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Chapter 1 

From Federal to Local Control: 

An Introduction to Fresh Water Policy, Management, and the Citizen Participation 

Challenge 

 

 

Statement of Purpose 

The term “environmental governance” is used to describe the increasingly collaborative 

nature of environmental natural resource policy creation and implementation that 

incorporates a diversity of third party actors ranging from government agencies to the 

profit sector, nonprofit sector, and civic society (Durant et al. 2004).  Though the 

definition of environmental governance emphasizes collaborative efforts that include 

citizen participants, there is still a lack of information examining what the citizen 

perspective and experience is in collaborative natural resource management activities 

(Lubell 2004, Bingham & O‟Leary 2006).  Moving away from an emphasis on the 

components of successful citizen groups, I reframe the issue of creating and coordinating 

citizen participation as a function of the institutional arrangements in which they are 

situated.  Specifically, I examine how local governmental units created out of statutory 

law to address local fresh water resource management issues interact with federal, state, 

and county agencies working in the field of fresh water conservation. Special attention is 

given to Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement District program, one of the state‟s lesser 

known citizen-driven water resource management initiatives, to highlight barriers to 

citizen participation from a grassroots perspective. Using a qualitative case study 

approach that includes in-depth interviews with citizens, government officials, and 

agency representatives, my findings seek to develop environmental policies that better 
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coordinate water management activities across varying spatial scales (local, regional, 

national).  My research offers insight to policymakers regarding the potential institutional 

hurdles that may appear when attempting to implement citizen participation practices into 

a previously established water governance system. 

Introduction 

Currently, policymakers lack the information needed to understand the potential 

environmental impacts of their decisions and the economic implications of 

changes to the environment and our natural resources. 

-Comptroller General of the U.S. 2007 

 

In 2007 the United States Government Accountability Office (GAO) and the National 

Academy of Sciences (NAS) jointly convened the Forum on Measuring Our Nation’s 

Natural Resources and Environmental Sustainability.  What emerged from the forum‟s 

discussions was acknowledgement of the disconnect between policymakers and the 

science behind effectively managing natural resources.  While the intuitive response to 

this finding was that science should play a larger part in informing environmental policy, 

the GAO and NAS also found that inconsistent data regarding the health of the nation‟s 

resources made it nearly impossible for this to occur.  The forum concluded that with 

regard to environmental, economic, and social consequences, policy decisions were 

routinely being made with insufficient information.  The final picture painted by the 

forum exposed the need of the environmental policy field to drastically evolve to meet 

the complex needs of natural resource management in a century of increasing human 

pressure on natural systems (GAO 2007). 
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The forum‟s findings particularly resonate with the current state of U.S. water 

policy and the subsequent management activities surrounding the country‟s fresh water 

resources.  Fresh water systems are an integral part to the health of all biological systems, 

but the overall trend in the decentralization of water policy in the U.S. has led to site-

specific management of fresh water resources that fail to integrate regional, state or 

federal water conservation activities (Black & Fisher 2001, Mann 1993, Rogers 1993, 

Barlow 2007).  In the absence of a national vision for fresh water resources the fifty 

states have developed fifty independent ways of monitoring water quality and 

undertaking management activities.  While the Clean Water Act (CWA) of 1972 (33 

U.S.C. §1251 et seq.) delegates authority to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

to oversee the states‟ water quality monitoring activities, the GAO has found that the 

discrepancies in state activities have reached a point where the EPA is hindered in its 

efforts to identify the country‟s most polluted waters (Stephenson & Elstein 2002), in 

turn making it difficult to write informed water policy. 

Complicating the problems surrounding the pursuit of more integrated water 

resource management activities between state and federal levels is the renewed emphasis 

on participatory management models.  The CWA explicitly states that: 

Public participation in the development, revision, and enforcement of any 

regulation, standard, effluent limitation, plan, or program established by the 

Administrator or  any State under this Act shall be provided for, encouraged, and 

assisted by the Administrator and the States…(33 U.S.C. §1251 Sec. 101 (e); 

emphasis added). 

 

Over four decades after the CWA was created the citizen component to water resource 

management is still evolving (Imperial 2005, Mckinney & Field 2008, Cooper et al. 
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2006).  Though stakeholders can be effective remediating localized water resource 

problems, their ability to make drastic water quality improvements is impeded by a lack 

of coordination with other stakeholder-based management activities in the areas 

immediately surrounding their own (Feldman 2007, Imperial 2005).  As Imperial (2005, 

p.282) states, “…the challenge is to find ways to improve governance when the capacity 

for solving problems is widely dispersed and where few organizations accomplish their 

missions by acting alone (Mandell 1989, Milward & Provan 2000, Teisman & Klijn 

2002).”   

The term “environmental governance” is used to describe the increasingly 

collaborative nature of environmental natural resource policy creation and 

implementation that incorporates a diversity of third party actors ranging from 

government agencies to the profit sector, nonprofit sector, and civic society (Durant et al. 

2004).  As a subset of this, water governance can be defined as the processes by which 

water is managed for the public good, which includes the goals and the activities of 

government entities, businesses, nonprofits, communities, and individual citizens 

(Citizens League Water Policy Study Committee Report 2009).  While stakeholder 

engagement, particularly citizen engagement, emerges as a central component of water 

governance, there is a fundamental problem impeding progress from a water resource 

policy perspective.  In the absence of a comprehensive federal vision for fresh water 

resource management and the decentralization of water resource management 

responsibilities to the states, water policy decisions are routinely made in an ad hoc 

fashion (Black & Fisher 2001, Rogers 1993).  In light of the fact that policies themselves 
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are not coordinated at the federal level, which translates into disjointed water policies 

from state to state (Stephenson & Elstein 2000), the question of how to coordinate citizen 

participation activities becomes both more significant as well as challenging to answer.  

The Battle between Federal Oversight and State Control 

A principal characteristic of federal water policy is that policies are made in an 

ad hoc, decentralized manner.  No agency of the executive branch or committee of 

Congress is responsible for keeping an eye on the ―big picture‖…A host of on-

the-ground problems are created by…the absence of unifying vision… 

- (Western Governors Association 1989; Rogers 1993) 

 

      

The United States has often had its political system described as a “polyarchy” where 

there exist multiple centers of power and each is vying for control of the respective policy 

issues of most concern to them (Dahl et al. 1971, Mann 1993).  This holds true in relation 

to water policy where water is a resource that can be linked to a myriad of government 

entities spanning at the federal level from the Environmental Protection Agency to the 

Department of Homeland Security, all the way down to state and county level 

governments and agencies.  Yet a distinct lack of a dominant elite, or even coalition of 

elites in charge of water policy, has created a labyrinthine system of federal and state 

policies that reflect the country‟s lack of a cohesive vision for freshwater resource 

management now and into the future (Reuss 1993, Mackenthum, 1998, Black & Fisher 

2001, Feldman 2007).     

The causal elements for the current state of U.S. water policy can be found 

enmeshed in the history of the 20
th

 century.  The Clean Water Act TMDL Program: Law, 

Policy and Implementation by Oliver A. Houck (2002) provides a comprehensive 
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examination of how the battle between the states and the federal government for control 

over water quality monitoring and management has stalled the country in making 

dramatic water quality improvements, especially with regard to nonpoint source 

pollution. Houck reveals that so embroiled were the states and the federal government in 

their battle over authority that neither group set their eyes upon the future. Today, the 

pendulum of authority hovers closer to the states than the federal government.  The new 

paradigm for federal water policy and planning is built upon federal-state partnerships 

highlighted by the distinct decentralization of federal power (Rogers 1993, Vig & Kraft 

2006, Feldman 2007). In this arrangement the states have inherited the bulk of 

responsibility surrounding water resource development and management activities, 

especially with regard to non-point source pollution issues.  The federal presence can still 

be found in the form of the EPA, but their activities surrounding the water quality of the 

country‟s fresh water resources are largely restricted to point source pollution (Mann 

1993), and as previously noted their effectiveness at a national scale is currently the 

source of much scrutiny.   

Citizen Participation in Water Resource Management 

The shift in responsibility between the federal and state level also marks a change in the 

role of citizens as stakeholders.  Whereas once citizens were the recipients of policy 

decisions created in a top-down policy structure, this trend is now replaced by the 

creation of environmental policies in multi-sector collaborative arrangements (Koontz & 

Thomas 2006).  Today the citizen is increasingly targeted to participate in natural 

resource management activities.  A commonly cited reason for the interest in 
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participatory management models is that an increased understanding of the complexity 

surrounding environmental problems, such as non-point source pollution or habitat 

protection, supports the need for integrated approaches to management that include a 

diverse set of both governmental and non-governmental actors (Rogers 1993, Cortner & 

Moot 1999, Wondolleck &Yaffee 2000, Margerum & Whitall 2004, Koontz & Thomas 

2006).  Furthermore, the interconnectedness of natural systems makes it difficult for top-

down regulatory policies to function when the environmental problems are caused by the 

accumulation of many diffuse actions because it is hard to determined who should be 

targeted when it comes time for remediation (Lant 1999,  Letey 2000, Margerum & 

Whithall 2004).  To illustrate, in watershed settings runoff from feedlots may be polluting 

waters, but so too could the excess fertilizer lakefront property owners are placing on 

their lawns.  In such instances a policy targeted only at feedlots or only on fertilizers 

would not be enough.  In a real world scenario, there will be more than just the farmers 

and the lakefront property owners. To an extent, every land-use decision stakeholders 

make on the watershed impacts water quality (Lal 2000, Imperial 2005)— be it for better 

or for worse.  To curtail non-point source pollution it appears that a diverse group of 

stakeholders from across a watershed must be engaged in water stewardship activities to 

achieve cumulative water quality improvements. 

Yet the path to citizen participation in natural resource management is not clear of 

obstacles.  There is a strong vein of doubt within natural resource literature that 

collaboration, particularly with citizens, leads to positive environmental change.  Some 

do not believe that incorporating the citizen, or a collection of citizens as part of a 
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community, into natural resource management actually translates into environmental 

improvements (Mandarano 2008, Conley & Moot 2003, Koontz & Thomas 2006).  

Others critique the fact that is that there is an ill-defined sense of what citizen 

participation actually looks like, in part because government mandated forms of citizen 

participation, such as public hearings, review and comment periods, are commonly 

viewed as ineffective because they fail to both satisfy the public‟s desire to voice their 

opinions and concurrently provide decision-makers with useful information (Innes & 

Booher 2004).  At the far end of the literature on collaborative management models there 

are those who claim that devolution, the transfer of specific powers or functions from a 

superior government to a subordinate government, can never take place.  Criticisms of 

devolution range from the stance that in the American federal system the Tenth 

Amendment clearly stipulates how power is reserved to the states or to the people 

(Kincaid 1998), that devolved local collaboration is tantamount to the abdication of 

responsibility and is therefore unlawful (Coggins 1999), and that devolution is nothing 

more than an “enchantment” with a romanticized vision of local control promulgated by 

those who reject traditional authority (Welsh 2004).   

As this dissertation demonstrates, Minnesota, like other states, is not only calling 

for citizen participation in water stewardship activities, but proactively fostering it. The 

decentralization of power in relation to water resources has resulted in serious 

environmental implications— best exemplified by the thousands of surface waters in the 

U.S. that fail to meet the water quality standards created by the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) and implemented by the states (GAO 2000, Stephenson & Elstein 2002, 
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GAO 2005).  While the lack of overarching federal guidance on the topic of fresh water 

resource management has caused frustration and the repeated call for a “coherent federal 

water policy” (Mann 1993, Rogers 1993, Barlow 2007), it has also created a large need 

for immediate on-the-ground action.  In such instances, environmental governance 

models point to non-governmental stakeholders, such as citizens, to fill management gaps 

(Durant et al. 2004).  As a result, states have been forced to forge ahead and deal with the 

challenges of both the increasing numbers of polluted surface waters and finding ways to 

incorporate citizens in the efforts to improve water quality.  Minnesota, home to 

thousands of surfaces waters, employs some of the most comprehensive water resource 

management policies in the country and provides an ideal setting to study the intersection 

of policy, management, and citizen participation. 

Minnesota and its Lakes 

In Minnesota—a state famous for its more than 10,000 lakes—lakes play an integral role 

in the lifestyle of its citizens.  Despite progress since passage of the Clean Water Act in 

1972, the state‟s most beloved resources are in danger (OLA Minnesota 2007, Baker 

2008).  Some lakes are being choked by invasive species such as curly leaf pondweed 

(Potamogeton crispus) and Eurasian water milfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum).  In years of 

heavy rains lakes are flooded by stormwater runoff from new development and the 

increased number of impermeable surfaces within the watershed.  Lakes are also the 

receptacles of nonpoint source pollution from such sources as feedlots, salting of icy 

winter roads, and fertilization for lawn-care and farming.  Every new threat to 

Minnesota‟s lakes translates into a new threat to the health, safety, and way of life of the 
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state‟s residents.  From unsafe swimming conditions caused by high levels of fecal 

coliform to the flooding of homes due to poor stormwater runoff practices, every year 

Minnesotans suffer the consequences of inadequate local water resource management 

activities.  Confronted with the implications of degraded lakes on home property values 

and recreational experiences, lakefront landowners and lake recreationalists are 

increasingly looking for meaningful ways to engage in management activities that will 

improve lake water quality (Kowalczak 2009). 

In the wake of the 2007 Clean Water Legacy Act, which was created “…to 

protect, restore, and preserve the quality of Minnesota's surface waters” (CWLA Section 

114D.10, 2007), the state is now home to renewed political and public interest in the 

health of its lakes and rivers.  To underscore how central the issue of water quality has 

become in Minnesota, citizens passed the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment in 

November of 2008.  The amendment is designed to provide additional funding to protect 

and restore water quality through a general sales tax increase.  Of the money raised 

through a tax increase, 33 percent, estimated to be $80 million, will go to the newly-

created Clean Water Fund (DNR 2009).  

Even with new sources of funding for water quality improvements on the horizon, 

this dissertation chronicles how citizens are still encountering barriers to participation.  A 

central topic of discussion is how to define the role of citizens in a new era of water 

resource management.  As stated by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency‟s Clean 

Water Council, there is a need to not only inform and educate citizens, but also actively 

seek their participation in water stewardship activities (MPCA Clean Water Council 
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2009).  In trying to foster citizen participation, previous research has also spent a 

considerable amount of time chronicling the components of successful citizen groups.  

Why citizen groups succeed or fail is linked to factors such as the presence of full-time 

staff or coordinator dedicated to the effort, effective communication, stable leadership, 

dependable sources of funding over the short and long-term, as well as time to build trust 

between partners (Wondolleck & Yaffee 2000,  Ryan & Klug 2005).  Other research 

projects have examined the value of citizen groups in natural resource management 

activities, placing an emphasis on correlating citizen participation in environmental 

decision-making processes and management activities with environmental improvements 

(Mandarano 2008, Conley & Moot 2003, Koontz & Thomas 2006).  Commonly, such 

research is framed from the perspective of the policymaker or natural resource manager 

(Irvin & Stansbury 2004, Agrawal & Gibson1999). Subsequently, there is a lack of 

information examining what the citizen perspective and experience is in collaborative 

natural resource management activities (Lubell 2004, Bingham & O‟Leary 2006) and 

larger institutional structures built around environmental governance issues. 

Dissertation Overview 

Moving away from attempts to conclusively correlate citizen participation with water 

quality improvement or an emphasis on the components of successful citizen groups to 

explain successes and failures in management activities, I reframe the issue of creating 

and coordinating citizen participation as a function of the institutional arrangements in 

which they are situated.  Specifically, I examine how local governmental units created 

out of statutory law to address local fresh water resource management issues interact with 
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federal, state, and county agencies working in the field of fresh water conservation to 

identify systemic hurdles to the implementation of policies designed to foster citizen 

participation practices. By reframing citizens as institutional actors future policy and 

management activities can be more highly attuned to the institutional hurdles that may be 

hindering the integration of citizen participation practices into previously established 

water governance systems. Special attention is given to Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement 

District (LID) program, one of the state‟s lesser known citizen-driven water resource 

management initiatives, to highlight barriers to citizen participation from a grassroots 

perspective. Using a qualitative case study approach that includes in-depth interviews 

with citizens, government officials, and agency representatives, my research findings 

seek to develop recommendations that will contribute to the creation of environmental 

policies that better coordinate water management activities across varying spatial scales 

(local, regional, national).   

The subsequent chapters follow a series of interconnected questions regarding the 

role of citizens in Minnesota‟s water governance landscape.  Chapter 2, Connecting 

Citizens with Water Policy: An Examination of Minnesota’s Lake Improvement 

Districts from the Citizen Perspective, chronicles some of the key hurdles citizens 

encountered when attempting to form Lake Improvement Districts.  I ask, what are the 

barriers to the LID statute‟s implementation and diffusion from a grassroots perspective? 

Findings shed light on both the citizen experience, as well as the potential cause of the 

slow implementation and diffusion rates of the Lake Improvement District statute 

(Chapter 378 MN Statutes 2005, §103B.501to 103B.581).  Passed into legislation in the 
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early 1970s, at the time of research the LID statute had resulted in the creation of only 24 

LIDs.  Minnesota‟s progress in creating LIDs has been arguably slow as compared to 

Wisconsin‟s Lake District (LD) program, which was also started in the 1970s and has 

resulted in the creation of over 200 LDs (WI DNR 2006).   

Chapter 3, Exploring the Temporal Dimension of Institutions: A Critique of 

Minnesota’s Lake Improvement District Statute’s Diffusion ad Implementation, 

continues to explore  the LID statute‟s slow rate of diffusion, but this time from an 

institutional perspective.  In the context of this research institutions can be broadly 

defined as the mechanisms that, “…give rise to social practices, assign roles to 

participants in these practices, and govern the interactions among the occupants of 

various roles” (Young et al. 2008, p.xiii).  In my research I ask if institutional 

arrangements are mediating the implementation and diffusion of policy.  Are LIDs 

reactionary in nature because that is the intent of the original policy, or because that is 

how policy actors have interpreted it?  Additionally, are institutional arrangements 

playing a role in the supporting or hindering the movement from environmental 

awareness in citizens to pro-environmental action in the form of LID adoption and 

diffusion?  Analysis seeks to understand if institutions, and how they in turn structure the 

interactions of water governance actors, are mediating the implementation and diffusion 

of policies designed to promote citizen participation, such as the LID statute.  In Chapter 

3, institutional arrangements surrounding Minnesota‟s LIDs are more closely examined 

using Wisconsin‟s LD program as a counterpoint.  I examine what water governance 

actors interact with LIDs, such as the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources and 
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county government, as well as when LIDs interact with water governance actors in the 

LID formation process.  Research findings provide insight to policymakers and managers 

regarding the temporal dimension of institutions and how the timing and sequencing of 

when institutional arrangements form can influence policy implementation. 

Chapter 4, Why Institutional Change is Hard: Integrating the Practice of 

Citizen Participation into Minnesota’s Water Resource Management Institutions, 

takes a deeper look into institutional origins and institutional change theory.  Originally I 

asked to what extent is the practice of citizen participation in water resource management 

activities institutionalized in Minnesota‟s water governance system? By what processes is 

it coordinated within and between the county and state levels?  As I my fieldwork 

progressed I found haphazard uses of citizen participation practices, indicating that in the 

instance of citizen participation in water resource management activities there was a 

misalignment of practices, as evidenced by the lack of consistency in citizen participation 

processes as well as lack of coordination at and between the county and state levels.  In 

analysis I therefore reframe the question to better understand how Minnesota may have 

arrived at its current institutional structure surrounding water resource management 

activities with the intent to expose hurdles that will need to be overcome if it is decided 

that citizen participation in water resource management activities should be 

institutionalized to a greater extent.  Discussion ties together theories of institutional 

origins, path dependence and institutional change with theories of citizen participation to 

explore how the practice of citizen participation in water resource management activities 

can be more consistently institutionalized. 
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With Minnesota‟s renewed public and political interest in citizen participation, as 

well as the growing environmental need for immediate on-the-ground action, research 

regarding how to better engage citizens in water stewardship activities and coordinate 

their actions across local, county, and state scales is both timely and necessary.  As 

Minnesota, with the assistance of the University of Minnesota, begins to build a 25-year 

framework to guide the protection, conservation and enhancement of surface water 

quality and quantity in the state (Minnesota Water Sustainability Framework 2010), it sits 

poised to set a precedent for the rest of the country regarding how water resources should 

be managed.  This research provides valuable insight regarding what the hurdles to 

incorporating citizens in that framework may be, and perhaps more importantly, potential 

ways such hurdles can be overcome. 
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Chapter 2 

Citizen participation in lake stewardship activities: 

An examination of Minnesota’s Lake Improvement Districts from the citizen 

perspective 

 

Though the need for citizen participation in natural resource management 

activities is often cited, there is still a lack of information examining what the 

citizen perspective and experience is in collaborative natural resource 

management activities.  The lack of understanding surrounding the citizen 

experience hinders the creation of environmental policies designed to meet the 

specific management needs of citizens.  Based on interviews with citizen 

representatives from Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement Districts, this paper 

examines the perceptions of citizens involved in statutorily supported lake 

stewardship activities to better understand what policy characteristics positively 

and negatively impact citizen participation in lake management activities 

 

Keywords:  citizen participation; lake stewardship; water resource management; 

water policy  

 

 

1. Introduction 

In Minnesota—a state famous for its more than 10,000 lakes—lakes play an integral role 

in the lifestyle of its citizens. Despite progress since passage of the Clean Water Act in 

1972, the state‟s most beloved resources are in danger (OLA Minnesota 2007, Baker 

2008).  Confronted with the implications of degraded lakes on home property values and 

recreational experiences, lakefront landowners and lake recreationists are increasingly 

looking for meaningful ways to engage in management activities that will improve lake 

water quality (Kowalczak 2009).  As stated by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency‟s 

Clean Water Council, there is a need to not only inform and educate citizens, but also 

actively seek their participation in water stewardship activities (MPCA Clean Water 

Council 2009).  Recent legislation concerning the stewardship of Minnesota‟s freshwater 
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resources, such as the 2007 Clean Water Legacy Act (Chapter 114D.05) and the 2008 

Clean Water, Land and Legacy Constitutional Amendment (Article 11, Sec. 15), has 

exposed that there is still a great deal of uncertainty surrounding the role of citizens in on-

the-ground water resource management activities (Becker 2008). This uncertainty is in 

part due to the limited understanding of the connections between environmental policy 

and citizen participation created by a lack of information examining what the citizen 

perspective and experience is in collaborative natural resource management activities 

(Lubell 2004, Bingham & O‟Leary 2006). 

Through in-depth semi-structured interviews with citizens involved in 

Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement District (LID) Program, one of Minnesota‟s lesser-

known citizen-driven water resource management initiatives, I examine hurdles to policy 

implementation and diffusion from a grassroots perspective.  The project emphasizes the 

citizen perspective in Minnesota‟s water governance system and reveals citizens 

perceptions of the benefits and challenges of participating in a program where citizen 

groups are formally legitimized by statutory law as Local Governmental Units.  The 

project reveals barriers to the LID statute‟s implementation and diffusion from a 

grassroots perspective.  While the research presented in this paper is not meant to serve as 

a formal evaluation of the LID program, the findings do contribute to the active debate in 

the scholarly literature surrounding the role of citizen participation in water resource 

management activities.  Findings help to determine if citizen participation in lake 

management settings is a constructive policy option.  
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Ultimately, I frame the success of formal citizen-based water stewardship 

activities as a function of institutional frameworks and corresponding institutional 

arrangements surrounding their activities.  

 

 

 
 

2. The Role of Citizen Participation in Water Governance 

The term “environmental governance” is used to describe the increasingly collaborative 

nature of environmental natural resource policy creation and implementation that 

incorporates a diversity of third party actors ranging from government agencies to the 

profit sector, nonprofit sector, and civic society (Durant et al. 2004).  As a subset of 

environmental governance, water governance can be defined as the processes by which 

water is managed for the public good, which includes the goals and the activities of 

Figure 1.  Interplay Between Applied Citizen Participation Problem and Theory 
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government entities, businesses, nonprofits, communities, and individual citizens 

(Citizens League Water Policy Study Committee Report 2009).  Though the definitions 

of both environmental and water governance emphasize collaborative efforts that include 

citizen participants, there is still a lack of information examining what the citizen 

perspective and experience is in collaborative natural resource management activities 

(Lubell 2004, Bingham & O‟Leary 2006).  Until recently research has emphasized 

correlating citizen participation in environmental decision-making processes and 

management activities with environmental improvements (Mandarano 2008, Conley & 

Moot 2003, Koontz & Thomas 2006).  This science-based approach to citizen 

participation thus frames the use of citizen participation as a means to an end where the 

merit of citizen participation is greatly judged on environmental outcomes.  Further 

complicating the citizen participation debate is the ill-defined sense of what citizen 

participation actually looks like when implemented (Bryson 2004). Government 

mandated forms of citizen participation such as public hearings, review and comments 

periods, are commonly viewed as ineffective because they fail to both satisfy the public‟s 

desire to voice their opinions and provide decision-makers with useful information (Innes 

& Booher 2004).  Bringing together environmental governance‟s need for citizen 

involvement with the concerns regarding the merit and appropriate form of citizen 

participation in natural resource settings, a need to hear the grassroots‟ perspective 

emerges.     

As the federal government increasingly decentralizes water resource management 

responsibilities, the role of citizens is taking center stage (Black & Fisher 2001, Salamon 
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2001). This trend is mirrored in Minnesota where the Minnesota Pollution Control 

Agency‟s Clean Water Council, in addition to other state agencies and nonprofits, has 

recognized that there is a need to not only inform and educate citizens, but also actively 

seek their participation in water stewardship activities (MPCA Clean Water Council 

2009). This stance is supported by research that shows that the success of collaborative 

water resource management activities requires the direct involvement of grassroots 

stakeholders, including citizens, to be successful (Lubell 2004, Wondolleck & Yaffee 

2000, Healey 1997). By refocusing attention on the citizen experience research can begin 

to seek out additional benefits from citizen participation beyond environmental 

improvements.  In their article, Citizen Participation in Decision Making: Is It Worth the 

Effort? (2004), Renée A. Irvin and John Stansbury provide a useful starting point for 

examining the advantages and disadvantages of citizen participation. Their findings are 

written specifically to facilitate policy makers to, “…better predict the usefulness of 

citizen participation activities” (p.56). While helpful, the benefits and hurdles discussed 

in their article largely maintain a government perspective and are limited to decision-

making activities.  By supplementing this information with a grassroots approach 

research can expose what citizens perceive are the benefits of being involved in the 

creation as well as implementation of environmental policy, and what they perceive to be 

hurdles to their participation.  Including the citizen perspective will lead to a more 

sophisticated and informed understanding of the self perceived role of citizens in 

Minnesota‟s water governance systems and provide insight into how the environmental 

policy process can better facilitate citizen action in water policy implementation. 
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3. Collective Action Problems, Policy and Power 

Environmental action can be defined as a strategy of incorporating decisions, planning, 

implementation and reflection by an individual or group with the intent to create a 

specific environmental outcome (Emmons 1997).  Yet in the instance of Minnesota‟s 

public lakes, there are barriers to people coming together to achieve common goals.  

Ideally Minnesota‟s public lakes would resemble a public good, defined by non-

excludability in use and non-rivalry in consumption.  A public good means that you 

cannot keep people from using the lake and that one person using the lake does not 

detract from the experience the next person using the lake will have.  Yet current water 

quality concerns indicate that lakes sometimes do have rivalry in consumption.  The 

actions of some lakefront property owners, lake recreationists, or land-users sitting on a 

lake‟s watershed can negatively impact the lake‟s environmental quality.  For example, 

strong boat motors can agitate the water causing shoreline erosion, which puts more soil 

in the water and increases turbidity.  The agitated water in turn negatively impacts the 

consumption experience later resource users will have. When there is non-excludability 

and rivalry in consumption, a lake begins to resemble a collective good.  If left 

unchecked, the rivalry in consumption can result in severe degradation of a natural 

resource.  At least three influential models exist in relation to collective goods, also 

known as common pool resources, that have shaped the foundations for state and market 

solutions to the dilemma of how best to govern such resources (Ostrom 1990).  The first 

is the Tragedy of the Commons (Hardin 1968), which suggests that environmental 

degradation occurs in resources where individuals have open access to them at all times.  
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Each user of the resource is motivated to take just a little bit more from the dwindling 

resource because to take more away costs him nothing, but if he stops taking, he forfeits 

all benefits to the next individual who keeps taking from the resource.  There is no 

incentive to stop depleting the resource, so eventually the resource collapses due to over-

use.   

The second model builds off of Tragedy of the Commons and is known as the 

Prisoner‟s Dilemma Game (Dawes 1973, 1975).  The game examines how individually 

rational strategies, such as an individual‟s desire to make the most profit by taking the 

most fish out of the ocean, can collectively lead to irrational outcomes—if many 

fishermen think the same way, after a while there are no fish left to repopulate the 

resource and the fishery collapses.   

Finally, the third model, and the one most important to this research, is the Logic 

of Collective Action Model (Olson 1965).  Applied to water resources, logically one 

would think that if many residents around a lake, or living in the same watershed, have a 

personal interest in improving water quality to sustain their property values,  then 

collectively the group‟s interests would align and  they would work together to improve 

water quality.  The Logic of Collective Action Model challenges this assumption by 

stating that: 
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Unless the number of individuals is quite small, or unless there is coercion or 

some other special device to make individuals act in their common interest, 

rational, self-interested individuals will not take action to achieve their common 

or group interests. 

       (Olson 1965, p.2; original emphasis) 

The crux of the issue is the problem of free riders; those who enjoy the benefits of a 

collective good being managed by others who also bear the costs, and therefore there is 

no incentive for the free rider to voluntarily contribute (Ostrom 1990).   Olson, however, 

does not prohibit larger groups from agreeing to work together to give collective benefits 

at their own personal expense and identifies the potential of using policy as a “special 

device to make individuals [and institutions] act in their common interest” (Olson 1965, 

Ostrom 1990; p.6).  My research examines this potential.  

In the case of natural resources, collective action for citizen-driven environmental 

stewardship activities is not a standalone issue.  It dovetails with larger discussions 

related to power
2
.    Research shows that while complete devolution of  decision-making 

power is problematic because it leaves local stakeholders without the necessary technical 

knowledge to implement management plans (Brett 2003), there is still a need for an 

integrated approach that fuses top-down oversight with local decision-making (Antinori 

& Rausser 2007).  Devolution, the transfer of specific powers or functions from a 

superior government to a subordinate government, is often mistakenly used 

interchangeably with decentralization.  This error is problematic because while 

                                                 
2
 For this project, power refers to legitimate power based on the acceptance of a social structure.  

Specifically, this project focuses on individuals within a hierarchy of authority where legitimate power is 
expressed as a series of rights; where a county has the right to levy taxes on citizens, but citizens do not 
have the right to levy taxes on each other. An important component of legitimate power that is relevant 
to this project’s findings is the idea that legitimate power can be designated to a group or individual by a 
legitimizing agent (French and Raven 2004). Thus the concept of legitimate power creates space for issues 
of power sharing and power transfer to be discussed.   
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devolution explicitly means the transfer of power, decentralization more commonly refers 

to only the transfer of responsibility (Kincaid 1998).  The distinct difference between 

these two terms may be critical in understanding how policy can facilitate citizen 

participation. Criticisms of devolution range from the stance that in the American federal 

system the Tenth Amendment clearly stipulates how power is reserved to the states or to 

the people (Kincaid 1998), that devolved local collaboration is tantamount to the 

abdication of responsibility and is therefore unlawful (Coggins 1999), and that devolution 

is nothing more than an “enchantment” with a romanticized vision of local control 

promulgated by those who reject traditional authority (Welsh 2004).   

While some assert that devolution is just a passing fad (Welsh 2004), the study of 

power and the transfer of power is found to provide a valuable bridge between policy and 

citizen participation as demonstrated in Arnstein‟s seminal, A Ladder of Citizen 

Participation (Arnstein 1967).  Arnstein‟s work identifies a typology of eight levels of 

participation that range from manipulation up to citizen control and draws attention to the 

fact that not all forms of citizen participation are created equal.  The difference, she 

asserts, all relates back to power.  Arnstein states that, “There is a critical difference 

between going through the empty ritual of participation and having the real power needed 

to affect the outcome of the process” (Arnstein 1967, p.216).  Within public participation 

there are always differences in power and that those with the most power are more likely 

to have the greatest degree of influence (Dietz and Stern 2008).  Tying Arnstein‟s thesis 

together with critiques of devolution that assert it is improper to transfer power, the 

paradox that has plagued the field of natural resources when it comes to citizen 



 

 25 

participation is exposed. Citizens want to affect change, but to do so they need power, yet 

theory says it is impossible to transfer power to them.  In its simplest rendering, research 

has struggled to understand and overcome issues of power in natural resource 

management settings (Raik et al. 2008).  

In review, it appears that there are many levels to citizen participation in water 

stewardship activities that must be explored (Figure 1).   First there is a need to 

understand the individual citizen experience in collaborative water resource management 

settings.  Emphasis must be placed on revealing both what promotes citizen involvement 

and what deters citizen involvement so that future water policies can better facilitate 

citizen participation in government programs.  Related to this, there is also the collective 

action component where collective environmental awareness does not necessarily 

translate into collective environmental action. This research examines Minnesota‟s LID 

program to understand if it is the presence of free-riders that, as Ostrom (1990) suggests, 

is slowing collective action in the form of LID creation, or if perhaps other factors may 

be at play.  Finally, once the barriers to citizen participation on an individual level are 

overcome and collective action at the group level achieved, there is the issue of placing 

citizen groups in a larger institutional landscape so that they integrate with Minnesota‟s 

water governance system.  While it may be tempting to pick apart these topics as distinct 

issues, there is a need to examine them collectively to pinpoint where in the interplay of 

power, citizen participation and governance the policy diffusion and implementation 

process in the case of LIDs is being stalled. 



 

 26 

4. Methodology 

Fieldwork occurred in mid 2007 into the fall of 2008. There were thought to be 24 active 

LIDs in the state during this time (Otterson interview, 5 June 2007). A census of all 24 

LIDs was attempted, which resulted in 13 LIDs actively participating (Figure 3). Of the 

11 remaining LIDs on file with the MN DNR only one, Pelican Group of Lakes LID in 

Otter Tail County, responded to the request to interview but was unable to participate due 

to time constraints of board members.   The other ten LIDs listed as active did not 

respond at all, making it difficult to discern if the LIDs were in fact still active or if they 

had failed to update their contact information with the MN DNR.  The way the LID 

program is set up communication between formed LIDs and the MN DNR is voluntary 

and largely one-way.  There are no formal repercussions if a LID stops submitting annual 

updates.  Until a LID is formally terminated and dissolved by a county board (Chapter 

378 MN Statutes §103B.581) or a LID contacts the MN DNR to say that it is inactive, it 

is listed in the MN DNR‟s files as active.  Due to the saturation of content in the 

interviews (Miles & Huberman 1994, Yin 2003) tracking down non-respondent LIDs was 

deemed to be unnecessary.  Participants interviewed spanned eight counties in Minnesota 

including Ramsey, Morrison, Isanti, Wright, Chisago, Kanebec, Otter Tail, and Crow 

Wing, providing a wide array of experiences to draw upon. The result was a case analysis 

of 13 different LIDs. 

I used in-depth semi-structured interviews (Baxter & Eyles 1999) with current 

elected LID board members to gather data.  Using purposive sampling (Miles & 

Huberman 1994), I targeted these individuals because they were found to be the citizens 
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most responsible for the implementation and ongoing activities of their respective LID.  

Interviews lasted approximately 45-90 minutes and were recorded and transcribed for 

analysis to insure the dependability of findings (Lincoln & Guba 1985, Baxter & Eyles 

1997). All recorded interviews were coded and time-stamped for major themes. Themes 

were compared across LIDs to triangulate (Miles & Huberman 1994, Yin 2003) 

overarching themes relating to the connection between water policy and citizen 

participation, and the self-perceived role of citizens in water resource management 

activities in the state. Special attention was also given to what citizen perceived as 

hurdles to LID creation with the intent of revealing what may be slowing the diffusion 

and implementation of the LID program.  Minnesota‟s progress in creating LIDs has been 

arguably slow as compared to Wisconsin‟s Lake District (LD) program, which was also 

started in the 1970s and has resulted in the creation of over 200 LDs (WI DNR 2006). 

Findings and discussion were also informed by observations and minutes from annual 

meetings of three LIDs having members participate in interviews, as well as the 2006 and 

2009 Minnesota Waters Conference‟s LID sessions. Since the completion of this study 

interest in the LID program has continued.  Currently there are reported to be 32 active 

LIDs in Minnesota (Otterson 2009). 

5. Minnesota’s Lake Improvement Districts (LIDs) 

Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement Districts (LIDs) are a useful entry-point into the 

investigation of environmental policy and citizen engagement because they provide a 

unique opportunity to study citizen groups created directly from state legislation. They 

provide a tangible example of the potential of policy to create formal citizen groups 
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involved in collaborative water resource management activities.  First passed into state 

law in 1973, LIDs are an established state government program that instigates voluntary 

grassroots efforts regarding water quality improvements through a top-down policy 

instrument.  A LID is a local governmental unit (LGU) comprised exclusively of citizens 

and established by resolution of either a county board, city council, or commissioner of 

the MN DNR to affect water quality by securing grants and taxing landowners to support 

mitigation activities within a watershed (Chapter 378 MN Statutes 2005, §103B.501to 

103B.581). The power to levy a LID tax is not granted to the LID, merely implemented 

on behalf of the LID by its respective parent county.  All of the LIDs that participated in 

this study were formed by resolution of their city or county board, indicating the 

significance of city or county support for the LID program.  

Table 1 organizes the LID data by year formed to demonstrate how the reasons 

behind establishing LIDs has changed over time.  The earliest LID was formed in 1976, 

and prior to 2000 they were generally formed around water quality or water level issues 

(i.e., flooding). Since 2004 there has been a noticeable transition in the focus of LIDs, 

with the last 14 forming with the specific purpose to manage invasive aquatic vegetation 

such as curly leaf pondweed (Potamogeton crispus) and Eurasian water milfoil 

(Myriophyllum spicatum) (Otterson 2009).   

Table 1 also incorporates tax collection data from county auditors that 

demonstrates the capacity of LIDs to generate their own funding.  Depending on how 

many parcels within each LID are taxed, it can be observed that LIDs are able to generate 

anywhere from a few thousand dollars a year to over a hundred thousand dollars are year 
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for some of the larger districts.  Included in Table 1 are also the nearest population 

centers with census data available (US Census Bureau 2008).  The census data, when 

viewed with the distribution map of LIDs in the state (Figure 2) demonstrates how the 

corridor of LID establishment, also an indicator of lake development, is most 

concentrated in the Twin Cities metro area and extends in a northwest direction through 

the rest of the state.  The distribution of LIDs that participated in this study (Figure 2) 

captures the same trend, with more LIDs participating in the project around the Twin 

Cities metro area, and less as one heads northwest to Otter Tail County.  Looking closer 

at Table 1 and Figure 2, it appears that once a county establishes one LID, it appears that 

other LIDs tend to follow.  Out of the 14 counties in Minnesota that have established 

LIDs, more than half have set up multiple LIDs. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Participating LIDs  
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Year Formed Lakes County Nearest Pop. Center Pop. Reason for LID 

Establishment 

No. of Parcels 

Taxed 

Amount Last LID 

Tax Collected 

2008 Fish Trap Morrison Cushing, MN 712 Curley-leaf pondweed 

management 

332 $20,298 

2008 Kimble Crow Wing Pequot Lakes, MN 1,925 Eurasian water milfoil 

management 

unknown unknown 

2008 Sibley Crow Wing Pequot Lakes, MN 1,925 Curley-leaf pondweed 
management 

163 $17,744 

2008 Coon Anoka East Bethel, MN 11,895 Aquatic plant management 449 $134,700 

2007 Grand Stearns Rockville, MN 1,254 Water quality, aquatic plant 
management 

191 $14,300 

2007 Mink-Somers Wright Annandale, MN 3,100 Water quality, aquatic plant 

management 

173 $12,804 

2006 Big Swan Todd Burtrum, MN 132 Aquatic plant management 160 $15,200 

2006 Birch Ramsey White Bear Lake, MN 24,095 Aquatic plant management 62 $25,000 

2006 Alexander Morrison Cushing, MN 712 Aquatic plant management 459 $51,343 

2005 Crookneck Morrison Cushing, MN 712 Water quality, Curley-leaf 

pondweed management 

141 $8,218 

2005 Ossawinnamakee Crow Wing Pequot Lakes, MN 1,925 Eurasian water milfoil 
management 

300 $105,334 

2005 Sullivan Morrison Harding, MN 106 Water quality, Curley-leaf 

pondweed management 

261 $5,260 

2005 Long Isanti Isanti, MN 2,411 Curley-leaf pondweed 223 $55,750 

2004 Round Crow Wing Nisswa, MN 2,110 Aquatic plant management 259 $16,549 

2003 Karth Ramsey Arden Hills, MN 9,608 Water level control 47 unknown 

2001 South Turtle Otter Tail Underwood, MN 337 Water level control 138 no levy this year 

2000 Green Isanti Cambridge, MN 2,498 Water quality 202 $7,900 

2000 Little McDonald, Paul, 

Kerbs 

Otter Tail Perham, MN 917 Water level control 365 $19,790 

1999 Otter Tail County Pine Otter Tail Perham, MN 917 Water Quality 846 $20,650 

1993 Pelican Group of Lakes Otter Tail Vergas, MN 293 Water Quality 1,595 $100,000 

1991 Indian Wright Annandale, MN 3,100 Water Quality 67 $8,260 

1990 Snail Ramsey Shoreview, MN 25,111 Water level control unknown unknown 

1990 Charlotte Wright Buffalo 1,868 Water level control 99 $5,400 

1984 Little Cedar Island Stearns Richmond, MN 1,268 Navigation between islands no longer active no levy this year 

mid 1980s Pulaski Wright Buffalo 1,868 Water level control 399 $29,821 

early 1980s Maple Polk Mentor, MN 139 Sewer system, water quality ~600                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  $40,350 

1981 Cedar Scott New Prague, MN 6,172 Water quality 445 $4,693 

1977 Knife Kanabec Mora, MN 3,416 Damn construction 341 $30,000 

1976 Chisago Chisago Chisago City, MN 4,202 Water quality, water level 

control, preservation 

5,305 $258,453 

unknown Indianhead Hennepin Edina, MN 45,608 Water Quality unknown unknown 

unknown Union Lake Sarah Polk McIntosh, MN 604 Water level control unknown unknown 

Table  1.  LID Establishment Trends Over Time 
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6. Interview Results 

The limited understanding surrounding the connection between citizens and water policy 

has in part resulted in a large level of uncertainty surrounding the role of citizens in on-

the-ground water resource management activities.  Findings reveal what citizens perceive 

their role to be in lake stewardship activities and Minnesota‟s larger water governance 

system.  Findings also contribute to collective action theory be exploring what may be 

hindering citizens from working together to achieve water quality improvements. 

The Citizen Experience: 

Participants expressed a range of reasons for participating in the LID program, all united 

by a unique sense of responsibility for their respective lakes. While some participants 

emphasized the need for water quality improvements and the importance of visible 

management results, others talked about protecting a lifestyle and not just a resource. 

You see results. Plus, you get to know people. I’ve met lots of good friends and 

lots of good people that I probably wouldn’t have. Worked together and seen that 

I’m not an idiot, you’re not an idiot. You have common interests. (3)
3
 

 

Well for me it’s my personal love for the lakes. I don’t travel. I have decided for 

my life choice, I spend my fair share of funds living on the lake, because that was 

my dream in life. That’s simply it. That’s my lifestyle. (2) 

 

People would like to have a sparkling clear clean lake. I’ve talked to some of the 

people that have lived here for all their life. They said it never was like that. It 

never will be like that, but it could be better than it is. And then the other thing 

that we want to get into to achieve that is shoreline restoration and get native 

plants growing to provide fish habitat.(4) 

 

I can see the decline in the water quality over the years since I’ve been here since 

1969, especially the last ten years. I just know that we have to do something about 

it or it will just get worse, so it keeps me going until I see a reversal and it clean 

again. (1) 

                                                 
3
 These numbers are identifiers for separate study participants. 
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Citizens involved in active LIDs felt they were making progress in improving the health 

of their lakes. As LIDs, citizens felt they were accomplishing more than on other lakes 

with similar water quality issues having only Lake Associations and trying to organize 

management activities. This perception of progress contributed to the management 

activities LIDs chose to pursue and could be linked back to motivations for involvement. 

Citizens often talked about how proud they were of what they had accomplished.  While 

theory suggested that citizen participation in water stewardships activities might be 

hindered by skeptics who doubted that citizen participation translated into positive 

environmental outcomes, citizens did not touch upon this when talking about their 

perceptions of positive environmental change. 

I think all of us who have been actively involved, feel a real accomplishment 

here…I can point to other lakes that were identified as having milfoil at the same 

time we were right in this area that now don’t look – if I drove you over and 

showed you my lake and then drove you over and showed those lakes – they don’t 

look the same. (12) 

 

After the first couple years some people would just always ask me, when are you 

going to treat [curly leaf pondweed]? Or, you didn’t treat it this year. I said, yes 

we did. They say, well I never saw it. I said, that’s the key to success. You didn’t 

see it. It never became a problem. (6) 

 

Participants touched upon many hurdles that served to deter them from creating a LID.  

Three central barriers to entry were identified during analysis. First, citizens only pursued 

LID formation when an environmental imperative emerged.  Second, the statute was 

found to be too difficult to interpret.  Finally, it was not uncommon for there to be 

opposition from other residents and/or the county to LID creation.  

The LIDs in this project were all created in reaction to an environmental problem. 

Though many interviewees admitted to always having an interest in the health of their 

lake, it was not until a problem was readily apparent did environmental awareness on 
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their part move to action. All the LIDs represented in this project were created in 

response to an environmental issue.  Many of the participants interviewed admitted they 

did not know about Minnesota‟s LID program until they began looking for potential 

solutions regarding how to create and then fund a lake management plan.  The question 

becomes, why did a major catalyst that they perceived would threatened their homes or  

way of life have to be present for citizens to work together as a LGU to improve water 

quality? As previously discussed (Olson 1965, Ostrom 1990), a collective action problem 

is when everyone wants the same thing— in the instance of riparian landowners this 

could be a healthy lake—but fail to work together to achieve it. Yet citizens were only 

motivated to work together and take on a LID when calamity seemed imminent. 

The reason that we got our Lake Improvement District is because we had a very 

pressing move-off-houses need. They were moving houses off our lake because of 

the flooding. (9) 

 

The Department of Natural Resources would not do anything to help with the lake 

coming up. They said that this is the natural flow and it’s been this high before 

and that’s just nature’s way. So they wouldn’t help us and all these homes were 

sandbagged and there were pictures in the Minneapolis Star Tribune with canoes 

going through the second story windows of houses. (11) 

 

It was discovered that the lake contained Eurasian water milfoil…Once it was 

discovered the lake owners were upset and met with the DNR, and the DNR more 

or less told us what Eurasian water milfoil is that once it’s in a lake it never 

comes out. The best you can hope to do is do your very best to control it, but 

there’s no financial resource of any significance available to finance the control 

of it, and good luck. (12) 
 

A second theme found across the interviews was that the LID statute itself was 

challenging to interpret. This was demonstrated by what citizens noted as early confusion 

regarding what a LID actually was, the discrepancies in how citizens interpreted the 

requirements of the statute, and the general sense of intimidation participants felt when 

they tackled the process for the first time. While some LIDs sought the help of lawyers, 
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others pushed forward without legal consults. In one instance when a LID was litigated 

by a disgruntled resident, the LID found that it had fallen out of compliance when the 

statute was updated in 2005. No one had notified them that the statute had changed, 

exposing a weakness in how the statute was currently being implemented at the state 

level. The disconnect between those making changes to the policy and the citizens 

actually implementing the statute perhaps indicates that the lack of transparency in the 

LID statute was growing out of a larger problem related to Minnesota‟s water governance 

system and corresponding institutional arrangements. 

It’s just this legal enigma that I don’t think anyone understands. The DNR was 

largely silent during our whole process. The county just knew somebody was in 

the process of trying to save [the lake]. (12) 

 

It’s pretty daunting to look at all that paperwork because you almost have to hire 

an attorney then…I think you need that because you do have a group of people 

that have the ability to tax people and that’s kind of a scary deal. (9) 

A final barrier to entry consistently expressed in interviews was that not everyone was 

excited at the prospect of creating a LID. Two specific stakeholder groups were identified 

as major opponents. In many instances there were residents from within the proposed 

district boundaries who opposed the LID formation, and in other cases the county had 

reservations. In the cases with unsupportive residents, concerns included a distinct dislike 

for taxation, disagreement with the proposed LIDs management activities and/or 

priorities, or a combination of both. Where conflicts could not be resolved, opponents 

often found themselves in the minority and unable to change the minds of the voting 

majority. For counties that citizens claimed resisted formation, they believed it was 

because the counties were nervous about their liability or unconvinced that enough 

citizens supported an additional tax. In the example of existing LIDs, citizens were 

generally able gain support from county officials through education and public meetings. 
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In other cases, no matter how many citizens signed onto the LID petition, if the county 

was unsupportive, little recourse could be taken.  Currently, there is no reporting 

mechanism to help gauge how many lake groups attempt LID formation, but do not 

succeed.  Though only active LIDs are represented in this project‟s sample, a number of 

the LID representatives interviewed revealed that they were not always successful in LID 

formation the first time around.  Their experiences begin to reveal the potential forms of 

opposition that may undermine citizen groups in instances where LID formation has 

failed. 

Why Lake Residents are Perceived to be Opposed to LID Establishment 

You’ve got the township, you’ve got the school district, you’ve got all these 

entities that are already taxing you. The last thing you want is another line on 

your tax statement saying, Lake Improvement District unless it’s a worthy 

obtainable entity that you can see results….You don’t necessarily want another 

layer of government without accountability.(9) 

 

It seems like the weekenders have more of a concern of drawing-down the lake 

and being without it for a year, maybe a year and a half depending on how long it 

takes. But still, the part that really I can’t understand why, you have to make some 

kind of sacrifice to improve. And that’s really what we’re asking them for. Give 

the lake two years to come back better than it was. On most days there are no 

boats on this lake. The amount of usage is minute. (2) 

 

The people who lived on top of the hills wanted to pay nothing, because they 

didn’t care about the lake level. The problem we had was half the residents 

needed the protection or they’d lose their places and the other half couldn’t care 

less. (3) 
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Why County Administrators are Perceived to be Opposed to LID Establishment 

 

I get calls from different Lake Associations that want to form a district or this or 

that, want to talk. I met with the people from [the lake] and told them what we did. 

They go to [the county] and [the county] just says no and hell no. They come up 

with a petition to form a district and they tell them to go fly a kite. (4) 

 

I think one of the biggest concerns from our county attorney was the liability that 

falls back on the county from this. The DNR, the state, said if the LID fails and 

owes us any bills, the county has to pay. To the county board and the county 

attorney that seemed like a major flaw in the statute. (7) 

 

Citizens’ Perceived Role in Minnesota’s Water Governance Systems: 

Participants identified themselves as stewards of the resource who had willingly taken on 

managing a public resource at their own expense. 

We’re basically the stewards of the lake. We do all the monitoring. (6) 

 

I don’t mean fault the DNR because in this particular respect it’s about resources 

and what they can get or can’t get out of the legislature. But this is a group of 

people who have a unique connection to a public resource that appear to care 

more about the public resource than the public itself does…They’re opening their 

own wallets to take care of a public body of water. (8) 

Citizens situated themselves as stewards of their respective lakes in a larger governance 

landscape when they talked about standing.  Within the issue of standing there was the 

distinct separation by citizens of when city or county governments recognized LIDs as a 

subdivision of government versus when state agencies, such as the DNR, acknowledged 

their goals.  The distinction reveals that citizens who formed LIDs were forced to 

navigate Minnesota‟s institutional landscape to pursue their management activities. While 

the LID statute is implemented at either a city or county level, it requires that the MN 

DNR, a state level actor with regional hydrologists in field offices throughout the state, 

be notified of a LID‟s intent to form.  The MN DNR reviews LID proposals and then 

issues an advisory report to the appropriate city council or county board. The MN DNR 

advisory report, aside from representing the technical expertise of the agency regarding 
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the immediate watershed also represents a link to coordinate with the Minnesota 

Pollution Control Agency (MPCA), which oversees water quality testing throughout the 

state. Thus, citizen participation in the implementation of the LID statute translated into 

structured citizen participation in Minnesota‟s water governance system to a certain 

extent. 

How Citizens Perceived Their Communication with Their Respective County/ City 

Changed After LID Establishment 

We don’t have any legal authority, but they sure listen to us. Believe me…Because 

we’re government people. We’re not just another wacky citizen. We can get them 

hired and fired, because county commissioners and township officials listen to us 

because the biggest group in the township outside of [the city] in the county is 

right here. (3) 

 

I think it’s been great to learn the stuff about the lake. What we can do for it; to 

have this ability to communicate with the city. So overall, it’s a very good thing. 

(5) 

 

How Citizens Perceived Their Communication with State Agencies After LID 

Establishment 

That’s one of the reasons we formed the district too was that talking with the DNR 

and other sources such as Minnesota Lakes, Minnesota Waters, they think that 

Lake Associations are difficult to work with because membership changes; 

leadership and membership changes. It’s like a sign wave, it’s hot, it’s cold, it’s 

hot, it’s cold. So, they indicated to us that a Lake Improvement District as a 

county agency would be given more consideration as a more reliable group of 

people with some backing from a governmental body. (4) 

 

At the same time, the very following spring of the rotenone [spraying] project—

we did that in the fall of ’89— the very next spring curly leaf came back with a 

vengeance. I remember the day clearly, but the DNR was extremely cooperative. 

It took one phone call and the permit was faxed to us… we’ve had tremendous 

success in curly leaf management. (6) 

While participants felt that they could distinguish when other policy actors gave them 

standing, particularly at the county level, the role of LIDs in Minnesota‟s larger water 

governance structure was not well articulated.  In the wake of challenges and uncertainty 

many citizens had trouble connecting with the right stakeholders to get the information 
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they needed. As newcomers to water resource management activities in Minnesota, many 

were ill prepared in their understanding of which county offices or county/state agencies 

had jurisdiction in their particular lake‟s environmental issues. For some this problem 

was resolved in a few simple phone calls, while for others it was a frustrating cycle of 

referrals. Participants voiced concern over a distinct lack of guidance available after the 

LID formed.  Others expressed disappointment that after lining up citizens to create a 

LID and getting funding, there was no one waiting to help them. A consistent theme was 

that LIDs that forged ahead and pursued meaningful collaborative efforts with other local 

and governmental stakeholders involved in water quality improvements, the easier the 

process felt to them.  

It’s hard to get information. Going to a conference is one way. I got a bunch of 

stuff there. Trying to get the information out to the residents of the lake is really 

hard. (4) 

 

I think that if we didn’t have the help of the [county] Soil and Water person…if we 

did not have the help of the gentleman from the DNR…it would have been a very 

daunting project. But they were there and they did help, and I think that when I go 

around the state and talk to people about LIDs it is really interesting. If you boil it 

down the bottom line comes down to, has your county embraced them and have 

your experts embraced them? Are they open to you to help you with these things 

because it can be very easy if they are and it can be almost impossible if they 

aren’t. (10) 

 

When we go out to talk to other agencies for help, we always get channeled back 

to a beginning point of, as an organization you must do your strategic planning, 

you’ve got to do this, you’ve got to do your monitoring. We’re going, we’ve done 

that! We’ve been there! We’re all set to go! Help us put the actual work program 

together. Even today for every program that comes out, you can do funding if you 

do this plan. We’ve done the plan. I’ve got fifteen years of monitoring data. We 

have all this going on. We have everything. Let’s just go do it. That’s probably 

one of the biggest frustrations that we have right now. (6) 
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Collective Action Problems Solved by Policy and Power Sharing: 

 

Collective action (Olson 1965) is thought to be in part impeded by the presence of free-

riders (Ostrom 1990).  Research did find that the issue of free-riders was at play when it 

came to the implementation of the LID statute.  Citizens recognized LID formation as a 

viable way to overcome the presence of free-riders in lake management activities.  One of 

the major distinguishing characteristics between a LID as a LGU and a Lake Association, 

which is a volunteer-based lake management group, is the ability of a LID to make 

everyone contribute to the funding of lake management activities. Whereas a lake 

association depends upon voluntary donations of time and resources, a LID‟s capacity to 

create a tax that is implemented on its behalf by its parent government makes it 

impossible for only a few lakefront property owners to shoulder the burden of lake 

management activities and their subsequent costs. Interestingly, the presence of free-

riders therefore became a motivator in pursuing LID implementation revealing that 

perhaps free-riders can only be framed as a hurdle to collective action in purely voluntary 

resource management settings. 

Interviewees were commonly involved in Lake Associations before their LID was 

formed. They often recounted how difficult it was to generate funding through 

contributions for lake management activities. Feelings would turn into frustration when a 

few citizens would shoulder the burden of responsibility for the health of the lake and 

everyone would benefit from their actions. Or, when volunteers would receive criticism 

from those who chose not to contribute money or participate. Related free-rider issues 

were largely resolved through the creation of a LID‟s taxing authority mandating that all 
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landowners within the boundaries pay their portion of the assessment levied by the 

county on behalf of the LID. 

Plus, one thing the Lake Improvement District does cure is the free-rider problem. 

The free-rider problem in a Lake Association is that if you can find a Lake 

Association that’s got 75 percent of the property owners who are members, that’s 

really good. So 25 percent are riding along for free. Lake Improvement District, 

there are not free-riders. Everyone is a member. (8) 

 

The reasons we wanted to have the District was we were sick and tired of a few 

people doing all the work. We’d spend the money and everything else and then 

everybody else reaping the benefits and doing nothing but complaining. (4) 

 

I believe there were fewer than ten people that showed up. People now they’re 

just like, thanks for setting it up, where do I send my check? I’ve got better things 

to do. I don’t go to the lake to go picnics or go to LID planning meetings. I go to 

the lake to go to the lake. (12) 

 

LIDs often pursued management activities that required a significant amount of funding. 

Not only that, but the funding had to be consistent year-to-year for activities such as 

flood control or the eradication of invasive aquatic plants, like curly leaf pondweed 

(Potamogeton crispus) and Eurasian water milfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum), to be 

effective.  Participants commonly viewed LIDs as a solution to funding constraints when 

competitive grants did not materialize or when local or state government funding was 

limited. As an LGU a LID is able to levy a tax on district members through the county 

(Chapter 378 MN Statutes 2005, §103B.555).  Funding arrangements are specified by the 

county board during a LID‟s formation process and can take the following forms (MN 

DNR 2010): 

1. Assess costs to benefitted properties; 

2. Impose service charges; 

3. Issue general obligation bonds; 

4. Levy an ad valorem tax on properties within the district; or 

5. Any combination of the above. 
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Once a LID is created and its management activities approved by the respective county 

MN DNR, members create a project budget.  When the total costs of the management 

activities are determined, members of the LID devise a way to distribute the costs in a 

way that they perceive to be equitable among property owners within the district.  Public 

meetings are then held where each property owner within the district is given a vote.  

Options are discussed until a decision is made through majority rule by voting LID 

members, whereupon the county is given instructions for how much money to collect 

from each property owner.  The respective county then collects and holds a LID‟s 

revenue, disbursing funds only when the LID‟s board informs them to do so.  This 

creates a unique phenomenon where private citizens voluntarily contribute their money 

to manage a public resource in the form of a LGU, but the county never truly surrenders 

the financial reigns in its role as tax collector and the keeper of funds, thus power in the 

form of tax collection is not devolved to the citizens, it is shared with citizens. 

The ability generate funding instead of depending on donations gave citizens in 

the LIDs studied the ability to directly affect environmental change.  From a collective 

action perspective it removed the financial restraints impeding environmental action.  

Depending on the number of taxable properties within a LID and the tax assessment level 

LIDs have the capacity to generate a significant amount of money. For example, one of 

the largest LIDs involved in the project, Chisago LID, had a total operating budget of 

$245,000 in 2007 and a carryover funds balance that at the start of 2007 was $810,792.25 

(Chisago LID monthly meeting, August 2007).  On average smaller LIDs had operating 

budgets that ranged from $5,000 to $50,000 depending on the cost of the project they 

were implementing. It is difficult to generalize what the average amount levied on each 
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property owner was because each LID determined assessments using different methods.  

Some divided total costs evenly among property owners; others took into account 

property values, and still others took a hybrid approach using both methods.  In the 

instance of some LIDs, citizens also discovered that as a LGU they could be more 

competitive for grants, qualify for more cost-sharing programs, be better candidates for 

loans for major capital investments such as flood control structures, and be better 

equipped to deal with unanticipated costs that might be encountered through the presence 

of cushion funds— money kept in reserve in case projects went over budget. 

To pump down about a foot and a half runs about $15,000 in electricity. We have 

a peak demand charge on that because if you draw so much electricity, you pay 

that. We’ve had pump maintenance. When the DNR allowed us, we would spend 

up to $40,000 to $50,000 on milfoil eradication or control. (11) 

 

So we set about— me and several other people – set about trying to get 

contributions each year as much as we could to try to finance the cost of having 

somebody treat the lake. After a couple of years of that, it was a lot of work…We 

need to figure out if there is a longer-term solution that we can put in place to 

obviate the need to get voluntary contributions. (12) 

 

This structure we used to have probably cost $1,000 fifty years ago. To replace 

that and put in what the DNR wanted, FEMA and federal flood management. 

What they want for control structures now are these super-gigantic engineered 

structure things. You can either do that or nothing. There’s no halfway, half 

measures with them. The only way we could finance that or pay for it— we needed 

a government Lake Improvement District. (3) 

 

The Lake Improvement District then got set up and now you’ve got a funding 

source. Now you’ve got some horsepower. (8)  

 

7. Discussion 

Participants in this study repeatedly described an arc of sequential experiences that led 

them to pursue LID formation.  Participants first observed an environmental problem, 

recognized how the environmental problem impacted their home or way of life, 

subsequently felt that no one was coming to their aid, and fearing negative environmental 
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consequences pursued LID formation as a way to take control of the situation.  Upon 

deciding to pursue the creation of a LID, citizens went from passive observers of 

environmental change to actively navigating Minnesota‟s water governance system with 

the explicit goal of creating a targeted lake management plan that they either intended to 

implement or oversee the implementation of.  The interviews in this chapter indicate that 

citizen participation can take many forms and that, in the instance of LIDs, policy can 

harness the interest of citizens who are passive observers of their environment and help 

transition or give structure to the transition from passive to active actors in lake 

management activities.  These findings lead to three major points. 

First, findings supported the idea that citizen participation cannot be approached 

as a single homogenous process (Esman & Uphoff, 1982, Brett 2003, Fung 2006).  The 

various forms of citizen participation must therefore be better understood to determine 

what differentiates different forms of citizen participation from each other.  Returning to 

earlier discussion surrounding Arnstein‟s ladder of citizen participation, different forms 

of citizen participation can embody different degrees of decentralized responsibility and 

ultimately power.  In many of the government forms of citizen participation, such as 

public hearings, review and comment periods, the citizen remains as an observer of the 

environment.  The only way they can be proactive advocates of environmental change is 

by declaring their observations and interpretations aloud or in print.  They have low 

power and low responsibility beyond operating in a watchdog capacity.  This approach to 

citizen participation does not facilitate the evolution from citizen interest to citizen 

action.  It is a plug-and-chug approach to citizen participation where citizens can only 

operate in a narrow range of activities with little guidance as to what their next steps 
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should be in the process.  To illustrate, Irvin and Stansbury (2004) whose paper Citizen 

Participation in Decision Making: Is it Worth the Effor, presented at the beginning of the 

chapter clearly outlines what the disadvantages are to both citizens, such as time 

consuming, pointless if their comments are ignored,  and government, such as time 

consuming, costly, may generate hostility, when citizens are only allowed to participate 

in decision-making processes and nothing else.  In contrast, the LID statute and the way 

that it structures citizen environmental action represents a distinctly different model of 

citizen participation where the emphasis is placed on building citizen capacity (Armitage 

2005) to be agents of positive environmental change (Emmons 1997).  The LID statute 

provides an opportunity for citizens to do more than report back to county or state 

agencies the environmental condition of their lake.  If they so choose, the policy allows 

for citizens to shoulder the burden of a particular lake management activity.  

Additionally, it demonstrates the ability of policy to be detailed enough to successfully 

have citizen engagement as a central policy outcome, yet flexible enough to allow 

citizens to create tailor-made solutions to the specific needs of their respective lakes. 

Second, a unique characteristic of the LID policy is that it legitimizes a group of 

motivated and concerned citizens as part of a formal LGU.  As a LGU a LID is able to 

tax property owners within the district, by way of the county, as a means of generating 

funds. Participants in the study repeatedly noted how this helped overcome free-rider 

issues.  Every property owner within the district was forced to contribute.  Furthermore, 

citizens were able to obtain consistent funding over time to pursue long-term lake 

management plans.  As previously mentioned, citizens in the study all live on public 

access lakes.  They are private citizens who voluntarily choose to form a LGU to manage 
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a lake that is a public good or common pool resource.  As private citizens it is not their 

distinct responsibility to manage the lake, but they knowingly choose to take on the 

obligation.  The taxing component of the LID policy thus gives citizens a form of power 

that matches the group‟s decentralized responsibility.   The way the LID policy and 

program sidesteps the criticisms surrounding devolution that were highlighted earlier in 

the chapter (Welsh 2004, Coggins 1999, Kincaid 1998) is that the taxing authority is not 

devolved directly to the citizens. It is extended by the county on behalf of the LID and 

becomes integrated into normal tax collection processes.  Different than power transfer, it 

is a concrete example of power-sharing (Berkes 2002).  While there is some indication 

from the interviews that the counties may perceive it as a loss of control because LIDs are 

entirely run by citizens and assume all legal responsibility for their actions (MN DNR 

2010), evidence suggests that the degree of county oversight with regard to LID activities 

is solely determined by the county itself as specified in the LID statute (Chapter 378 MN 

Statutes 2005, §103B.565).   

Third, a major point is the potential to overcome collective action problems.   The 

findings on this topic are mixed.  While interviewees were articulate as to how the LID 

focused common concerns among neighbors and provided a substrate upon which to 

build a citizen group united around a common goal, the LID formation process is still 

found to be vulnerable to collective action hurdles.  The weakness ties back to the events 

that preface citizens pursuing LID formation.  Interviewees repeatedly said that they 

engaged in the LID process because they were running short on solutions and time was 

running out before they perceived that an environmental event, such as flooding or the 

lake being choked by curly leaf pondweed (Potamogeton crispus), was going to threaten 
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their home or way of life.  It is this perception of impending doom that united enough 

citizens together to overcome a collective action problem.  Sequentially, it was only after 

an environmental problem was recognized that the LID policy was invoked to provide 

structure to collective environmental action.  This is problematic because LID formation 

and subsequent management activities were seen to be reactionary in nature.  In the 

absence of a precipitating threat, it is unclear if citizens would still be able to coalesce 

citizen action around preventative management activities. Returning to the LID statute 

itself, there is no section that explicitly states the LID formation should only take place if 

a problem is first identified. 

 Returning to Table 1, larger issues regarding the pattern of LID establishment 

begin to surface.  Table 1 shows that over half of the counties in the state that established 

one LID went on to establish one or more additional LIDs.  When paired with citizen 

comments about how after LID establishment citizens perceived that they had higher 

standing in the eyes of their respective city or county officials, the importance of citizen 

participation activities integrating with, or at least being accepted, by local government is 

revealed.  From the citizen perspective, LID establishment is more than the successful 

implementation of a policy.  It represents local government legitimizing citizen action in 

lake stewardship projects.  While legitimization is important is transitioning from 

environmental awareness to environmental action (Emmons 1997), in the instance of 

LIDs it does not translate into LIDs working collaboratively with each other or other 

water stewardship activities in the same area or county.  In interviews citizens emphasize 

the importance of county, city, and even state government, not other water resource 

management groups.   
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As a LGU, citizens involved in LIDs area formal part of Minnesota‟s water 

governance system, but interviews suggest that beyond site specific management goals, 

citizen activities are not coordinated at a larger scale (e.g. state level) to work toward 

cumulative water quality improvements.  This is problematic when reviewing Table 1 

which shows that the last 14 LIDs established were focused on invasive aquatic plant 

control.  Just as citizens around a single lake had to overcome hurdles to go from 

collective awareness to collective action, the same phenomenon is occurring at a larger 

scale with LIDs.  Collectively, a large portion of LIDs have been established around the 

same water quality issue, invasive aquatic plant control, but there is limited collaboration 

to collectively confront the problem or foster information-sharing of management 

approaches.  Due to the reactive nature of LID formation, there also are no LIDs in 

existence working to prevent invasive species from entering their lake—everything is 

focused on remediation.  The failure of LIDs to work synergistically with each other as 

well as other water resource management activities on the landscape indicates that while 

LID establishment may be perceived by citizens as acceptance by county or city officials, 

LIDs are not situated within the state‟s larger institutional arrangements in a way that 

fosters collaboration. 

8. Conclusion 

Findings show that policy can effectively structure citizen participation in water resource 

management activities at a site specific scale. The LID program provides a useful 

example for how policy can formally transition citizen interest into cohesive citizen 

action, while simultaneously providing the tool for citizens to generate consistent 

resources and commitment for long-term management activities through power-sharing.  
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Returning to a larger discussion of Minnesota‟s water governance system and the desire 

for increased citizen participation, LIDs point to what may be the source of one of the 

greatest systemic challenges to further incorporate citizen participation into water 

resource management activities— the state‟s institutional arrangements.  Interviewees 

repeatedly mentioned how county support aided LID formation.  They also noted how in 

the early stages of LID formation it was difficult to gather information about the program 

and to identify project partners.  This evidence suggests that the implementation and 

diffusion of the LID program may be influenced by whether or not the state‟s institutions 

are arranged to allow it to integrate into the state‟s water governance system.  This 

indicates that overcoming collective action problems alone is not enough to guarantee the 

implementation and diffusion of a policy attempting to generate citizen engagement.   

While the LID statute successfully removed free-riders from the collective action 

equation, a benefit numerous interviewees mentioned, collective action in the form of 

LID formation only took place in reaction to an environmental problem perceived to 

threaten a citizen‟s home or way of life.  Free riders were not hindering the formation of 

LIDs to the extent that the absence of an environmental imperative was.  While citizens 

found free-riders frustrating when operating as a volunteer-based citizen group, this 

frustration only served to motivate them to pursue LID formation once they learned that 

the policy could make free-riders a non-issue through mandatory contributions in the 

form of taxes.  The presence of free-riders helped motivate citizens to join together.  The 

environmental imperative itself served as the ultimate catalyst for action.  Research 

findings appear to indicate that without the environmental imperative it is unlikely that 

citizens would have pursued LID formation.   Future research must therefore investigate 
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how Minnesota‟s institutional landscape is influencing the reactionary interpretation and 

subsequent diffusion and implementation of the LID program.   

Finally, on the topic of integrating citizens into Minnesota‟s water governance 

system this research foreshadows a larger question regarding whether or not small-scale 

citizen based water stewardships groups, such as LIDs, can be successfully coordinated 

with other water stewardship activities to create cumulative environmental change at a 

larger scale.  From an environmental governance perspective more research is needed to 

show how state-level actors can successfully coordinate water stewardship activities with 

other state-level actors (horizontal coordination) while concurrently coordinating with 

county-scale and grassroots level actors (vertical coordination). 
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Chapter 3 

Exploring the Temporal Dimension of Institutions: 

A Critique of Minnesota’s Lake Improvement District Statute’s Diffusion and 

Implementation 

 

In the early 1970s Minnesota enacted a state statute that transforms citizen groups 

involved in lake management activities into local governmental units known as 

Lake Improvement Districts (LIDs).   At the time of research (2007) the statute 

had resulted in the establishment of 24 LIDs.  This was considered slow as 

compared to Wisconsin which had enacted similar state legislation in the early 

1970s resulting in the establishment of over 200 Lake Districts (LDs).  Using 

Wisconsin as a counterpoint to Minnesota‟s LID program, this project examines 

the role of institutions in the implementation and diffusion of policies that 

promote the practice of citizen participation.   

 

Keywords: policy implementation, institutions, citizen participation; lake 

stewardship; water resource management; water policy  

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

First passed into Minnesota law in 1973, Lake Improvement Districts (LIDs) are an 

established state government program that instigates voluntary grassroots efforts 

regarding water quality improvements through a top-down policy instrument.  A LID is a 

local governmental unit (LGU) comprised exclusively of citizens and established by 

resolution of either a county board, city council, or commissioner of the MN DNR to 

affect water quality by securing grants and taxing landowners to support mitigation 

activities within a watershed (Chapter 378 MN Statutes 2005, §103B.501to 103B.581). 

The power to levy a LID tax is not granted to the LID, merely implemented on behalf of 

the LID by its respective parent county.  Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement Districts are an 

example of citizens overcoming collective action problems to work for environmental 

change.  Collective action problems are where individuals all want the same thing, but 

fail to work together to achieve it (Olson 1965).   
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In an earlier stage of research I observed that collective action in the form of Lake 

Improvement District (LID) creation only took place in reaction to perceived degradation 

in lake water quality. Throughout interviews with LID participants, citizens were 

articulate about the environmental problem that threatened their home or way of life and 

how it motivated them to pursue LID status.  From the interviews with LID participants it 

was not apparent why lake residents were unable to rally to collective action before an 

environmental imperative was noticed.  Further, it was unclear to what extent the 

reactionary nature of LID establishment was influencing the slow rate of diffusion and 

implementation of Minnesota‟s LID statute.  At the time research was completed 

Minnesota was home to 24 LIDs (Otterson MN DNR interview, 5 June 2007) as 

compared to Wisconsin‟s more than 200 lake districts (LD) (WI DNR 2006).  Prior to my 

project, limited time and attention on the part of state or local stakeholders had gone into 

reviewing what factors were perhaps influencing the rate of implementation for 

Minnesota‟s LID statute.   In interviews I had conducted prior to this project, evidence 

suggested that Minnesota‟s institutional arrangements surrounding the LID program were 

perhaps influencing how the purpose and subsequent use of the LID statute was 

interpreted.  It appeared that this in turn impacted the rate of implementation and 

diffusion of the statute, but more research was needed to reveal if this was indeed the 

case.  

The purpose of my project was to identify the specific institutional hurdles that 

were slowing the implementation of Minnesota‟s LID statute. I employed Wisconsin‟s 

LD program as a counterpoint to illuminate factors that were perhaps impeding the 

implementation of Minnesota‟s LID program from an institutional perspective. I use a 
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comparative policy analysis of Minnesota‟s Lake Improvement District statute (Chapter 

378 MN Statutes 2005, §103B.501 to 103B.581) and Wisconsin‟s Public Inland Lake 

Protection and Rehabilitation District Statute (Chapter 33 of WI Statutes § 33.21-33.37) 

to reveal defining characteristics of each policy that may facilitate or impede its 

respective adoption and diffusion.  This analysis is followed by a systems approach to 

policy analysis (Rametsteiner & Weiss 2005) that takes into account the impact of 

institutional arrangements in each state‟s water governance landscape on citizen 

engagement in water stewardship activities, and in turn the adoption of the LID or LD 

policies.  My findings are informed by in-depth semi-structured interviews (Baxter & 

Eyles 1999) with key state-level and local actors in Minnesota‟s and Wisconsin‟s lake 

management activities.  While this research is heavily focused specifically on 

understanding why Minnesota‟s LID program has had slow rates of adoption and 

diffusion, ultimately findings reveal the importance of institutional arrangements in the 

implementation of policies designed to promote citizen action in water stewardship 

activities.  Research findings provide insight to policymakers and managers regarding the 

temporal dimension of institutions and how the timing and sequencing of when 

institutional arrangements form can influence policy implementation. 

2. Background 

In the past decade Minnesota has struggled to integrate state level initiatives with local 

water resource management activities, exemplified in the evaluation from Minnesota‟s 

Office of the Legislative Auditor on watershed management (OLA 2007).  The report had 

three major findings: 1) Minnesota‟s watersheds are managed by a complex network of 7 

federal agencies, 7 state agencies and 11 types of local entities, 2) the overall 
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performance of local water management entities is mixed, and 3) state oversight by the 

Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources (BWSR) of local activities is inadequate.  

These findings are important to citizen-driven lake stewardship activities because that 

water quality of a lake is heavily influenced by the health of its respective watershed 

(Gergel et al. 1999).  Thus the lack of government oversight related to watershed 

management activities translates into a lack of oversight on activities that also impact 

lake water quality.  

 While BWSR is in charge of oversight related to water management plans and 

subsequent activities, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) focuses on 

identifying water bodies that contain unsafe levels of pollutants and are thus deemed 

impaired. Once identified as impaired the body of water must have a management plan 

created for it that is focused on reducing the impairment. The implications of this are that 

local-level management activities that engage local stakeholders will have to occur.  All 

the identified impaired waters in the state are compiled in the 303(d) Total Max Daily 

Load (TMDL) list created every two years as mandated by the Clean Water Act (CWA) 

of 1972.  The MPCA‟s preliminary 2010 303(d) impaired waters list includes 647 lakes 

(MPCA 2010). The MPCA‟s 2008 impaired waters list contained only 510 lakes (MPCA 

2010), indicating that as more lakes around the state have their water quality tested, more 

are found to be impaired.  Until recently the MPCA approached water quality monitoring 

on a surface-water-by-surface-water basis.  The implications of this approach were that 

only portions of a watershed were being sampled at a time, which impeded creating 

watershed-level management plans to work for cumulative water quality changes.  With 

concern that such an approach was inefficient and haphazard, the MPCA recently 
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transitioned to a watershed approach to water quality monitoring in which all the major 

bodies of water in a single watershed are sampled on a ten year cyclical basis (MPCA 

2010).  Tying back to citizen-driven water stewardship activities, within this strategy 

there is a push for greater citizen and local monitoring of surface waters to occur (MPCA 

Clean Water Council 2009) demonstrated in Table 2, which illustrates the MPCA‟s 

predictions for how many lakes will be monitored by citizens and local entities in the 

future.  Currently the MPCA coordinates a surface water monitoring program where 

citizens can volunteer to monitor local lakes and streams.  The MPCA‟s Citizen Lake 

Monitoring Program is recognized as the longest running program of its kind (MPCA 

2009).  While the MPCA spearheads monitoring efforts, public lands and waters are in 

fact managed by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MN DNR).  Since 

LIDs are only able to form on public lakes, the LID program‟s official state coordinator is 

a MN DNR employee.  While BWSR, MPCA, and the MN DNR are the three major 

state-level government actors involved in water resource management, as the Minnesota 

OLA pointed out, there are 11 local types of entities involved in water resource 

management as well.  These can include, but are not limited to, watershed districts, 

watershed management organizations, soil and water conservation districts and counties.  

In review LIDs are found to be one small piece of what emerges to be a large and 

complex water governance landscape in Minnesota.   

Wisconsin, used as a counterpoint in critiquing Minnesota‟s LID program, is also 

mandated by the federal CWA to adopt water quality standards and identify impaired 

waters.  The Wisconsin DNR Division of Water‟s approach to water quality sampling is 

slightly different from what is found in Minnesota.  The state employs a three staged 
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approach where first statewide monitoring sampling takes place to identify problem 

areas.  Once identified, problem areas are more intensely studied to understand the source 

of environmental problems.  Finally, once management plans are implemented, they are 

then evaluated to measure effectiveness (WI DNR 2008).  To facilitate the WI DNR‟s 

water quality efforts the agency has partnered with University of Wisconsin Extensions to 

run the Citizen Lake Monitoring Network (CLMN).  The CLMN collects water quality 

data from over 670 Wisconsin lakes (WI DNR 2008).  Unlike Minnesota, Wisconsin does 

not have agency counterparts similar to BWSR or MPCA.  Many of the duties performed 

by BWSR or the MPCA are performed by the WI DNR, such as oversight of local 

management plans or water quality monitoring. 

The citizen monitoring networks in Minnesota and Wisconsin underscore the idea 

that the practice of citizen participation in water resource management activities is not a 

new idea.  What is new is the increasing interest on the part of citizens to be involved in 

water resource management (Kowalczak 2009, Citizens League Water Policy Study 

Committee Report 2009) and the concurrent call on the behalf of state agencies for 

citizen participation to take place in Minnesota‟s water stewardship activities (MPCA 

Clean Water Council 2009).  In my earlier work I found that there are still challenges that 

citizens struggle to overcome when attempting to work together for environmental 

change, such as opposition from other water governance actors or the absence of an 

environmental imperative.  To create policies that adequately address barriers to 

participation in water resource management activities that are perceived by citizens, the 

knowledge gap surrounding the citizen perspective and experience in natural resource 

management activities (Lubell 2004, Bingham & O‟Leary 2006) must to be closed.  My 
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work therefore continues to emphasize the citizen perspective as it investigates the role of 

institutions in the implementation and diffusion of Minnesota‟s LID program. 

 

 

Table 2. The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency is predicting that lakes will continue 

to be increasingly monitored by citizens and local entities (MPCA 2010).  

 

3. Environmental Awareness, Environmental Action and the Role of 

Institutions 

When studying Minnesota‟s LID program, I observed that collective action on the part of 

citizens in the form of LID formation did not occur until an environmental imperative 

was perceived.   This finding is problematic for two reasons: 1) All management plans 

are inherently reactionary and 2) the implementation of the LID statute is only pursued 

with the acknowledgment of an environmental imperative.  The downside to reactionary 

management approaches can be demonstrated in instances where citizens pursue LID 

creation in response to invasive aquatic species control such as curly leaf pondweed 

(Potamogeton crispus) and Eurasian water milfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum).  Previous 

studies on invasive species control have consistently iterated the fact that prevention of 
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invasive species is more cost-effective and considered the more environmentally 

desirable strategy than attempting to eradicate an invasive species once it is established 

(Leung et al. 2002, Hulme 2006).  In other words, environmental action needs to take 

place in the early stages of an environmental problem.  In some instances the reactionary 

nature of LID management plans may be accounted for because certain characteristics of 

environmental degradation, such as the non-immediacy of many ecological problems, its 

gradual pace, as well as the complexity of natural systems can work together to obscure 

that an environmental problem is looming until a point of crisis is reached (Kollmuss 

&Agyeman 2002).  Subsequently, the implementation of the LID statute may be slowed 

because it hinges on citizens realizing there is an environmental problem.  Yet awareness 

alone does not equal environmental action.  Information deficit models of pro-

environmental behavior demonstrate that other factors influence an individual‟s 

movement from knowledge, to change in environmental attitude, to pro-environmental 

behavior (Burgess et al. 1998).  For example, pro-environmental behavior can only occur 

if the necessary infrastructure is provided (Kollmuss & Agyeman 2002), but one limiting 

component to many pro-environmental behavior models is the failure to account for 

institutional constraints (Blake 1999).  From a policy implementation perspective it must 

therefore be better understood if institutions are in fact playing a part in influencing the 

reactionary nature  of LID establishment.  Are institutions or specific institutional actors 

interpreting the LID statute in such a way that it is only approved for implementation 

when an environmental problem is detected? Or was this always how the LID statute was 

intended to be used?  In the context of this research institutions can be broadly defined as 

the mechanisms that “…give rise to social practices, assign roles to participants in these 
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practices, and govern the interactions among the occupants of various roles” (Young et 

al. 2008, p.xiii). 

4. The Temporal Dimension of Institutions 

The timing of management activities, preventative versus reactionary, draws attention to 

the temporal dimension of environmental action.  Recent studies have begun to 

acknowledge the importance of factoring in time, also defined as rates of environmental 

change, when exploring solutions to large-scale ecosystem management problems 

(MacMynowski 2007).   In response, a new body of literature that explores how 

institutions and governance systems can keep pace with environmental change has begun 

to emerge (Young et al. 2008, Young 2002, Durant et al. 2004).  Lesser studied are how 

the timing of current management activities are perhaps influenced by institutions that 

already exist.  A growing branch of political science is exploring how time, specifically 

the sequencing of the events, can improve the social sciences‟ understanding of how 

institutions function.  As Paul Pierson (2004, p. 2) asserts in his book, Politics in Time: 

History, Institutions and Social Analysis, it is important to examine institutions as a 

“moving picture” as opposed to “snapshots” because social dimensions inherently have a 

temporal dimension.  The importance of accounting for the temporal dimension of 

institutions in relation to policy implementation is perhaps most succinctly explained by 

Charles Tilly who writes, “When things happen within a sequence affects how they 

happen” (1984, p.14 original emphasis).  Traditionally institutions have given structure to 

interactions among social actors because individuals are better off if they have reliable 

expectations about the behavior of others (Hall & Taylor 1996).  It has led to institutions 

being an important topic to explore because they commonly mediate citizens‟ preferences 
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for certain policies so that policies become a reflection of both social inputs and political 

processes (Kempton et al. 1995, p.153).  In the instance of studying the institutional 

arrangements surrounding the implementation of Minnesota‟s LID statute, I seek to 

identify if there is an institutional constraint related to timing that may be impeding the 

statute‟s adoption and diffusion rate. 

Institutions alone may not be the only factor influencing how the LID policy is 

interpreted and subsequently implemented.  The progenitor of LIDs, the LID statute 

itself, may be playing a role in impeding its own implementation.  In earlier research I 

found that citizens perceived the statute difficult to interpret— an internal characteristic 

that created a hurdle to LID formation.  There might be more internal characteristics that 

not only impact implementation, but also bias management activities to be reactionary as 

opposed to preventative.  

5. Research Methods 

I took a two pronged approach to examining what, if any, specific internal policy 

characteristics and/or external factors related to institutions might  be influencing  policy 

implementation and diffusion.  A side-by-side comparative analysis (Deleon & Resnick-

Terry 1999) of internal characteristics of Minnesota‟s LID statute and Wisconsin‟s LD 

statute was completed, followed by a systemic policy analysis of the two state‟s 

institutions surrounding the LID and LD programs, respectively.  Analysis was informed 

by in-depth semi-structured interviews (Baxter & Eyles 1999) with key state-level and 

local actors in Minnesota‟s and Wisconsin‟s lake management activities (Miles & 

Huberman 1994).  While analysis does not assume that Wisconsin‟s institutional 

arrangements are inherently superior to Minnesota‟s based upon its creation of over 200 
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LDs, research does seek to understand the dissimilarities between the two states‟ 

institutions that may help to explain the discrepancy in diffusion rates for the two 

statutes.  

Systems Approach to Policy Analysis  

A systems approach to policy analysis was selected for this research because of its ability 

to deal with complex water governance structures, be attuned to the non-linear and 

iterative nature of the policy process, as well as its ability to capture the interactions 

among institutional actors (Rametsteiner & Weiss 2005). As outlined in Figure 3, this 

approach to policy analysis also facilitates the organization of different scales of 

governance, with special attention to the perspective of a single stakeholder.  Analysis 

used citizens involved in lake stewardship activities as the target stakeholder group to 

explore perceived barriers to participation and the knowledge gap surrounding the citizen 

experience in collaborative natural resource management activities (Lubell 2004, 

Bingham & O‟Leary 2006).  Systemic policy analysis is built out of the idea that the 

actors in a system carry out activities that will allow them to achieve a collectively 

identified purpose (Rametsteiner & Weiss 2005).  Tying this approach back to the 

importance of understanding the role of institutional arrangements, which studies how 

these actors interact, and the relevancy of this policy analysis to collective action 

problems.  As demonstrated in Fig.1, the first step in a systemic policy analysis is to 

identify relevant institutional, or policy, actors.  These are the stakeholder groups that 

interact around the policy.  These policy actors, once identified, are organized into 

governance scales (e.g. local, state, federal). Since this research conducts a comparative 

policy analysis, the afore mentioned steps are completed for both Minnesota and 
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Wisconsin, followed by an examination of how each state implemented their LID or LD 

statute, respectively.  Finally, the citizen component is added where the interaction 

between citizens and other institutional actors in the implementation of the statutes is 

examined. 

Systems Policy Analysis 

1. Identification of specific actors 
relevant to the policy on a national, 
state, county, or local level.

2. Identification of interactions between 
different governance scales.

3. Analysis of policy implementation 
similarities and differences.

4. For target group (i.e. citizens), 
analysis of their interaction with 
institutional level actors.

Institutional 
Level

Target Group

 
 

6. Findings  

Both Minnesota and Wisconsin are home to policies that formally establish citizen-driven 

water stewardship groups into local units of government.  A provocative aspect of the 

two programs is their widely different rates of diffusion and implementation.  Both 

policies were signed into law in the early 1970s, yet over three decades later at the time 

of research Minnesota was home to 24 LIDs and Wisconsin home to over 200 LDs.  The 

following findings summarize and reorganize the major components of each state‟s 

statute and present them in a side-by-side comparison to determine if there are internal 

policy characteristics that may explain the different diffusion rates.  The original statutory 

Figure 3.  Steps in systemic policy analysis (Rametsteiner & Weiss 2005). 
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language was preserved where necessary to highlight differences in word choice, 

specifically in the Purpose and first part of the Powers of District section.  For all other 

sections the statutory language was summarized to facilitate the clarity of the comparison 

unless otherwise noted.  Findings then investigate institutional characteristics external to 

the statutes, such as what institutional arrangements exist around the statutes and the 

timing of when institutional arrangements form in relation to policy implementation, 

furthering understanding of how institutions can potentially impact policy 

implementation. 

Purpose and Power 

The purpose of both statutes revolves around lake conservation.  While the Minnesota 

statute is far more explicit regarding what activities comprise lake protection, the 

Wisconsin statute‟s comparative lack of specificity does not alter its intent.  It too places 

an emphasis on lake management activities as being the central focus of the legislation.  

What should be noted is both statutes‟ use of preventative and reactionary language in 

regard to lake management activities.  Minnesota‟s statute uses the words “preserve and 

protect…improve,” while Wisconsin‟s statute employs “protection and rehabilitation.”  

Both “preserve” and “protect” imply preventative management activities, whereas 

“improve” and “rehabilitation” denotes reactionary management activities.  This 

dichotomy in the language is important to pull out in light of Minnesota LIDs‟ purely 

reactionary management activities.  Thus far, the statutory language fails to explain why 

the LID statute is implemented in purely reactionary circumstances.  
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The powers
4
 of both a LID and a LD are also similar.  Both statutes make an 

effort to differentiate between what a LID is versus a watershed district, soil and water 

conservation district, or in the instance of Wisconsin, sanitary district.  The tone set by 

the statutory language is that a LID or LD may pursue an array of lake stewardship plans 

so long as the activities do not infringe about the powers of other local units of 

government. 

                                                 
4
 In the context of statutory law “power” refers to an extremely specific scope of actions citizens can 

undertake as a local governmental unit.  For a detailed list of powers given to Minnesota’s LIDs and 
Wisconsin’s LDs, please see Table 3.1. 
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Minnesota Wisconsin 

Purpose:  

§103B.511 Subd.1  (a) To preserve and protect the lakes 

of the state…preserve the natural character of the lakes 

and their shoreland environment where feasible and 

practical; improve the quality of water in lakes; provide 

for reasonable assurance of water quantity in 

lakes…assure protection of the lakes from the 

detrimental effects of human activities and certain 

natural processes… 

§33.21 Districts may be created for the purpose of 

undertaking a program of lake protection and rehabilitation 

of a lake or parts thereof within the district. 

Powers of District:  

§103B.551 Subd.3 County boards, joint county 

authorities, statutory and home rule cities and towns may 

delegate the powers in this section to the board of 

directors of a district to be exercised within the district… 

    Following is an overview of the 14 powers delegated 

to LIDs adapted from the statute: 

1. Acquire a dam or control works by gift or purchase 

that affects water level of a LID‟s lake. 

2. Construct and operate water control structures with 

commissioner of natural resources approval. 

3. Change the course current or cross section of public 

waters with commissioner of natural resources 

approval. 

4. Acquire by gift or purchase property, equipment, or 

other facilities. 

5. Contract with the board of managers of either a 

watershed district or soil and water conservation 

district within the LID. 

6. Undertake research to determine the condition and 

development of the lake and water entering into it, 

to then transmit the results of the studies to the 

Minnesota Pollution Control Agency and other 

interested authorities. 

7. Develop and implement a comprehensive plan to 

eliminate water pollution. 

8. Conduct a program of water improvement and 

conservation. 

9. Build a water and/or sewer system in accordance 

with section 444.075 or other applicable laws. 

10. Receive financial assistance and participate in 

projects from or enter into contracts with federal 

and state agencies for the study and treatment of 

pollution problems and related demonstration 

programs. 

11. Make cooperative agreements with the United 

States or state government or other counties or cities 

to carry out water and related land resource 

programs. 

12. Maintain public beaches, public docks, and other 

public facilities for access to the lake. 

13. Provide and finance a government service of the 

county or statutory or home rule city that is not 

provided throughout the county or, if the 

government service is provided, but that service is 

needed at an increased level within the LID. 

14. Regulate water surface used as provided in sections 

86B.205, 103G.605, and 103G.621. 

§33.22 Subd.1-5  Any district organized under this chapter 

may select a name for the district, sue and be sued, make 

contracts, accept gifts, purchase, lease, devise or otherwise 

acquire, hold, maintain or dispose of property, disburse 

money, contract debt and do any other acts necessary to 

carry out a program of lake protection and rehabilitation…. 

     Following is an overview of the 4 additional powers 

delegated to LDs adapted from the statute: 

1. A lake district may require that a contracting party 

give adequate security to assure the performance of 

the contract.  Additionally, any district may create, 

operate and maintain a water safety patrol unit. 

2. Beginning April 9, 1994 any lake district may assume 

the powers of a town sanitary district*, with the 

exception of §60.77(6)(b)ψ, if authorized by the 

annual meeting of the lake district. 

3. Districts shall not exercise the powers of a town 

sanitary district within the boundaries of an 

incorporated municipality unless the governing body 

of the municipality gives consents.  A lake district 

also may not exercise the powers of a sanitary district 

in any territory that already has a sanitary district 

unless the two districts merge. A district may 

undertake projects to enhance recreational uses of a 

lake. If authorized by an annual meeting, the district 

may appropriate money for the conservation of 

natural resources or for payment of a legitimate 

nonprofit organization for the conservation of natural 

resources within the district or beneficial to the 

district. 

4. Nothing in the Public Inland Lake Protection and 

Rehabilitation Districts chapter shall limit the 

authority of the department to establish town sanitary 

districts. 

* Town Sanitary District (verbatim) §60.77 GENERAL 

POWERS AND DUTIES. The commission may project, 

plan, construct and maintain a water, solid waste collection 

and sewerage system, including drainage improvements, 

sanitary sewers, surface sewers or storm water sewers, or 

all of the improvements or activities or any combination of 

them necessary 

for the promotion of the public health, comfort, 

convenience or welfare of the district. The commission 

may provide chemical or mechanical treatment of waters 

for the suppression of swimmers‟ itch, algae and other 

nuisance−producing aquatic growths. 

Ψ Refers to ability to levy annual tax as a sanitary district. 

Table 3.1 Purpose and Powers 
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Methods of Establishment 

Within the methods of establishment there are a few differences between the two statutes.  

Minnesota states that a commissioner of natural resources, following a citizen petition, 

can form a LID.  This is not an option in the Wisconsin statute.    In turn, the Wisconsin 

statue states that a LID can form out of the conversion of a sanitary district, an option not 

found in the Minnesota statute.  Both statutes allow for counties and cities to form 

districts, though in Wisconsin all activities must be preceded by citizen petitions.  

Minnesota, on the other hand, can form a LID by resolution of a county board without a 

citizen petition.  It appears that Minnesota gives slightly more power to establishing 

authorities than Wisconsin, which largely depends on citizens to initiate LD formation 

processes.  Also, Minnesota allows for citizens to skip over governance levels, such as 

going above a county board and instead submitting a petition to a natural resources 

commissioner.  While this could be a potentially important difference between the two 

statutes, prior research presented in Chapter 2 found no evidence that citizens actually 

invoked this power.  All the LIDs that participated in this research, which at the time of 

research represented over half in the state, were formed by county or city resolution.  

Upon further investigation, no LID has ever been created by a natural resources 

commissioner (DNR interview 05/29/2009). 
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Methods of Establishment:  

§103B.515-103B.545 

 

 Resolution of a county board. 

 Resolution of a county board initiated by a citizen 

petition that contains signatures from a majority of the 

property owners within the proposed district. 

 Establishment by the commissioner of natural 

resources initiated by a citizen petition that contains 

signatures from a majority of the property owners 

within the proposed district. 

 Resolution of a city or town council.* 

 LID referendum which states that regardless of how a 

LID has been initiated, property owners within the 

boundaries of the proposed district may petition for a 

referendum to approve or deny the LID.  This requires 

26 percent of property owners to be signatories of the 

petition and that the petition is submitted before the 

effective date of LID establishment. 

 

*This is stated in Minnesota state statutes 

§459.20, Authority Over Public Waters. This section 

begins with the following statement (verbatim): 

The governing body of any home rule charter or 

statutory city or town in the state has, with respect to 

any body of water situated wholly within its 

boundaries, all the powers to improve and regulate the 

use of such body of water subject to section 86B.205, 

subdivision 6, as are conferred on county boards by 

sections 86B.205 and 103F.801, and to establish and 

administer lake improvement districts under sections 

103B.501 to 103B.581...  

 

§33.23-33.25   

  

 Resolution of the governing body of a 

municipality, which must be proceeded by a 

citizen petition that contains signatures from 51 

percent of landowners within the proposed district. 

 Conversion of a sanitary district. 

 Resolution of a county board, which must be 

proceeded by a citizen petition that contains 

signatures from 51 percent of landowners within 

the proposed district. 

 By resolution of a city council or village board. 

 

 

Resolution of Intent/Scope of Activities 

The resolution of intent, as it is known in Minnesota, or the scope of activities, as it is 

referred to in Wisconsin, is oriented around defining what a district‟s management goals 

are and how these goals are going to be achieved.  For both states, their respective 

Department of Natural Resources must become involved at this stage in the district 

formation process.  In Minnesota, once a forming LID has decided what its management 

activities will be they are submitted to the MN DNR.  The MN DNR then issues an 

advisory report to the county or city where it comments on the local need for the district, 

Table 3.2 Methods of Establishment 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes?year=2009&id=86B.205#stat.86B.205.6
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes?year=2009&id=86B.205#stat.86B.205.6
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes?year=2009&id=86B.205#stat.86B.205
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes?year=2009&id=103F.801#stat.103F.801
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes?year=2009&id=103B.501#stat.103B.501
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes?year=2009&id=103B.581#stat.103B.581
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appropriateness of the proposed LID boundaries, the technical feasibility of proposed 

management plans, the identification of potential adverse effects of the proposed 

programs, adequacy of public involvement in decision-making processes, adequacy of 

public access to the lake, adequacy of long-term monitoring of water quality, and the 

coordination of the LIDs management activities with other special purpose districts 

(Otterson 2009).  A similar process occurs in Wisconsin where management plans are 

submitted the WI DNR, which responds within 21 days to advise the forming LD‟s 

county or city.  In both instances, the DNR must approve the district‟s formation for the 

establishment process to move forward. 

 

Resolution of Intent/Scope of Activities:  

§103B.515  

 

 The resolution of intent must included the district‟s 

boundaries, which are encouraged to be consistent 

with natural hydrologic boundaries. 

 Describe the water and land resource management 

programs to be undertaken. 

 State how the programs will be financed. 

 Designate the county officer or agency that will be 

responsible for supervising the program. 

 Set a date for a hearing on the resolution. 

§33.12-33.15 

 

 Scope of district activities requiring state aid or a 

permit, it must be established that the activity is an 

integral part of a lake a lake rehabilitation project. 

 Feasibility study work shall include gathering data 

on the lake, drainage basin, sources of pollution or 

nutrients, or other information necessary to 

determine the cause of degradation and 

corresponding remedial course of action to prevent 

continued degradation. 

 Plan preparation and adoption that requires financial 

assistance must be submitted to the appropriate 

government organizations for review and comments, 

including the Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources who will respond within 21 days to advise 

the district. 

 No plan developed by the district that involves 

financial assistance may be adopted for 

implementation without the Wisconsin Department 

of Natural Resources‟ approval. 

 

Financing 

An interesting similarity that both statutes share is a district‟s ability to generate funding 

to pay for management activities.  Research presented in Chapter 2 demonstrated that this 

Table 3.3 Intent and Scope of Activities 
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ability was pivotal in citizens pursuing long-term management activities because funding 

was guaranteed to be consistent over time.  Additionally, ability to create a funding 

source helped groups to overcome free rider issues, where only a small group of users 

shoulder the burden of lake management responsibilities while other users continue to 

utilize the resource at no expense.  An assessment guarantees that all of a district‟s 

residents collectively contribute resources to lake stewardship activities, thus ensuring 

that there no free riders who live within the district.  This specific ability to generate 

funding perhaps explains why citizens may pursue a district‟s establishment, but due to 

the similarities between the two statutes, it does not appear to be an explanation for the 

different implementation rates. 

 

Financing:  

§103B.555   

 

Once other sources of funding have been sought, a LID 

may generate funding in the following ways by way of 

county board or  joint authority: 

 

6. Assess costs to benefitted properties. 

7. Impose service charges. 

8. Issue general obligation bonds. 

9. Levy an ad valorem tax on properties within the 

district. 

10. Any combination of the above. 

§33.31-33.32 

 

A lake district has the power to finance its activities in the 

following ways: 

 

1. Borrow money and use any other financing method 

prescribed by law. 

2. Levy an annual tax on properties within the district. 

3. Special assessments and special charges to pay for 

protection, rehabilitation, or other lake management 

activities. 

 

Procedural Requirements 

The procedural requirements between the two statutes that deal with annual meetings, the 

board of directors, how to change district boundaries, and how to terminate a district are 

mostly similar.  The differences between the two statutes with regard to procedural 

requirements—such as the windows of time when an annual meeting should be held or 

the exact steps in terminating a district—fail to illuminate characteristics that would 

Table 3.4 Financing 
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account for implementation differences.  The only potential exception is how to change a 

district‟s boundaries.  In Minnesota a LID is required to essentially start the entire LID 

establishment process over again if it wishes to change its boundaries.  In Wisconsin a 

LD can have its boundaries changed be simply a district vote, citizen petition, or motion 

of the county commissioners.  The inability to easily change the boundaries of a LID may 

serve as deterrent to Minnesota LID establishment, but this was not clearly articulated in 

any of the interviews. 

 

Annual Meeting of District:   
§103B.571-103B.574 

 

This section stipulates the following requirements 

surrounding annual meetings.  The major points are: 

 

 Annual meetings shall be held in the summer months 

unless otherwise determined by majority vote. 

 Annual meetings should be preceded by written 

notice 

 After the meeting the board of directors will prepare 

and file a report on the LID finances and activities.  

This report shall be sent within four months to the 

county board, joint county authority, town board, or 

statutory and home rule charter cities, the Minnesota 

Pollution Control Agency, and the commissioner of 

natural resources. 

§33.30 

 

This section stipulates the following requirements 

surrounding annual meetings: 

 

 Annual meetings shall be held in the summer months 

unless otherwise determined by majority vote. 

 The annual meeting shall be preceded by written 

notice. 

Table 3.5 Procedural Requirements 
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Board of Directors:   

§103B.551 

 

 After a LID is established, the establishing power 

will appoint the initial board of directors of the 

district.  These individuals on the initial board must 

be property owners in the district.  All subsequent 

board members must also be property owners in the 

district, with over half being residents, and be voted 

in at the district‟s annual meeting. 

 Directors shall be compensated for their service as 

determined by the property owners at the annual 

meeting.  Directors may be reimbursed for actual 

expenses that were incurred while performing the 

necessary activities of their duties.    

 

§33.28 

 

Relevant highlights of this section include: 

 The board of commissioners shall consist of one 

person appointed by the county board who is a 

member of the county land conservation committee 

or is nominated by the land conservation committee, 

one member of the governing body of the town, 

village, or city and owning property in the district if 

possible, three electors or owners of property within 

the district who shall be elected by secret ballot to 

serve for staggered three year terms.  Of the three 

electors, at least one must be a resident of the 

district. 

 If no resident is willing to be elected, the residency 

requirement will be waived. 

 The board shall select a chairperson,, secretary and 

treasurer from its members. 

 Vacancies on the board will be appointed by the 

district‟s establishing power or by the chairperson 

and majority vote from district members as 

stipulated in §33.28 (7). 

Change in District Boundaries:  

§ 103B.575 

 

 To expand the boundaries of a LID, citizens must 

comply with the same set of processes and 

procedures used to establish a LID in the first place. 

§33.33 

 

 Any district may be merged with a contiguous 

district by resolution passed by 4four-fifths vote off 

all members of each board of commissioners.  At the 

next annual meeting, members of the district will 

vote to ratify the merger. 

 Contiguous property may be attached to the district 

upon petition by the owners or motion of the 

commissioners. 

 A property may be detached from the district 

following a petition of the owner or motion of the 

commissioners. 

Table 3.5 Procedural Requirements (continued) 
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Termination:  

§103B.581 

 

 Termination of a district may be initiated by petition.  

The petition must be signed by a majority of the 

property owners in the district within 30 days of 

receiving the petition.  The county will then set a 

time and place for a hearing on terminating the 

district. 

 If the board determines that the existence of the LID 

is no longer needed in the public welfare, public 

interest, nor necessary to accomplish the purpose of 

the Lake Improvement District Law, the board shall 

make findings to terminate the district.  Once a 

certified copy of the findings are filed with the 

secretary of the state, the Minnesota Pollution 

Control Agency, and the commissioner of natural 

resources the district is terminated and ceases to be a 

political subdivision of the state. 

 Once terminated, additional water and related land 

resource management programs may not be 

undertaken with money raised by a special tax within 

the district.  Further operation and maintenance of 

existing programs may be financed by appropriations 

from the general revenue fund of an affected county. 

§33.35 

 

 A petition to dissolve a district must be sent to the 

district‟s board of commissioners no less than 90 

days before the annual meeting. 

 The district may be dissolved with two-thirds vote of 

electors and property owners present at the annual 

meeting. 

 The county board will then by order dissolve the 

district 

 The attorney general shall represent the state and be 

party to every dissolution proceeding where state 

money is involved. 

 

Systems Policy Analysis 

Since the policies being analyzed were both state-level statutes, identification of 

stakeholders did not extend to national-level actors because with the occasional exception 

of the Army Corp of Engineers and the U.S. Department of Agriculture, none were found 

to be directly involved in the implementation and diffusion of the two programs.  

Analysis instead focused heavily on the state, county and local levels.  While the 

comparative policy analysis of the two statutes presented many similarities, an 

examination of relevant policy actors and how they were arranged around citizen lake 

stewardship activities was found to be distinctly different between Minnesota and 

Wisconsin.  

Table 3.5 Procedural Requirements (continued) 
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Table 4.  Identification of Relevant Policy Actors 

Minnesota Wisconsin 

State Level: 

 Minnesota Pollution Control 

Agency* 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources* 

 Board of Water and Soil Resources 

 University of Minnesota Extensions 

 Minnesota Waters 

 

County Level: 

 County Boards* 

 City Council* 

 Soil and Water Conservation 

Districts 

 Watershed Districts 

 Regional DNR Hydrologists 

 Initiative Foundation 

 County 

 

Local Level: 

 Concerned lakefront property 

owners* 

 

*Statutorily required to interact with 

forming LIDs. 

State Level: 

 Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources* 

 University of Wisconsin Extensions 

 Wisconsin Association of Lakes 

 

 

 

County Level: 

 County Board* 

 Sanitary District 

 City Council* 

 Village Board* 

 County  

 

 

 

Local Level: 

 Concerned lakefront property owners* 

 

 

 

 

*Statutorily  required to interact with 

forming LDs. 

 

Policy Specific Interaction Structures 

Wisconsin Lakes Partnership.  Early into research it was discovered that Wisconsin is 

home to a specific institution not found in Minnesota.  The Wisconsin Lakes Partnership 

(WLP) includes the Wisconsin DNR (WI DNR), Wisconsin Association of Lakes (WAL) 

and University of Wisconsin Extensions.  Each actor, envisioned by the researcher as a 

corner of a pyramid in Figure 2, is delegated a specific role in the partnership that relates 

back to each organization‟s respective strengths.  WAL is self-defined as the “citizen 
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arm” (Figure 4) of the WLP, and is the only state-wide nonprofit focused on advocacy 

and representation of Wisconsin‟s citizens who are concerned about the health of the 

state‟s lakes.  University of Wisconsin Extension is responsible for generating the bulk of 

the educational materials related to lake sciences.  Meanwhile, the WI DNR is connected 

to the formal government and policy issues surrounding lakes.  At the center of WLP 

activities are citizens involved in lake stewardship activities who benefit from the 

materials and initiatives created by either the education, advocacy, or government arms of 

the partnership.  

Wisconsin‟s LDs are represented in the partnership by WAL.  In the early 1990s 

the Wisconsin Association of Lake Districts and the Wisconsin Federation of Lakes 

merged to form WAL (WI DNR interview, 9 July 2008). Though LDs are incorporated 

into the WLP, the formal policy actors at the state and county levels involved in LD 

creation and operation are largely governed by explicit statutory requirements, as 

demonstrated in Methods of Establishment and Scope of Activities sections of the 

findings.  The WLP, while not mentioned in the LD statute, serves as an additional 

institutional layer that helps to further structure the interaction between citizens and 

actors related to lake management activities.  From a timing perspective, the WLP set of 

institutional arrangements remain static before and after LD statute is implemented, 

providing consistency over time in how citizens can interact with other water governance 

actors. 

Interviews with Wisconsin stakeholders involved in the WLP revealed 

characteristics that interviewees perceived contributed to the partnership‟s success, 
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presented in Table 5.  Three perceptions, 1) the growing preventative lake management 

movement, 2) unlimited partnership principle, and 3) consolidated nature of the WI DNR, 

were perceived sources for success in the WLP that could translate into sources for 

success of the LD program as well.  Unlike in Minnesota where all the LID stewardship 

activities are reactionary, representatives from the WLP acknowledged that there was a 

greater push for preventative lake management activities in LDs.  Thus more LDs could 

feasibly form because essentially every lake, even healthy lakes, were eligible for LD 

establishment.  Another potential way the WLP fostered LD creation is its unlimited 

partnership principle. If every stakeholder is considered a potential partner, citizens 

attempting to form a LD have an immediate way to connect with an established set of 

institutional arrangements.  In other words, the LD‟s activities integrate with an 

institutional structure that is already established.  Thirdly, the consolidated nature of the 

WI DNR was perceived to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the agency.  

Representatives believed that it was easier for citizens to interact with the agency because 

of its integrated nature, perhaps in turn making it easier for citizens involved in LD 

establishment processes to interact with the agency as well.  This is important because the 

Scope of Activities section of LD statute outlines that the WI DNR must comment on the 

management activities of the proposed LD.  If the WI DNR fails to approve the proposed 

management activities, then the LD cannot be established. Improved communication 

between the WI DNR and citizens involved in LD establishment activities could 

potentially result in fewer proposed LD management plans being turned down.   The final 

two perceived drivers for success, the WLP funding source and the consistency in 
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leadership over time, perhaps indirectly impact LD establishment.  Similar to a LID‟s 

ability to generate its own funding, WLP „s funding through the Marine Fuel Gas Tax 

allowed for the WLP to create long-term strategic plans because it knew that funding 

would continue to be available for programming.  This funding is also what ensures that 

the WLP will continue to mediate citizens‟ interactions with other water governance 

actors over time.  Additionally, the consistency in leadership also matches with what 

literature states can facilitate collaborative efforts (Wondolleck & Yaffee 2000, Ryan & 

Klug 2005).   
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Table 5. Other Distinguishing Characteristics of the WLP 

 

Growing Preventative Lake Management Movement: 

 

“What‟s happening is that the northern lakes want to be ready so that when the 

invasives do come, and they will come because you‟re not going to stop them, that 

they‟re going to be ready with the structures and the way to generate the funds, 

which you can do as a Lake District, to combat it without too much delay.” (WAL) 

 

Unlimited Partnership: 

 

“We have what we like to call an unlimited partnership where everyone is welcome.  

We don‟t turn anybody away.”  (WI DNR) 

 

Funding Source: 

 

“The main funding source for a number of [activities] is the Marine Fuel Gas Tax.  

You talk about focus points and drivers behind something working.  That came from 

our citizen groups.” (UW Extensions) 

 

Consolidated Nature of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources: 

 

“We are a consolidated Water Division. In the mid „90s all the water programs in the 

department were consolidated under a single division so that we had a Division of 

Water.  So we have Fisheries, Watersheds, Groundwater, and Drinking Water all in 

the same division.  It allows us to focus in on the water cycle and the management of 

the water cycle.”  (WI DNR) 

 

“It is extremely helpful that within Wisconsin we just have a single entity that is 

managing natural resources…We‟re all within a single agency that the legislature 

has charged and for people out there they don‟t become confused as to who has the 

responsibility… Surveys show that you ask people where they get information or 

who they go to when they have questions, they say the Department of Natural 

Resources…It also makes the development of policy very effective…I think we are 

much more efficient and much more responsive as an agency…” (WI DNR) 

 

Consistency in Leadership: 

While there has been frequent turnover is WAL leadership, both the UW Extensions 

and Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources leadership has remained constant 

over a greater than ten year period. 
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“Our core goal, I think throughout, is to answer the 

public…to build awareness.”  

“When we look at our partnership we have very distinctive 

roles that we play.  Our role is education. DNR‟s role is 

regulation and technical information…The Wisconsin 

Association of Lakes … we look at as an advocate. ”  

 

“Our primary role is to provide administrative oversight for both the dollars as 

well as the policies in the state of Wisconsin.  In other words, the legislature has 

charged the Department of Natural Resources with the management of clean 

lakes and making sure our lakes are safe.  We have the responsibility for writing 

the policies which are our natural resources administrative codes.  The other thing 

that they‟ve done is since we are the primary agency charged with that, they 

allocate the budgets for lake management in the state of Wisconsin to the 

Department of Natural Resources. What we do is that we have agreements with 

other state agencies …to disperse those monies.”  

 

“I think what people most appreciate from the Department of Natural Resources 

in our partnership is the technical expertise.  People rely on us for the science.”  

 

“[WAL] represents the public, the DNR and Extension 

cannot, for example, lobby.  They cannot push issues and 

say, we think this is a good issue and this is a bad issue.  

WAL can do that because we are a nongovernmental 

organization…WAL is the public arm of the lake 

partnership.”  

 

Figure 4. Wisconsin Lakes 

Partnership: Roles and 

Interactions 
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Minnesota & the Temporal Institutional Dimension 

In Minnesota it is the absence of an institution like the WLP and the greater number of 

water governance actors that defines Minnesota‟s institutional landscape.  In review, 

Minnesota‟s watersheds are managed by a complex network of 7 federal agencies, 7 state 

agencies and 11 types of local entities (OLA 2007).  Prior to LID establishment, there are 

no formal institutional arrangements that can serve to support citizen participation in lake 

stewardship activities to the extent that the WLP does.  Without an institution such as the 

WLP creating a consistent set of institutional arrangements over time it becomes helpful 

to think of what institutional arrangements look like before and after policy 

implementation.  Before implementation of the LID statute a citizen‟s list of potential 

water quality stakeholders will be lengthy with little formal structure (Figure 5).  
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UMN 
Extens-

ions

County 
level 

actors

   

MN 
Citizens 

&

Lakes

County 
level 

actors

 

Figure 5.  Minnesota was found to have higher complexity of water resource management actors, 

but less formal structure around formal citizen-driven water stewardship activities. 

Now imagine what the institutional landscape looks like after the LID statute is 

implemented Figure 5). More structure is given to the institutional arrangements through 

the statutory requirements requiring interaction to take place between citizens, the county 

board, the MN DNR and MPCA as found in the Methods of Establishment and Scope of 

Activities sections of the findings. 

While Minnesota is home to a large number of potential relevant policy actors 

regarding the implementation of the LID statutes there is limited evidence to suggest that 

these policy actors are highly structured in relationship to each other with regard to 

Before policy 

implementation: 

After policy 

implementation: 
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citizen participation before LID establishment is pursued.  Methods of Establishment and 

Scope of Activities sections shows that the LID statute does somewhat structure 

communication between citizens and their respective county board, the MN DNR and 

potentially the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, but only after the LID establishment 

has started.  Previous research presented in Chapter 2 indicated that from the citizen 

perspective it can be unclear who should be targeted for information on the LID program 

or to be a potential project partner.   

It’s just this legal enigma that I don’t think anyone understands. The DNR was 

largely silent during our whole process.  The county just knew somebody was in 

the process of trying to save [the lake].  (12) 

 

I get calls from different Lake Associations that want to form a district or this or 

that, want to talk. I met with the people from [the lake] and told them what we 

did.  They go to [the county] and [the county] just says no and hell no.  They 

come up with a petition to form a district and they tell them to go fly a kite. (4) 

 

When we go out to talk to other agencies for help, we always get channeled back 

to a beginning point of, as an organization you must do your strategic planning, 

you’ve got to do this, you’ve got to do your monitoring.  We’re going, we’ve done 

that! We’ve been there!  We’re all set to go!  Help us put the actual work program 

together.  Even today for every program that comes out, you can do funding if you 

do this plan.  We’ve done the plan.  I’ve got fifteen years of monitoring data.  We 

have all this going on.  We have everything.  Let’s just go do it.  That’s probably 

one of the biggest frustrations that we have right now.  (6) 

 

In comparison to the WLP Minnesota‟s lack of institutional structure around LIDs may 

be because there is a distinct absence of a formal advocacy component to Minnesota‟s 

LID program both before and after the statute is implemented.  Though Wisconsin 

interviews suggest that the many divisions of Minnesota‟s government related to water 

quality can  impede citizen engagement, research found that the greater number of water 

governance actors at times served to fill in the gaps left by the absence of a formal 
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advocacy actor, demonstrated by the involvement of policy actors in LID formation that 

were not formally mentioned in the LID statute.  

I think that if we didn’t have the help of the [county] Soil and Water person…if we 

did not have the help of the gentleman from the DNR…it would have been a very 

daunting project.  (10) 

Now we went through the Healthy Lakes Initiative and we’ve gotten some money 

from them and we’ve put our own proposal in for that.  They pretty much told us.  

They gave us examples from other Lake Associations. (1) 

 

While some citizen groups were able to engage other policy actors, such as personnel 

from the local Soil and Water Conservation District or the nonprofit The Initiative 

Foundation that runs the Healthy Lakes Program, it is still unknown how many citizen 

groups are unable to generate county partners and therefore unable to pursue LID 

formation.  The comments from Minnesota‟s citizens involved the state‟s LID program 

indicate that both the lack of a formal advocacy actor as well as standing institutional 

arrangements that consistently support citizen participation in water stewardship 

activities may be influencing the implementation rates of the statute. 

7. Discussion 

In trying to understand the different diffusion rates of the two statutes, research originally 

focused on finding policy characteristics that would facilitate citizen action in water 

stewardship activities.  This list was to be constructed out of the dissimilarities found 

between the two statutes.  Yet the overwhelming similarities in relation to intent, 

structure and content between the two statutes refocused attention on external factors and 

provided a unique opportunity to explore the impact of institutional arrangements on the 

diffusion of policies that promote citizen participation in water stewardship activities.  

The statutory similarities allowed for a comparative systemic policy analysis that 
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revealed a fundamental lesson.  Research findings supported the idea proposed by 

Pierson (2004) that the timing of when institutions and corresponding institutional 

arrangements come into play matters.  Specifically, it is the sequencing of institutions in 

relation to policy implementation that appears to be impacting adoption rates.   In 

Wisconsin‟s case, the WLP provided an institutional layer that integrated with the LD‟s 

stated purpose (found in the Purpose and Powers section of the findings), which was to 

promote lake protection and rehabilitation.  The WLP‟s unlimited partnership principle 

and the representation of LDs by WAL in the partnership fostered an atmosphere of 

synergy.  The WLP was a constant institution that existed before and after policy 

implementation.  In Minnesota, no formal institution organized water governance actors 

around LID establishment activities prior to policy implementation.  Institutional 

arrangements, presented in Figure 3, appeared after.  Thus research demonstrates that it is 

important to differentiate between institutional arrangements created by a policy versus 

institutional arrangements that are external to the policy yet can impact policy 

implementation rates. 

Findings showed that there were two types of institutional arrangements 

surrounding the implementation of the Minnesota and Wisconsin statutes at play.  The 

first was institutional arrangements generated internally by the policies themselves.  

These institutional arrangements focused on procedural issues regarding the creation, 

operation, and eventual termination of LIDs or LDs.  They choreographed how citizens 

acting as a local governmental unit interacted with county boards and delegated state 

agencies.  The second category was externally generated institutional arrangements that 
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existed prior to policy implementation.  It was the composition and arrangement of these 

policy actors that shed the most light on the dissimilarities in diffusion of the two statutes.  

It was observed that Minnesota is home to many of the policy actors found in Wisconsin, 

but they are not formally structured in a way that naturally integrates with the LID 

program.  The WLP, while created independently from the Lake District program, 

provided an integrated institutional arrangement that served to facilitate the diffusion and 

implementation of the program.  LD‟s, by being represented by WAL and in turn 

represented in the state-wide WLP, inherently had access to lake-centered advocacy, 

education, and government resources.  While both Minnesota and Wisconsin‟s statutes 

internally generated institutional arrangements that envisioned what policy actors would 

be necessary for the operational success (i.e. implementation) of an individual district, 

neither accounted for institutional arrangements already at play on the water governance 

landscape.  

This underscores the temporal component to institutional arrangements in the 

policy process.  In relation to the policy process, policy-created institutional 

arrangements can only occur after the policy is implemented.  While internally generated 

institutional arrangements facilitate each individual district‟s ability to succeed, they do 

not provide any support to overcome collective action problems that may impede policy 

implementation in the first place.  In other words, the institutional arrangements only 

come into play if and when citizens can successfully move from collective environmental 

awareness to collective environmental action.  In Minnesota, with no formal institutional 

arrangements coordinating citizens in water stewardship activities, and specifically with 
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no LID advocacy actor, interviewees voiced that it was difficult for citizens to get 

involved in the LID program.   For a state level program, the LID statute appears to have 

no standing arrangement of state-level policy actors that promote its diffusion.  The WLP 

offers a counterpoint by demonstrating the potential held in having standing formal 

institutional arrangements around citizens involved in lake stewardship activities.  While 

the partnership has other notable characteristics (Table 5), such as the growing 

preventative lake management movement, the unlimited partnership principle, consistent 

funding source, consolidated WI DNR Waters Division, and consistency in leadership 

that may have contributed to the presence of over 200 LDs in the state, it demonstrates 

the potential policy diffusion and implementation gains from having institutional 

arrangements working synergistically with policy.  Thus timing, the presence of 

supporting institutional arrangements before or after policy implementation, emerges as a 

key finding.    

The differing diffusion rates of the two policies were only one part of research 

focus.  Returning to the LID level of discussion, there is still the question of the 

reactionary nature of LID creation.  Why was the presence of an environmental 

imperative a key step in citizens overcoming collective action problems and pursuing 

LID creation in Minnesota?  The answer to this was found to be related to institutional 

arrangements, specifically to how policy actors were arranged in relation to each other.   

The major clue was found in the LID statute, presented in the Resolution of Intent section 

of the findings, where the MN DNR plays a large role in overseeing the environmental 

validity and feasibility of a LID‟s proposed management activities.  In the MN DNR 
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advisory report that is submitted to a potential LID‟s county, the MN DNR weighs in on 

whether or not they believe there is clear need for a LID and that the management 

activities proposed are appropriate for the water quality problem identified.  Unlike 

Wisconsin that states in §33.12-33.15 of the Public Inland Lake Protection and 

Rehabilitation District statute how and when the WI DNR will communicate with citizens 

pursuing LD formation, Minnesota clarifies this procedure in Minnesota Rules 

6115.0900-6115.0980.  It is in the MN DNR‟s rulemaking process that the statute begins 

to be interpreted into reactionary terms, particularly in §6115.0960 (2) that outlines that 

one criteria for establishment of a LID is demonstration of local need.  While it is easy to 

articulate need in the face of an environmental imperative that requires immediate action, 

as previously discussed many environmental problems are not an immediate threat to 

human health or one‟s way of life (Kollmuss & Agyeman 2002).  Within the MN DNR 

rules there still are sections that indicate that the prevention and preservation of lake 

water quality qualifies as a legitimate focus of LID management activities, but ultimately 

the DNR rules impede the creation of LIDs on lakes that have failed to identify any water 

quality issues and seek to form a LID in case one day an environmental problem emerges.  

In terms of preventative management activities, it appears that citizens must frame such 

goals within a larger problem statement to demonstrate need.  Returning to Figure 5, the 

MN DNR is found to be an influential policy actor that influences when citizens pursue 

LID formation and what types of management activities citizens select.     
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8. Conclusion 

Findings shed light on the interplay between institutional arrangements, policy 

implementation and citizen engagement.  The internal similarities between Minnesota 

and Wisconsin‟s statutes serve to highlight the impact institutional arrangements can 

have on policy implementation, and the potential extent that policy implementation can 

be facilitated by institutional arrangements and policies working synergistically.  

Findings demonstrated that the reach of institutional arrangements could be felt right 

down to the citizen level, where citizen activities were heavily influenced by the 

presence, absence, and arrangement of policy actors surrounding citizen-driven water 

stewardship activities.  Findings also indicate that citizen engagement cannot in this 

instance be generated successfully on a statewide level by a single policy.  Minnesota‟s 

LID statute did not have an advocacy actor, nor were formal institutions organized to 

support LID establishment on a state-wide basis.  In the absence of these drivers for 

policy implementation, the rates of policy adoption were slow.  Wisconsin provided these 

drivers for policy implementation in the form of the WLP, demonstrating that it takes a 

coordinated water governance landscape where institutional actors are formally arranged 

in relation to each other consistently over time, to foster widespread implementation of 

such a policy.  Moving forward, policymakers drafting new legislation or looking to 

improve the implementation rates of already established legislation must begin to think 

from a systems perspective when approaching policy analysis.  As Rametsteiner and 

Weiss (2005) suggest, the interactions between policy actors can provide valuable insight 

into the evaluation of a policy. Internally the two state‟s statutes were nearly identical in 

intent, structure, and content. Yet they failed to result in similar adoption and diffusion 
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rates.  Differences between the two statutes only began to emerge when external factors, 

such institutions, were examined. 

In relation to institutions and how they structure the interactions of stakeholders, 

policymakers must also be aware of how policy actors in positions of power can 

potentially interpret/misinterpret the policy. Minnesota‟s LIDs only pursue reactionary 

management activities because that is how the MN DNR interpreted the statute during the 

rulemaking process.  As discussed in the Purposes and Power section of the findings, the 

statutory language provides grounds for both preventative and reactionary lake 

management plans.  Yet because the MN DNR has the ability to halt LID establishment 

in their advisory report, as a policy actor in a position of power their interpretation of the 

LID statute is the one that counts.  Thus the institutional arrangement internally created 

by the policy to support program success inadvertently stymied LID establishment on 

lakes perceived by citizens to be “healthy.” As literature suggests, this is problematic 

because waiting for a problem to surface to form a LID to then fix it is less effective and 

utilizes more resources than preventing the environmental problem from occurring in the 

first place (Leung et al. 2002, Hulme 2006).  Though not all environmental problems can 

be predicted, as the LID statute is currently being implemented only lakes able to 

articulate a problem statement that clearly demonstrates need are able to establish a LID.  

As Minnesota‟s LID statute demonstrates, policies that attempt to generate citizen 

participation can be created in unsupportive institutional environments.  This lack of 

support creates a hurdle to diffusion and implementation, thus jeopardizing the long-term 

success of a policy.  More research is needed to understand the extent that a policy can 
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transform institutional arrangements and corresponding governance landscapes to more 

consistently incorporate citizens as active stakeholders.  Specifically, further clarification 

is needed regarding the role of policy in coordinating the many subdivisions of 

Minnesota‟s water governance landscape to work for cumulative water quality 

improvements.  Stepping away from the site-specific nature of lake management 

activities, future research must start to bring the pieces together to build a cohesive and 

comprehensive vision of Minnesota‟s water governance system to meet the growing 

water resource demands and increasing water quality concerns of the 21
st
 century.    
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Chapter 4 

Why Institutional Change is Hard: 

Integrating the Practice of Citizen Participation into Minnesota’s Water Resource 

Management Institutions 

  

Environmental governance models promote the idea that natural resources should 

be collaboratively managed by the government in conjunction with stakeholders 

from the nonprofit sector, for-profit sector and civic society.  Yet in instances 

where the institutions that mold environmental governance models do not 

effectively integrate civic society, it may be subsequently difficult to implement 

policies that promote citizen participation practices.   Using a case analysis of 

three Minnesota counties, this project sought to understand why Minnesota‟s 

water governance institutions were struggling to consistently institutionalize 

citizen participation practices, what the future barriers to institutionalizing citizen 

participation may be, and how these barriers could potentially be overcome. 

 

Keywords: citizen participation, institutional change, water governance, policy 

implementation  

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Environmental governance models promote the idea that natural resources should be 

collaboratively managed by the government in conjunction with stakeholders from the 

nonprofit sector, for-profit sector and civic society (Durant et al. 2004).  Institutions, 

defined as the mechanisms that mold social practices, assign roles to participants in these 

practices, and govern the interactions between institutional actors, help to give structure 

to governance models (Young et al. 2008).  In effect they choreograph how the 

stakeholders, also referred to as institutional or governance actors in this project, interact 

with each other.  How institutions incorporate  civic society into environmental 

governance models is important to explore because the practice of citizen participation it 

is a potential method to help environmental governance systems keep pace with 

environmental change (Young et al. 2008).  In instances where the institutions that mold 
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environmental governance models do not effectively integrate civic society, it may be 

subsequently difficult to implement policies that promote citizen participation practices. 

The challenge of incorporating civic society into environmental governance models is 

also compounded by the knowledge gap surrounding what the citizen experience is in 

collaborative natural resource management activities (Lubell 2004, Bingham & O‟Leary 

2006).   The lack of understanding about citizen perceptions in collaborative resource 

management activities potentially obscures additional barriers to citizen engagement.   

Findings from my previous research revealed that citizens involved in lake 

stewardship activities were confused about their role in Minnesota‟s larger water 

governance system.  As a result the management activities undertaken by citizens were 

often found to be site specific in that they were not being coordinated at the county level 

to integrate with state-level water quality initiatives.  While previous discussion has 

incorporated concerns with citizen participation found in the literature such as it is time 

intensive, costly, and does not necessarily lead to better environmental outcomes 

(Thomas 1993, Innes & Booher 2004, Conley & Moot 2003), this research moves beyond 

these issues and examines citizen participation from an institutional perspective.  

Building off findings my earlier research that indicated institutional arrangements could 

impact the implementation rate of policies that promote citizen-driven water stewardship 

activities; I seek to understand how other governance actors in Minnesota‟s water 

governance system perceive the role of citizens in water resource management activities.  

By exploring how both county level and state level actors perceive the role of citizens in 

water stewardship—how they employ citizen participation practices and the extent that 
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they coordinate these practices with the citizen participation practices of other water 

governance actors— research will be able to illuminate the extent to which citizen 

participation as a practice is institutionalized in Minnesota (see Figure 6).  To answer this 

question I will examine how many governance actors adopted the practice of citizen 

participation, if citizen participation is believed to be an effective way to accomplish 

water resource management goals, and if the practice is a perceived to be a temporary or 

permanent solution to water resource management issues.   

Ultimately this project does not seek to be an advocate or opponent to the 

institutionalization of citizen participation. Instead of debating whether or not citizen 

participation should be institutionalized to a greater or lesser degree, analysis returns to 

political science literature and theory to understand why Minnesota‟s water governance 

institutions perhaps struggle to consistently institutionalize citizen participation practices, 

what the future barriers to institutionalizing citizen participation may be, and how these 

barriers can potentially be overcome.  As more and more water policy actors in 

Minnesota‟s water governance landscape call for citizen participation in water resource 

management activities (MPCA Clean Water Council 2009, Kowalczak 2009) this 

research provides relevant and timely insight into the institutional implications.  Analysis 

draws upon new institutionalism theory to inform discussion (Young et al. 2008). 
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Figure 6: Three Basic Stages of Institutionalizing a Practice (Adapted from Kostova  

and Roth 2002) 

 

2. Background 

New Institutionalism 

Institutions are defined as the mechanisms that mold social practices, assign roles to 

participants in these practices, and govern the interactions between institutional actors, 

and help to give structure to governance models (Young et al. 2008).  In effect they 

choreograph how the stakeholders, also referred to as institutional or governance actors, 

interact with each other.  New institutionalism examines social institutions as sources of 

governance (Young et al. 2008).  New institutionalism theory offers a framework by 

which to understand the mechanics of institutions; how they form, how they operate, and 

how they can be changed.  The body of thought that comprises new institutionalism 

consists of three distinct analytical approaches; historical, rational choice, and 

sociological.  The defining characteristics of each approach are summarized in Figure 7. 
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Within the three analytical approaches to new institutionalism two main tensions 

arise with regard to how research is framed.  Sociological institutionalism is highly 

cultural in nature.   How actors interact with institutions is influenced by an individual‟s 

worldview and how they interpret the situation. Rational choice institutionalism is nearly 

the polar opposite in that it is highly calculated.  The actions of actors are fueled by 

strategy in their attempt to achieve what is perceived to be the most desirable outcome 

from interacting with other actors (Hall & Taylor 1996).  Meanwhile, historical 

institutionalism swings between the cultural and calculus framing of research.  It takes a 

more complex view than rational choice institutionalism by incorporating the interaction 

of institutions with ideas or beliefs (Hall & Taylor 1996), but not to the extent of 

sociological institutionalism.   It becomes evident that while all three approaches fall 

under the umbrella of new institutionalism, they each bring a distinct slant to 

understanding the role of institutions in governance.    Analysis will stay under the 

umbrella of new institutionalism theory, but will move between the three approaches to 

build a customized theoretical framework.  By incorporating the relevant elements from 

each analytical approach, research can build a more accurate picture of Minnesota‟s 

water governance landscape that reveals how its institutions and institutional 

arrangements came to be.   Concurrently analysis will incorporate components of citizen 

participation and collaborative management theory, such as why collaboration is 

necessary in watershed management settings and how citizen participation can potentially 

be coordinated at different levels of governance (e.g local, county, state), to place the 
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often abstract theoretical components of new institutionalism into an applied 

environmental management setting. 

Figure 7. New Institutionalism: Adapted from Peter Hall and Rosemary C.R. Taylor’s 

paper (1996), Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms. 

 
 

Historical Institutionalism 

 

 

Rational Choice 

Institutionalism 

 

Sociological Institutionalism 

 The relationship between 

institutions and individuals 

are broadly defined. 

 

 The operation and 

development of institutions is 

associated with asymmetries 

in power. 

 

 The development of 

institutions is shaped by path 

dependence and marked by 

unintended consequences. 

 

 In institutional analysis 

political outcomes are 

created by a host of factors. 

 

 Assumption is made that 

actors have a set of 

preferences and that they will 

work instrumentally and 

strategically to maximize the 

attainment of these 

preferences.  

 

 Politics represent a series of 

collective action problems.  

Actors are prevented from 

taking the best collective 

course of action because of 

the absence of institutional 

arrangements that would 

guarantee complementary 

actions on the part of other 

actors. 

 

 Political outcomes are the 

result of strategic 

interactions. 

 

 The origins of institutions are 

related directly to their 

intended function, and in 

turn, the value the function 

of the institution has to 

impacted actors. 

 Institutions are more than 

formal rules, procedures and 

norms.  They also encompass 

symbol systems, cognitive 

scripts and moral templates. 

 

 The relationship between 

individuals and institutions is 

more cultural in nature, 

where interactions are guided 

by worldview as opposed to 

strategy. 

 

 The institutions that are 

formed are those that are the 

most easily legitimized.  The 

institutional practices chosen 

are those that are valued in a 

larger cultural environment.    
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Institutional Origins 

Setting aside attitudinal discussion about whether citizen participation should or should 

not be institutionalized to a greater degree in Minnesota‟s water governance landscape, it 

is important to understand what theory suggests has guided the creation of the state‟s 

formal political institutions built around water resource issues.  A functionalist approach  

(Hall & Taylor 1996) to explaining the origins of Minnesota‟s water resource 

management institutions would assume that the function of the current institutions 

explains their reason for their existence, and further that the existence of certain political 

institutions is the result of rational design.  Yet in this instance such conclusions may be 

overly simplistic.  As Paul Pierson (2000) asserts in his article, The Limits of Design: 

Explaining Institutional Origins and Change, there are three major pitfalls to this line of 

thinking: 1) The architects of institutions may not be acting instrumentally, 2) the 

problem of short time horizons and their impact on long-term institutional consequences, 

and 3) the possibility that there may exist unanticipated institutional effects.   

Following Pierson‟s path of reasoning, sociological institutionalism challenges 

the assumptions of rational choice institutionalism to assert that actors do not always act 

instrumentally because worldview impacts decision-making.  In other words, what 

rational choice theory would state to be the best strategy to obtaining what an actor 

actually desires is overruled by what the actor thinks is the more appropriate approach to 

achieving what they want.  For example, in the instance of water resource management 

activities strategically it may be easier to create a purely regulatory water quality regime 

where the government takes complete control of all water resources in Minnesota.  Yet 

environmental governance, as an example, would veto this strategy even if it was more 
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efficient at improving water quality because of the belief that other stakeholders, such as 

citizens, should be involved in how resources are managed.   

Within the sociological approach institutions or institutional arrangements are 

only pursued if they are easily legitimized (Pierson 2000).  Related to this, what is most 

easily legitimized does not necessarily reflect long-term institutional goals. To illustrate, 

the government‟s goal may be to improve water quality as quickly as possible, but the 

public, those who are in charge of electing politicians, may want to be involved in water 

quality improvements even if it slows down the remediation process because it is what 

they perceive to be the best procedural process.   In reference to political institutions, 

political actors are often interested in short time horizons that match up with the timeline 

of their political careers.  An elected politician will attempt to please the public‟s wish for 

involvement in water resource management activities, even if the more strategic way to 

improve water quality is by only involving the government.  The politician may not 

realize that by doing so he is jeopardizing the long-term health of fresh water resources.  

He is only interested in the course of action that is most easily legitimized by the public 

in the present.  Thus the long-term impact of institutional changes made to satisfy short-

term political needs are often overlooked, unless to do so would be politically unwise 

(Pierson 2000).   

Finally, the long-term impacts of decisions made in the present may be difficult to 

account for because there are likely to be unanticipated institutional effects.   Over time 

the number of decisions made by a growing number of institutional actors creates 

increasing complexity where actors will eventually confront time constraints and 
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knowledge gaps in decision-making.  For example, the decision is made to routinely 

involve the public in water quality stewardship projects to improve water quality.  The 

decision is implemented by water governance actors over time, but poor strategic 

planning is involved in coordinating the process.  This results in a poor understanding of 

the health of Minnesota‟s water resource as well as the perception that citizen 

participation is not useful in environmental resource management.  Decision-makers, not 

knowing the complete story and that it was the lack of a strategic plan not the practice 

itself that impeded water quality improvements, decide that citizens should not be 

involved in air quality initiatives.  When decision-makers first decided to incorporate 

citizen participation in water quality activities, they could not have foreseen that how 

they implemented the practice would influence decisions made in relation to air quality.  

Though the examples used in this section are purely hypothetical, they demonstrate how 

in densely institutionalized landscapes the actions of actors become intricately 

interwoven and ultimately spin out to encompass issues or initiatives the original 

institutional architects never anticipated.  Thus Pierson (2000) demonstrates how a 

functionalist approach may not capture the whole picture and that in the institutions that 

are currently around may not be the best for what the institutions are trying to achieve.  

The implications of these complexities are important to note because they feed into the 

concept of path dependence. 

Path Dependence 

Historical institutionalism in particular emphasizes the influence of path dependence on 

institutional origins and institutional change (Pierson 2000a, 2000b).  Path dependence 
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can be described as a positive feedback phenomenon in decision-making where once a 

group decides to pursue a certain institution or set of institutional arrangements, with 

every subsequent decision they make that supports the original construct the higher the 

cost of exiting becomes (Levi 1997).  As the cost of exiting grows higher, the less likely 

one is to try and change the institution, and thus the increasing returns process ensures 

that one is more likely to move along the same decision-making path over time (Pierson 

2000).  Path dependence creates the inflexibility one feels when they attempt to change 

institutions, and this lack of flexibility may ultimately result in institutional inefficiencies 

(Pierson 2000).  Path dependence supports the idea that the institutions and policies that 

influence water resource management practices today are less of a choice than they are in 

fact an inheritance from decisions made in the past (Rose 1990).  While institutions can 

and are changed at critical junctures in time (Taylor & Hall 1996), in the interim the iron 

band of path dependence and prescriptive nature of earlier institutional choices can make 

institutional change difficult.  Understanding when and how these critical junctures 

appear is a topic that continues to be explored (Young et al. 2008, Dacin et al. 2002). 

3. The Role of Collaboration in Institutional Change 

A change in institutionalized norms or practices can be created by functional, political 

and social sources of pressure (Oliver 1997, Dacin et al. 2002).  A functional pressure 

would question the utility of a practice, and for example, seek to deinstitutionalize it if it 

was impeding the efficient use of resources.  Political pressure may occur if there is a 

shift in interest and power whereby a practice is found to be increasingly or decreasingly 

legitimized.  Finally, a social pressure could form when a practice is viewed in more than 
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one way and the different perceptions are somehow conflicting, which creates diverging 

expectations about the use of the practice.  While functional, political and social sources 

of pressures help to clarify why an institution may change, they do not clearly explain 

how such pressures can be applied or avoided to knowingly change institutions for a 

specific purpose.  The literature on historical institutionalism and path dependence theory 

presented earlier in the chapter outlines the barriers to institutional change and 

specifically underscores the temporal component of how decisions about the structure of 

current institutions are locked in the past. New institutionalism theory often cites that it 

take a major event, such as a war, to break institutions out of path dependence (Taylor & 

Hall 1996), but newer institutional change theory is beginning to find that a drastic event 

may not need to occur to successfully change institutions.  Specifically, collaboration in 

the role of a proto-institution can be a micro source of macro change in practices for 

institutions that are already established. Highly embedded “institutional entrepreneurs” 

working as agents of change can create new institutions that over time are diffused and 

adopted to the extent that they create long-term institutional change (Lawrence et al. 

2002, Dacin et al. 2002).    

The majority of new institutionalism and institutional change theory already 

presented largely comes from business related research.  When these topics move into 

discussion regarding the benefits of collaboration, they begin to dovetail with similar 

discussions taking place in natural resource management settings.  From the perspective 

of water resource management the topic of collaboration is especially relevant in light of 

the growing interest in integrated watershed management (Clark et al. 2005, Leach & 
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Pelkey 2001, Leach et al. 2002, Lal 2000).  Integrated watershed management is based on 

the rationale that watersheds should be considered the basic hydrologic unit of 

management.  The problem with watersheds is that they represent a geographical area 

that is variable in size because it is based upon hydrological conditions where water 

collects (Lal 2000).  Not only can the topography influence the size of the watershed, but 

the boundaries of these watersheds do not align with political boundaries or property 

lines. The bigger a watershed is the more stakeholders will need to collaborate to 

effectively manage it.  As Imperial (2005, p.282) states, “…the challenge is to find ways 

to improve governance when the capacity for solving problems is widely dispersed and 

where few organizations accomplish their missions by acting alone (Mandell 1989, 

Milward & Provan 2000, Teisman & Klijn 2002).”  In pursuit of holistic management 

plans surrounding watersheds, collaboration begins to emerge at a higher level as a 

governance strategy (Imperial 2005, Wondolleck & Yafee 2000, Leach et al. 2002).  

Though Minnesota‟s water governance system is moving toward an integrated watershed 

approach, the first major indication of which is the Minnesota Pollution Control 

Agency‟s One Waters approach to water quality sampling where the state is divided into 

more than 80 Hydrologic Unit Codes (HUC) that are tested on a ten year cycle basis 

(MPCA 2009), it already shares challenges with integrated watershed management.  Most 

notably that there are many actors involved in making water resource management 

decisions across the state, including the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, 

Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, Minnesota Department of Agriculture, Board of 

Water and Soil Resources, Minnesota Association of Watershed Districts, Minnesota 
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Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts, Minnesota Waters, and the 

Initiative Foundation. From an institutional change perspective what needs to be 

addressed is that collaboration, the involvement of one or more stakeholders, may be 

impeded if the practice of stakeholder or citizen participation fails to integrate with 

current institutional structures.  Recall that institutions are the mechanisms that mold 

social practices, assign roles to participants in these practices, and govern the interactions 

between institutional actors (Young et al. 2008).  If current institutions are designed to 

incorporate citizen participation, but it is tantamount to going through the motions, it 

holds no meaning or significance, it will be difficult to institutionalize a practice where 

citizen participation is reframed as something else.   

While the research of others has demonstrated how collaboration can create 

institutional change (Lawrence et al. 2002, Dacin et al. 2002), we have yet to demonstrate 

how collaboration can occur if established institutions are not designed to integrate with 

public participation.  The following section illustrates ways that the benefits of 

collaboration can be undermined by institutional complications, and how a practice like 

citizen participation can be developed to overcome them. 

4. Citizen Participation in Minnesota’s Water Governance System: Fit and 

Scale 

In a broad sense institutions assign rules to relevant actors that govern practices and 

interactions over time.  They are a system of rights, rules and decision-making processes.  

From an environmental perspective institutions play a role in both causing and addressing 

problems that form because of human-environment interactions (Young et al. 2008).  
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This paper targets mainly political institutions involved in Minnesota‟s water governance 

system and their use of citizen participation in water resource management activities.  

New institutionalism has promoted the idea that political institutions exist to mitigate 

collective action problems (Moe 1990).  Collective action theory states that even if a 

group of individuals all want to achieve the same thing, such as improve water quality in 

a lake, collectively they will fail to work together to achieve it unless their numbers are 

small or there is a special device that forces them to work together (Olson 1965).   

Though institutions may be one type of special device to help overcome collective action 

problems, as earlier discussion has pointed out these institutions may be difficult to 

change.  In the context of environmental issues, such as water quality, this inflexibility 

can become problematic. When institutions are unable to account for environmental 

changes, governance structures will subsequently fail to align with environmental needs 

and realities.   

In Institutions and Environmental Change (2008, Chapter 5, pp. 147-186), Galaz 

and colleagues assert that while participatory natural resource planning uses practices 

such as citizen participation to help governance systems keep pace with environmental 

changes, there are four common sources for error that negatively impact environmental 

outcomes from collaborative action: spatial issues, temporal inconsistencies, threshold 

behavior, and cascading effects (See Table 6).  Spatial issues occur when institutional 

jurisdiction does not match the size of the problem. Imagine just Minnesota attempting to 

address water quality issues for the entire Great Lakes.   Even if Minnesota reaches out to 

every water governance actor in the state to work on this issue, collaborative efforts 
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trying to create environmental change will be hindered by the absence of other Great 

Lakes states stakeholders, as well as Canadian stakeholders.  Another source of error is 

temporal inconsistencies where institutions do not form at the correct time, or for the 

appropriate length of time, to positively impact environmental change.  In earlier research 

I found that citizen participation in Minnesota‟s lake stewardship activities were impeded 

because the formation of institutions that facilitated Lake Improvement District (LID) 

programs only came into existence after the respective LID policy was implemented.   

Wisconsin‟s Lake District establishment process, on the other hand, was facilitated by the 

Wisconsin Lakes Partnership, an institution that existed both before and after the Lake 

District statute was implemented.  The third source of error is threshold behavior where 

institutions become unwilling or unable to react to environmental change, resulting in 

irreversible shifts in environmental systems.  This can impact collaboration if institutions 

that are caught in the grip of path dependence cannot evolve to keep pace with 

environmental change, which in turn means they cannot work effectively with other 

governance actors, such as citizens.  Lastly, cascading effects are an extension of 

threshold behavior and occur when the misdirection of institutional actions, decision not 

to act, or inability to act in response to environmental change exacerbates environmental 

problem to the point where larger environmental, social, and economic systems are 

impacted.  Underscoring the interconnected nature of nature and society, this source for 

error can be seen in depleted fisheries stocks.  By failing to regulate a fishery the entire 

population of a popular fish is depleted until it is no longer sustainable.  This puts the 

local commercial fishing operations out of business, reduces recreational tourism based 
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on fishing, and ultimately results in the economic decline of a small town that depended 

on both industries as a main source of income.  

Collectively these sources for error negatively impact the fit, in this paper defined 

as the use of multi-level governance to better match institutions with environmental needs 

(Young et al. 2008).  Putting the pieces together, input from civic society is an integral 

part to environmental governance (Durant et al. 2004), but from an institutional 

perspective if citizen participation as a practice is to be realized it must work to minimize 

the impacts of  spatial issues, temporal inconsistencies, threshold behavior, and cascading 

effects.  By addressing these errors it is shown how citizen participation can be utilized in 

an informed manner to make governance systems more responsive, not to weigh them 

down with procedural requirements.  To better match governance activities with a 

changing environment, scale—defined as the consistent and effective use of a practice at 

two or more social levels (e.g. local, county, state, etc.) (Young et al. 2008)— must also 

be examined. 
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Table 6 . Four Ways Governance Systems Can Fail to Reflect Environmental Change  
(Adapted from, The Problem of Fit among Biophysical Systems, Environmental Resources, and Broader 

Governance Systems, Galaz et al. 2008). 

 

Types of Error 

 

Applied Water Quality Example 

 

Spatial: Institutional jurisdiction does not match the 

size of the environmental problem. 

A county finds that there are high levels of mercury 

in some of its local lakes.  Studies indicate that the 

mercury is coming from coal burning power plants 

in a neighboring county, which happens to also be 

across state lines.  The negatively impacted county 

finds that it has no jurisdiction in the issue. 

 

Temporal:  Institutions do not form at the correct 

time, or for the appropriate length of time, to 

positively impact environmental change.   

 

A state no longer allows the creation of coal-

burning power plants, but it has grandfathered in all 

coal-burning power plants that already exist.   

 

Threshold Behavior:  Institutions become unable 

to react to environmental change, resulting in 

irreversible shifts in environmental systems.  

 

In failing to shut down local coal-burning power 

plants the fish in local lakes continue to have 

increased levels of mercury in their systems. 

 

Cascading Effects:  The misdirection of 

institutional actions, decision not to act, or inability 

to act in response to environmental change 

exacerbates environmental problem to the point 

where larger environmental, social, and economic 

systems are impacted. 

 

In failing to shut down coal-burning power plants 

the fish in local lakes eventually have mercury 

levels that make them unsafe for human 

consumption.  Outbreaks in mercury poisoning from 

people who have consumed fish from contaminated 

lakes creates public awareness. Recreation in the 

form of fishing ceases, negatively impacting the 

region‟s tourism industry. 

 

 

When a governance system operates on multiple scales challenges can appear when 

attempting to implement a new practice.  As Kostova and Roth (2002) demonstrate in 

their research on institutional change, while the intent may be to disseminate a single 

practice to many scales through a top-down approach there exists the possibility that in 

the end the practice will not become uniformly institutionalized. Kostova and Roth 

(2002) assert that behavioral and attitudinal elements on the part of adopters can work to 

ultimately delegitimize the practice.  In essence some adopters fail to believe that the 

practice is an effective way to achieve a goal.  The haphazard adoption of a practice 

creates a misalignment in organizational practices at different scales. 
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Complicating the adoption process of citizen participation is also its innate 

complexity as a practice. For example, in Minnesota‟s water governance landscape 

citizen participation is found to take many forms—from public comment periods to 

citizen advisory groups.  The numerous forms of citizen participation can result in many 

different perceptions of the practice.  Sherry Arnstein‟s (1969) seminal paper, A Ladder 

of Citizen Participation, marks one of the first major attempts to create a typology of 

citizen participation levels. It demonstrates that even the most diffuse set of citizen 

participation practices can be systematically organized into a single construct (see Fig.3).  

In Arnstein‟s typology citizen participation is oriented around citizen power.  As one 

ascends her ladder of citizen participation citizen power increases. While other citizen 

participation typologies exist, Arnstein‟s work is one of the earliest examples and 

provides a blueprint for not only how to construct citizen participation typologies, but 

also their potential value in organizing a complex practice into a manageable tool to help 

guide action and understanding. 

The International Association of Public Participation (IAP2) provides an example 

of an evolved typology where increasing levels of citizen participation result in 

increasing levels of impact (see Fig.4).  Unlike Arnstein, in its model the IAP2 draws 

attention to the idea that successful use of citizen participation also depends on an 

alignment of expectations and deliverables between stakeholder groups.  The importance 

in consistency of interactions is a bedrock tenet of institutionalism, but lesser 

acknowledged is that it is a core component of citizen participation—especially in 

instances where citizens are key stakeholders (Bryson 2004). This is recognized in 
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IAP2‟s typology where deliverables on the part of the implementing actor (i.e. the one 

utilizing citizen participation to achieve a goal) become stated up front and matched with 

degrees of citizen impact.  Returning to Kostova and Roth (2002), their work points to 

the idea that how a practice is perceived can fundamentally impact the degree to which it 

is legitimized and ultimately implemented.  Subscribing to a single citizen participation 

typology at multiple scales of governance could perhaps help to minimize the 

misalignment of practices in the instance of Minnesota‟s water governance systems 

through the creation of a common understanding of the practice. 

 

Figure 8.  Sherry Arnstein‟s ladder of citizen participation, a citizen participation typology that delineates 

different levels of citizen power (Copied from Arnstein 1969).
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Figure 9. IAP2‟s citizen participation typology demonstrates how to align expectations and deliverables 

between stakeholder groups (Copied from IAP2 2007).
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5. Methodology 

Research took place in two separate stages.  The first stage was a cross-case analysis of 

three Minnesota counties: Morrison, Isanti, and Wright. Data was collected through in-

depth semi-structured interviews (Baxter & Eyles 1999).  Individuals interviewed from 

each county consisted of county board members, county water planners, Department of 

Natural Resources area hydrologists, and representatives from Lake Improvement 

Districts (LIDs), Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs), and Watershed 

Districts (WDs).  The selection of interviewees targeted was developed using two 

criteria: 1) Ability to replicate interviews in other counties to promote the triangulation of 

findings, and 2) the role of the interviewee had to be tied back to a specific government 

organization or policy (Miles & Huberman 1994).  Due to the fact that the focus of 

research was political institutions, the latter criteria ensured that other county level water 

governance actors, such as businesses and nonprofits, were avoided.  Questions revolved 

around fit, defined as the use of multi-level governance to better match institutions with 

environmental needs, and scale— the consistent and effective use of citizen participation 

at two or more social levels (e.g. local, county, state, etc.) (Young et al. 2008).  These 

themes were also used in the coding of interviews (Miles & Huberman 1994, Yin 2003). 

The same interview questions, data collection and analysis methods were then 

repeated in the second stage of research with state-level water governance actors.  The 

only discrepancy being that at the state-level specific nonprofit organizations closely 

associated with government activities were incorporated into the analysis.  Unlike at the 

county level where nonprofits were left out, to do so at the state level was found to 
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greatly over-simplify Minnesota‟s water governance landscape. The non-profits included 

in analysis were ones that interviewed stakeholders repeatedly identified as being 

important to understanding citizen engagement processes in the state.  For example, while 

Minnesota‟s SWCDs are units of government, they have a nonprofit counterpart, the 

Minnesota Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts (MASWCD), and thus 

was included.  State level interviews included representatives from the following 

organizations: Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Minnesota Pollution Control 

Agency, Minnesota Department of Agriculture, Board of Water and Soil Resources, 

Minnesota Association of Watershed Districts, Minnesota Association of Soil and Water 

Conservation Districts, Minnesota Waters, and the Initiative Foundation. 

6. Findings 

A matrix of findings from the interviews can be found in Appendix I, along with the 

interview guide utilized during interviews in Appendix II. 

 

Misalignment of Citizen Participation Practices Within and Across Scales 

Throughout the interviews I found limited shared understanding of citizen participation 

practices within and across scales. Collaboration was often pursued with citizens on an 

as-needed basis, creating little consistency in when and how water governance actors 

employed citizen participation.  There were exceptions, but only in agencies or 

organizations that knowingly put citizens at the center of their mission. A potential source 

for the misalignment was discrepancies in the degree citizen participation practices were 

pursued.  Some governance actors had extremely sophisticated models for citizen 

participation, and while it is perhaps not necessary that all governance actors employ 
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such methods to the same extent, at the same time the discrepancies appeared to have 

implications on the cumulative impacts of citizen driven management activities.  To 

illustrate, the governance actors better equipped to engage citizens in the implementation 

of water resource management activities created hot-spots of citizen participation 

activities on the landscape. While some hotspots were described as growing through peer 

education on the part of citizens and the facilitation of local buy-in through tours of 

demonstration sites on the parts of county level agencies, these hot-spots were not always 

strategically aligned within and across scales to create environmental change on a larger 

landscape. From a watershed perspective, the misalignment of practices could potentially 

be hindering the achievement of cumulative water quality improvements.  At the very 

least it appears to mask the impact of citizen participation on water quality improvement 

due to the site-specific nature of citizen participation activities.   

I think sometimes it’s hard because you get a lot of people advocating for citizen 

involvement and the balance becomes sometimes identifying, what does citizen 

involvement entail? People are so busy, the public’s busy, and so you invite them 

and this may be a six month project and you get a lot of people engaged…and 

then after two meetings they’re like, okay, I’m done with this.  I didn’t realize it 

was going to get this technical…I think people have different perceptions of it. 

(7)
5
 

 

I think it’s important as a governmental employee that can help usher 

[environmental improvements] in, it’s to help manage expectations.  If you 

manage the expectations right you’ll set them up for success rather than failure.  

One thing I always tell people is it’s taken 150 years for our water to get to where 

it’s at.  It’s not going to get fixed overnight…. (15) 

 

                                                 
5
Denotes interviewee’s unique number identifier. 
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Difficulty Integrating Local Citizen Participation Activities with State Water 

Quality Initiatives 

The misalignment of practices was also observed to impact issues of fit.  Interviewees 

repeatedly placed emphasis on the idea that environmental change occurs at the county 

level, but limited mechanisms were identified regarding how specifically citizen action 

was integrated and coordinated to meet state-driven water quality initiatives.  The closest 

research came to identifying a common thread between governance actors at the county 

scale were county water plans. Under Minnesota state statutes counties are encouraged to 

create and implement local water management plans (Chapter 103B MN Statutes 2009, 

§103B.311).  Within the statute it is explicitly stated how coordination of local water 

management plans is supposed to take place.  At first blush the county water plans take 

the first step at compiling county water resource management activities in a single place 

to then integrate in with state-wide activities, but interviewees repeatedly noted that the 

use of county water plans as a tool to coordinate county activities was hindered by the 

lack of personnel and funding.  Additionally, many counties are still in the process of 

updating their water plans, making it difficult to use county water plans consistently at 

the state level. 

The local water plan is the vehicle that kind of brings everybody to the table. (13) 

 

One of the things that everybody is facing is everybody in state government needs 

to be out in front of the public more—where the action is.  It’s all at the local 

level.  We really need to pay attention to local issues . (4) 

 

...the counties have the staff and have the people to be working with [citizens] at 

the scene.  You have to work with somebody in a regional level or a state level, 

it’s not effective because the landowners just do what they feel they should do, or 

want to do, and there’s no oversight. (13) 
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Semi-Institutionalization of Citizen Participation Practices 

Outside of county water plans, county and state level water governance actors did 

indicate that there was a growing amount of intergovernmental coordination and synergy 

in water resource management activities, but research did not find that this automatically 

extended to citizen participation practices. Research participants repeatedly expressed 

their belief that citizen participation was an integral component to water quality 

improvements.  What was not observed was a systematic decision-making process on the 

part of water governance actors regarding why certain forms of citizen participation were 

chosen to be implemented in place of others.  Additionally, few actors employed an 

evaluation process to then improve the citizen participation methods that were 

implemented. In the absence of decision-making criteria and evaluations, if a form of 

citizen participation failed to result in positive outcomes it served to delegitimize the 

overall impact the practice of citizen participation could have in the eyes of all but a few 

governance actors, namely those who put citizens at the center of their mission. While 

belief in the idea that citizen participation is an important component in achieving water 

quality goals appeared to be fully institutionalized, the institutionalization of the 

implementation of the practice was found to lag behind.   

If the [state agency] isn’t very good with working with citizen, then hire a 

citizens’ group that is.  Why throw all the money away doing things that are 

ineffective… (5) 

 

It’s hard to jump over a layer.  When the fed interacts directly with an individual 

citizen, it’s usually very frustrating for the citizen.  That’s one of the reasons we 

don’t interact with the citizen.  We go, use your local government.‖(1) 
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A friend of mine who had just come to work here, and he said that the trouble with  

you lake people is that you think that it’s all about science or money, and it’s 

neither.  The limiting factor is usually a lack of shared community will or vision. 

(6) 

 

Potential of Policy to Better Align Practices 

Though policy was not the focus of interview questions the findings pointed to an 

interesting impact of policy on citizen participation practices.  In instances where 

governance actors were required to follow strict statutory requirements, for example 

county water plans or Lake Improvement Districts which are local units of government 

comprised entirely of citizens to promote citizen action in lake stewardship activities 

(Chapter 378 MN Statutes 2005, §103B.501to 103B.581), consistency in the practice 

emerged within and across counties.  Note, this consistency was not found to  increase 

the  likelihood of coordination between LIDs, but it still points to the potential role policy 

could play in better aligning practices within and across scales.  LIDs were not alone in 

this phenomenon.  Other water governance actors were articulate in differentiating 

between when citizen participation was required by law versus when it was pursued 

voluntarily.  As previously mentioned in this section, the quality of citizen participation 

practices implemented was variable.  Research questions were not designed to make the 

distinction between mandatory and voluntary citizen participation practices, leaving the 

door open for future research studying the effects policy can have in the implementation 

and alignment of practices within and across scales. 
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7. Discussion 

Originally this project asked to what extent is the practice of citizen participation in water 

resource management activities institutionalized in Minnesota‟s water governance 

system? By what processes is it coordinated within and between the county and state 

levels?  Early into the data collection stages of this research it began to emerge that 

citizen participation was not coordinated between governance levels (e.g. local, county, 

state).  Analysis of data collected for this project revealed haphazard results indicating 

that in the instance of citizen participation in Minnesota‟s water resource management 

activities there was a misalignment of practices within and across social scales, as 

evidenced by the lack of consistency in citizen participation processes as well as lack of 

coordination at and between the county and state levels.  Though all participants in this 

study used one or more forms of citizen participation, research failed to identify a single 

holistic vision to citizen participation that all governance actors employed to facilitate the 

coordination of citizen participation practice within and across governance scales.   

The inconsistency and ultimately misalignment in practices potentially creates 

barriers to effectively using citizen participation as a technique for institutional change 

(Young et al. 2008, Durant et al. 2004, Young 2002).  It may delegitimize the practice, 

making institutionalization more difficult (Oliver 1997), as well as impede the ability of 

citizen participation to overcome path dependence hurdles (Pierson 2000, 2000).  While 

new institutionalism theory states that institutional change occurs at critical junctures that 

are marked by a profound event (Hall & Rosemary 1996) more recent research on 

collaboration has found it to be a micro sources for macro changes in already established 

institutions (Lawrence et al. 2002). Thus by failing to foster collaboration through the 
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institutionalization of citizen participation, theory suggests that Minnesota‟s water 

governance system may be missing an opportunity to facilitate necessary institutional 

change to keep pace with environmental change. 

Returning to the first question regarding the extent citizen participation was 

institutionalized, the misalignment of practices points to a subtlety not originally 

considered when research began— the idea of the practice versus the actual 

implementation of the practice.  In reviewing the findings every institutionalactor could 

draw upon at least one, if not more, examples of where citizen participation was utilized.  

The perceived need for the practice was always present, either legitimized through 

personal experiences or statutory requirements.  What was inconsistent, and perhaps 

hindering institutionalization, were the discrepancies in understanding why certain forms 

of citizen participation were being chosen in place of others and how these different 

forms integrated with other citizen participation activities.  This was most evident in the 

instance of Lake Improvement Districts (LIDs).  In an earlier stage of research I found 

that LIDs as local units of government comprised entirely of citizens to promote citizen 

action in lake stewardship activities, LID formation and management activities are 

heavily influenced by statutory requirements.  While this creates similarities in how each 

individual LID as a governance actor operates, there was a surprising lack of coordination 

between LIDs with either each other or with other county-level or state-level water 

governance actors.  Like many state and county level participants noted in this project, 

collaboration occurred on an as-needed basis.  Though theory is explicit about the 

potential of collaboration to achieve environmental change (Imperial 2005, Wondolleck 
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& Yaffee 2000, Ryan & Klug 2005, Leach et al. 2002) and institutional change (Dacin et 

al. 2002, Lawrence et al. 2002), less clear are the impacts inconsistent collaboration can 

have on institutions.         

Returning to the new institutionalism (Hall & Taylor 1996) theory presented in 

the beginning of this paper, the observations from this project necessitate a customized 

model of institutionalism.  Historical, rational choice and sociological institutionalism all 

insinuate a level of consistency in interactions, a foundational concept for institutions in 

general.  Yet this project revealed a pattern of inconsistency on the part of institutional 

actors with regard to the implementation of citizen participation as a practice.  Path 

dependence theory (Pierson 2000) would explain this phenomenon by saying that when 

the institutions behind Minnesota‟s water governance system were first formed citizen 

participation was not incorporated, and in the years and decades to follow it has become 

increasingly more difficult to undo this original decision.    Path dependence does not 

explain how the idea of the importance of citizen participation practices could have 

concurrently become institutionalized in institutional actors— nor does historical, rational 

choice, or sociological institutionalism.  Historical institutionalism acknowledges that 

political outcomes are created by a host of factors (Hall & Taylor 1996) and path 

dependence theory (Pierson 2000) acknowledges that decisions made in the past can have 

unintended consequences in the future, but neither directly deals with how the 

inconsistent implementation of a practice can result in potentially unintended institutional 

consequences.  The legitimization of citizen participation by institutional actors, but the 

collective de-legitimization of the practice in institutional arrangements through the 
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practice‟s inconsistent use is neither strategic
6
 nor the reflection of the interviewees‟ 

worldviews.
7
  It marks a new element to institutionalism theory, whereby when there is a 

misalignment in the institutionalization of ideas versus resulting practices, inefficiencies 

will appear.
8
 

Looking for answers in the literature on scale regarding how Minnesota could 

foster the institutionalization of citizen participation, it appears that it would be beneficial 

for the practice to be understood by all relevant water governance actors before it can be 

used consistently and effectively at two or more social levels (Innes & Booher 1999).  

While there is currently a growing interest to incorporate citizen participation into policy 

and management activities, this is matched by ambiguity and uncertainty with regard to 

what citizen participation actually looks like (Beresford 2002).  The pattern identified in 

this research, of actors stating that citizen participation is important, but the subsequent 

implementation of the project is disconnected from other management activities, is not 

unique to Minnesota.  It follows a pattern of abstracting citizen participation as something 

separate from policy (Beresford 2002), when in fact if citizen participation is to be 

effectively implemented it must be a part of policy (Newman et al. 2004).  The citizen 

component is needed in environmental governance models because centralized 

government is more attuned to the overarching problems it must confront, whereas the 

citizen at the local scale is more in touch with environmental problems on-the-ground 

                                                 
6
 Rational choice institutionalism asserts that actors will work instrumentally and strategically to attain 

preferred outcomes (Hall & Tayler 1996). 
7
 Sociological institutionalism states that institutions that form are the ones that are most easily 

legitimized and valued in a larger cultural environment (Hall & Taylor 1996). 
8
 The sporadic use of citizen participation practices undermined the ability of citizen participation 

activities to be tied together to work for cumulative environmental change. 
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(Newman et al. 2004, Berkes 2002).  It is tantamount to the difference between saying 

that hundreds of lakes across the country are polluted versus being able to give the names 

and specific water quality problems of the lakes within a ten mile radius of one‟s home.  

If citizen participation practices fail to link up with the activities taking place at county 

and state scales of governance, the decision-makers at higher governance levels will 

make strategic policy and management decision with incomplete knowledge that fails to 

reflect environmental realities.   

This is not to say that all water governance actors must employ the same types of 

citizen participation process regardless of circumstance (Newig & Fritsch 2009).  As 

Table 6 demonstrates, a single environmental issue such as mercury in lakes can have far-

reaching ripples— not all of which are appropriate for citizens to be directly involved in.  

What literature instead states is that for a single practice to be effectively integrated at 

different scales there must be a shared understanding of the practice that legitimizes it in 

the eyes of adopters (Kostova & Roth 2002, Oliver 1997, Bryson 2004).  In the IAP2‟s 

Spectrum of Participation (Figure 9) there are in fact five different levels of what the 

IAP2 call‟s “public impact.”  Using such a schematic to organize the practice of citizen 

participation, adopters at different scales of the water governance system can chose the 

appropriate level of public impact for their needs while maintaining consistency of the 

practice across governance scales.  It should be underscored that this consistency in 

interaction, an integral component to institutions (Hall & Taylor 1996, Young et al. 2008, 

Young 2002) is found to be lacking in Minnesota‟s water governance system at all scales. 
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If citizen participation fails to be effectively used at multiple social scales in 

Minnesota and is unable to create institutional change through collaboration, theory 

suggests that it is not helping Minnesota‟s water governance system to keep pace with 

environmental change (Young et al. 2008, Durant et al. 2004, Young 2002).  In the 

context of Minnesota this is complicated by the push from the MPCA to pursue water 

quality monitoring using watersheds as the unit for management (MPCA 2009).  The 

varying size of watersheds, the fact that they rarely align with political boundaries, and 

the multiple land-uses impacting water flow and pollution on a watershed makes it 

difficult for a single agency to accomplish water quality improvements without help from 

other stakeholders situated on the landscape.   Thus the need to manage watersheds 

collaboratively emerges (Imperial 2005).  A component of collaboration, citizen 

participation is a tool that can help institutions navigate the complexities of 

environmental change on a watershed scale, but like any tool, if used incorrectly it will 

not result in positive environmental change.  As Galaz et al. (2008) asserts citizen 

participation does not automatically result in governance systems becoming better able to 

reflect environmental change and overcoming issues of fit— the effective use of multi-

level governance to keep pace with environmental change.  It is something that must be 

knowingly pursued, specifically when trying to move past threshold behavior and 

cascading effect errors (see Table 6). Issues of fit are notoriously difficult to overcome 

because even when identified they are often locked into political processes (Young 

2002).  In trying to solve a mismatch between the environment and a governance system, 

the political process can create inefficiencies and unforeseen institutional impacts in the 
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long-term (Pierson 2000, 2000). Additionally, the political process is often slow and 

incremental (Vig & Kraft 2006), but environmental change can occur rapidly making 

timing an important component (Galaz et al. 2008).  A lack of coordination between 

scales on the part of Minnesota‟s water governance actors reduces the overall likelihood 

that institutions are being matched with environmental needs. 

Findings suggests that to effectively implement citizen participation in water 

stewardship activities water governance actors must begin to discuss how the practice not 

only feeds into their own water resource management activities, but how these activities 

potentially complement or integrate into the citizen participation activities of other water 

governance actors. Research findings show that Minnesota‟s water governance actors 

coordinate their management activities to varying degrees, but the citizen participation 

component is often missing or treated as a separate issue. The misalignment of citizen 

participation practices and the resulting lack of coordination of citizen participation 

practices within and across social scales continues to mask the potential cumulative water 

resource management benefits provided by citizen participation.  If Minnesota‟s water 

governance actors choose to further institutionalize the practice of citizen participation, 

coordination is just one piece of the puzzle.  To clear up the ambiguity surrounding 

citizens participation (Beresford 2002) it is necessary to create a common understanding 

of what citizen participation means within the context of Minnesota‟s water governance 

system and corresponding institutions.  The creation and adoption of a single citizen 

participation typology is one potential way to accomplish this.  Neither typology 

presented in this paper was designed to specifically address citizen participation in 
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natural resource management settings, but one tailored to the needs of Minnesota could 

be created.  Other participation typologies developed in different areas for specific 

reasons, such as the typology developed for stakeholder participation in company 

environmental decision-making (Green & Hunton-Clarke 2003) or the typology for 

communication in risk management situations (Fishhoff 1998), demonstrate that this 

would be possible. From an environmental outcomes perspective, there may distinct 

benefits from creating a typology that directly addresses the sources for error in 

environmental governance, such as spatial issues, temporal inconsistencies, threshold 

behavior, and cascading effects, to ensure that the practice is being created and 

implemented with specific institutional needs in mind. 

8. Conclusion 

In closing, in the instance of citizen participation as a practice, barriers to 

institutionalization, specifically path dependence, are found to be potentially 

surmountable.  A burgeoning body of research on institutional change reveals that 

collaboration can play a role in transforming institutions without the need for a critical 

juncture in the form of a dramatic event to be present.  Citizen participation typologies 

also present a potential tool in avoiding a misalignment of practices at multiple 

governance scales that can foster shared perceptions of the practice and help to legitimize 

it in the eyes of potential adopters.  Citizen participation, when used strategically to 

minimize sources for governance errors including spatial issues, temporal 

inconsistencies, threshold behavior, and cascading effects, can perhaps better facilitate 

the responsiveness of governance systems to the ever-changing needs of the environment.   
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While this paper has consisted of mainly theoretical inquiry into institutional 

change, the applied value of the research must be reiterated.  Policies that promote citizen 

participation in water resource management activities may encounter hurdles to 

implementation because the practice of citizen participation may not integrate with the 

institutional landscape and the subsequent governance system present.  This research thus 

underscores the importance of accounting for institutional variables, such as fit and scale, 

when trying to implement a practice that is perhaps only semi-institutionalized.  What 

remains to be understood is what role policy can play in accounting for or minimizing the 

impacts institutions can have on policy implementation.  Moving forward, future research 

is still needed to better understand the role of policy in institutional change.  Policy itself 

has the ability to structure institutions, but lesser explored is the role of policy recast as 

an institution.  Understanding the potential of policy as an institution could reveal another 

route around the difficulties of institutional change in the implementation of practices 

similar to citizen participation. 
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Chapter 5 

When Ripples Become Waves 

 

 

My doctoral research project investigated two overarching questions: 1) What are 

the distinct policy characteristics that foster citizen engagement in water resource 

stewardship activities? 2) To what extent can policy coordinate citizen 

participation activities to work for cumulative water quality improvements across 

Minnesota?  In Chapter 5 I revisit my findings and discuss their significance and 

the subsequent future research needs that they reveal. This chapter concludes with 

strategic factors for how Minnesota can improve its water governance landscape 

to foster and coordinate citizen participation in water stewardship activities. 

 

1. Introduction 

Fresh water systems are an integral part to the health of all biological systems, but the 

overall trend in the decentralization of water policy in the U.S. has lead to site-specific 

management of fresh water resources that fail to integrate regional, state or federal water 

conservation activities (Black & Fisher 2001, Mann 1993, Rogers 1993, Barlow 2007).  

In the absence of a national vision for fresh water resources the fifty states have 

developed fifty independent ways of monitoring water quality and undertaking 

management activities.  While the Clean Water Act (CWA) of 1972 (33 U.S.C. §1251 et 

seq.) delegates authority to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to oversee the 

states‟ water quality monitoring activities, the GAO has found that the discrepancies in 

state activities have reached a point where the EPA is hindered in its efforts to identify 

the country‟s most polluted waters (Stephenson & Elstein 2002), in turn making it 

difficult to write informed water policy.   

The impacts of a labyrinthine and decentralized water governance system on the 

health of fresh water resources can be seen in Minnesota. Minnesota‟s watersheds are 
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managed by a complex network of seven federal agencies, seven state agencies and 11 

types of local entities (OLA 2007).  Even with such a high level of institutional 

complexity, the more surface waters that the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency tests, 

the more surface waters it finds that fail to meet federally regulated water quality 

standards and are thus deemed “impaired.”  To illustrate, the MPCA‟s preliminary 2010 

303(d) impaired waters list includes 647 lakes, whereas the MPCA‟s 2008 impaired 

waters list contained only 510 lakes (MPCA 2010).  In a two year period 137 tested lakes 

failed to meet water quality standards.  Once polluted surface waters are identified, the 

question remains how state agencies can outpace the degradation of Minnesota‟s water 

resources to remove surface waters from the impaired waters list?  Environmental 

governance models suggest that non-governmental actors, such as the for-profit sector, 

non-profit sector, and civic society are needed to fill in management gaps (Durant et al 

2004).  With regard to civic society in natural resource management issues, this project 

examined how the practice of citizen participation can potentially be fostered and 

consistently integrated into Minnesota‟s established water governance system. 

2. Review of Findings 

Lake Improvement Districts (LIDS), one of Minnesota‟s lesser known citizen-driven 

water stewardship programs, are just one piece of this elaborate water governance puzzle. 

Yet their story provides a useful platform for studying the role of policy in fostering 

citizen participation in water resource management.  A review of the findings reveals that 

while there are specific policy characteristics that promote citizen participation from the 

citizen perspective, institutional factors must also be accounted for when studying the 
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implementation of policies designed to promote citizen participation.  Research presented 

in this dissertation has begun to reveal how institutions, defined as the mechanisms that 

mold social practices, assign roles to participants in these practices, and govern the 

interactions between institutional actors (Young et al 2008), have the ability to influence 

policy implementation. 

 

What are the distinct policy characteristics that foster citizen engagement in water 

resource stewardship activities? 

Chapter 2 took a grassroots approach and framed research from the citizen perspective to 

fill in the knowledge gap around what the citizen experience is in collaborative natural 

resource management activities (Lubell 2004, Bingham and O‟Leary 2006). While part of 

research was focused on barriers to the adoption and diffusion of the LID statute, 

research also sought to understand what citizens perceived to be the benefits of forming a 

LID.  From the interviews it emerged that three main characteristics from the LID statute 

were contributing to citizens‟ perceptions of success and reasons for pursuing LID 

establishment: 

A. The statute transformed a volunteer citizen group into a LGU.  As a local 

government unit (LGU), citizens perceived that they received higher standing in 

the eyes of county and state agencies.  This motivated them to not only create a 

LID, but continue to pursue management activities over time because with 

improved standing they believed they had a better chance of successfully 

implementing lake management plans. 

B. The statute provided a consistent source of funding.  LIDs often pursued 

management activities that required a significant amount of funding. Not only 



 

 128 

that, but the funding had to be consistent year-to-year for activities such as flood 

control or the eradication of invasive aquatic plants, like curly leaf pondweed 

(Potamogeton crispus) and Eurasian water milfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum), to be 

effective.  Participants commonly viewed LIDs as a solution to funding 

constraints when competitive grants did not materialize or when local or state 

government funding was limited. As an LGU a LID is able to levy a tax on 

district members through the county (Chapter 378 MN Statutes 2005, 

§103B.555). 

C. The statute eliminated free-rider issues. Collective action problems, where 

individuals all want the same thing but fail to work together to achieve it (Olson 

1965), are thought to be in part precipitated by the presence of free-riders (Ostrom 

1990). Free-riders are those who use a resource, but in no way contribute to the 

resource‟s management.   Citizens recognized LID formation as a viable way to 

overcome the presence of free-riders in lake management activities.  One of the 

major distinguishing characteristics between a LID as a LGU and a Lake 

Association, which is a volunteer-based lake management group, is the ability of a 

LID to make everyone contribute to the funding of lake management activities. 

Whereas a Lake Association depends upon voluntary donations of time and 

resources, a LID‟s capacity to create a tax that is implemented on its behalf by its 

parent government makes it impossible for only a few lakefront property owners 

to shoulder the burden of lake management activities and their subsequent costs.  
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To what extent can policy coordinate citizen participation activities to work for 

cumulative water quality improvements across Minnesota?  

 

Research was unable to completely answer to what extent policy can coordinate citizen 

participation within and across scales (e.g. local, county, state) to achieve cumulative 

water quality improvements.  In attempting to answer this question, research revealed that 

institutions, the practices that mediate how governance actors interact, are part of the 

equation.  In Chapter 3, where Wisconsin‟s Lake District (LD) program was used as a 

counterpoint to Minnesota‟s LID program, research illustrated three key findings 

regarding the interplay between policy and institutions and its subsequent impact on the 

implementation of policies designed to foster citizen participation in lake stewardship 

activities: 

A. Policies have the ability to structure institutional arrangements to promote 

program success.  Findings showed that institutional arrangements could be 

generated internally by the policies themselves.  In the instance of Minnesota‟s 

LIDs and Wisconsin‟s LDs, these institutional arrangements focused on 

procedural issues regarding the creation, operation, and eventual termination of a 

district.  They choreographed how citizens acting as a local governmental unit 

interacted with county boards and delegated state agencies.  Both Minnesota and 

Wisconsin‟s statutes internally generated institutional arrangements that 

envisioned what policy actors would be necessary for the operational success (i.e. 

implementation) of an individual district, neither state‟s statute accounted for 

institutional arrangements already at play on the water governance landscape.  Yet 
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somehow Wisconsin was able to create more than 200 LDs, while Minnesota was 

only able to create 24. 

B. The timing/sequencing of when institutional arrangements form in relation 

to policy implementation matters.  Research findings support the idea proposed 

by Pierson (2004) that the timing of when institutions and corresponding 

institutional arrangements come into play matters.  Specifically, it is the 

sequencing of institutions in relation to policy implementation that appears to 

impact adoption rates. One of the major differences between Minnesota and 

Wisconsin‟s institutions related to lake stewardship activities was the presence of 

the Wisconsin Lakes Partnership (WLP), which provided a layer of institutional 

support for LD establishment both before and after the LD statute was 

implemented.  In Minnesota, no formal institution organized water governance 

actors around LID establishment activities prior to policy implementation.   

C. The potential gains of policy working synergistically with institutions. In 

Wisconsin‟s case, the WLP provided an institutional layer that integrated with the 

LD‟s stated purpose, which was to promote lake protection and rehabilitation.  

The WLP‟s unlimited partnership principle and the representation of LDs by 

Wisconsin Association of Lakes (WAL) in the partnership fostered an atmosphere 

of synergy.  In Minnesota, the absence of such an institution, and specifically the 

absence of an advocacy actor in relation to LID establishment, is believed to be 

one of the main contributing reasons the program‟s diffusion rate has been slow. 
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While Chapter 3 focused primarily the impact of institutions on policy implementation, 

Chapter 4 began to explore the role of institutions in the coordination of citizen activities 

within and across county and state scales of governance.   Research sought to understand 

the extent that the practice of citizen participation was institutionalized by examining 

how many of Minnesota‟s water governance actors adopted the practice of citizen 

participation, if citizen participation was believed to be an effective way to accomplish 

water resource management goals, and if the practice was perceived to be a temporary or 

permanent solution to water resource management issues.  In relation to Minnesota‟s 

water governance system, research revealed the following points: 

A. Misalignment of citizen participation practices within and across governance 

scales.  Research found limited shared understanding of citizen participation 

practices within and across scales. Collaboration was often pursued with citizens 

on an as-needed basis, creating little consistency in when and how water 

governance actors employed citizen participation.  A potential source for the 

misalignment of citizen participation across scales was the discrepancy in the 

degree citizen participation practices were pursued.  Some governance actors had 

extremely sophisticated models for citizen participation while others did not.  

Though it is perhaps not necessary that all governance actors employ participatory 

methods to the same extent, at the same time the discrepancies appeared to have 

implications on the cumulative impacts of citizen driven management activities.  

From a watershed perspective, the misalignment of practices could potentially be 

hindering the achievement of cumulative water quality improvements.  At the 



 

 132 

very least it appears to mask the impact of citizen participation on water quality 

improvements due to the site-specific nature of citizen participation activities.   

 

B. Difficulty integrating local citizen participation activities with state water 

quality initiatives.  The misalignment of practices was also observed to impact 

issues of fit, defined as the use of multi-level governance to better match 

institutions with environmental needs (Young et al 2008).  Interviewees 

repeatedly placed emphasis on the idea that environmental change occurs at the 

county level, but limited mechanisms were identified regarding how specifically 

citizen action was integrated and coordinated to meet state-driven water quality 

initiatives. 

 

C. Semi-institutionalization of citizen participation practices.  Research 

participants repeatedly expressed their belief that citizen participation was an 

integral component to water quality improvements.  What was not observed was a 

systematic decision-making process on the part of water governance actors 

regarding why certain forms of citizen participation were chosen to be 

implemented in place of others.  Additionally, few actors employed an evaluation 

process to then improve the citizen participation methods that were implemented. 

In the absence of decision-making criteria and evaluations, if a form of citizen 

participation failed to result in positive outcomes it served to delegitimize the 

overall impact the practice of citizen participation could have in the eyes of all but 
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a few governance actors. While belief in the idea that citizen participation is an 

important component in achieving water quality goals appeared to be fully 

institutionalized, the institutionalization of the implementation of the practice was 

found to lag behind.   

 

D. Potential of policy to better align practices.  Findings pointed to an interesting 

impact of policy on citizen participation practices.  In instances where governance 

actors were required to follow strict statutory requirements, for example Lake 

Improvement Districts, consistency in the practice emerged within and across 

counties.  Note, this consistency was not found to  increase the  likelihood of 

coordination between LIDs, but it still points to the potential role policy could 

play in better aligning practices within and across scales.   

 

What can we do with this knowledge? 

Whether or not environmental governance models that promote collaborative 

management of natural resources are embraced by county, state, and federal 

governments, the fact remains that public participation has a role to play in the 

conservation and remediation of the United States‟ fresh water resources.  The federal 

Clean Water Act (CWA) of 1972 explicitly states that: 

Public participation in the development, revision, and enforcement of any 

regulation, standard, effluent limitation, plan, or program established by the 

Administrator or  any State under this Act shall be provided for, encouraged, and 

assisted by the Administrator and the States…(33 U.S.C. §1251 Sec. 101 (e); 

emphasis added). 
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Over four decades after the CWA was created the citizen component to water resource 

management is still evolving (Imperial 2005, Mckinney & Field 2008, Cooper et al 

2006).  Though stakeholders can be effective remediating localized water resource 

problems, their ability to make drastic water quality improvements is impeded by a lack 

of coordination with other stakeholder-based management activities in the areas 

immediately surrounding them (Feldman 2007, Imperial 2005). Thus the challenge is not 

just to create citizen groups engaged in water stewardship activities, but how to also 

coordinate citizen groups together to work for cumulative water quality improvements. 

The project‟s findings reveal specific policy characteristic, such as legitimizing a 

citizen group by transforming them into a LGU, the ability to generate a consistent source 

of funding over the long-term, and the tools to eliminate free-riders that policymakers can 

utilize to improve a policy‟s ability to foster citizen participation.  The importance of 

these specific characteristics is that they are distilled from citizen experiences and 

therefore represent the citizen perception of what is important in policies trying to engage 

citizens.  This is a different approach from prior research done in the field which framed 

citizen participation from a top-down perspective that emphasized how citizen 

participation practices could be improved for the purposes of the policymaker or 

decision-maker (Irvin & Stansbury 2004, Mandarano 2008, Conley & Moot 2003, 

Koontz & Thomas 2006).  By increasing understanding of the citizen experience in 

collaborative water stewardship activities, future water policies can be more responsive to 

what citizen groups perceive they need to be successful.   
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On the topic of coordinating citizen participation activities, findings exposed that 

the misalignment of citizen participation practices within and across county and state 

governance scales is perhaps impeding the ability of citizen activities to be coordinated 

together to achieve state water quality goals.  In relation to water resource management, 

this is a key challenge in solving non-point source pollution issues.  Recall from Chapter 

1 that historically non-point source pollution has been a difficult water quality issue for 

the EPA to tackle (Houck 2002).  The interconnectedness of natural systems, such as 

watersheds, makes it difficult for top-down regulatory policies to function when water 

quality impairments are caused by the accumulation of many diffuse actions because it is 

hard to determined who should be targeted when it comes time for remediation (Lant 

1999,  Letey 2000, Margerum & Whithall 2004).  Today the citizen is increasingly 

targeted to participate in natural resource management activities because the complexity 

surrounding environmental problems, such as non-point source pollution, supports the 

need for integrated approaches to management that include a diverse set of both 

governmental and non-governmental actors (Rogers 1993, Cortner & Moot 1999, 

Wondolleck &Yaffee 2000, Margerum & Whitall 2004, Koontz & Thomas 2006).  Yet if 

the citizen-driven water stewardship activities continue to operate in isolation from other 

water stewardship projects occurring in their county or on their respective watershed, 

non-point source problems will persist.   

This project suggests that to effectively implement and coordinate citizen 

participation in water stewardship activities water governance actors must begin to 

discuss how the practice not only feeds into their own water resource management 
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activities, but how these activities potentially complement or integrate into the citizen 

participation activities of other water governance actors. Research findings show that 

Minnesota‟s water governance actors coordinate their management activities to varying 

degrees, but the citizen participation component is often missing or treated as a separate 

issue. If Minnesota‟s water governance actors choose to further institutionalize the 

practice of citizen participation there is a need to first create a shared understanding of 

what citizen participation practices actually look like.  To clear up the ambiguity 

surrounding citizen participation practices (Beresford 2002) it is necessary to create a 

common understanding of what citizen participation means within the context of 

Minnesota‟s water governance system and corresponding institutions.   

What are the next steps for research such as this? 

 

Ultimately, findings begin to reveal the potential of policy to better align citizen 

participation practices across governance scales, but future research is still needed to 

better understand the extent policy can transform institutional arrangements.  The WLP 

points to the potential policy implementation gains that can be achieved when institutions 

work synergistically with policy, but how this synergy can be strategically fostered in 

already established water governance models such as Minnesota‟s remains to be 

explored.   

The issue of how make institutions work in concert with policies is a potentially 

pivotal element to understanding methods for improving policy implementation rates for 

policies designed to promote citizen participation in water stewardship activities.  Though 

institutions may be one type of special device to help overcome collective action 
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problems, as discussed in Chapter 4 these institutions may be difficult to change.  In the 

context of environmental issues, such as water quality, this inflexibility can become 

problematic. When institutions are unable to account for environmental changes, 

governance structures will subsequently fail to align with environmental needs and 

realities. In such instances environmental degradation can potentially outpace 

conservation and restoration activities.  The rate of adoption and diffusion of policies 

designed to support civic society in water governance models therefore emerges as 

critical component when framed within the context of environmental change. Citizen 

participation practices are one way to help governance systems keep pace with 

environmental changes (Galaz et al 2008). Yet if the institutional landscape does not 

integrate with citizen participation practices and the policies that promote them, their 

implementation rates are in turn slow, impeding implementation from taking place. 

The project demonstrated how policy can change institutional arrangements after 

policy implementation, but a future point of research could be the role of policy recast as 

an institution.  If institutional change through collaboration (Lawrence et al 2002, Dacin 

et al 2002) is too slow in the face of rapid environmental change, another way to create 

and change institutions to reflect environmental realities will have to be identified.  

Pierson (2006) makes a highly theoretical argument for why policy, re-imagined as an 

institution, could instigate institutional change.  He asserts that just like institutions, 

policies have the ability to govern interactions between actors by changing incentives and 

redistributing resources.  This is in stark contrast to how policies are historically 

perceived as reflections of political processes, not a force that shapes them.  Pierson 
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acknowledges that there are more types of policies than there are institutional regimes 

(e.g. parliamentary, presidential, etc.).  The heterogeneous nature of policy therefore 

complicates the development of distinct policy categories where meaningful comparisons 

can be made between policies that translate into institutions.  Pierson‟s theory on policies 

as institutions holds potential, but as of yet it is largely untested in environmental 

settings.  There exists the need to test if such theories can be applied to real institutional 

and environmental governance scenarios as a potential solution for how institutions and 

governance systems can keep pace with environmental change. 

3. Factors for Strategic Change 

Based on this research, I have identified four strategic factors for promoting citizen 

participation in Minnesota, and subsequent governance issues related to coordination and 

integration with water resource management activities implemented by citizen groups, 

non-profits and government agencies.  These factors evolved directly from the findings 

discussed in the previous chapters.  

I. Create a consistent source of funding while removing free-riders.  

Interviewees in Wisconsin repeatedly mentioned the state‟s Marine Gas Tax as a 

driver for change because it provided a consistent source of funding to pursue 

lake management activities.  LID participants also echoed this sentiment and 

noted that the LID tax removed many of the free-rider problems that volunteer-

based lake management groups often confronted.   

It was observed that one unresolved free-rider issue following LID 

establishment was transient recreational users.   Minnesota‟s LID statute only 
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applies to public lakes that have public access points.  As a result, some of the 

management activities that LIDs pursued were potentially in response to the 

activities of individuals who did not live within the boundaries of the LID.  For 

example, the presence of invasive aquatic plants brought in on the boat motors of 

transient users or erosion issues caused by intense boating agitating the water.  

While Minnesota does have a generic gas tax that operates similarly to 

Wisconsin‟s Marine Gas Tax, the current budget shortfall in Minnesota and the 

need for highway improvements has led to interest groups, such as Minnesotans 

for Responsible Recreation, to lobby for the halt of gas tax diversions to 

recreational activities (Kasuba 2010).  Minnesota State Statute §86B.706 places a 

percentage of the gas tax coming from sales of gas for watercrafts into the Water 

Recreation Account that is used by the Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources (MN DNR) for such activities as maintenance of public water access 

and boating facilities, as well as invasive species control.  In review of 2008 data, 

if gas tax diversions were halted, nearly half of the Water Recreation Account‟s 

budget, just under $8 million, would disappear (MN DNR 2008).   The remaining 

half of the account comes from user fees, the majority of which is from watercraft 

registration. 

In light of the success of using taxes to overcome free-rider issues by LIDs 

and the continued need to minimize the free-rider impacts of transient recreational 

users, as well as the new controversy surrounding gas tax diversions, Minnesota 

may want to consider the creation of a marine gas tax similar to the one found in 
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Wisconsin.  It is a way to insure consistent funding continues to be available to 

the MN DNR to maintain public access points on lakes, as well as reduces the 

burden of responsibility on lakefront property owners to pay for management 

activities to counteract environmental degradation potentially caused by transient 

recreational users. By the funding being consistent from year to year, the MN 

DNR may be able to pursue long-term management activities.  Interviewees in 

both Wisconsin and Minnesota articulated that one of the greatest benefits of 

implementing a tax to support lake stewardship activities was knowing that 

funding would continue to be available over time.  Consistent funding allowed 

groups in both states to tackle larger management problems than they might 

otherwise if funding levels were unstable.    

 

II. Creating consistency in the interactions between citizens and other 

institutional actors.  A potential way to foster the coordination of collaborative 

efforts between citizens and government agencies is to create shared meanings of 

citizen participation practices among water governance actors.  Currently, 

Minnesota‟s water governance actors subscribe to their own personal definitions 

of what constitutes citizen participation, which creates a potential misalignment of 

citizen participation practices within and across county and state governance 

scales.  The International Association of Public Participation (IAP2) provides an 

example of an evolved typology where increasing levels of citizen participation 

result in increasing levels of impact (see Chapter 4, Figure 4).  In its model the 
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IAP2 draws attention to the idea that successful use of citizen participation also 

depends on an alignment of expectations and deliverables between stakeholder 

groups.  The importance in consistency of interactions is a bedrock tenet of 

institutionalism, but lesser acknowledged is that it is a core component of citizen 

participation—especially in instances where citizens are key stakeholders.  This is 

recognized in IAP2‟s typology where deliverables on the part of the implementing 

actor (i.e. the one utilizing citizen participation to achieve a goal) become stated 

up front and matched with degrees of citizen impact.  Thus there is shared 

understanding being built not just between water governance actors as to what 

citizen participation means in a single governance system, but citizens in turn 

know what to expect when an actor requests citizen involvement in management 

activities. 

Typologies also afford a degree of flexibility where governance actors can 

work within a shared spectrum of implementable citizen participation activities 

while choosing the form of citizen participation that meets their management 

needs.  How a practice is perceived can fundamentally impact the degree to which 

it is legitimized and ultimately implemented.  Subscribing to a single citizen 

participation typology at multiple scales of governance could perhaps help to 

minimize the misalignment of practices in the instance of Minnesota‟s water 

governance systems through the creation of a common understanding of the 

practice.  Citizen participation typologies are just one potential way to facilitate 

the interactions between institutional actors and citizens.  For the purposes of 
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consistently institutionalizing the practice of citizen participation within and 

across county and state scales of governance, creating shared understandings and 

expectations between stakeholders is pivotal. 

III. Creation of a Minnesota LID advocate.  One of the most revealing observations 

of how institutional arrangements in Minnesota‟s water governance system were 

constructed around LIDs was the absence of a LID advocate.  On an institutional 

level, LIDs were negatively affected by the absence of an advocacy actor working 

on their behalf.  Other water stewardship groups in Minnesota, such as Watershed 

Districts, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, and Lake Associations, all have a 

separate nonprofit dedicated to being their advocate and resource.  LIDs have a 

single coordinator in the MN DNR division of Waters who spends only a fraction 

of their time working on LID issues, and only in a non-advocacy manner.  No one 

is formally charged with proactively fostering LID establishment, and as a result 

the slow implementation and diffusion of Minnesota‟s LID statute has served to 

delegitimize the entire program.   

LIDs, which are local units of government, do not have a representative in 

state-level water governance discussions.  As a result, LIDs are a largely invisible 

to state-level actors.  They exist as isolated citizen groups within counties and 

subsequently pursue site specific management activities. There is no external 

force that helps consistently facilitate LIDs to collaborate with other LIDs or other 

water resource management groups. Funding, perhaps from the Clean Water 

Legacy Act 2007, must be made available to fund a nonprofit, or at least a 
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position at an existing nonprofit such as Minnesota Waters, to create a formal 

advocate and resource within the state‟s water governance system.   

 

IV. Formation of a state level water resource management partnership.  

Fieldwork in Wisconsin demonstrated that there is a difference between a water 

governance system and water resource management partnership.  Minnesota has 

high institutional complexity in its water governance system, but the many 

institutional actors surrounding Minnesota‟s LIDs do not effectively integrate the 

program into the larger water governance system.  There lacks formal institutional 

linkages among parties and mechanisms for coordinating activities to make LIDs 

anything more than site specific citizen driven stewardship projects.  The 

fragmented nature of LID activities, where LIDs are scattered across various 

counties and rarely work with other water stewardship projects taking place on 

their respective watersheds, masks the overall potential impact LIDs can have on 

water quality improvements to the point that they are deemed inconsequential 

units of management at the state level.  As a result, the state level institutional 

actors, accustomed to working with each other and perhaps specific county level 

organizations, fail to link their management activities to those of LIDs.Wisconsin 

provides a counterpoint to Minnesota in the form of the Wisconsin Lakes 

Partnership comprised of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WI 

DNR), the Wisconsin Association of Lakes (WAL), and the University of 

Wisconsin Extensions.  WAL is self-defined as the citizen arm of the WLP, and is 
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the only state-wide nonprofit focused on advocacy and representation of 

Wisconsin‟s citizens who are concerned about the health of the state‟s lakes.  

University of Wisconsin Extension is responsible for generating the bulk of the 

educational materials related to lake sciences.  Meanwhile, the WI DNR is 

connected to the formal government and policy issues surrounding lakes.  At the 

center of WLP activities are citizens involved in lake stewardship activities who 

benefit from the materials and initiatives created by either the education, 

advocacy, or government arms of the partnership. Collectively the WLP operates 

as a steward for citizen involvement and takes the burden of responsibility to 

inform, foster, coordinate and support citizen participation in lake management 

activities throughout Wisconsin. 

Currently, Minnesota has no comparable set of institutional arrangements.  

Minnesota lacks a state level partnership where local and county level citizen-

driven water stewardship activities, such as LIDs, have an opportunity to be 

connected to state level management activities being implemented by the MN 

DNR, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, or the Board of Soil and Water 

Resources.  This disconnect was expressed repeatedly in interviews with 

representatives from Minnesota‟s water governance system who supported the 

idea of citizen participation, but articulated citizen participation practices as a 

separate topic from regular water resource management activities.   As discussed 

in the previous recommendation, the challenge of integrating citizens into the 

state‟s water governance is further complicated by the absence of an advocacy 
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actor as well.  Wisconsin‟s Lake Districts (LDs) are represented in the partnership 

by WAL.  As an advocate for citizen involvement in lake stewardship activities, 

WAL not only serves as a resource for citizens interested in lake management 

activities, but it also represents citizen groups at the state level.   

 

4. Concluding Thoughts 

Though research focused on citizen involvement in the management of Minnesota‟s 

surface waters, the role of the citizen in water resource management activities is swiftly 

becoming a relevant topic for the entire world.  The United Nations‟ (UN) Water for Life 

campaign has declared 2005 through 2015 the “international decade for action” (UN 

Water for Life 2010).  From Minnesota to Zaragoza, Spain where the UN convened its 

Clean Water for a Healthy World conference in March of 2010, water quality has 

emerged as a universal concern in the 21
st
 century.  The need to foster water quality 

improvements both swiftly and on a large scale necessitates a more integrated and 

coordinated approach to the protection and remediation of the planet‟s fresh water 

resources.  Environmental governance models emphasize that both governmental and 

non-governmental actors have a role to play in the collaborative management of natural 

resources.  The research presented in this dissertation demonstrates how policy can play a 

part in fostering the citizen component to governance systems and additionally, the 

importance of accounting for institutions in the coordination of water resource 

management activities across governance scales to work for cumulative environmental 

change. 
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Appendix I:  Chapter 4 Research Findings 

 

(Note: The coordination component is two pronged as it applies to both coordination within a county and 

coordination between a county and state level stakeholders.) 

 

County Level 

Stakeholders 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

Lake Improvement 

Districts (LID)* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*For each county, 

findings include 

responses from two or 

more LIDs.  

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Public meetings for 

lake residents where 

members of the District 

are able to vote on 

management decisions. 

 Citizen-run board. 

 Citizen implementation 

of management plans. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 County approval 

needed to form LID. 

 Some communication 

with other LIDs, but is 

relatively minimal. 

 Work on an as needed 

basis with the county, 

DNR, MPCA, Initiative 

Foundation and 

businesses related to 

lake management. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 DNR comments on 

proposed management 

plan activities 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Public meetings for 

lake residents where 

members of the 

District are able to 

vote on management 

decisions. 

 Citizen-run board. 

 Citizen 

implementation of 

management plans. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 County approval 

needed to form LID. 

 Close working 

relationships with 

respective Lake 

Associations, which 

are volunteer groups. 

 Close working 

relationship with 

county. 

 Limited interaction 

between LIDs. 

 Participation in the 

Initiative Foundation‟s 

Healthy Lakes 

Program. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 DNR comments on 

proposed management 

plan activities 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Public meetings for 

lake residents where 

members of the 

District are able to 

vote on management 

decisions. 

 Citizen-run board. 

 Citizen 

implementation of 

management plans. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 County approval 

needed to form LID. 

 Worked with county, 

DNR, Army Corp, 

neighboring 

townships and 

attorneys on an as 

needed basis. 

 Limited interaction 

with other LIDs or 

Lake Associations. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 DNR comments on 

proposed management 

plan activities 
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County Level 

Stakeholders 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

Soil & Water 

Conservation Districts 

(SWCD) 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Citizens are largely 

viewed as customers to 

the services that the 

SWCD provide. 

 SWCD programming 

facilitates 

environmental friendly 

land-use practices on 

private land, but there 

is no formal 

mechanism for citizen 

input to help guide 

these programs. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Keep in contact with 

SWCDs in neighboring 

counties. 

 Coordination is only 

pursued as needed. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Communicating with 

state level stakeholders, 

especially Board of 

Water and Soil 

Resources, is pursued 

through email, annual 

meetings, websites, and 

tele-conferences. 

 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Open door policy for 

citizens to approach 

the SWCD with 

questions. 

 Help to design 

projects for private 

landowners to 

improve the 

environmental impact 

of land-use activities.  

These plans are then 

implemented through 

cost-share programs. 

 Outreach and 

education to citizens 

through radio, direct 

mailings, newspapers, 

presentations, website 

and one-on-one 

meetings. 

 Attempt to instigate 

peer-to-peer 

education. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Networking with state 

and county 

stakeholders is 

facilitated through the 

local Water Plan Task 

Force.  

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Coordination at all 

levels through 

partnerships when the 

opportunity presents 

itself. 

 Kept abreast of state 

level activities through 

Board of Soil and 

Water Resources. 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Open door policy for 

citizens to approach 

the SWCD with 

questions. 

 Train citizens to 

collect water quality 

data. 

 Cost-share programs 

to help citizens to 

implement 

environmentally 

friendly land-use 

practices. 

 Help to manage 

citizen expectations of 

what they can 

realistically expect to 

be outcomes of their 

participation to help 

avoid citizen 

participation burn-out 

or pessimism.  

 Facilitating the long-

term interest of 

citizens by giving 

recognition where 

recognition is due for 

outstanding citizen 

engagement.  

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Water Plan Task 

Force. 

 Partnerships when 

they present 

themselves. 

 Shared data 

management systems. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Cost-sharing of 

programs between the 

state and county. 
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County Level 

Stakeholders 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

County Board 

Representatives 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Being a county 

commissioner is one 

opportunity for citizen 

involvement.  Help to 

represent your district‟s 

perspective. 

 Citizen input occurs 

through township 

meetings, surveys, and 

phone calls, emails, and 

one-on-one meetings 

with county 

representatives 

 The county governance 

structure helps to 

provide grants for the 

implementation of Best 

Management Practices 

(BMPs). 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Inter-county 

collaboration on 

projects when 

warranted. 

 The County Water Plan 

where many 

stakeholders come 

together at meetings. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Coordination through 

informal personal 

relationships and 

regional committee 

meetings. 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Open door policy for 

citizen questions. 

 Notify citizens of 

participation 

opportunities through 

newspaper articles. 

 Citizens can offer 

input through public 

meetings, writing 

letters, citizen task 

forces and by way of 

their county 

representative.  

Citizens may also 

choose to join an 

organization or group 

that shares their 

opinions. 

 Citizens can learn 

about implementation 

practices through 

training sessions. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 County Water Plan, 

where citizens and 

other stakeholders 

offer input. 

 Township Association 

where township 

activities are 

coordinated. 

 Making efforts to 

partner with 

surrounding counties 

to promote 

information sharing 

regarding County 

Water Plans.  

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Involvement with the 

Association of 

Minnesota Counties. 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

Coordination at the County 

Level:  

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TBA 
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County Level 

Stakeholders 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

County Water Planners Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Serve as a resource for 

citizens who have 

questions. 

 Help citizens to find 

funding for 

implementation of 

BMPs. 

 Provide outreach and 

education through 

phone calls, email, 

presentations at public 

events, workshops, 

seminars and trips to 

demonstration sites. 

 Providing volunteer 

opportunities through 

citizen water 

monitoring programs. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Local Water Plan task 

force that includes five 

citizen representatives. 

 The County Water Plan 

itself. 

 Coordination through 

collaboration, 

especially with 

neighboring counties. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Coordination through 

informal relationships 

that are built by in-

person interactions and 

growing sense of trust. 

 

Represented by SWCD 

 

Represented by SWCD 
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County Level 

Stakeholders 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

Department of Natural 

Resources Area 

Hydrologists 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Education and outreach 

of good conservation 

practices through phone 

calls, classroom 

presentations, tours to 

demonstration sites, 

printed and digital 

brochures, workshops, 

press releases, and 

presentations at public 

meetings and 

conferences. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Partnerships with 

necessary stakeholders 

on an as-needed basis. 

 Coordinate with other 

agencies through 

common notification 

forms. 

 Involvement in a 

county coalition. 

 County Water Plan 

keeps stakeholders on 

the same page with 

regard to water 

resource management 

activities, both those 

that are current and 

those that are pending. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Natural synergy occurs 

when many 

organizations are all 

working on the same 

topic of water resource 

management. 

 Environmental Quality 

Board where agency 

commissioners sit 

down at the same table. 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 The DNR is a resource 

for citizens with 

questions. 

 Gather citizen input 

through public 

meetings. 

 Help to create citizen 

task forces in local 

water planning efforts, 

for example citizen 

involvement in water 

quality and water level 

monitoring  

 Attendance at citizen 

meetings to better 

integrate citizen 

opinions into water 

resource management 

activities. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Permit review 

processes where many 

stakeholders have an 

opportunity to 

comment. 

 County Water Plan 

that also has a citizen 

task force. 

 Keeping in close 

personal contact with 

local units of 

government and 

counterpart in other 

counties to promote 

coordination at the 

watershed level. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Congressional liaison 

that keeps area 

hydrologists abreast of 

legislative actions.   

 Activities with other 

regional DNR actions 

are coordinated 

through email, phone 

calls, and monthly 

staff meetings. 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 The DNR is a 

resource for citizens 

with questions. 

 Attendance at citizen 

group meetings when 

able. 

 Teacher training 

program on water 

resource management 

issues. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 Coordination through 

personal relationships. 

 Attendance at 

meetings. 

 Informal collaboration 

when necessary.  

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Circulating plans or 

permits through the 

review process. 
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County Level 

Stakeholders 

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 

Watershed District  

Not Applicable 

 

Not Applicable 

Citizen Participation 

Processes: 

 Five managers who 

are citizens appointed 

by county 

commissioners. 

 Cost-sharing 

programs to get BMPs 

implemented. 

 Incentivizing soil 

testing and grid 

sampling for farmers 

before fertilizer is put 

down to avoid over-

fertilizing soil. 

 Stakeholder meetings 

where citizens can 

provide input. 

 Fielding day-to-day 

inquiries on the phone 

and directing people 

to the appropriate 

agencies. 

Coordination at the County 

Level: 

 District coordinates 

management activities 

in three counties to 

improve the water 

quality of surface 

waters in a single 

watershed. 

 Collaboration and 

partnerships with 

other stakeholders 

when needed. 

 Hosting stakeholder 

meetings. 

Coordination at the State 

Level: 

 Board of Water and 

Soil Resources 

oversight. 
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Note: Identifiers have been removed from the findings section of state-level responses to inhibit the 

comparison of processes between state level stakeholders. Findings instead present a holistic snapshot of 

how state-level water resource management actors collectively act in regard to citizen participation 

processes and the coordination of county activities.   

 

State Level  

Actors 

Citizen Participation Processes Coordination 

1  Recognized need for local groups to take 

care of local problems. 

 Serve as a resource for citizens, but have 

found that nonprofits are better at 

promoting citizen participation than state 

agencies. 

 Regulatory review and oversight of 

management activities. 

 Field offices where staff interacts with 

local units of government. 

 Monthly meetings between regional staff. 

 Burden of local management activities 

falls to local actors. 

 E-mail communication. 

2  Partnerships that include competitive grant 

funding to help implement management 

activities. 

 Engaging citizens from the inception of 

programs to insure interest in later 

implementation stages. 

 Education and outreach through written 

and electronic materials. 

 Simplification of technical topics to non-

technical audiences. 

 Public notices and comment periods. 

 Stakeholder committees that can include 

citizens to provide consultation on water 

quality programs. 

 Constantly trying to improve 

communication networks between 

stakeholders. 

 Review periods where citizens and 

agencies have an opportunity to give 

comments. 

 Collaboration with other state level actors 

when appropriate. 

 Overlapping membership in committees 

so that individuals become conduits for 

coordinating information. 

 Weekly e-mail updates. 

 Coordination of citizen groups must occur 

at the local level because presently there is 

no way grassroots activities can be 

coordinated at the state level. 

3  Help to generate funding for local action. 

 Work with local government to improve 

citizen engagement. 

 Prefer to work with organizations, not 

individual citizens. 

 Use of a diverse board to coordinate 

activities with other agencies at both state 

and county levels. 

 New strategic plan that incorporates more 

stakeholders. 

 Creation of more formal partnerships with 

other agencies and organizations. 

 Coordination occurs naturally because 

resources are scarce and people are not 

going to overlap activities because it will 

waste valuable dollars. 

 Organization is involved in largely 

vertical coordination— from the federal 

government down to local units of 

government. 

 Try to use local governments as 

intermediaries between state agencies and 

citizens to better integrate and deliver 

state initiatives to the local level. 
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State Level  

Actors 

Citizen Participation Processes Coordination 

4  Demonstration projects to promote the 

implementation new ideas and best 

management practices (BMPs). 

 Outreach to citizens through e-mail, 

public presentations, conferences, 

websites, social media tools, and 

electronic newsletters. 

 Ultimate goal of outreach is education, 

but also to get feedback from citizens 

through sparking dialogue.  Occasional 

use of facilitated group interviews of  

citizens.   

 Consistently work with counties and now 

townships. 

 Collaborate with the Minnesota 

Association of Counties. 

 Coordination through the building of 

personal relationships. 

 Informal coordination as needed with state 

agencies  through phone, e-mail, and in-

person meetings. 

 Formal collaboration at the state level with 

water quality management through the 

Environmental Quality Board and the 

Clean Water Council. 

 Interacting with nonprofits such as 

Minnesota Association of Watershed 

Districts and the Minnesota Association of 

Soil and Water Conservation Districts. 

 Use of memorandums of understanding 

between stakeholder groups. 

 Use of county water plans to coordinate 

with county level activities. 

5  Run programs that help to empower 

citizens to take environmental action. 

 Host conferences that citizens can attend. 

 Create surveys to gain citizen feedback. 

 Both written and electronic newsletters. 

 Creating a tool-kit with step-by-step 

instructions showing citizens how to get 

involved. 

 Being a resource to help guide citizens 

through the Minnesota‟s water 

governance system. 

 Can be contracted to work with citizen 

groups or groups trying to create a citizen 

component. 

 Help citizens to coordinate with each other 

by bring lakes in one area together for 

training exercises. 

 Have recognized that networking alone is 

not the answer to coordination. 

6  Empower citizens to work with each other 

in a structured and informed way. 

 Help citizens to self-define their role in 

Minnesota‟s water governance system. 

 Provide funding to help jump-start and 

maintain citizen action. 

 Teach communication skills and strategic 

planning to citizens, which also helps to 

structure citizen action. 

 Help citizens to navigate state agencies 

and stakeholder networks. 

 Recruit citizens from a single county or 

watershed to attend training sessions to 

help foster peer networks. 

 Collaborate with other programs. 

 Work with county water planners and 

Board of Water and Soil Resources to help 

coordinate citizen actions.   
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State Level  

Actors 

Citizen Participation Processes Coordination 

7  Citizens can petition a resolution at 

annual meetings. 

 Citizen advisory committee. 

 Citizen input generated at the county 

level. 

 Citizen input is highly valued. 

 Individuals who serve on multiple 

committees who become conduits for 

coordinating information. 

 Advisory committees that stay in contact 

with other water resource management 

activities. 

 Comprehensive plans, which are 

implemented at the local level, have to 

incorporate state goals. 

 Agencies have the ability to comment on 

comprehensive plans during a review 

process. 

 Collaborate with counties and the 

Minnesota Association of Counties. 

 Coordination through building personal 

relationships with people. 

 Partnerships that help to avoid problems 

from going to the legislature. 

 Pursue synergy at every turn, but have to 

be conscious of mission drift. 

8  Citizen elected board members. 

 Citizen committee to facilitate local work 

groups. 

 Outreach initiatives where citizens 

identify their own environmental 

problems. 

 One-on-one meetings with landowners. 

 Cost-share programs to help landowners 

implement best management practices. 

 Building personal relationships with 

citizens to attract greater citizen interest 

and trust. 

 Lead tours to demonstration sites to foster 

peer education and local buy-in of 

environmentally friendly land-use 

practices. 

 Coalitions of water governance actors. 

 Heavy involvement with local units of 

government. 

 Use of memorandums of understanding. 

 Stakeholders coordinated through common 

goals. 

 County water plans which create a  shared 

vision for water resource management 

plans that helps to promote partnerships. 

 



 

 164 

Appendix II: Interview Guide 

 
On the Path to Good Governance: A Three County Case Study on the Impact of 

Institutional Arrangements on Citizen Participation in Water Resource 

Management 

 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Characterizing how Minnesota’s institutional arrangements impact citizen 

participation. 

 
1. Who am I: [Interviewer] Ph.D. student in Natural Resources Science and Management, 

Department of Forest Resources, University of Minnesota 

2. Study:  From an institution perspective examining hurdles to the implementation of 

water resource management programs that promote citizen-based stewardship. 

3. Goals: To identify and develop an institutional framework whereby federal efforts 

may better support community stewardship of local freshwater resources, resulting in 

progress toward the water quality goals of the community, the state, and the federal 

government.  

4. How: By understanding how local plans and strategies related to lake conservation 

and opportunities for planning and implementation of surface water restoration 

projects are supported and coordinated at the local, state and regional level. 

5. Why you: We are interested in talking with you, in particular, because of your role at 

either the state or local level in conservation and would like to hear about your 

experiences and thoughts. 

 

 
 

BACKGROUND and CONTEXT 

 

1. Please introduce yourself. What is your formal role in the organization that you 

work for?  

 

2. What is your organization‟s role in water resource management in Minnesota? 

When did you (personally) first become involved in this arena?  
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STRATEGIES and PROCESS RELATED TO CITIZEN PARTICIPATION 

 

Questions focus on organization’s partners and collaborators in conservation activities.  

The roles of citizens in the organization’s activities are particularly stressed to elucidate 

where citizen participation is taking place, and perhaps where more (or less) citizen 

participation needs to occur.  

 

1. Who do you consider to be central partners in your organization‟s activities 

related to water resource management? Is there anyone who‟s not involved that 

should be? If so, who? 

 

a. What has the federal, state or local government‟s role been?  

b. What about private enterprise? 

c. What about non-governmental organizations? 

d. How has involvement from the local partners and the community 

affected efforts? 

 

2. Describe your organization‟s current stance on citizen activities.  Currently, how 

are citizen‟s involved?  

a. In what ways, or using what methods, is citizen participation 

promoted/implemented? 

 

3. What have been the key challenges/barriers to citizen participation? 

 

a. What efforts have not worked and how have they affected progress? (give 

examples) 

b. What has been done to overcome these challenges? 

 

4. Can you recall an instance where citizen participation made a difference?  Any 

citizen participation success stories? 

 

 

COORDINATION OF MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

 

Once water resource management programs (citizen-based or otherwise) are created 

there is still need for them to integrate with a larger water management landscape.  In 

Minnesota it is unclear how this is being accomplished, if at all.   The following questions 

attempt to reveal what efforts are being made to coordinate management activities to 

achieve cumulative water quality improvements at a watershed or regional scale.  

Attention is paid to how citizen activities are or are not coordinated. 

 

1. Minnesota is home to a plethora of water resource management activities.  

What other active stakeholder do you communicate with?  How do you 

communicate with them (through what means of communication)? 
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2. What steps are taken to coordinate water resource management activities at 

both the state and local levels?  Is any attention given to coordinating citizen 

stewardship programs with each other and/or with state-level activities? 

 

3. Recently there has been a push for water resource management to take place 

at the watershed level.  How would this impact your organization?   

 

a. What would change and what would stay the same if this occurred? 

b. Does the roles of citizen-based water stewardship groups change if this 

occurs? 

 

Probing Questions: 

  

o Role of citizens/ relevant stakeholders in planning and 

implementation: 

 What methods are used to contact or engage stakeholders? 

 Resources? Agency support, money, outreach and education 

materials? 

 How is the role of stakeholders defined by policy/ policy products?  

 

o Coordination of restoration activities: 

 Is there any communication between internal and external 

programs?  

 Coordination of restoration activities at the watershed level? 

County level? To what degree? 

 How do citizens fit into the state‟s management strategies?  
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CONCLUDING QUESTIONS 

 

1. What is the future of citizen participation in your organization? 

 

2. Has your thinking about the role of stakeholders in water resource management 

changed over the past several years?  In what ways?  What has contributed to your 

change in your thinking? 

 

3. What are your predictions on the long-term possibilities of citizen participation? 

 

4. Anything else you would like to add?  Something we didn‟t ask that you thought we 

should? 

 

 

 

 


