.9 million square feet of upland/riparian
areas in watersheds throughout the city. Over that time,
the city made over 100 small grants totaling $436,000 that
have generated matching contributions of nearly $2 million.
Currently, several faculty and students at PSU are quanti-
fying the land cover and hydrological changes resulting
from these watershed restoration efforts and their findings
will soon offer additional evidence about the relative
effectiveness of various restoration projects.

6 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 2008, Vol. 74, No. 4
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Lessons Learned From the CWSP

Portland watershed managers had to address three
critical questions before a public agency (BES) could
catalyze community-initiated watershed stewardship projects:
(1) How can citizens become more involved in the stew-
ardship of their local watershed? (2) What is the optimal
mix of local technical expertise and community capacity?
and (3) What innovations and accommodations must
public agencies make to improve community involvement
in environmental stewardship? The same would be true for
any planning entity moving from a traditional, top-down,
and inflexible approach to a collaborative, community-
initiated, and accommodating approach to urban watershed
management. Our observations about how the CWSP
managed the tensions between top-down and bottom-up
watershed planning also raise broader planning issues.

How Can Citizens Become More Involved?
Environmental stewardship programs commonly aim

to increase participation, and CWSP demonstrates that the

process of engaging citizens matters. First, the CWSP
program fostered ownership by involving stakeholders early
in the process. BES initiated this process by convening the
university, representatives from the local watershed councils,
and key community partners to contribute to the design of
the CWSP program, creating ownership from its inception.
Unlike traditional planning informational meetings, the
early stages of the program offered an opportunity for
stakeholders to participate in identifying the salient issues
and to describe the types of stewardship activities that
could help address regional watershed challenges. Working
with others toward the common goal of improving regional
waterways, community members became more aware of
the connection between their actions and the health of the
environment.

It is important to note that involving citizens during
program development was accomplished by balancing the
tension between inviting the universe of potential partici-
pants and selecting a representative set of community
members. By inviting community members that represent
a broad array of potential grantees to the early meetings, and

Shandas and Messer: Fostering Green Communities Through Civic Engagement 7

Figure 1. Location of CWSP sites, 1995–2005.
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soliciting their feedback about other potential community
members, BES raised the odds that the design of the
CWSP would be perceived as legitimate and contributed
to the program’s effectiveness. Each community has its
own mix of stakeholders and types of projects, but the
principle remains the same; engage citizens early and often
and allow the community partners to own and implement
their own restoration projects (Rohe, 2004; Smith, Nell, &
Prystupa, 1997).

Equally important is the principle of producing a
tangible result. It is true that the program yielded better
informed citizens and a network of community partners,
two manifestations of enhanced social capital. But the
tangible completed projects gave participants a sense of
accomplishment. Whether groups removed invasive species,
restored eroded streambanks, or created green roofs to
regulate stormwater runoff, they saw their projects regularly
as they went about their daily lives. This personal connec-
tion seemed to foster commitment among volunteers and
led to reliable project completions. That the projects were
small as well as tangible made it easier for groups to secure
resources, and provided a feasible way to for them to
approach the much larger ecological issue.

What Is the Optimal Mix of Local Technical
Expertise and Community Capacity?

Divergence from the conventional model of watershed
planning and management troubled many of those involved
in the early stages of developing the CWSP. Because
watershed management has traditionally been accomplished
with engineering projects, allowing community members
to define project goals seemed like the wrong idea initially.
Ironically, the opposite seems to have been the case. The
success of the numerous and diverse projects completed by
the community participants in the CWSP and the growing
number of community applicants participating in the
program attest to its broad appeal. This is not to say that
if planning agencies build community capacity for envi-
ronmental stewardship their communities can do without
engineering projects. Rather, public involvement in the
CWSP programs has helped support and complement
large-scale infrastructure projects by educating the public
about the challenges of managing urban stormwater and
assisting citizens to develop strategies for local mitigation.

The CWSP combined technical expertise of faculty
members from PSU’s urban studies and planning program
and local environmental experts (e.g., ecologists, hydrolo-
gists, and botanists) with understanding of regional land-
scapes to inform project design and mobilize community
participation. While the technical experts played a signifi-
cant role, they were peripheral in the actual restoration of

local watersheds. However, targeted technical expertise
improved community partners’ abilities to understand
the multiple dimensions of watershed restoration projects.
The resulting work not only has broad public purpose, but
visibly enhances the landscapes of individual neighborhoods.

These successes appear to result largely from the
program’s tapping into two major community assets.
First, community organizations and existing networks of
neighborhood groups, watershed councils, and other entities
provided ready-made operational units that could be mo-
bilized quickly (Kecskes, Kerrigan, & Patton, 2006). Second,
neighborhood landscapes provided an understandable focus
for community action (Beatley & Manning, 1997).

What Innovations and Accommodations
Must Public Agencies Make?

The public views government agencies as untrustworthy,
slow-moving, and filled with administrative hurdles
(Lachapelle et al., 2003; Shandas, 2007; Wondolleck &
Yaffee, 2000). A system that allows community groups to
focus their efforts on their proposed projects rather than
on following planning procedures seems to lead to more
successful project completions. CWSP transferred authority
from the city to citizens gradually, initially involving
community members in the design of the program and
selecting a few preliminary target restoration sites, then
hiring student interns, conducting outreach to community
members, and expanding the program to cover the entire
city. BES identified the best projects proposed each year
and worked as a liaison with other planning agencies. In
fact, Portland’s Bureau of Planning became a more active
participant through ongoing discussions and issuing permits
for the proposed CWSP projects, several times waiving fees
for CWSP permits. BES demonstrated remarkable flexibility
in dealing with citizen groups and other planning agencies,
overcoming a common criticism that government entities
are unable to adapt and change.

In addition, the CWSP employees seemed genuinely
interested in designing a novel program that allowed
community members to define their own goals and the
plans to accomplish them without imposing too many
administrative or bureaucratic obligations. Several of the
midterm and final reports and transcripts of interviews
state that “BES was remarkably responsive” to community
partners’ needs (a CWSP-funded member belonging to a
church group) and that they appreciated the city agency
regularly bringing the partners together “to see what issues
they had in common and what some people had come up
with for ideas to work through those” (a CWSP-funded
member belonging to a neighborhood group).This is
particularly relevant given that planners’ work lies at the

8 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 2008, Vol. 74, No. 4
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interface between meeting formal procedural obligations
and responding to public concerns (Howe, 1994). De-
signing a program that is flexible in administration (e.g.,
the permitting process, legal restrictions), coordinated in
programming (e.g., grants management, interagency
cooperation, university involvement), and responsive to
citizen involvement (e.g., streamlining project permits,
geographic targeting, secondary partnerships) can help
address uncertainties in urban watershed management now
and into the future.

Conclusions

Planning agencies with environmental responsibilities
are moving away from purely technical solutions to water
quality and habitat protection issues to involving multiple
stakeholders representing diverse interests in collaborative
solutions (Lubell, 2005). Fortunately, the CWSP demon-
strates that a collaborative approach can enhance the riparian
canopy in addition to involving citizens and reducing the
amount of stormwater entering local waterways. Our
investigation suggests that a well-managed collaboration,
involving both key interests and expertise, can be highly
compelling and a complement to technical solutions,
particularly if it allows participants to undertake projects
close to home, and to define their own goals.

Humans need a sense of place within the natural
environment (Howell, 1997). By taking part in stewardship,
community members can begin to reestablish the connection
between their actions and the health of the environment.
Perhaps because many Portland citizens understood that
the regional waterways were degraded and required con-
siderable improvement, the CWSP program was well
timed, allowing Portland to meet its legal responsibilities
to protect and enhance water quality while also pursuing
community-initiated projects.

This case illustrates that community members can be
motivated by a responsibility for future generations or by
the notion that they are a part of the natural world, not
apart from it. We observed that community involvement
in watershed stewardship through CWSP transformed
environmental protection from a technical and impersonal
activity that relies largely on engineered systems of control,
to one that established relationships that will influence the
way local governments interact with citizen groups. In this
system the balance of power is shared, and people experience
greater satisfaction in their neighborhood and increased
social bonding (Cochrun, 1994). Empowerment and
recognition come from the experience of participation
and belonging.

Over the past quarter-century, the growth of community
partnerships has been substantial. The literature suggests,
and our analysis of the CWSP confirms, that when com-
munity groups are given an opportunity to lead and own
an environmental stewardship project, everyone wins.
Perhaps one day in the not-too-distant future we will
witness an integration of the traditional approach and this
newer one, including effective communication, coalition
building, and a strong sense of social responsibility. We
hope city planners, community organizations, civil engi-
neers, and neighborhood citizens will see that an engaged
and environmentally literate public can produce tangible
results that improve local communities and ecologies.
This case illustrates how building and sustaining effective
environmental stewardship programs can enable social
sustainability in our communities (McKenzie, 2004),
address entrenched public distrust of government, and
improve the quality of life for all residents in human-
dominated landscapes.
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Notes
1. All grantees are asked for photo documentation of the project and are
required to address the following questions: (1) Who has been involved
in your project? (2) Have you seen benefits to water quality? (3) How
has watershed awareness been improved by the project? (4) What factors
made this project successful? (5) What was difficult or frustrating about
this project? (6) Did this year’s project add to the organization’s devel-
opment? (7) What type of publicity did this project receive? (8) What
types of monitoring and maintenance do you expect for this project?
2. Nonprofits involved include watershed councils, neighborhood
associations, youth and adult volunteer service organizations, and
churches. Schools at all levels have participated, as have government
agencies at all levels from local to federal. Locally owned and other
private businesses have also taken part.
3. In addition, on several occasions when community partners proposed
projects that required city permits, BES administrators worked collabo-
ratively with other agencies to streamline the permitting process and
allow community groups to complete projects on time. This inter-
departmental collaboration in itself is a noteworthy outcome.
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