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PREFACE

The Metropolitan Council is one of Minnesota’s unique institu-
tions, and its efforts to control the sprawl of the state’s largest 
metropolitan area have won attention around the nation. It 
has drawn both praise and criticism over its thirty-one years 
of existence, yet most citizens know little of its powers and 

responsibilities if they are aware of it at all. Even many who are active 
in local public affairs have only a hazy understanding and may indeed 
hold serious misimpressions. The current debate over whether its mem-
bers should be elected by the voters, for example, may be escaping vot-
ers who are busy enough tracking their state, county, and municipal 
representatives.

 This study is an effort to open the information door on metro-
politan planning a little wider. It is not a complete study of all that the 
Metropolitan Council has done over its thirty years, but instead it 
focuses on its mission of growth management—the primary concern 
that sparked its creation. As a secondary theme, it also traces the Coun-
cil’s endeavors to expand affordable housing, as closely entwined with 
land use policies. 

 The views presented here are both historical and contemporary. A 
careful appraisal of the thirty-year experience with metropolitan planning 
and its outcomes can help us form realistic expectations for the future. 
Regional planning is above all a political enterprise, shaped by the crosscut-
ting forces of power in government and business. The Council operates 
within a network that enables it to take action in some ways, as in control-
ling sewer expansion, but restrains it from venturing into such sensitive 
areas as the affordability of dwellings in outer ring suburbs. We must con-
sider these limitations when making our judgments.
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 This study presents an optimistic prospect for metropolitan 
planning, given these political forces. A distinct regional consciousness 
is strong among Twin Citians, aware of the economic and cultural inter-
dependence of central cities, inner suburbs, and developing suburbs. A 
bold Metropolitan Council that nurtures its partnerships with local gov-
ernments and other policy makers in government and business can 
draw strength from that consciousness. From these collaborations can 
come renewal of inner city neighborhoods, expansion of housing oppor-
tunity, continued development of jobs, and enhancement of the quality 
of life for all the region’s residents.

 For the information in this study I am indebted to many. The 
staff of the Metropolitan Council has provided documents, facts, and 
views. Other persons in local government, businesses, the news media, 
and the broader public policy community added many insights. I also 
thank Bethel College for a semester of sabbatical leave, and the Center 
for Urban and Regional Affairs for the opportunity to make this study 
public.
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1
High Stakes and Hard Choices

in Metropolitan Planning

The Twin Cities metropolitan area is governed by a complex of local, 
state, and federal institutions whose functions interlock and overlap in 
often confusing ways. Their centerpiece is the Metropolitan Council, 
which has a broad range of responsibilities but relatively little power in 
itself to shape the region’s development. We do not have a “regional 
government;” we have “regional governance” in which the many partici-
pants—including a host of private organizations—interact on a wide 
range of public choices. Nevertheless, the Council holds a powerful stra-
tegic position among these institutions. As these forces contend for con-
trol over land use, highways, transit, sewer extensions, open space pres-
ervation, and housing investments, the Council has the opportunity to 
veto or forestall some matters that call for regulation in order to orches-
trate the efforts of those forces toward reaching common goals.

 In addressing Twin Cities metropolitan governance, this study 
focuses on the questions of urban growth management and housing. 
The Council’s responsibilities extend beyond these to include sanitation, 
highways, parks, economic development, and similar issues, but I argue 
that the fi rst two functions are at the core of its purpose and identity. 
The visions and goals it develops in these areas, in collaborating with 
various participants, shape the success of all of its policies.

 This inquiry begins by viewing in Chapter Two the generic tasks 
of governing metropolitan areas in the United States and the current 
methods of coping with them. It is important to recognize the unique 
planning challenges that each area faces and to design means to address 
them. Chapter Three describes the Twin Cities region, in many ways like 
those found elsewhere in the nation, and identifi es unique conditions 
and resources that have created the Metropolitan Council and empow-
ered it to operate with a modest measure of success. A brief history of 
the Council’s growth management policies and their impacts follows in 
Chapter Four, which includes a review of the various assessments that 
have been made by the Council itself and outside observers. This analysis 
continues in Chapter Five with the institutional reforms and policy revi-
sions of the 1990s, including the Regional Blueprint and the Livable 
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Communities Act. Chapter Six examines the experiences with regional 
policies on the supply and location of modest-cost housing.

 In Chapter Seven, several key questions emerge from this analy-
sis. First, how has the Council survived for thirty years with its initial 
form and mission largely intact? Second, what has it actually accom-
plished with the development framework that was fi rst put in place in 
the 1970s? Third, how has it interacted with the local governments of 
the region that are the actual implementors of Council plans? Fourth, 
how is regional governance responding to the growth taking place out-
side the seven-county region that is the Council’s jurisdiction? Fifth, 
what is the political power structure within which the Council operates, 
and what kind of planning do those powerful persons and institutions 
enable it to do? Sixth, what are its options for future implementation of 
the Regional Blueprint and the Livable Communities Act, given the his-
torical experience and the political power structure? 

 In assessing the thirty-year experience with metropolitan gover-
nance, we must keep in mind several larger issues steering the quality of 
our political life. (These are adapted from Kirlin’s 1996 discussion of the 
“big questions” of public administration in a democracy.) First, what 
means of governance can we design that will be true to both our demo-
cratic political processes and the core values of society? Democracy is 
concerned with representation, accountability, and empowerment of citi-
zens, and requires institutions that promote these aims. Can we fi nd the 
organization that has the best prospects of providing these? 

 Second, how can nongovernmental institutions of societal coop-
eration and public service be protected and promoted? These include 
the private market and its profi tmaking participants, nonprofi t institu-
tions, and voluntary associations that provide the region’s social capital. 
They are essential to any community’s quality of life.

 Third, how can tensions and confl icts between various political 
bodies be managed and resolved? We have many governments at the 
local level, plus the state and national authorities and their diverse agen-
cies. Each has its own constituents, budget, and sphere of authority to 
protect and serve, and they often interfere with each other. Assuming 
that we can never permanently resolve the resulting tensions, how can 
we fi nd a balance in which the tensions stimulate productive relation-
ships?
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 Fourth, what policy decisions are best made from the perspective 
of technical competence and thus should be isolated from the turmoils of 
pluralist politics? The means of paving a highway is best left to engineers, 
everyone would agree. The location of a hazardous waste facility or 
routing of a bus system is also covered by technical standards, although 
more controversial due to the effect on citizens’ lives. How much popu-
lar intervention is warranted on each issue, and which public entity is 
most able to seek a democratic and workable outcome? 

 Fifth, how can the evaluation of institutional performance and 
policy outcomes enable citizens to learn how to improve their gover-
nance? One essential result of all public activity should be increased citi-
zen competence for future activity. This can only occur when there is 
maximum openness and honest discussion of issues and alternatives. 
How can this be done on the regional level?

 All of these questions pertain to our choices on metropolitan 
governance. None has a fi nal and precise answer, since there can be 
many ways to reach a good resolution of the dilemmas, and the answers 
will change with external conditions and citizen preferences. To them 
this discussion will return at the conclusion of Chapter Seven.



 2 
The Politics of Metropolitan Governance

The Twilight Zones

Metropolitan areas are the “twilight zones” of American governance. 
Although they are arenas for intricate and expensive public policies and 
investments, their territory is the least well defi ned of any jurisdictional 
area. They are unlike the established units of local government, which 
have legal boundaries defi ned by their constituents or state authorities. 
A metropolitan area is more of a social and economic construct, defi ned 
by myriad interconnections of human activities, and its extent varies 
with each activity.

 First, a metropolitan area has fl exible socioeconomic boundaries. 
They may be defi ned by shopping trips, commuting to central city or 
suburban jobs, non-toll telephone calling, or newspaper circulation. If 
20 percent of the workforce of a rural county commutes to a nearby 
metropolis for daily work, then the county is part of the metropolitan 
area for them. 

 Second, most metropolitan areas are diffi cult to defi ne physically. 
Lake and ocean shores are precise, but rivers typically unite rather than 
divide urban areas, and suburban growth has often overrun the hills and 
wetlands that once limited expansion. The forests and pastures of parts 
of Chisago and Wright counties in Minnesota, for example, are suffi -
ciently populated to require urban services and thus to deserve the 
“metropolitan” label. State boundaries, too, are relevant only in the 
political sense.

 Third, the governmental network in metropolitan areas is com-
plex. Dozens or even hundreds of municipalities, townships, counties, 
and special purpose districts provide a range of services to distinct pub-
lics. State governments and federal agencies add their functions and reg-
ulations. There is thus an abundance of government in each region, but 
that does not assure that their services and infrastructures fi t together 
effectively. It is common for a metropolitan area to overlap two or three 
states, such that not even a single state authority can take full responsi-
bility for it.

 One defi nition of an urban region is that of the U.S. Bureau of 
the Census. A Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) consists of one or 
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more cities of at least 50,000 residents, the county or counties that con-
tain it (them), and any adjoining counties with at least 50 percent of 
their population in the urbanized area or with some other linkage to the 
core city. Three hundred twenty-three such MSAs existed in 1990, and 
many of them were grouped into Consolidated MSAs that encompassed 
larger metropolises such as New York City, Chicago/Milwaukee, and Los 
Angeles/Orange County/San Diego. This defi nition is useful to organize 
the statistics that describe whole regions. But these MSAs are not units 
of government and thus do not form unifi ed policy-making authorities.

 As a result, metropolitan areas lack a unifying political identity. 
Residents typically tie their loyalty to their local community or neigh-
borhood and to those issues and services that affect their homes and 
workplaces. A city or county has a set of recognized decision makers who 
must return to the voters regularly, and a typical resident or representa-
tive of Eagan or Blaine is likely to care little for what happens in the 
Phillips neighborhood of Minneapolis (and vice versa). In fact, the chron-
ic animosity between central city and suburban residents has long been 
a major barrier to genuinely regional politics and policies. The region as 
a whole has no decision-makers of its own whom citizens can hold 
directly accountable, and thus no clear process of making its decisions.

 While metropolitan areas are hard to delineate, the interactions 
that mark them are very real. Their built environment is the product of 
uncounted land use decisions by individuals, corporations, institutions 
and governments. These decisions fl ow in a stream of time, responding 
to previous choices and to the changing physical, economic, and cultural 
environments. Usually the decisions are aimed narrowly: a homebuyer 
seeks to live in a desirable neighborhood, a corporation pursues profi t 
on an investment, a public agency supplies an essential service or pro-
tects natural beauty, and so on. They rarely take into consideration the 
larger effects on land values, traffi c congestion, air and water pollution, 
or economic opportunity. Indeed, most players have no incentive to do 
so. Any one choice by itself may have a negligible impact on the region, 
but when it creates a need or opportunity for later choices, its effects 
multiply over time.

 Americans have traditionally assumed that this lack of whole-
ness in governing urban regions is not a problem. They believe that 
when individuals seek their own well-being, an “invisible hand” guides 
those combined choices to the best advantage of the entire society. This 
view resists central direction, assuming that when a higher authority 



8

overrules freely selected individual choices, it reduces liberty and utility 
at the same time. Thus, when homebuyers and corporations build anew 
on “greenfi eld” suburban locations rather than renew urban infi ll sites, 
they promote the highest level of effi ciency. Even though some are hurt 
in the outcome—perhaps small downtown merchants after a Wal-Mart 
opens on the edge of town—the economy functions best, and the 
majority of residents benefi t, in a market of free choices. In this inter-
pretation, governments function best in small spaces, ideally through 
local communities that residents can understand and participate in.

 Most American urban dwellers also value space—the room to 
spread out at a comfortable distance from their neighbors. The owner-
occupied single-family home on its own lot is an ideal established in the 
pioneer days and now strongly endorsed by governments through Fed-
eral Housing Authority mortgages and local zoning codes. Particularly in 
the Midwest and western states, “density” is a bad word, a code for con-
gestion, noise and unwanted neighbors. Not everyone can afford wide 
spaces, but even modest-income households seek as much room as they 
can pay for. In this sense, American culture is anti-urban, which signifi -
cantly impacts the market for land and housing. 

 Urban life demonstrates, however, that the invisible hand is not 
an entirely reliable producer of public benefi ts, nor does it make public 
controls unnecessary. Low-density development has its own costs. There 
have always been some who use their land in ways that others objected 
to, and the wide array of public regulations, from zoning to health stan-
dards, are collective efforts to impose order and protect personal safety 
and property values. Generally, these rules are targeted at specifi c, local-
ized nuisances and problems, and are prohibitive rather than inducive 
in their effects. Even large-scale public choices such as building highways, 
sewers, and parks can be seen as piecemeal actions. A new freeway must 
be designed to speed traffi c fl ow through an area but very likely also 
encourages suburban sprawl and higher motor vehicle use.

 Public problems inevitably emerge from the combination (and 
frequent incompatibility) of private and public decisions. Not everyone 
may defi ne them as problems, or, for that matter, as ones that must be 
attacked by public action, but many of these issues nonetheless require 
management by governments and other public-serving entities. When 
persons choose a low-density living environment in a far suburb and 
commute an hour or more to a workplace, they add to traffi c congestion 
along many miles of highway and to the air pollution in its corridor. 



High vehicle volumes in a downtown area or around a major shopping 
mall could be a problem for many motorists, but for those who profi t 
from their presence, it is a sign of prosperity. Only if congestion 
becomes severe enough to discourage some patrons from coming will 
the businesses appeal for public action to relieve or accommodate it. 

Regional Defi nition

Metropolitan areas are defi ned politically by public problems that 
require solutions on a regional scale. The politics of these areas thus 
revolves around the major issues that must be resolved in a context larger 
than the individual municipality. The social and economic life of an 
urban region requires a set of public services and regulations to create a 
safe and orderly way of life. The most obvious of these are transportation 
facilities (highways, mass transit, airports, and facilities for freight move-
ment by rail and water), management of sewage and solid wastes, water 
supply, and regional parks. Protection of the natural environment adds 
to this agenda. Housing also has become a regional issue, particularly in 
view of federal and private pressures to expand opportunities for modest-
income households to live near suburban jobs. Finally, economic devel-
opment is a major metropolitan concern, as seen in the location of 
major industrial and commercial employers, the renewal of inner-city 
locations, and the enhancement of the region as a site for growing entre-
preneurs in global markets.

Savitch and Vogel (1996, 3-4) fi nd regional politics to consist of 

political networks that arise to govern clusters of localities; 
economic linkages that shape the growth and decline of com-
munities; and a complex web of transportation, human habits, 
and social arrangements that compose America’s urban sprawl. 
Regional politics transcends legal jurisdictions because of the 
need to promote economic development, protect the environ-
ment, rebuild infrastructures, deliver new services, and above 
all manage public policy in a competitive world. . . .

Regional politics can be most acutely located at the point 
where business joins political power. Although one can rarely 
identify a formal authority at the top of this juncture, regions 
are held together by natural pressures for decision making and 
economic development. 
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 Additionally, these regional issues are each “local” in that every 
problem and solution directly impacts one or more individual commu-
nities. Siting a waste treatment facility or truck terminal inevitably 
requires decisions by local governments, and local citizens regularly 
appear at hearings to support or oppose proposals. But while each indi-
vidual decision may appear to achieve closure for those people and 
places directly affected, there will often be consequential effects across 
the region for some time to come. Because of this interdependency, pub-
lic choices must concern not only isolated issues but the region-wide 
criteria for these choices as well—criteria that incorporate the interests 
of parties indirectly affected by an issue along with the interests of those 
directly affected. Every metropolitan area witnesses political confl icts in 
which neighborhood, regional, and even national forces contend over 
the future of specifi c parcels of land. 

 Presumably all decisions, once put into practice, will infl uence 
our expectations and plans for the future. Interested people hold mental 
images of desirable futures and link land use choices to them. Thus they 
will fi ght for or against such important choices as freeways, airports, 
and shopping centers because of their expected impacts on their sur-
roundings. Once a new highway begins to carry traffi c, it demands new 
considerations about the sites it accesses and the new development it 
enables. 

A Complicated Network 

The public decision-making structure in a metropolitan area consists of 
a large, overlapping, and shifting network of governmental and private 
actors. Largest of all is the federal government with its directly adminis-
tered programs, grants of funds, regulations on economic activity, and 
court decisions. It remains generally remote from local politics but can 
intervene when Congress or an agency perceives a national issue to be at 
stake. Environmental Protection Agency rules, for example, limit choices 
on pollution control, transportation, and wetlands. The Department of 
Housing and Urban Development maintains a web of relationships with 
municipal, county, state, and private agencies that deal with its policies. 
The Department of Transportation works through metropolitan planning 
organizations and local transit agencies for distributing funds under the 
1998 federal Transporation Equity Act (TEA-21) and other programs. 

 State governments dovetail with the federal in services and regu-
lations but are more closely involved. Their agencies for transportation, 
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environmental protection, community development, health, natural 
resources, and many more often limit and constrain the local authorities 
and private users of land more directly than federal agencies. As state 
governments have become more professionalized over the years and 
have received more devolved authority from Congress, they have been 
diligent in applying their powers. It is often their task to coordinate the 
many effects of federal actions with their own on such matters as hous-
ing, highways, and environmental protection.

 Local governments further divide authority both functionally 
and geographically. Although their powers are granted and limited by 
their respective states, they themselves decide how vigorously to exer-
cise these powers. Many responsibilities are shared: cities build and 
maintain sewage collection networks while a regional authority typically 
operates the interceptor system and treatment facilities, for example. 
Such interfaces must be managed politically as well as administratively 
due to their potential to generate confl ict or non-cooperation. Cities and 
counties wield a broad set of powers while special districts and authorities 
concentrate on one specifi c function. Among the latter are some giant 
agencies that have great impact on regional development: the Port 
Authority of New York and New Jersey, for example, and the Metropolitan 
Water District in southern California.

 Nongovernmental participants regularly infl uence what govern-
ments actually choose to do at any given time. Major development inter-
ests—including builders, landowners, and corporations—often domi-
nate decisions that affect their investment. Chambers of commerce, 
trade associations, and other groups aggregate their various business 
concerns and have the funds to lobby public offi cials. Banks and other 
capital-investing enterprises select some sites for development and reject 
others. Media enterprises are signifi cant infl uences, both as local entre-
preneurs in their own right and in their newspaper and television por-
trayal of the confi cts and contestants. Law and real estate fi rms often 
conduct the negotiations that both raise and settle confl icts over the 
preferences of all of these parties.

 A host of “third sector” organizations—neither profi tmaking nor 
governmental—also enter the picture. Major foundations such as Ford 
and McKnight support programs for civic improvement, from housing 
to environmental protection. The nonprofi t Local Initiatives Support 
Corporation draws funds from governments, foundations, and businesses 
and distributes them to community agencies for housing, small business 
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development, and neighborhood renewal. Each metropolitan area has a 
cluster of locally managed entities of this kind, and their bankrolls and 
expertise make them welcome at the policy-making table.

 Closest to residents are the community and homeowners’ associ-
ations in which they can easily participate. Many urban neighborhoods 
have citizen organizations with advisory roles on municipal plans and 
spending. Community development corporations mobilize funds for 
housing, small business, and other improvements. Also common are the 
associations of owners of condominiums, townhomes, and dwellings in 
common-property communities that function in part as surrogate 
municipal authorities over their territory. Because they represent shared 
interests and provide an organized voice for them, all of these groups 
can infl uence land use and investment choices by governments. 

 Each participant has certain resources and chooses whether and 
how to use them. Few can act alone on a large scale, however. Thus 
what emerges is a mutually infl uencing network in which each player 
watches others and responds to their actions. Over a period of time, 
choices emerge that may not have been at the top of anyone’s list but 
represent the best options in a context that they all jointly created. 

 Within this network, some participants are fairly equal in power, 
each dependent upon the others. One player has access to part of the 
money or credit to undertake a major development but must also secure 
partners with additional funds and obtain legal permissions from one or 
more government bodies. A public agency may seek to upgrade housing 
in an area but is subject to other agencies’ funding decisions and to local 
public opinion. 

 Many more relationships are asymmetrical: A’s choices infl uence 
B’s much more than the reverse. Thus, there is usually a certain hierar-
chy in a network. The most powerful players may be in governmental or 
business posts, media institutions, or at the top of a social ladder. They 
do not have to reside in the region; offi cials in a state or national capital 
or corporate headquarters may overrule local preferences or impose 
solutions on them. A person or group can be regarded as powerful due 
to a history of past successes or the ability to alter future outcomes. 
Power also accrues when a person intervenes decisively in a current 
contest through strength of personality, infusion of money, or forging of 
a workable compromise.

 Certain individuals and groups regularly exert power in land use 
choices due to their vested interests. According to Elkin (1987, 90), 



land use in the city is at the convergence of three streams of 
forces, and the public agenda represents the balance between 
them. Land is capital for those who own or manage it, a con-
text for the day-to-day lives of the citizens who live in the city, 
and a source of political benefi ts and revenues for the offi cials 
who govern the city. 

On most large scale issues, those in the capital and political streams join 
to shape the decisions affecting them where there is common interest, 
and the “city as community” groups are left out. “The land-use agenda 
of the city is, at least in part, simply a question of public offi cials follow-
ing their job specifi cations” (91).

 Elkin wrote the above about individual cities, and enlarging the 
scene to an entire metropolitan area complicates the picture. Major 
urban regions have hundreds or even thousands of local government 
units plus the relevant state and federal agencies. Their offi cials pursue 
political agendas refl ecting their competing interests. Several seek lucra-
tive commercial or public facilities, but few suburbs want more housing 
for the lowest income brackets. The “capital interests” are likewise dis-
persed geographically according to their desires. Downtown investors 
view the region differently from those whose stakes are in the suburbs, 
and various suburbs often compete with one another for revenue-rich 
developments. And the “community interests” are as fragmented as the 
political, since nearly all focus on their neighborhood or subregional 
space rather than on the metropolitan area as an entity.

Distinctive Concepts

The concepts of regime, growth machine, and civic infrastructure help to 
characterize the politics of metropolitan areas. Observers of urban 
regions use several terms to describe the complex interactions that 
mark their public decision making. Stone’s concept of regime incorpo-
rates infl uences from the private sector into public policy-making. He 
asserts that major development projects that involve the private sector 
with government call for predictable and pragmatic means of coopera-
tion. Yet cities lack strong formal means for promoting agreement across 
governmental or institutional boundaries. He defi nes a regime as “the 
informal arrangements by which public bodies and private interests 
function together in order to be able to make and carry out governing 
decisions” (1989, 6). Their decisions manage confl icts and provide 
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adaptive responses to issues that the regime is uniquely qualifi ed to 
address, and the relationships that form the regime extend the region’s 
ability to act on matters which would otherwise be ignored or stalled. 
Stone argues that renewal of downtown districts and construction of 
rapid transit systems normally must be enabled by such regimes. This 
need for linkages in individual cities is multiplied in a large metropolitan 
area with many governments and competing urban-suburban interests.

 The typical goal of such a regime is growth, and thus the regime 
can be labeled a growth machine. Molotch, (1993, 31) characterizes it by 

the idea that nested interest groups with common stakes in 
development use the institutional fabric, including the political 
and cultural apparatus, to intensify land use and make money. 
Coalitions with interests in growth of a particular place (large 
property holders, some fi nancial institutions, the local news-
paper) turn government into a vehicle to pursue their material 
goals.

City and county governments and special districts act as crucial mem-
bers of these “machines” in pursuing the tax revenue and intangible 
benefi ts that accompany population and economic growth. They are in 
symbiotic relationships with the private sector, as Molotch points out, 
because the public authorities hold veto power while depending on the 
private entrepreneurs for the initiatives and fi nancing of the develop-
ment they seek. The bias of such growth machines is toward the initia-
tors and fi nanciers of new projects; all other issues such as existing 
housing, transportation, and environmental protection receive attention 
only as they promote or serve the desired development. 

 The concepts of regime and growth machine focus attention on 
the wealthy and powerful. But a much larger circle of persons also infl u-
ences the course of metropolitan development, particularly in its small-
scale choices. This is the civic infrastructure, which Wallis (1992, 132) 
defi nes as the formal and informal lines of communication between 
stakeholders in the governmental, business, nonprofi t, and community 
segments of the region. Use of this interactive term refl ects the tendency 
of regionalists to speak of governance rather than government, refocusing 
attention on informal means of making and carrying out policy rather 
than formal structures (1994, 292). The civic infrastructure can provide 
essential arenas for discussing regional values such as orderly growth, 
effi cient use of land, and adequate housing and public services. Only 
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through such broad cooperation can a region prevent narrowly based 
and parochial regimes from controlling key decisions on public invest-
ments and services. A broadly-based and inclusive civic infrastucture 
need not frustrate the goal of growth, but instead adds to that goal the 
demand that growth serve all segments of the population. 

 A metropolitan area is thus the epitome of a “shared power” 
realm, “a world where no one is in charge. No one organization or insti-
tution has the legitimacy, power, authority, or intelligence to act alone 
on important public issues and still make substantial headway against 
the problems that threaten us all” (Bryson and Crosby 1992, xi). Urban 
regions are functionally interconnected—dependent on large systems 
for their transportation, water, waste management, and other necessities 
of life but structurally divided into many distinct local service providers 
and regulators. Any person or agency that provides leadership on those 
functions must work to sustain the collaboration.

 The civic networks through which the regimes and their leaders 
act differ according to the type of public choice made. Choices about 
sewers attract one group of specialists while those concerning renewal of 
old industrial “brownfi eld” sites attract a different group. Power struc-
tures in housing and highways may have a few members in common but 
most are specialized. Participants have limited attention and infl uence 
spans and concentrate their efforts where they can be most effective. Yet 
there must be certain “bridge infl uentials” who can compare and interre-
late such choices in disparate fi elds, set funding priorities, and prevent 
negative spillovers. Generalist public executives and legislators are in the 
best position to play this role, but there is no assurance they will do 
so—or can do so amid the political pressures exerted on them.

 The players in these networks often form coalitions to pool their 
information and infl uence. They recognize certain benefi ts to be gained 
from joint action and believe that they must make some compromises 
to get them. Some coalitions are relatively stable and long-lived, while 
others form and dissolve with each specifi c issue. The patterns of cooper-
ation and confl ict are fl uid and may shift with each new proposal, par-
ticipant, or outcome of a past action. The larger civic infrastructure is 
thus like a reservoir from which network participants can fl ow as the 
decision making shifts from one outlet to another.

 It is thus tempting to liken the governance of a metropolis to 
international diplomacy (Holden 1964). Indeed, it resembles global 
politics with its many governmental actors, largely autonomous of one 
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another, interacting over common issues. Each pursues and protects its 
own interests as it perceives them and is politically rewarded by its con-
stituents for doing so. The larger public interests may easily be neglected, 
however, in this pursuit of narrower ends, just as on the global scene. 

 Even so, there are important contrasts. Holden saw in an inter-
national system the lack of an overarching political community with 
authority over the nation-state participants. A metropolitan region, on 
the other hand, is within the governing arena of both the nation and 
one or more states. Those arenas may be competitive and may fi nd it 
diffi cult to produce clear decisions on some matters, but they do have 
authority. Second, Holden argued that nongovernmental parties and ini-
tiatives are excluded from international diplomacy, but this is rarely true 
for the regimes in urban regions. (Today, private power centers are 
prominent in much global diplomacy as well.)

 In such networks, the question of how authoritative decisions 
emerge and whose interests are best served by them can be perplexing. 
An obvious answer is that decisions represent compromises between the 
most active and resourceful contestants. But there are many ways to 
compromise, and they can have many different outcomes. In an ongoing 
controversy, the settlements can change over time. 

 Winners and losers thus may be hard to identify. One observer 
can classify an outcome very differently from another who operates 
within a different value framework. Most challenging, perhaps, is judg-
ing how the public interest is affected by a decision. There are certainly 
public benefi ts to enabling welfare recipients to take jobs throughout 
the metropolitan area, but whether those are worth the price paid in 
subsidies is a separate question. Costs and benefi ts are long-range as 
well as short-range considerations, and the highly diverse impacts 
always make them hard to discern. Certainly many political confl icts 
focus on how differently the players defi ne “who gets what, when, and 
how” in relation to what they believe they deserve.

A Planning Context

Each metropolitan area has a planning context consisting of the condi-
tions that shape the values and preferences held by the participants. A 
map of this context reveals the built environment with all of its previous 
investments, opportunities for change, and obstacles to change. We can 
distinguish four types of such environments in every metropolis. First, 
the growth centers offer the best opportunities for new commercial and 



related development and thus experience the highest demand. Histori-
cally, these have been the downtowns of central cities, some of which 
today are not lucrative arenas for growth. They also include the “edge 
cities” (Garreau 1991)—the shopping centers, offi ce complexes, and 
industrial parks that have sprung up along the freeways on the urban 
fringes.

 Second, the inner transition zones usually are found near the cen-
ters of cities, with buildings and vacant sites that are deteriorated, aban-
doned, or underused. These offer the greatest potential for redevelop-
ment, but their attraction to investors will be low if the market sets its 
eyes on other areas. 

 Third, the stable established areas have low change potential, 
occupied as they are by homes and small businesses in reasonably good 
condition. Their occupants want to preserve their land values and resist 
major changes. 

 Finally, the outer transition zones currently have low-density uses, 
often agricultural, but are on the edge of developed areas and ready for 
some kind of development. Land costs are relatively low and their phys-
ical settings are attractive to future homebuyers and light industrial 
fi rms. Planners must hold a realistic view of each type of area’s potential 
for change and must update it regularly.

 The planning context is also shaped by constitutions, statutes, 
charters, agency rules and policies, and court decisions interpreting all 
of these. Governments have extensive powers to make and implement 
land use policies as long as they act fairly and reasonably. Many states 
have urban growth management laws that differ widely in their impacts. 
It is common, when a new policy or regulation is issued, that a lawsuit 
challenges it and the legal environment shifts in response to a judge’s 
ruling or negotiated settlement. Recent decisions by the U.S. Supreme 
Court have added limits on the regulation and taking of private land to 
serve public uses.

 The ideals and values of the planning profession as developed 
over the past hundred years augment the legal thrust in producing met-
ropolitan growth. As Sies and Silver (1996, 461-462) understand it, 

the basic ingredients of our modern-day Edge City derive 
directly from the principal sources of planning theory and 
development practice established during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. These include the expansion of 
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the railway and roadway networks to facilitate access to decen-
tralized development, the location of manufacturing plants and 
working-class residences in self-contained communities along 
the periphery, separate exclusive enclaves for the affl uent and 
the middle class, the creation of multiple centers of commer-
cial activity, and the development of a more expansive urban 
form through the provision of abundant open spaces and 
reduction of overall residential densities.

Efforts to reshape metropolitan areas, therefore, run counter to strongly 
running trends that were set in motion decades ago and are well- reinforced 
by market choices. Local governments have enshrined these principles in 
their comprehensive plans and tend to follow them faithfully.

 A host of economic factors direct land use choices, sometimes 
reinforcing and sometimes countering planners’ efforts. Each region has 
certain market imperatives, claiming sites for some uses but not others. 
Cities with heavy tourist traffi c provide land for hotels, specialized 
shopping centers, recreation facilities, and other “leisure consumption” 
uses. Cities in the Silicon Valley around San Jose, California have strong 
land markets for high-tech research and production plants and related 
support companies. On the other hand, many parts of such older cities 
as Detroit lack market demand for their deteriorated areas. National and 
global economic conditions shape opportunities from year to year and 
favor locations with the best access to freeways, international airports, 
harbors, and universities.

 The demographic conditions of a metropolis also shape the 
planning context. Each one’s map is marked by wide socioeconomic 
disparities with many consequences for employment, education, and 
personal safety. Some central cities and suburbs have drawn many 
immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America who provide low-wage 
labor and thus attract companies that hire them. But many poor per-
sons of color are virtually imprisoned in inner-city housing projects and 
lack access to the growing suburban job market. This condition also 
hampers suburban employers that cannot, in a prosperous economy, 
fi nd enough semiskilled workers able to reach their workplaces. 
Although many of yesterday’s poor have found pathways to economic 
success and not a few of them have moved to suburbs, the gaps remain 
a challenge to today’s policy makers.
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 Accompanying these social and economic conditions is an anti-
urban bias on the part of some metropolitan residents. Lingering in the 
minds of many suburbanites is a rural idealism that leads them to view 
large cities as dens of iniquity and peril from which they must insulate 
their own living environments. Those who must work in the central cit-
ies pass through the inner transition zones quickly, on freeways if possi-
ble, and try to exclude from their gaze those who have not prospered 
and migrated as they have. While some soberly realize that urban issues 
beset the suburbs as well and support cooperative policies, many more 
dread the expense that serious action on housing, employment, and 
inner-city reinvestment entails.

 Downs (1994, ch. 1) asserts that the planning context just 
described has become dysfunctional for the emerging needs of large 
American metropolitan areas. He identifi es the “dominant vision” of 
urban growth as fi ve elements that have shaped public policies since 
World War II: ownership of detached single-family homes on large lots, 
ownership of motor vehicles, low-rise workplaces, small residential 
communities with strong local governments, and a poverty-free environ-
ment. This vision is fl awed, however, in that it generates excessive travel 
and congestion, favors high-cost housing, absorbs too much open space, 
distributes costs and benefi ts unfairly among population groups, and, 
worst of all, provides no means to resolve confl icts between the public 
interest of the region as a whole and the concerns of individual commu-
nities and interest groups.

 The fl aws in the dominant vision become more obvious as 
metropolises grow. We have, as Downs sees it, 

great diffi culty solving the long-run problems created by poli-
cies that provide short-run benefi ts. Once people receive the 
benefi ts, they do not want to give them up. But they cannot 
agree how to distribute the long-run costs necessary to sustain 
the benefi ts. Each group of benefi ciaries tries to shift as many 
of the costs as possible onto other groups....Ultimately, such a 
failure undermines or offsets the short-run benefi ts. Increased 
traffi c congestion or air pollution offset some of the benefi ts 
people sought when they moved to low-density suburbs. Yet 
these problems are partly caused by the very low density these 
people insisted on. (1994, 15) 
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Thus the politics of metropolitan growth focus on the varied distribu-
tions of benefi ts and costs to different groups, and the groups’ efforts to 
bend future allocations to their advantage. Usually, these benefi ts and 
costs are linked with specifi c inner-city, suburban, and fringe-area loca-
tions and with local governments’ efforts to reinforce their claims. 

 Downs (ch. 3) also cautions that policies to limit or channel 
such growth, when successful, can have countereffects. First, when the 
supply of land for urban expansion is artifi cially restricted relative to 
demand, its price increases. This tends to favor high-value rather than 
modest-cost homes. Growth management programs can avoid this result 
only if they schedule enough new land to meet the anticipated absorp-
tion rates over a foreseeable period. But that may lead to a land use and 
density pattern little different from what would result if there were no 
policy at all.

 A further concern of Downs is that growth limitation by one city 
or portion of a metropolitan area will simply shift that expansion to 
another area, with no net reduction of urban sprawl. This has been a 
widespread experience in California, for example. Even when applied to 
an entire metropolitan area like Minneapolis-St. Paul, the confi nement 
of policies to the “inner counties” will induce growth to leap over them 
into the rural counties that are not so regulated. Since many of those 
exurban residents work and shop in the metropolitan area, they will still 
use its highways and other public facilities. 

 In general, Downs does not envision a single comprehensive 
answer to the fragmentation of metropolitan governance. Rather, each 
region must evolve a complex of arrangements, probably including sev-
eral functional agencies to coordinate federal and state funding for area-
wide facilities with state requirements and standards for local govern-
ment planning. Yet, to be worth the effort, they must have the political 
incentives and institutional capacity to address the defects of the “domi-
nant vision” noted above.

The Track Record

Nearly all efforts to create new structures for metropolitan governance 
in the past fi fty years have failed. Since the 1920s, many scholars and 
civic activists have believed that the best structure for metropolitan gov-
ernance is a single regional authority that replaced (or at least assumed 
many of the powers of) the municipalities and counties. Referenda for 
such consolidations were held in the 1950s in St. Louis and Cleveland 
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but failed to win voter approval. Later, city-county mergers were 
approved in Nashville, Jacksonville, and some smaller places, and the 
Indiana Legislature enacted a merger for the city of Indianapolis and 
Marion County. On the whole, the creation of such large entities has 
been too threatening to the local power structures to win their support. 
The voters, too, have seen nothing to gain from them and fear that a 
larger metropolitan government would increase their taxes and override 
local citizen preferences (Harrigan and Johnson 1978, ch. 1). 

 Such metropolitan cooperation as exists today depends largely 
upon the voluntary efforts of local offi cials spurred by federal and state 
mandates and grants for transportation, water quality, parks, housing, 
and community development. In many areas during the 1960s, councils 
of government were formed, in which local unit membership was vol-
untary. Some have been effective catalysts for regional planning and 
investment when backed by the prevailing regimes. But more typical is 
the ordeal of the Southern California Association of Governments, 
whose efforts at regional planning have been thwarted or ignored by 
local authorities and more powerful regional agencies (Fulton 1997, ch. 
6). At present, the only effective regional planning in most places is 
sponsored by the metropolitan planning organizations mandated by 
Congress to allocate transportation funds.

 Studies during the 1980s by the U.S. Advisory Commission on 
Intergovernmental Relations in the St. Louis and Pittsburgh metropolitan 
areas found extensive voluntary coordination and sharing of services 
among their many local units. Municipalities, counties, and special dis-
tricts created for functions such as fi re protection had mutual arrange-
ments that reduced costs and the overlapping of efforts. On a larger 
scale, Chisholm (1989) found that public transit agencies in the San 
Francisco Bay area had coordinated their schedules and passenger trans-
fers without intervention by any higher authority. 

 One might conclude from these fi ndings that a comprehensive 
metropolitan authority is not necessary for effi cient provision of public 
services. There is no doubt that cooperative relations between local 
authorities, all more or less voluntary, “grease the wheels” of governance. 
Nunn and Rosentraub (1997) argue that there are many modes of coop-
eration to choose from, and regions are free to select and adapt the 
modes that best fi t their goals and political realities. Indeed, some argue 
that a single structure would inhibit the competition and innovation 
necessary to govern in changing conditions. 
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 Nevertheless, the larger metropolitan issues such as growth 
management, transportation, and environmental protection transcend 
the ability of neighboring cities to deal with them by voluntary agree-
ment. The sheer size of many regions, and the costs and administrative 
machinery needed to carry out their functions, pose daunting obstacles 
to signifi cant regional planning and growth management. Fulton (1997, 
154) argues that the Los Angeles region, with its thousands of local 
authorities, “looks as though it was deliberately designed to be ungov-
ernable.” There, public decisions emerge piecemeal from various arenas 
of power, and some that are needed may never be made. Federal and 
state agencies, by default, often become the sites for the Los Angeles 
area’s regional governance. 

 Only one metropolitan area besides Minneapolis-St. Paul has 
evolved signifi cant institutions for regional governance: Portland, Oregon. 
That system, established in its present form in 1992, is governed by a 
seven-member elected Metro Council and chief executive who are 
responsible for growth management and land use planning as well as 
operating sports and entertainment facilities, garbage disposal, and a 
zoo. Together with the area’s counties and municipalities, it seeks an 
orderly expansion of the urbanized area and its service networks. It has 
adopted a Region 2040 master plan that calls for steady increase in pop-
ulation density in the suburbs as well as the central city. It maintains an 
urban growth boundary, outside of which only rural land uses and pre-
viously existing homes are permitted. Municipalities are required to plan 
for higher density growth inside that boundary in order to accommo-
date new residents. Local zoning ordinances and other planning choices 
must conform to state policies, and disputes over specifi c applications 
are settled by the state’s Land Conservation and Development Commis-
sion (Lewis 1996, ch. 4, 6). 

 Portland’s urban growth policy was fi rst established in 1979, and 
the boundary was set well beyond the existing fringe of development. 
But, in the 1990s, the region has been growing rapidly and there are 
strong pressures from development interests to expand the urban zone. 
In October 1997, the Metro Council redrew the growth boundary to 
add 4,500 acres, expected to accommodate nearly 30,000 new dwell-
ings. Builders wanted three times that amount, while no-growth advo-
cates opposed any expansion (Egan 1997). 

 An unanswered question in Portland is whether the tight 
restraints are primarily responsible for the steady increase in land and 
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home costs which have reduced the affordability of dwellings. The 
growth control policies are vigorously supported by developers who 
specialize in high-density construction, downtown Portland interests, 
environmentalists, and suburban communities that want to restrain 
expansion. Favoring looser restrictions are other developers and busi-
nesses that want to expand onto new and cheaper land, although many 
of them accept the growth boundary in principle. Although there have 
been efforts to abolish the Metro Council and its controls, one observer 
comments that the institution of metropolitan planning is well-accepted 
there. “Portland’s jurisdictions conceive of themselves as a combined 
entity, a problem-solving unit, in a way that they were unable to do two 
decades ago, and communities elsewhere are still unable to do” (Ehren-
halt 1997, 24). 

 In viewing Portland’s unique experience, we should bear in 
mind that each metropolitan region is culturally and politically unique. 
However they may resemble one another’s physical or economic qualities, 
each must search for its own way of managing its growth challenges. 
Minneapolis-St. Paul has done this in a way that no other region has 
attempted, and its future is a continuing pragmatic search for what is 
both effective and acceptable to the balance of political forces.
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The Twin Cities Planning Context

A Unique Region

The Minneapolis-St. Paul region is like many other American metropolitan 
areas in its political and governmental pluralism, yet it has important 
unique features. The seven-county region under the jurisdiction of the 
Metropolitan Council contains all four of the development zones identi-
fi ed in the previous section. It is overseen by a large number of local 
governments (188 cities and townships, 41 school districts, and 22 spe-
cial-purpose districts), its social and economic boundaries are vague, 
and its topography permits suburban sprawl in all directions. The many 
lakes and woodlands in the suburban and rural areas decentralize the 
region by attracting homebuilders, who also fi nd abundant ground 
water and soils suitable for on-site waste disposal. Population and 
employment have thus grown steadily in the suburbs, which have 
gained political infl uence as well. 

 By most standards, the “real” metropolis is much larger than 
those seven counties. A distinct urban corridor is forming between St. 
Cloud in the northwest (at the tip of Sherburne County) and Rochester 
in the southeast (in Olmsted County, just below Goodhue), passing 
through and wrapping around the Twin Cities. Figure 1 portrays the 
counties in this larger metropolis, and Figure 2 displays the extent of 
employee commuting from the outer counties into the seven-county 
region. This connection is clearly the strongest for the counties of 
Wright, Sherburne, Isanti, Chisago, and St. Croix.

The transportation network has been a major infl uence on growth, 
as is the case in every region today. The interstate highway network, 
with routes passing through both central cities and around them via a 
beltway, was planned by the Minnesota Highway Department in the 
1950s and much of the construction was completed by 1967, when the 
Metropolitan Council was created. It provided easy access both to the 
downtowns and to many suburban areas, spurring decentralization. As 
the population spread outward, the state and counties also improved 
their secondary roads, accommodating more growth in turn. Any 
attempt to restrain fringe-area settlement would have had to counter 
these factors.
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Figure 1. The Seven-County Metropolitan Council Jurisdictional Area 
and Contiguous Counties
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 The region’s most unique feature is its two central cities, whose 
historic rivalry for dominance of the state and Upper Midwest has been 
muted in recent decades by the growth of their suburbs. More signifi cant 
for metropolitan affairs is the presence of the state capitol in their midst, 
and the fact that about half of the state legislators serve metropolitan 
constituencies. Thus “state” and “metropolitan” interests have a closer 
identity than they would in many other states. Much of the business of 
the Minnesota Legislature springs from and impacts the metropolitan 
area, and members both individually and through their committees have 
at times functioned as a regional lawmaking council. The Metropolitan 
Council was the creature of the legislature, and although their relation-
ship has changed, their “compact” remains a fact of life. Many state 
agencies also affect metropolitan planning in some way, notably the 
departments of Transportation and Natural Resources, the Housing 
Finance Agency, and the Pollution Control Agency. 
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 The governor of Minnesota is potentially the most crucial fi gure 
for the Metropolitan Council, but the governor’s impact has varied with 
the fi ve men who have sat in that chair. The formal role is obvious: 
Council members are appointed by the governor and since 1994 serve 
“at pleasure” rather than for fi xed terms. Nearly all members have been 
of the governor’s political party. None of the governors has been highly 
supportive of the Council’s agenda, while Perpich was probably the least 
interested and Carlson the most critical and assertive. 

 Regional governing agencies are also prominent. They were cre-
ated by the state legislature rather than by local initiative, but they are 
local in authority and scope. The Metropolitan Airports Commission 
(dating from 1943) and the Metropolitan Sports Facilities Commission 
(1977) draw regular public attention. Less visible is the Metropolitan 
Parks and Open Space Commission, which advises the Metropolitan 
Council on regional parkland acquisition as the Council funds city and 
county goverments’ purchases of that land.

 Finally, the cities, counties, and townships that control land use 
and provide services are vital in regional choices. Each has state-granted 
powers to direct the fl ow and pace of urban development, and each is 

Figure 2. Percentage of Workers Commuting Daily into the Twin Cities 
Metropolitan Area, 1996
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expected to apply them for the benefit of residents and local busi-
nesses. These choices are written in comprehensive plans for 
future land use, zoning ordinances and maps, subdivision regula-
tions, and capital improvement schedules. Local governments are 
allowed considerable leeway to regulate land use, provided they 
follow state-prescribed procedures and do not act arbitrarily or 
capriciously. Typical decisions begin with review and recommen-
dation by a professional staff and a citizen planning commission, 
and they become law by action of the city council or the county 
or township board. The surrender of these powers to a “higher” 
agency would risk sacrificing local interests and would court 
political disaster. Local governments are obligated to conform 
their plans to the metropolitan systems policies as determined by 
the Metropolitan Council, but they have some leeway in the 
application of those policies.

 These local governments in the region exert political infl uence 
through various channels. City and county elected offi cials and adminis-
trators, through their respective associations, lobby the legislature to 
shape and modify state powers and regulations. Increasingly, they are 
forming coalitions around sub-regional interests. For example, the 
North Metro Mayors Association speaks for a group of moderate-income 
suburbs in that sector, while the I-35W Coalition represents suburbs 
along the segment of that highway north from Minneapolis. The South-
western Transportation Coalition competes with them and with the 
Metro East Partnership on development issues. 

 Many private associations interact with these agencies, depend-
ing on the specifi c issue. Homebuilders, employers, lending institutions, 
environmental associations, and highway and transit users provide the 
initiatives, resources, and political energy to keep the decision-making 
wheels turning. The number of participants expands and contracts with 
each issue; there are no major barriers to entry into the political game, 
but it takes energy and determination to remain active in the long run.

 Several civic associations are prominent in this context. Since 
the early 1960s, the Citizens League has brought together persons with 
a commitment to public affairs. Through its study committees, it 
addresses metropolitan and state issues, and its recommendations 
always draw attention even when they are not followed. Local leagues of 
women voters have educated several generations on public issues, 
including regional policies. 

27



 An important legal feature of the metropolitan context is the Fis-
cal Disparities Act, enacted in 1971. Essentially, it allocates 40 percent of 
each year’s added commercial and industrial tax base to a pool that is 
then shared among all municipalities in proportion to their population. 
As a result, those cities that gain more than the average of this growth 
share part of its tax revenue with cities that gain less. It was intended by 
the lawmakers to reduce pressures on cities to subsidize and zone land 
for shopping centers and factories so as to capture their tax payments. 
Without this redistribution of the tax base, the per capita variation 
between the richest and poorest communities would be about 25:1; at 
present, the actual ratio is close to 4:1. That this act remains on the 
books despite grumbling from the “losing” cities represents the consen-
sus among metropolitan legislators that sharing benefi ts the region as a 
whole. A bill to increase the program’s redistributive impact passed the 
legislature in 1995 but was vetoed by the governor—an indication of 
the delicate balance of power that surrounds regional fi scal policy.

Diverse Interests

Each major policy choice draws a cluster of those who are most interested 
in it and able to make binding decisions. Consider, for example, those 
who are concerned with a proposed bridge across the St. Croix River 
that would replace Stillwater’s creaking lift bridge. On the drawing 
boards for several decades, it was to be a simple project shared by the 
Minnesota and Wisconsin departments of transportation and blessed by 
the Federal Highway Administration. The National Park Service (NPS), 
which protects that part of the St. Croix under the Wild and Scenic Riv-
ers Act, indicated in 1990 that it would only accept a span built near 
the present one, crossing the river at a relatively low level. The highway 
engineers, however, designed and approved a much longer and higher 
crossing farther to the south. 

 When the bridge plans were made public, the Sierra Club’s 
North Star Chapter and the Voyageurs Region National Park Association 
feared its impact on the river’s scenic qualities and sued to block con-
struction. The NPS, seeing its earlier advice ignored, refused to issue the 
necessary permits. The cities of Stillwater and Oak Park Heights also 
entered arguments, one in favor of the bridge and the other in opposition. 
The Metropolitan Council favors the bridge as a necessary transporta-
tion link, even though it is likely to accelerate urban growth on the 
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Wisconsin side. Public opinion appears to favor it, particularly those 
persons who regularly cross on the existing bridge in downtown Stillwater. 

 Judges entered this debate in response to the suit. The Minnesota 
Court of Appeals ruled that approval of the bridge was within the Met-
ropolitan Council’s powers. But the critical blow to the proposal was 
landed by U.S. District Court Judge Ann Montgomery in April 1998, 
who held that the NPS acted within the law in blocking the project. The 
fate of this river crossing will require much more negotiation, and the 
above players will continue to offer appeals, proposals, and counterpro-
posals. The governors of Minnesota and Wisconsin have asked Congress 
to clarify NPS authority on this site, hoping for an override of the court 
decision. At the same time, they are seeking a resolution directly with 
the NPS on a mutually acceptable bridge location and design. This case 
shows how metropolitan issues can draw many infl uences from outside 
the region.

 A very different sort of network surrounds choices over trans-
porting people to jobs, particularly persons leaving welfare dependency 
to take positions in locations not well served by bus. About 60 percent 
of potential job openings are in the suburbs, and a large share of the 
seekers live in Minneapolis and St. Paul. Some transportation services 
are provided now, but they do not match the anticipated demand. On 
this issue, the Metropolitan Council networks with county and state 
agencies, job placement organizations, and employers. They must decide 
what routes to operate and how to fund them, obtain needed vehicles, 
and train and deploy jobseekers as drivers. The Council has $2 million 
in state funds to spur this development, and so two distinct groups 
must interact in this process: the providers of money and authority, and 
the suppliers who actually transport the workers.

 Such diverse arenas and clusters of activists require the diplo-
matic skills that Holden identifi ed above. He describes an “ambassadorial 
structure” in which the “senior diplomats” are assisted by a cluster of 
“adviser-messengers”—public bureaucrats, lawyers, and policy specialists. 
Many nongovernmental participants play similar roles in this region: 
chambers of commerce, trade associations, law fi rms, and civic associa-
tions such as the Citizens League. They consult with one another 
through many channels to generate innovative solutions to intractable 
problems, to frame and reframe questions in order to promote consensus, 
to fi nd common ground between opponents, and to locate money and 
other resources. 
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 The Twin Cities has profited from a rich network of such 
“diplomats” who have nurtured a stronger sense of regional identity 
than most areas of similar size enjoy. Knudson (Metropolitan Council 
1976b, vi, 21-22) labels these persons “regional politicians.” They 
are closely involved with the planners in making broad policy rather 
than in seeking personal or constituent advantages. They then com-
mit to implement the policies and can mobilize the power required 
when opposition and obstacles arise. He found these regional politi-
cians in the Council itself, in the legislature, and in the private busi-
ness and civic organizations that were often present in the decision-
making coalitions. Now, more than twenty years since Knudson’s 
findings, many observers believe the region has fewer such leaders, 
particularly among the business community that contributed so 
much talent in that 1967-77 decade.

 That supply of leadership is not adequately supported by a 
regional consciousness among most citizens, concluded a committee of 
the Citizens League in 1997. Its report on the prospects for livable 
neighborhoods described several hindrances to genuine metropolitan 
governance. First, the population growth and the increasing fl ow of 
commuters from the counties outside the Metropolitan Council’s seven-
county jurisdiction undermine the ability to manage regional systems, 
particularly for transportation. In addition, there is 

an uncomfortable rift between different geographical parts of 
the region, a general detachment of people and cities from 
regional issues, [diluting] the sense of regional identity and cit-
izenship....It seems many people see regionalism—thinking 
and acting in a regional sense—as fundamentally opposed to 
the individual attainment of the American Dream of home-
owning, car-driving, yard-mowing, private living....A strong 
sense of parochialism now pervades any discussion of growth 
and resource management. This all adds up to a region that is, 
in many respects, a whole that is less than the sum of its parts. 
(Citizens League 1997, 15-16)

 Another common impediment to regional identity and leader-
ship is the central cities versus suburbs dichotomy. This is present in the 
Twin Cities area, although its intensity varies from place to place. Recent 
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opposition to modest-cost housing in suburbs such as Maple Grove 
sends a message to “keep the wrong people out.” Persons who moved 
out of Minneapolis or St. Paul are typically happy to leave the problems 
of their old neighborhoods behind. On the other hand, the hearings 
held by the Metropolitan Council prior to adopting the Regional Blue-
print in 1996 revealed considerable awareness among suburbanites that 
their well-being depended on the health of the region as a whole.

 It is important to realize the cultural changes in the Twin Cities 
planning context since the Council was established. According to Keefe,

When the Council was created in the late 60s, most of the 
population was middle-class, white, third-generation Americans 
of northern European stock. A decision then about what was 
good for the region made by some planners in St. Paul, based 
on their own value structure, was much more likely to be 
widely agreed to than in the Twin Cities of the 1990s and 
beyond. The increased diversity makes it much less likely that 
such decisions will be consistent with the values of all the dif-
ferent cultural groups in the region. (Metropolitan Council 
1991, 31)

This cultural change has had the most impact, perhaps, in choices on 
affordable housing. This does not prevent agreements from being 
reached, but it does call many more participants to the negotiating table, 
and it requires agreements to be more complex in order to balance out 
competing interests. The region must have institutions that can set up 
these negotiating tables and bring vital issues to it, and this study holds 
that the Metropolitan Council is in the most strategic position to do this.



4 
The Metropolitan Council and Growth
Management in the Twin Cities Area

Growth Management

The policy of growth management aims at the effi cient placing and ser-
vicing of urban expansion. As urban areas around the nation spread 
over their surrounding countryside, many citizens and public leaders 
express concern. They foresee further loss of open space, despoilation of 
forests and wetlands, growing traffi c congestion, and unnecessary public 
costs of servicing that spread. In response, growth management policies 
are increasingly common at the municipal, regional, and statewide levels. 
In placing various restraints on urban growth, they also aim to ensure 
that new homes and businesses have adequate sewers, water supply, 
roads, schools, drainage, transit, and parks. Some cities have limited 
their growth rates to match their fi scal capacity to provide these servic-
es. To be sure, some citizens and groups have sought to “bar the door” 
against all further growth, and more than a few municipalities and 
townships use zoning and other regulations to prevent or severely 
restrict new development. However, the growth management concept is 
not inherently for or against urban growth in general. 

 The evil which growth management seeks to avoid is urban 
sprawl, usually defi ned as “leapfrog” or “ribbon” development beyond 
the current limits of an urban area (Nelson and Duncan 1995, ch. 1). 
Serving these developments with utilities and roads is often costly and 
damaging to the environment, and it may displace productive agricul-
ture. Critics view it as unsightly, with its parking lots, advertising signs, 
and loss of vegetation. Of course not everyone views such fringe-area 
development as bad—certainly not the builder who profi ts from the 
new homes, the corporation that fi nds low-cost acreage for a factory, or 
the farmer who gains a comfortable retirement from sale of the home-
stead.

 Such sprawl has many causes, and any policy to control it must 
attend to each of them. The municipalities, townships, and counties are 
on the front line of decision making, but most of them have more fi nan-
cial and political incentives to accommodate growth than to restrict it. 
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Their permissive zoning and subdivision regulations openly invite devel-
opers and businesses. Local authorities are often willing to subsidize 
extensions of roads and water and sewer pipes, distributing their costs 
throughout the community rather than imposing them on the new 
occupants. New major highways are built with state and federal funds, 
and those who drive farther on them pay only the slight extra amount 
in gasoline taxes. Property taxes on newly developed land are usually 
lower than in built-up areas, and fringe-area lots appeal strongly to 
households who choose not to live in the central city but cannot afford 
homes in the suburbs where their jobs are. On top of this is the percep-
tion of suburbs as safe, clean, and free of the “wrong people,” and the 
newer they are the better. These concerns cannot all be addressed local-
ly—tax policies are set by state legislatures, subject to a great variety of 
pressures—but others are targets for action at the metropolitan level.

 As a result, growth management has sparked much political 
controversy. It is often seen by critics as opposition to all growth, or as a 
cover for expanding government regulations over private landowners. 
Indeed, it serves as a rallying cry for groups that want to prevent building 
on open space near their homes or residential and commercial develop-
ments that would attract poor people of color. On the other side, dedi-
cated inner-city activists support growth limitation policies that direct 
investment into their neighborhoods rather than fi nance jobs and high-
cost homes in the far suburbs.

 The St. Cloud-Twin Cities-Rochester corridor is the fastest grow-
ing region between the northeast coast and the Great Plains, according 
to a 1997 study by the Sierra Club of midwestern metropolitan areas, 
and public agencies have not effectively contained it. The study did 
note, however, that Minnesota is the only state of the ten surveyed that 
was making any legal attempt to do so. Its data showed that fringe-area 
residential growth was costing local governments more to service than it 
was producing in taxes, reinforcing a fi nding of many previous studies. 
An additional concern was the increased risk of fl ooding in new suburbs 
due to the hard surfaces that speed water runoff (Kaszuba 1997b).

 The Metropolitan Council staff also examined how new 
development is paid for, in response to a 1996 directive from the state 
legislature (Metropolitan Council 1997c). Its fi ndings lacked precision, 
however, since the data on state and local fi nances do not clearly distin-
guish which governments pay for what improvements. The staff did 
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conclude that federal and state taxing and spending policies have 
much more influence on development locations than do local and 
regional actions.

 Growth limitation or management policies have been pursued 
by many cities over the past decades, ranging in size from San Diego 
and San Jose to small suburbs on metropolitan fringes. Their success has 
been uneven, swaying with local economic and political winds. In gen-
eral, it is not diffi cult for one community to limit or direct urban expan-
sion if there is less-regulated land nearby to build on. To manage growth 
for a multi-county metropolitan region is much more challenging, how-
ever. Portland and its state of Oregon, described earlier, has the most 
directive program in place. Statewide programs in Florida, New Jersey, 
and Vermont have had modest impacts, again subject to resistance by 
many building- and property-owning interests.

 In general, the Metropolitan Council (and any public planning 
agency) stands in the tension between two general approaches to con-
trolling future land use. The fi rst, the public interest or market-directing
model, assumes a unitary set of public goods that can be expressed in 
choices on land use, housing, transportation, environment, and related 
development issues. Applied to an urban region, this public interest 
calls for assertive public action to limit urban sprawl, increase the effi -
ciency of land use in currently urbanized areas, protect open space and 
farmland, and design communities with mixed uses and facilities for 
intensive social interaction. Its advocates argue that this is best in the 
long run for the public as a whole. Public planning, in this model, is 
proactive, defi ning the conditions in which the market shall operate and 
subtly shaping popular thinking to conform to the public interest. It 
becomes controversial when it runs counter to the interests and wills of 
powerful groups or vocal individuals. 

 The contrary position is the market-responding model, which 
assumes a pluralistic, even individualistic approach to land use choices. 
To its defenders, the highest “public interest” is the right of landowners 
and investors to make their own choices, and in a growing economy 
and population, urbanization must expand into new areas. They are not 
necessarily opposed to all the goals of the public interest advocates but 
argue that the choices must not be dictated by a central body. If a 
landowner wants to protect a wetland, he or she is free to do so but 
should not be arbitrarily deprived of its value. The role of government is 
to protect the liberty of the market participants and provide the essential 
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public infrastructures—highways, water, parks, sewers, schools—that 
make the expanded areas accessible and safe, and enhance the invest-
ments in them. Any public planning, then, must be responsive to these 
market imperatives and not intend to steer those choices, except as min-
imally necessary to avoid excessive public costs.

 At the municipal and county levels, the role of planning has 
been accepted to an important degree. Zoning and other regulations are 
hallowed guardians of the property rights of homeowners and corpora-
tions. Economic development programs intervene in land markets by 
attracting companies with subsidies and tax reductions. But more proac-
tive choices than these require strong backing by politically effective 
individuals and groups in the city or county councils, and so the policies 
rarely stray far from market imperatives and the desires of those who 
fi nance and implement the plans.

 Planning in the larger metropolitan arena, however, is on less 
fi rm ground. To the extent that it asserts regional over local interests, it 
potentially limits the fi ercely defended rights of local communities to 
serve the interests of their constituents. Thus the issue is not merely 
what regulations should be imposed on land use, but who should 
decide them, who should benefi t from them, and who should pay the 
costs. Metropolitan politics involves players with larger-than-local stakes 
whose interests may benefi t one geographic sector or economic class 
and disadvantage others. To improve highway access to some suburbs 
rather than others creates or limits opportunities for profi ts and jobs.

 Planning, to be effective, must be the making of plausible prom-
ises. “If we do X now, desirable outcome Y will result at future time T, 
but not undesirable outcome Z.” Such promises must win the support of 
policy makers, fi rst for the intended outcome and its likelihood of hap-
pening, and then for the means as the best way to reach that outcome. 
Those who advocate the wider availability of affordable housing have a 
long-range view of social harmony and economic opportunity that it 
promotes. But others disagree that mandatory quotas for low income 
dwellings in each suburb will lead to that end, believing they will spawn 
some social evils instead. 

 The Metropolitan Council is mandated by the state legislature to 
practice a limited degree of market-directing planning. There is a coali-
tion of advocates for more directive planning, of whom State Represen-
tative Myron Orfi eld (DFL-Minneapolis), the Alliance for Metropolitan 
Stability, and the Land Stewardship Project are prominent members. 
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Those who oppose this style of planning have been able to keep the 
Council’s efforts at a modest level, and can prevent it from questioning 
projects they favor. This balance in the political climate protects the 
Council’s existence but restrains its planning and level of activity.

A Regional Solution

When the Metropolitan Council was created in 1967, the need for 
growth management underlay most of the specifi c issues that concerned 
the region. At that time, the population of the region was projected to 
double to four million by the year 2000. Even then, the growing suburbs 
had pressing problems of sewage disposal, water supply, and transporta-
tion, and there was no consensus on how to respond to them. These 
were concrete problems that exceeded the ability of the cities and coun-
ties to deal with them yet were not of the geographic scale that demanded 
action by state agencies. The legislators were unable or unwilling to 
design those solutions themselves and concluded that a single organiza-
tion was needed to ensure that the separate authorities for airports, sew-
ers, transit, and parks worked in harmony. Ten years earlier, the law-
makers had established the Metropolitan Planning Commission (MPC) 
to that end, but since it had only an advisory role, it could do little 
more than research and disseminate information.

 The legislature’s choice of the Council’s geographic jurisdiction 
was also logical at that time. The counties of Hennepin and Ramsey held 
the two core cities, while Anoka, Washington, Dakota, Scott, and Carver 
contained the developed and fast-growing suburbs. Since each of these 
counties had considerable open and agricultural land at the time, the 
urbanized area was well contained within those borders. Yet that choice 
also had the effect of locking the Council into a region that was to 
expand greatly in the coming decades, a concern that this report takes 
up later.

 Forming the Metropolitan Council was thus a very pragmatic 
response to the current and anticipated need for public services. The 
lawmakers intended it to coordinate the mass of public choices and 
express a unifi ed position. They further realized that there could be no 
real coordination without a plan that specifi ed whom these services 
were to reach and laid out their costs and schedules. That plan had to 
take some form of growth management. Thus, the Council was founded 
on the concept that in order to control the rate of public investment, it 
should have a comprehensive land use planning process integrated with 



the scheduling and management of regional services.
 The role of the federal government in urban affairs was another 

factor in the Council’s creation. In 1962, Congress mandated that each 
metropolitan area have an intergovernmental program for transportation 
planning that integrated highway and transit choices. The MPC was a 
participant in this process, along with the state and county highway 
departments, but since it was not a policy-making body, many felt that 
it could not adequately represent regional concerns. Additional federal 
aid programs were enacted in the mid-1960s for which the MPC was 
expected to provide comments and recommendations. For this role, too, 
its status was inadequate.

 To remedy these concerns in 1967, the state legislature charged 
the Metropolitan Council with preparing a comprehensive development 
guide for the region’s public facilities and related private developments. 
Minnesota Statute 473.145 requires the Council to

prepare and adopt...a comprehensive development guide for 
the metropolitan area. It shall consist of a compilation of policy 
statements, goals, standards, programs, and maps prescribing 
guides for the orderly and economic development, public and 
private, of the metropolitan area. The comprehensive develop-
ment guide shall recognize and encompass physical, social, or 
economic needs of the metropolitan area and those future 
developments which will have an impact on the entire area 
including but not limited to such matters as land use, parks 
and open space land needs, the necessity for and location of 
airports, highways, transit facilities, public hospitals, libraries, 
school, and other public buildings. 

This assignment was amplifi ed in the 1976 Land Planning Act, based on 
a fi nding that

Since problems of urbanization and development transcend 
local boundaries, there is a need for the adoption of coordinated 
plans, programs, and controls by all local governmental units 
and school districts in order to protect the health, safety, and 
welfare of the residents of the metropolitan area and to insure 
coordinated, orderly, and economic development.
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The Council was to oversee this effort and make the policies that were 
most crucial from a regional perspective. Such a broad mandate can be 
troublesome, however, since it lacks clear focal points to concentrate 
agency efforts.

 Legislators did not see growth management as an abstract goal, 
as planners and policy analysts might. Steve Keefe, who chaired the 
Council from 1986 to early 1991, observed this about its founding:

The legislature did not choose regional government as a value 
intrinsically good for its own sake and reject the contrary val-
ues of selfi shness and parochialism. Instead, it extracted the 
legitimate values that underlay arguments in favor of regionalism 
and local autonomy, and designed a system that accommodated 
both values simultaneously as much as it could. (Metropolitan 
Council 1991)

Like the U. S. Constitutional Convention of 1787, they chose to design 
a new institution, blending features of several proposals already on the 
table (Harrigan and Johnson 1978, ch. 2). 

 It is important that the Council was created as a planning and 
policy-making body without day-to-day operating functions. Its part-
time members, selected by the governor, could not hold any elective 
offi ce in local government. Other regional agencies governing transit, 
sewers, and airports were administratively autonomous, and the Council 
was limited to appointing their members (but not their chairs, whom 
the governor selected) and suspending any of their capital plans that 
would violate its development guide. Many observers saw this status as 
a virtue, for it enabled the Council to focus on the large issues and not 
become entangled in details of management. Others, including Knudson 
(Metropolitan Council 1976b, 42-43) were concerned that this design 
limited its power to implement its plans.

 It is also important that the Council was created as an intermediary
organization. Its powers, such as they are, were inserted between those 
of the state and the localities and were not stated in precise language. As 
both cause and result of this, legislators understood the powers differ-
ently and held diverse expectations for how they would be carried out. 
Whatever the Council did in practice would inevitably fail to meet 
someone’s standards, and everything it did would, over time, tend to 
alter those standards. Cities and counties face the same variety of expec-
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tations, but they at least have a concrete set of powers and responsibilities 
that defi ne them. The Council thus had more room in which to maneuver 
but, for that reason, a less clear mandate for action. 

 In the early years, Council members and staff had to devise 
specific policies for the management of sewers and solid waste, parks 
and open space, highways, transit, and airport growth. It recom-
mended in 1969 that the legislature establish a Metropolitan Sewer 
Board to extend sanitary facilities to the growing suburbs. In that 
year, it also used its power to veto a proposal of the Metropolitan 
Airports Commission to construct a new international airport in the 
north suburbs. This was a judgment both of the lack of need for a 
new airport at that time and of the inappropriateness of the site 
selected. This single-function planning gradually took the form of 
eleven separate functional chapters in a Metropolitan Development 
Guide, completed in 1974. Essentially, its charge was to ensure that 
adequate infrastructure in each functional area would be in place to 
accommodate the rapid growth anticipated in coming decades.

 A general growth management policy emerged in 1975 as the 
Metropolitan Development Framework. One key choice was that the 
Council would make its own policies and expect the local governments 
to adapt their plans accordingly, rather than form its strategies to fi t 
plans already made by the localities. Thus the development framework 
was not a mere composite of municipal policies. A further choice was to 
not channel future growth into or away from any particular sectors of 
the region; the Council would not intrude on people’s choices of where 
to live. The framework was implicitly open to expansion in any direction 
the market determined, but favored the most compact development 
possible in order to limit costs (Metropolitan Council 1976b, 6).

 The framework divided the region into fi ve planning areas: the 
Minneapolis and St. Paul centers, the fully developed area of the central 
cities and its mature suburbs, the area of planned urbanization in the 
outer suburbs, the rural area, and the freestanding growth centers such 
as Stillwater and Hastings. Staff provided data input in the form of pro-
fi le reports on a variety of issues, identifying several problem areas 
needing regional attention: shortage of reasonably priced housing, rap-
idly increasing public facility costs, deterioration of older neighbor-
hoods, and environmental degradation. 
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 Four steps were necessary to prepare a metropolitan staged-
growth plan. First, the staff forecast the future demand for land for 
housing, employment, and other uses. This required the assumption 
that future density would be consistent with the region’s current low-
density pattern. Second, the “serviced” land supply (that which was cur-
rently accessed by sewers and highways) had to be identifi ed and distin-
guished from the vacant land that had environmental limitations to 
development. The third step was to set criteria for the Metropolitan 
Urban Service Area (MUSA) to provide enough land within each sector 
of the region to allow realistic growth opportunities for a fi ve-year period 
while minimizing the public investments they require. The fi nal step 
was to outline alternative density choices for the urban service area and 
the public investment these alternatives would require. Following these 
steps, the population increase previously forecast was recalculated from 
the most recent data and somewhat reduced.

 Basically, the Council’s focus was on accommodating the rapid 
population growth with specifi c physical facilities and services rather 
than directing it. As a result, when Council staff reviewed local plans 
and advised local offi cials, their comments had some diffi culty assessing 
the long range regional impact. For example, there was lack of consensus 
on whether the MUSA boundary should be a fi rm line on a map or a 
general concept which the local governments through which it passed 
should have the fl exibility to adjust.

 The development framework was given its full effect in 1976 
when the legislature passed the Metropolitan Land Planning Act, requir-
ing all local units to prepare comprehensive plans consistent with the 
Council’s designs for metropolitan systems (highways, sewers, transit, 
airports, and regional parks). The Council was to review and comment 
on these local plans and require any changes necessary to avoid a sub-
stantial departure from the system plans. 

 In that year the lawmakers also passed the Metropolitan Signifi -
cance Act. This gave the Council power to review all proposed public 
and private developments deemed to be of signifi cant impact on the 
region and to suspend for one year, or in some cases to block, those 
which do not conform to its plans. But the law lacked precise criteria 
for deciding what was signifi cant enough to warrant intervention. The 
Council later prepared rules to defi ne “threshholds of signifi cance” with 
one rule labeling as signifi cant any project that would generate 10,000 
vehicle trips per day.
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 Implementation of these new powers began slowly as the localities 
began to draft their plans and interact with the Council staff on questions 
and potential confl icts. The staff, in turn, devoted much time to review-
ing local plans, reconciling discrepancies, and updating the policy chap-
ters and systems statements. Few sharp confl icts appeared, in part 
because the metropolitan systems policies did not impose drastic con-
straints and the Council, for its part, sought to avoid politically damaging 
disputes. The MUSA gradually acquired its actual boundaries as the 
local comprehensive plans were drawn and negotiated; the fi nal line was 
not set until 1984. Although development proceeded in some suburbs 
faster than was anticipated, the MUSA as mapped contained more land 
in most areas than was actually needed at the time, due to very ambi-
tious sewer expansions in previous years. 

 The development framework was supplemented in 1977 with 
the Metropolitan Investment Framework, a schedule of spending on high-
ways, sewers, parks, and airports consistent with the regional land use 
policies. In the mid-1980s, these two frameworks were combined into 
one document. Census data arriving in 1981 allowed the staff to reduce 
growth forecasts further; ironically, these proved to be too low by the 
end of that decade.

 Physical development issues, however, were not the sole focus of 
the Council’s efforts. In 1968 the U.S. Bureau of the Budget mandated 
that local government applications for federal aid for housing, mass 
transit, health care facilities, criminal justice, services to the aging, and 
the arts be reviewed by a regional planning body in each metropolitan 
area. The newly created Metropolitan Council was logically the agency 
to take on that responsibility, which was known as the “A-95 review.” 
For a short time in the 1970s, the Council even worked on a social 
development framework to integrate planning for human services. In 
such ways was “metropolitan planning” defi ned in the law and in the 
minds of many legislators. In retrospect, this defi nition was probably 
too broad for the actual powers that the Council had been granted. 
Decisions on these issues are still being made, but because most federal 
funding for the Council’s efforts in these areas expired during the 1980s, 
other specialized networks now take responsibility for them.
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The Council Evolves

After 1976, the Metropolitan Council appeared to lose its vision and 
momentum even while it implemented the Land Planning Act. In retro-
spect, 1976 was the fi rst watershed year in the Council’s history. It was 
endowed with signifi cant powers to shape the region’s growth, and it 
had enforcement policies in place. But history often shows that agencies’ 
usable powers are not identical to the words in statute books; the former 
come hedged with unstated political and fi nancial boundaries. The real 
effects on metropolitan growth would depend on how diligently the 
Council used its powers and on the many forces that would either sup-
port, resist, or redirect them. The Council also had to decide whether its 
existing policies fulfi lled its assigned mission of metropolitan planning, 
or if it should seek to move beyond them. A metropolitan area is a 
dynamic environment, shaped by many forces not under any government’s 
direction, and certainly not to be controlled by a set of static policies. 
The Council’s visions were arguably suited to the conditions of the 
1970s but it needed to anticipate the challenges of the 1980s. If it did 
not, its competitors in metropolitan politics would take the initiative 
away.

 Beginning in 1977, the Council’s formally imposing role in 
metropolitan development was undercut piecemeal by those competi-
tors. Governor Rudy Perpich, who took office in that year, had less 
interest in metropolitan planning than had his predecessor, Wendell 
Anderson. As a result, he gave his appointees to the Council no par-
ticular mandates, and some did not even support its basic policies. 
Also, key members of the legislature who had sat on the relevant 
committees and guided metropolitan governance in the 1960s and 
1970s left office for various reasons. 

 Over the following ten years, proposals emerged for a sports sta-
dium, horse racing track, world trade center, and the world’s largest 
shopping mall. These were lucrative investments for which several 
municipalities competed, offering big incentives to obtain them. The 
interplay that resulted in the Hubert H. Humphrey Metrodome was 
dominated by a cohesive regime made up of key members of the state 
legislature, Minneapolis offi cials and downtown entrepreneurs, and the 
Metropolitan Sports Facilities Commission, created by the legislature 
(Klobuchar 1982). The Council’s role specifi cally did not involve any 
choice of location and was limited to approving the bonds that fi nanced 
its construction. Indeed, Council members did not seek any larger infl u-
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ence, fearing that intervening in a confl ict between the central cities and 
the suburbs would hamper its relations with local offi cials. Too, they 
were not convinced that the project was “signifi cant” by the criteria of 
the Metropolitan Signifi cance Act, since the Dome’s location in down-
town Minneapolis was consistent with their policy to place high-demand 
land uses in the metropolitan centers. For their part, the legislators’ 
choice not to involve the Council was partly due to suburban members’ 
lack of confi dence that it could act fairly in a locational confl ict (Metro-
politan Council 1991, 28).

 The Council’s infl uence on the location of the arena in downtown 
Minneapolis that was later named the Target Center, which also fi t the 
metropolitan centers policy, was similarly minor. Its staff analyzed the 
economic impact the new arena would have on other arenas and on 
downtown St. Paul, but found no signifi cant confl ict. It did recommend 
that the Timberwolves share the facility with the University of Minneso-
ta, but the latter declined to do so.

 This lack of infl uence was repeated in the case of the horse rac-
ing track. The state’s voters removed a constitutional bar to parimutuel 
betting in 1982, and powerful interests prepared to build a track some-
where in the region. Three cities were strong contestants for the site—
Blaine, Woodbury, and Shakopee—and offered such fi nancial incentives 
as tax increment fi nancing and industrial revenue bonds. Shakopee was 
the ultimate winner of Canterbury Downs, as it was named, even 
though the Council and many critics judged its highway accessibility 
inferior to the others. Council members did not believe they had the 
authority under their metropolitan signifi cance powers to infl uence its 
location (Harrigan 1994).

 Of even greater metropolitan impact was the Mall of America, 
fi rst projected in 1985 by the Ghermezian brothers, who had developed 
a similar facility in Edmonton, Alberta. It aroused intense discussion, 
not only over the choice of the Bloomington site for the mall, but over 
its impact on the health of other commercial areas, especially downtown 
Minneapolis and St. Paul. Since Governor Perpich, who had appointed 
the Council members, strongly favored the project, there was little polit-
ical leeway to voice questions, let alone opposition (Harrigan 1994). 

 Even so, the Council became involved in the Mall of America in 
several ways. At the request of central city interests, it compared the 
mall’s likely impacts on the state and regional economies with the public 
subsidies that were proposed, and it examined means of fi nancing the 



major expansion in highway access that was required. It recommended 
that the mall include neither a convention center (having earlier 
endorsed a convention center’s location in downtown Minneapolis) nor 
the great amount of offi ce space that was fi rst proposed. Lastly, the 
Council placed a cap on the number of vehicles that could be parked in 
that sector around highways 77 and I-494 in order to limit air pollution, 
although the cap was not particularly restrictive. While none of these 
were explicit commands, these actions helped form a broader consensus 
on the project which the developers found it prudent to join.

 Reviewing the experiences with these projects, the Council staff 
admitted in 1993 that they were basically decisions of the political and 
business communities, excluding “outside” participants. 

The Council has not had a major role in siting special facilities 
in the last 15 years. Its participation has been limited to 
reviewing such projects after a site had been chosen….The 
Council’s reviews focused on the regional service needs of the 
facility, potential impacts on regional systems (like highways) 
and consistency with framework and other development guide 
policies....However, the Council did infl uence the size of a 
facility where regional systems were affected. And the Council’s 
recommendations regarding public subsidies for the facilities 
may have been infl uential in legislative decisions. (Metropolitan 
Council 1993a, 18)

 Keefe (Metropolitan Council 1991, 19-20) recalls that the met-
ropolitan signifi cance power had never, to that date, been used to delay 
a development. (As of 1996, this power to review was formally invoked 
fewer than ten times in its twenty-year life.) However, frequent requests 
for such review brought the Council into the negotiations, and project 
modifi cations often resulted. These reviews usually focused on the 
impacts of proposals on the metropolitan systems, especially sewers and 
transportation. A common situation was the location of a shopping cen-
ter in one city that would create traffi c congestion or water runoff for an 
adjacent community. 

 In 1984, the legislature established the Regional Transit Board to 
take initiatives in transit planning. This was interpreted by many as a 
rebuke to the Council, which had its own transportation planning staff, 
for its lack of energy in this realm, and to the Metropolitan Transit Com-
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mission, which had a history of feuding with the Council. It was also a 
time when Hennepin County established its own agency to develop 
light rail transit, to which technology the Council had been cool. (No 
rail system was subsequently built, due to the decline of federal funding 
and the lack of a regional consensus supporting it.)

 The Metropolitan Council was subsequently given a signifi cant 
role in determining whether a new regional airport should be built and 
if so, where it should be. In 1988, its staff concluded that traffi c demand 
would likely exceed the current airport’s capacity within twenty years, 
even with the construction of new runways. The legislature, not confi -
dent in those projections, created a two-track planning process in its 
1989 session. One task force was to propose a site for a new facility and 
a plan for reuse of the existing one, while the other was to show how 
the present airport could be expanded to meet the needs of the next 
twenty-fi ve years. The Council and the Metropolitan Airports Commis-
sion were assigned to share the work and make a fi nal recommendation 
in 1996. After a search, the “new airport” team proposed a site in rural 
Dakota County, a considerable distance from the present facility. The 
second-track planners asserted that suffi cient capacity would be present 
after adding two runways and a completely new terminal early in the 
next century. 

 Late in 1995, the two agencies agreed to retain the present air-
port, the least costly option by far, and this was ratifi ed by the governor 
and legislature in the following spring. The cost differential was perhaps 
the overriding consideration, and no signifi cant political forces found 
reason to back the new location. Additionally, if a new airport were to 
be built on the Dakota County site, it would greatly stretch the MUSA 
line in that sector and destroy a substantial amount of high-quality 
farmland and open space, which the development framework was 
designed to prevent. The Council retains the power to veto major capital 
expenditures by the Metropolitan Airport Commission, although the 
two agencies now have a suffi ciently collaborative relationship to avoid 
such clashes. 

 The Council adopted its fi rst major revision of the development 
and investment framework in 1986. It changed the emphasis of invest-
ments in regional systems from expansion in the outer areas to develop-
ment and renewal in the fully developed area. This refl ected a greater 
awareness of poverty and physical decline in the core areas of the central 
cities. The immediate effect of this policy change was not signifi cant 
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since the highway and sewer infrastructure was already present in the 
fully developed area, but a forecast of growth in the following decade 
and a half led to the decision to expand the MUSA only in the few cities 
in which the supply of vacant land would be inadequate and no addi-
tional investment in regional systems was needed to service it.

 MUSA expansion returned to the Council’s agenda after 1988. 
The demand for suburban land continued to increase, and in the next 
four years cities requested inclusion of an additional twenty thousand 
acres. The Council approved twelve thousand acres for which the appli-
cants were able to demonstrate their need, as in Plymouth and Wood-
bury. In other instances, land trades were approved; a city could extend 
the MUSA to one parcel if it withdrew an equal or larger parcel else-
where. These additions increased the urban service acreage by 2 percent. 
This fl exibility has been denounced by some environmentalists as insuf-
fi cient control of sprawl; other observers claim that a rigid policy could 
bring a political backlash that would doom the entire growth management 
program. From this concern came the choice of the long-range urban 
growth boundary that was incorporated into the Regional Blueprint of 
1996.

 A crucial influence on these events of the 1980s and early 
1990s was the substantial decline that occurred in federal aid for 
regional programs in housing, transportation, water and sewer facili-
ties, human services planning, and open space. The “701” grants, 
begun in the 1960s, that supported local and regional planning 
ended early in the Reagan Administration. The A-95 review of feder-
al grants to local governments, mentioned in the previous section, 
which provided the Council with leverage over them, was effectively 
terminated during the same period. These cuts reduced the Council’s 
ability to promote its policy goals in vital areas. At the same time, 
the state increased its financial aid to cities and counties, where the 
Council had no role in how the money was spent.

The Feedback

As the implementation of the development framework began and con-
tinued, evaluations of its process and outcomes came from several 
sources. As the Council pursued its growth management program, the 
need arose to evaluate its ongoing progress, focusing both on the process 
by which it reaches its decisions and on their outcomes. Evaluation is 
not just a device to hold public agencies accountable and detect wrong-
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doing; it is equally important as a “school” for learning what works and 
does not work. The sooner an organization learns these lessons, the 
more quickly its programs can reach maximum effectiveness. Yet evalua-
tion is hard for an agency to do, for it consumes staff time, requires 
agreement on criteria, and opens the door to criticism that may be polit-
ically or administratively damaging. When serious assessment is done in 
government, it usually emerges from an independent source outside of 
the organization whose work is under scrutiny.

 Israel (1996, 14) reports that most of the criticisms of the Coun-
cil in the early years were of three types. Some focused on a specifi c poli-
cy statement, as in transportation or housing, as inadequate or wrongly 
directed. A second type grew out of a concern that the Council had too 
much power for an appointed body, and its members should be popu-
larly elected. Third, a few voices advocated its abolition altogether, see-
ing it as a usurpation of local government powers. After 1980 the tone 
of criticism changed to focus on its structure, institutional relationships 
with other governments and agencies, and its function as a long-range 
planner. This section discusses the latter expressions of concern and the 
Council’s responses to them.

 Two reports emerged in 1976 that reviewed the policy process to 
that point and began to set the terms for future assessment. According 
to Peggy Reichert, a policy planner on the Council staff, there was no 
“consistent and coordinated development concept,” and the development 
framework chapters were not fully consistent with one another in their 
time spans, growth projections, and underlying concepts. “Comprehen-
sive planning was continually postponed” in the 1967-72 period 
“because of time and money constraints. Community interest was stron-
ger in resolving immediate confl icts rather than taking a long and hard 
look at seemingly abstract...issues (Metropolitan Council 1976a, v). 
Looking ahead, she asserted that a strong master development plan is 
essential to linking all of the specifi c functional plans with one another 
and providing direction for the local comprehensive plans. Too, this 
policy should not be implemented without setting up a process to moni-
tor its impacts. Only with constant evaluation could the Council keep 
its plans current with changing conditions.

 The second report presented the views of Ed Knudson, an out-
side consultant who examined the political process of adopting the 
development framework during the 1971-75 period. All concerned 
realized that they were exploring new territory and groped for both the 



substance of the policies and the methods by which to formulate them. 
The most intense interactions took place among the Council members, 
the planners on the staff, the local offi cials who saw their own preroga-
tives at stake, and the major housing developers whose opportunities for 
large projects were on the growing fringe. Knudson reported that the 
Council was not able to “stand above politics” in formulating the devel-
opment framework. Rather, a regional political process conducted by 
persons with political experience was necessary to work through the 
alternatives and win legislative approval for the implementing powers.

It can be argued that the Development Framework became 
“watered down” through this political process, that it is not as 
“strong” a growth policy as some people believe is necessary to 
manage development in the Area. It can be argued that the 
political process was oriented to the suburbs since the many 
smaller units of government are represented by many local offi -
cials and central cities have relatively fewer offi cials, resulting in 
an emphasis on the suburban fringe more than on rebuilding 
central cities. But it can also be asked whether any growth pol-
icy would have been adopted if interaction between the Metro 
Council and its external social/political environment had not 
been managed through a deliberate political process. (Metro-
politan Council 1976b, 40)

 Knudson voiced concern that the Council’s status as a policy 
maker rather than an operating agency limited it to a reactive role. It 
was able to say “no” to certain big proposals, such as a new airport in 
the north suburbs, a heavy rail transit system, and a risky new method 
of waste treatment. But, he asserted, 

The Council has tended to react to the initiative of others rath-
er than to strongly propose specifi c new programs or projects. 
The Council adopts its broad policy but tends to wait for oth-
ers to propose the specifi c projects to carry out that policy.... 
Despite the fact that the Metro Council has considerable power 
and authority and has evolved political processes to exercise 
that power, it has not developed to the point of strongly advo-
cating positive new programs, proposals, or projects to meet 
metropolitan needs. (Metropolitan Council 1976b, 42)
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The Council could only exert a positive role, Knudson argued (41-42), 
if it were given enough power to control directly programs for waste 
management, transit, airports, and similar regional systems, and if its 
members were elected by the public. This advice was not heeded until 
1994, when the legislature assigned the Council direct operating 
responsibilities for wastes and transit.

 It was impossible to foresee in 1976 the impact that the devel-
opment framework would have, or state with confi dence what expansion 
would take place in its absence. Its goals were framed so generally that 
almost any degree of planning could be said to fulfi ll them. One claim 
that the Council itself made, that full implementation of the framework 
over twenty years would save $2 billion in infrastructure costs, was 
largely speculative. On the other hand, it generated local comprehensive 
plans where there had often been none and stepped up the pace of 
planning activity. The very attention given to growth management 
caused proposals for major fringe-area developments to be publicized 
and scrutinized more intensively, and some were modifi ed as a result.

 The MUSA boundary was expected to be most successful when 
it fi tted the ambitions of the communities on either side of it. A city 
inside the line that wanted development would certainly benefi t if 
growth were restricted beyond it. Similarly, a rural community on the 
outside, such as Grant Township in Washington County, which banned 
high-density development, would also cheer the policy. Individual cities 
bisected by the line had some fl exibility to include or exclude specifi c 
sites when they prepared their comprehensive plans. Such local wishes 
were considered when the MUSA line was drawn, and thus confl icts 
over its general location have been few.

 Harrigan and Johnson asked in 1978, “Can the Council monitor 
the impacts of its policies?” The fact that it was not burdened with 
direct implementation of its policies could have been an asset for this 
effort. It had the time to collect data and monitor performance, and did 
not have vested interests in concealing problems of other agencies or 
exaggerating successes. Also, it was in a position to evaluate relation-
ships between programs that might be missed in a narrower perspective. 
Despite these advantages, however, 

the Council may easily concern itself too much in planning 
and policy making to involve itself suffi ciently in assessment of 
policy outcomes. To “look back” in this way might violate the 
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ethos of an inherently forward-looking agency. Negative evalu-
ations might also threaten the Metropolitan Council’s relations 
with the operating agencies....Finally, it may have more diffi culty 
obtaining timely and accurate data that could be generated by 
those who are closely involved in administration. (Harrigan 
and Johnson 1978, 142-143)

This proved to be a realistic concern in time.
 Naftalin and Brandl (Metropolitan Council 1980, ch. 5) viewed 

the regional strategy as highly ambitious and thus open to a variety of 
assessments, given the Metropolitan Council’s limited legal authority and 
the size of the regional planning task. It stood in the crossfi re between 
“confi rmed regionalists” who favored a strong agency and the vigorous 
defenders of local autonomy and small government. By 1980, however, 
it had become a focal point for regionwide thinking, a mechanism for 
resolving complex problems, and an expanding information source 
about the region. In demonstration of its authority, the Council vetoed 
investment in a heavy rail system proposed by the Metropolitan Transit 
Commission and a new international airport in the north suburbs, 
which the Metropolitan Airports Commission advocated. 

 However, Naftalin and Brandl (ch. 6) expressed concern that the 
Council had become less assertive and innovative. Its commitments to 
local plan review and other assigned responsibilities were leaving it less 
able to refl ect on new challenges. They urged the legislature to defi ne 
the Council’s authority more precisely and give direction for its continued 
development. They urged the Council to identify some meaningful indi-
cators for evaluating the development framework’s impact over time, 
indicating that Reichert’s admonition of four years earlier to do the same 
had not yet been heeded.

 Developments in the early 1980s sparked further evaluations of 
the Council’s mission and effectiveness. When Rudy Perpich returned to 
the governor’s offi ce in 1983 after a four-year hiatus, he appeared to 
regard it as an economic development agency, and appointed as its 
Chair Gerald Isaacs, a political supporter who sought to make it such. 
But when that appointee was forced to resign a year later due to fi nancial 
indiscretions, critical attention came to focus on the agency as a whole. 
His successor, Sandra Gardebring, viewed the Council’s role as more 
regulatory in purpose, which did not contribute to a long-range vision 
either.



 The Citizens League, one of the leading private infl uences on the 
creation of the Council, reported in 1984 that a lack of clarity in its mis-
sion was hindering it from exercising leadership on such major issues as 
funding of regional services, economic development, waste manage-
ment, and maintenance of housing quality. Too, relations with local gov-
ernments and the regional commissions that administered transit, sew-
ers, airports, and regional parks were prickly or distant. 

When the Council was created, it had a clear mandate from the 
Legislature to take on certain issues, which it did. Such a legis-
lative mandate is absent today. In the years immediately pre-
ceding and following the creation of the Council, both the 
House and Senate had formal committees dealing with metro-
politan affairs. Those were dropped....The Twin Cities area 
community, the Legislature and the Council itself appear to be 
uncertain what it means for the Council to exercise leadership. 
(Citizens League 1984, 11)

The League strongly asserted that the Council was needed, but only if it 
addressed those high-priority issues, proposed solutions to them, and 
saw that adopted solutions were implemented.

 In 1985, the Offi ce of the Legislative Auditor did a more com-
prehensive study of the Council’s performance at the request of the leg-
islature. It found that no systematic evaluation of the growth manage-
ment framework or of the implementation process had ever been done, 
and thus there were no formal criteria for judging its impact. Analysts 
found it diffi cult to distinguish the outcomes of the Council’s efforts 
from the many other infl uences operating in the region. 

 The auditor concluded from impressionistic indicators that: 
(1) since 1970, several costly airport, transit, and sewer projects that 
other agencies had proposed were avoided; (2) a declining proportion of 
the region’s single-family homes were in the rural area—6 percent at 
that time compared to 20 percent in 1973; (3) no unplanned sewer 
interceptors or highways had been built since 1976; (4) 20 percent of the 
metropolitan land available for agricultural preserves had been set aside 
under the 1980 Agricultural Preserves Act; (5) the overall supply of 
vacant land serviced with sewers appeared to be less than what would 
be expected without the program; (6) every local government but one 
had completed a comprehensive plan and was following the Council’s 
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amendment process prior to starting new development projects; (7) the 
vitality of the central cities had been maintained and increased; and (8) 
rural communities in the region had better land use controls and sewer 
facilities than might otherwise be expected. These developments, plus 
the lack of any pressing problems or confl icts, could be interpreted as a 
signal that the Council was on the right track. The auditor, however, 
judged the lack of systematic appraisal of the relationships between plan-
ning, land use, and public expenditures as a major weakness.

 The Council staff responded to the Legislative Auditor’s study 
later in 1985 with a review of the development framework’s accomplish-
ments (Metropolitan Council 1985). It cited many of the outcomes that 
the auditor listed but further claimed that these judgments of success 
rested on considerable evidence. For example, it reported that the sub-
urban area served by sewers had increased only 5.8 percent from 1973 
to 1982, whereas the area with public water, bus, and full-time police 
service had grown by at least 29 percent. Nearly all of this sewer expan-
sion occurred within the MUSA.

 This response by the Council staff also reported that all but 
forty-four acres (one very small city) of the metropolitan area had been 
planned in accordance with its policies, and the local governments were 
continuing to comply with them. Every community in the urbanizing 
fringe had adopted a MUSA line, and a substantial drop in new housing 
permits had occurred outside of that line. It cited a 1981-82 study by 
John Bryson of the University of Minnesota, which found that local gov-
ernment offi cials believed that the quality of their own planning 
improved as a result of the Land Planning Act mandate. The report con-
cluded by outlining some directions for a revised development and 
investment framework based on new demographic data and the need to 
maintain the infrastructure built in the preceding decades.

 The Citizens League revisited the Council’s performance in 1989 
through a study committee chaired by John Boland, a former Council 
Chair. It saw the need for active policy leadership to confront emerging 
issues that would not otherwise be viewed in a metropolitan perspective, 
such as highway and transit planning. But its chief lament was that “the 
Metropolitan Council has not actively sought responsibility from the 
legislature in the last decade as it once did” (Citizens League 1989, 5). 
Further, Council coordination of the transit and wastewater commissions 
remained inadequate, as it had been for years. It concluded by reiterating 
an established Citizens League position that the Council members 



should be popularly elected and prepare a biennial legislative program 
that speaks with a single voice on metropolitan policy to the state’s 
lawmakers.

 Oliver Byrum, who as a Council staff member had been an 
architect of the Land Planning Act and later was planning director for 
the city of Minneapolis, provided another outsider’s view in 1991. He 
applauded the Council’s accomplishments in regional planning and sys-
tems, which had allowed for new development while respecting con-
cerns for the environment and restraints on road and sewer funding. 
However, Byrum found that the Council was not adequately addressing 
inner-city housing and economic decline, which were consistently given 
a low priority (Byrum 1991, 38-39). His voice joined several others who 
were by then calling for reorientation of the Council’s priorities.

 The Association of Metropolitan Municipalities (AMM) added its 
perspectives in a 1992 report observing the Council’s steady loss of 
vision and energy.

Its fi rst members took what could be called a pro-active stance 
and, over time, became involved in issues such as land use 
planning, parks and open space, and transportation....During 
the years since its inception to the present, however, the Met-
ropolitan Council is perceived to have become more politicized 
and is offhandedly referred to as the “State Department of Met-
ropolitan Affairs.” It has, either by design or happenstance, 
become an enforcer of rules and regulations. It has become 
enmeshed in minutia and dealing with the here-and-now, func-
tioning less as an institution of forward-thinking planning. 
(Association of Metropolitan Municipalities 1992, 1) 

AMM’s recommendations focused on renewing the Council’s visionary 
role, for no other agency was in a position to think regionally on a pub-
lic stage. It suggested the creation of a permanent committee on long 
range planning as a principal idea source. From this the staff would gen-
erate action plans and strategies. AMM did not favor the Council’s 
assuming greater control over the metropolitan service functions (as the 
legislature provided two years later), fearing that when entangled in 
day-to-day operations it would lose the long range view. Since it is one 
of the most infl uential public interest groups in the region, the AMM’s 
judgments and recommendations were given careful attention.
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 The Council staff provided a cursory review of the development 
framework accomplishments in a 1993 document entitled Evaluation of 
the Metropolitan Development and Investment Framework. First, the region 
grew faster in the 1980s than was planned for, but the urban service 
area accommodated about 93 percent of it. Second, there was very little 
growth outside the Council’s seven-county jurisdiction, less than in the 
1970s. 

 A third and less positive fi nding was that nineteen square miles 
of vacant land were added to the MUSA at the request of local govern-
ments, even though the region as a whole had more than enough space 
for that growth. The current practice was to let demands from individual 
cities determine expansions in the urban service area, and the Council 
was thus unable to steer new developments to other sites that were 
already serviced. In some cases, the Council members approved expan-
sions in spite of staff recommendations to the contrary.

In a number of reviews recommending that the urban service 
area be expanded, no analysis or fi nding of consistency with 
the framework was made. Instead, the recommendation to add 
additional acreage was based on whether capacity in the 
regional system was available....Although system plans are 
based on framework forecasts of growth, the Council and its 
staff have at times been reluctant to apply framework criteria to 
deny urban service area expansions when an immediate impact 
on metropolitan systems could not be demonstrated. In such 
cases, the regional systems are driving the framework rather 
than the framework driving the systems. (Metropolitan Council 
1993a, 8)

Additional comments noted the Council’s political sensitivities to the 
demands of local governments for growth space.

Cities have not been required to forego development because 
vacant land existed elsewhere in the sector. This approach 
refl ects the Council’s concerns that more stringent controls on 
land supply would result in higher land prices and less choice 
for Metropolitan Area residents. The approach may result in 
lower private land costs but higher public costs for serving 
land that is not used.
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A fi nal observation asserted that the Council’s method of calculating 
land demand and supply supports continued low-density development. 
This method should be reviewed and adjusted for the sake of consistency 
with its higher-density policies.

 A 1995 study by the University of Minnesota’s Center for Urban 
and Regional Affairs (Lukermann, Luce and Mohring 1995) examined 
the effects of certain fi scal policies on the urban core areas. It found that 
the practice of charging a uniform fee for sewer service despite local dif-
ferences in cost amounts to a subsidy of the outer and more affl uent 
parts of the region at the expense of lower income households in Min-
neapolis and St. Paul. The effect is to reduce the expense of urban 
expansion at the extremities of the sewer lines and thus unduly encourage 
it. Additionally, the study determined that constructing highways in the 
suburbs without charging for the additional congestion they impose also 
encourages sprawl and reduces the cost of suburban locations. These 
policies are set by the state government, not by the Council, but nega-
tively affect regional growth management goals.

 The many studies done in the 1980s and early 1990s, whether 
by outside evaluators or by the Council staff, conveyed three general 
conclusions, according to Israel (1996, 21). First, they tended to 
endorse the maintenance of dispersed power among metropolitan agen-
cies, although “concern was growing that the Council had let everyday 
operational concerns interfere too much with its most important policy-
making and policy integration functions.” A second recommendation 
was to “retain a federalism-type system of limited regional government, 
with most powers and responsibilities to remain at the local level.” 
Third, they assumed it best to have large service delivery structures at 
the regional level. These fi ndings did not, however, give the legislature 
an agenda for reform.

 The Council staff continued its own program evaluations during 
this time, producing a further study of the effects on land costs of 
expansion of the MUSA (Metropolitan Council 1995b). This was in 
response to a concern raised by State Senator Steven Morse in the 1995 
legislative session that the current growth control policies unduly raised 
the costs of developable suburban land (recall Downs’ argument in ch. 2). 
This study examined three major additions to the MUSA in Chanhassen 
(2,780 acres in 1991), Plymouth (1,800 acres in 1989), and Inver Grove 
Heights (660 acres in 1987), and compared them with areas in the same 
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cities that remained outside the line. Data on land value changes were 
obtained from the respective assessors’ offi ces. The researchers found 
large increases in land value for the MUSA additions, but about 75 per-
cent of these increases were due to the cost of developing the sites—
land grading, road construction, utility connections, park dedication, 
interest, and fees and charges levied by the city and various specialists. 
The balance presumably consisted of overhead costs and profi ts to the 
sellers, builders, realty fi rms, and other participants. These costs are 
largely borne by the buyers. 

 This fi nding suggests that the MUSA policy, by itself, did not 
infl ate the land values to an identifi able degree. Where demand for land 
is strong and cities set high standards for new residential development, 
such increases are inevitable. Land values refl ect many infl uences, and 
the three suburbs examined in this study have a strong appeal to devel-
opers and new residents. Even so, it is diffi cult to conclude that the 
demand, and consequently the price, was not infl ated by the limited 
availability of land within the MUSA. 

 The most recent evaluation of the development framework by 
the Council staff (Metropolitan Council 1996a, 10) concluded the 
following: 

Overall, the plan worked as intended. Between 1980 and 1990, 
93 percent of the region’s development occurred in areas 
planned for it. This percentage was signifi cantly higher than it 
was in the pre-MDIF (Metropolitan Development and Invest-
ment Framework) period. An effort to enroll farmland in an 
agricultural preserve program had considerable success. The 
number of people moving to rural parts of the region or locat-
ing to outlying counties dropped, compared with the previous 
decade. Local planning and regional service provision were 
coordinated. However, the region’s growth in single-family 
homes surged in the late 80’s and 90’s, leading to somewhat 
more growth than anticipated in the region’s rural areas and in 
adjacent counties. At the same time, declining economic and 
social conditions in the region’s older core area intensifi ed as a 
regional problem.

Signifi cantly, this evaluation accompanied the Council’s 1996 report to 
the legislature laying out the growth options that the Council had 
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considered prior to fi nal adoption of the Regional Blueprint. Its message 
is that the blueprint shall redirect and sharpen a set of policies that had 
largely achieved their purposes. Curt Johnson, Council Chair, stated in 
1997 that between 1980 and 1990, more than 90 percent of metropolitan 
growth occurred within the MUSA. This meant a savings in public 
investments estimated at more than a billion dollars from the expected 
costs if the development framework were not in place (Metropolitan 
Council 1997a).

 The most recent calculation of MUSA expansions by the Council 
staff indicated that from 1987 through 1996 a net 25,282 acres were 
added (actual expansions totaled 30,039, but another 4,757 were with-
drawn). Some of these additions were controversial and the justifi cations 
given for them varied; most were either deemed to be consistent with 
the given city’s comprehensive plan or had unique conditions such as 
preexisting sewer availability or the need for developable land for parks. 
Still, many viewed the expansions as unnecessary.

 These outside and inside evaluations support a conclusion that 
the growth management policies imposed some restraint on suburban 
expansion to a degree that was probably within the expectations of most 
legislators and local offi cials. Criticisms that it accomplished too little 
were countered by claims that it took away local autonomy and made 
expansion too costly. 

A Sharper Focus

A renewal of the Metropolitan Council’s growth management mission 
began in 1991, leading to the adoption of the Regional Blueprint in 1996. 
By 1991, there was serious questioning of whether the Council still had 
a role to play. The new governor, Arne Carlson, called for it to be either 
renewed or abolished. He made three demands on the Council: to pro-
vide a vision for the region, to exert leadership on major issues, and to 
promote sharing of services by local governments to cut costs. An ideo-
logical dispute also rose in importance with the return of a Republican 
to the governor’s offi ce: the power of an appointed regional authority 
versus elected local governments over high-stakes issues. The Council, 
by that time, lacked a vigorous political constituency of its own that 
would defend it on the policy battlefi eld. Stephen Alnes observed, late 
in 1992:
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Now the Council is being pushed and drawn into taking on 
major new responsibilities that fi t under the big tent of the law 
but are not what it is accustomed to doing. At the same time, it 
is being told to keep on doing what it has been doing, only 
better.

 This redirection had several internal and external sources. In 
1992, the Council issued a vision statement of what the region would 
look like in 2015 (Metropolitan Council 1992a), addressing issues that 
had been in the agency’s own realm, such as transportation and the 
environment, plus the broader issues of telecommunications, economic 
development, and the arts that are the responsibility of other governments 
and the private sector. Many organizations and focus groups provided 
input to the goals and visions. However, the document drew criticism 
from Minneapolis and St. Paul planners and offi cials for its lack of atten-
tion to the social and economic challenges of the urban core. 

 The brief document, Purpose and Role of the Metropolitan Council: 
Focused for the Future, issued by the Council in the fall of 1993, conced-
ed many of the critics’ points. First, it admitted that in implementing 
the Land Planning Act and complying with other legislative mandates, 
“Council work on other issues in the region was choked off or slow in 
getting under way.” Second, it recalled that “for a decade, Minnesota’s 
governors told the Council not to stir up the pot, so the Council kept 
an extremely low profi le....Governors and many legislators assessed the 
Council’s performance based on how well it carried out existing man-
dates. State leaders saw the Council as an organization for the 1970s 
and 1980s, not one for the 1990s and beyond.” 

 The report also expressed a mea culpa. “Over the last decade, it 
hasn’t been proactive...choosing instead to keep a distance from contro-
versial issues....In recent years the Council tied its own hands by choos-
ing to operate from a community-wide consensus model of decision 
making, even though it often had authority to decide. If there was no 
consensus, the Council didn’t go forward.” The major issues of the 
1980s included hard economic and public investment choices on which 
consensus was diffi cult to reach. And when a decision had to be made, 
it was usually passed to another body that was more secure politically, 
as we have seen.

 This report promised a shift in focus “from an emphasis on 
long-range planning to incubating solutions to the region’s emerging 



issues.” In order to become a regional problem solver, the Council 
pledged a new and more systematic internal process for identifying 
issues, developing and implementing solutions in partnership with other 
organizations, and evaluating the results to ensure public accountability. 

Focused for the Future also promised greater attention to such 
inner-city problems as poverty, crime, unemployment, and deteriorating 
housing. This was not a new concern, admittedly; the staff’s Fully Devel-
oped Area Task Force complained in 1977 that the development frame-
work tools were inadequate to direct growth and reinvestment into that 
sector. That theme was renewed with greater urgency in a 1992 staff 
report, Trouble at the Core: The Twin Cities Under Stress, which document-
ed the growth and concentration of poverty, the loss of inner-city jobs, 
the escalating crime rate, and the rise in minority population amid these 
conditions. It forecast that these trends would continue and warned that 
only a comprehensive regional policy could reverse them. This position 
was clearly supported by census data on the location of persons whose 
incomes were below the poverty level; Figure 3 shows its concentration 
in the central cities. 

 The Council was cast in a more internationally relevant role 
when the Citizens League in 1993 urged the Twin Cities region to 
strengthen its position in the globally competitive economy. Its six 
“critical success factors” included high priority infrastructure invest-
ments that have been long-term Council concerns, but the report 
reissued this mandate in a larger context. “The region should choose 
a more compact and less costly pattern of development, freeing its 
infrastructure resources to be used on public amenities such as 
parks, and for investments in air transportation, telecommunications, 
and shipping capacity needed for future economic competitiveness” 
(Citizens League 1993, 112-113). 

 Other metropolitan areas have mobilized their economic and 
political resources for global competitiveness. Kanter profi led three—
Boston; Greenville/Spartanburg, South Carolina; and Miami—for their 
entrepreneurial approach to whole-region development and competitive-
ness. Governments and private participants worked together to build 
infrastructures and planning capacity. She argues that communities need 
“social glue,” described as:

a means for social cohesion, a way to bring people together to 
defi ne the common good, create joint plans, and identify 
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Figure 3. Census Tracts Above the Metropolitan Average in Percent of 
Persons Below the Poverty Level, 1989
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strategies that benefi t a wide range of organizations and people 
in the community. In addition to the physical infrastructure 
that supports daily life and work—roads, subways, sewers, 
electricity, communications systems—communities need a 
social infrastructure...for collaboration to solve problems and 
create the future. (Kanter 1995, 32)

The Metropolitan Council has the power and expertise to play a strategic 
role in this network and to mobilize the many public and private partners 
who can make necessary contributions. 

 The fully developed area was explicitly addressed in a 1994 set 
of proposals by the Council as part of a study which had been mandated 
three years earlier by the legislature. The primary focus of the study was 
on the job growth and skill development required to combat poverty and 
stabilize the core areas. 

Metropolitan areas with a declining core do not compete as 
effectively economically in the marketplace as urban areas with 
a stable and healthy core....True regional economic growth 
must include both new development in outlying suburbs and 
investment in the older parts of the region. The goal is a net 
increase in jobs for the region overall instead of simply shifting 
resources from one city to another, often at the expense of the 
center cities. (Metropolitan Council 1994b, 1-2)

This study was accompanied by socioeconomic statistics on the extent 
of the disparities in jobs and income between ethnic groups and sectors 
of the region. 

 The stimulus for Council renewal from Governor Carlson was 
complemented by the efforts of State Representative Myron Orfi eld from 
south Minneapolis. He began in 1992 to raise issues of equity and bal-
ance between the “favored quarter” of the region, located in the growing 
southwestern suburban quadrant, and the central cities and less favored 
suburbs (Orfi eld 1997b, ch. 1). That quarter, he argued, has received a 
disproportionate share of public investments in highways and sewers, 
which have stimulated their growth over the other areas. In addition, by 
not accommodating homes for middle- and lower-income households, 
they experience fewer social problems and the costs associated with 
them. Those burdens thus fall on the sectors that are less fi nancially 
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able to carry them. Orfi eld (178-180) further charged that the Council 
was more concerned with facilitating growth than with directing it and 
lacked the will to guide it so as to ensure fair opportunities in jobs and 
housing for inner-city residents locked in poverty. The Council was, to a 
great extent, “captured” by the development interests working through 
the state and the suburban local governments and through the Council’s 
own membership. 

 Orfield’s concerns attracted a coalition of central city and 
suburban activists in the region that took the name Alliance for Met-
ropolitan Stability. In 1992-93 they pressed the legislature to pass a 
package of reforms, collectively called the Metropolitan Community 
Stability Act, that would significantly reallocate development 
resources in the metropolitan area. These included expansion of 
affordable housing, election of the Metropolitan Council, tightening 
of MUSA expansion, and protection of farmland from assessments. 
Only the last-mentioned became law.

 Most legislators opposed Orfi eld’s program of redistribution as 
too radical, yet conceded that some reorientation of priorities was due. 
Further, they agreed with Orfi eld that the Council needed a change of 
organization to remedy the loose and often contentious relationships 
between it and the autonomous transit and wastewater agencies.

 The structural change came in 1994, which has proved to be the 
second major watershed year for the Council. Lawmakers abolished the 
Regional Transit Board, Metropolitan Transit Commission, and Metro-
politan Wastewater Control Commission, assigning the waste and transit 
functions directly to the Council. It thereby became an operating as well 
as a planning agency, contrary to its founders’ intentions, thus merging 
the responsibilities for short-term tactical choices and coordination with 
long-term planning. The Chair’s offi ce became part-time, and the full-
time post of regional administrator, appointed by the members, was cre-
ated with a specifi c list of qualifi cations. Council members continued to 
be appointees of the governor, but would thenceforth serve at his or her 
pleasure rather than hold a fi xed term—a move intended to clarify their 
accountability. The agencies in charge of airports and sports facilities 
were left in their previous position, with continued limited oversight by 
the Council. 

 To fulfi ll its promises and carry out its expanded legislative man-
date, the Council began to compose the Regional Blueprint as a revision 
of the Metropolitan Development and Investment Framework. The prelimi-
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nary version, adopted in late 1994, emphasized six goals: to strengthen 
the region’s economy for global competition, to reinvest in distressed 
central cities and older suburbs, to strengthen community identity and 
cohesiveness, to preserve the natural environment, to guide growth in 
order to contain urban sprawl, and to expand choices for affordable 
homes. This proposal initiated rounds of staff and public deliberations 
to give the blueprint a fi nal form.

 A major research effort identifi ed the anticipated population, 
household, and employment growths, and also the public investments 
necessary to service them (Metropolitan Council 1995a). Council staff 
forecast a growth of 410,000 households and 650,000 people for the 
seven-county region by 2020, with 380,000 more jobs (see Figure 4). 
The new homes would be accommodated at an average residential den-
sity of 2.5 households per acre, while the new residents would require 
one hundred million more square feet of commercial and industrial 
space in which to work. The growth will cause a steady increase in 
motor vehicle trips to accommodate the larger number of travelers and 
the longer distances covered.

Figure 4. Forecasted Growth in Population, Households, and Jobs in the 
Twin Cities Metropolitan Area Over a Fifteen-Year Period Compared to 
Growth Over the Previous Period

700,000

600,000

500,000

400,000

300,000

200,000

100,000

1970-1995 1996-2020

575,000575,000

367,000

611,000

650,000

330,000

410,000

Po
pu

la
tio

n

H
ou

se
ho

ld
s

Em
pl

oy
m

en
t

Po
pu

la
tio

n

H
ou

se
ho

ld
s

Em
pl

oy
m

en
t

Source: Metropolitan Council



64

 The Council staff envisioned this urban expansion could be 
arranged in three alternative types of development. The fi rst, spread 
development, simply provides space for homes and jobs wherever the 
market chooses and individual local governments allow. This is likely to 
be in a ring around the currently built-up areas but at a relatively low 
level of density. This option is closest to the current development trend, 
which the growth management policies in place have only gently 
restrained. The MUSA would be expanded wherever demand for it 
occurred. 

 The other two options would impose tighter constraints on the 
market and local authorities. Channeled development would direct growth 
into nodes along selected highway and transit corridors. The MUSA 
would be expanded only in those nodes and corridors. The most restric-
tive, concentrated development, envisions all urban growth taking place 
on vacant or redeveloped land within the existing MUSA which would 
not be expanded. These options, it was stressed, were hypothetical rath-
er prescriptive, intended to spark public discussion and feedback. 

 Each of these options entailed certain public costs for sewers, 
water, and transportation. Naturally, the more concentrated the new 
development was in areas with existing services, the lower its costs 
would be. Thus, the spread development option would require an addi-
tional $13.3 billion in such investments by 2020, while the channeled 
development option would demand $11.8 billion. Least expensive was 
the concentrated development scheme, at $11.0 billion. These numbers 
are projections and could prove to be high or low, depending on unfore-
seen infl uences over the time period.

 The forecasts of growth in population, households, and employ-
ment were prepared both on a regional basis and segmented into four 
subregions—the northeast, northwest, southwest, and southeast quad-
rants. These forecasts were further allocated to the central cities, the 
fully developed area, developing area, rural service area, and the free-
standing growth centers. The fi nal step was to identify the growth that 
individual cities can accommodate. For those with substantial open 
space, this forward look is crucial but also politically sensitive. The 
Council does not intend, nor is it legally able, to force any city to meet a 
specifi c forecast, but instead it uses the projection to encourage local 
offi cials and residents to consider how they can provide for economic 
growth and life-cycle housing at a higher density, with a minimum of 
additional public spending (Metropolitan Council 1996d).
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 In 1996 the Council invited public reactions to the amended 
Regional Blueprint. There were fi ve scheduled public hearings, ten meetings 
of different focus groups, six informational open houses, and a telephone 
survey of fi ve thousand randomly selected residents. More than eighty 
meetings were held with organizations in cities and neighborhoods. 
Hundreds of comments arrived by letter, telephone, and email. A wide 
variety of views were expressed, most of them supporting the broad 
growth strategy.

 Dissenting responses focused both on the strategy itself and 
on the means of pursuing it. Some expressed the concern that it 
would weaken city and county authorities’ power over their own 
growth choices and impose a single standard on varying local condi-
tions. For example, the Anoka County Board of Commissioners 
viewed the proposal as limiting commercial and industrial expansion 
in much of the county, thus denying it the expanded tax base it 
requires to support the expected residential growth. Further, it envi-
sioned that urban growth would accelerate in the counties to its 
north, outside the Council’s realm of authority, and make heavier 
demands on its roads that were not scheduled for improvement in 
the following twenty years. The board thus declared that it would 
not support any plan that failed to address these concerns.

 The North Metro Mayors Association, representing the less affl u-
ent suburbs in that sector of the region, offered several recommenda-
tions in late 1996. First, it urged action by the legislature (enacted the 
following year) to control urban sprawl outside the seven-county region. 
Second, it requested that more fi nancial resources be allocated to the 
less affl uent communities through revision of tax base sharing in order 
to spur their revitalization. Third, the association wanted the Council to 
give priority to maintaining and upgrading existing public facilities over 
new construction. Additional statements supported the close linking of 
transit with housing and employment, incentives to communities that 
have a fair share of affordable housing, and vigorous enforcement of 
policies to promote higher density development. In general, the associa-
tion backed the Regional Blueprint while advocating vigorous use of its 
policies for the benefi t of the fully developed areas.

 The Builders Association of the Twin Cities, always a prominent 
voice, commissioned a study by several planning and legal fi rms on the 
region’s supply of land for new construction. Completed in 1996, the 
study included a survey of the actual amount of buildable land remaining 
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within the MUSA at that time and compared it with the anticipated 
growth in households. One fi nding was that when the area taken up by 
parks, industry, public uses, and wetlands is subtracted, there remains 
less land for homebuilding than will accommodate growth beyond the 
year 2000, assuming an average of two homes per acre. Such a land 
shortage inevitably infl ates land prices. The researchers concluded that 
the Council’s program of growth management in the 1970s and 1980s 
had succeeded because the MUSA was large enough to accommodate 
growth at reasonably low land costs, but that there was an immediate 
need both for MUSA expansion to avoid cost pressures in the near 
future and for a simplifi ed process by which cities can continue to 
expand it as needed. A further recommendation supported the Regional 
Blueprint policy of redevelopment and increased density in the already 
built-up areas but urged additional public incentives to make this hap-
pen quickly enough to accommodate the sixty-six thousand households 
that the Council projects will want to live there. Only with such poli-
cies, the association argues, will there be enough moderate-cost housing 
for the region’s current and future residents. 

 A contrasting position is argued by the Land Stewardship Project 
and its partners in an environmental protection alliance. They are con-
cerned about the rapid loss of farmland and other open space, and they 
fear its gradual consumption by a permissive Council policy of expand-
ing the MUSA. They have targeted sensitive areas such as central Wash-
ington County for protection in the Green Corridor Project, relying on 
voluntary action by landowners. The alliance also opposed the new 
bridge across the St. Croix River south of Stillwater as an unwise invita-
tion to urban sprawl and traffi c congestion. Thus the Land Stewardship 
Project is on record for tighter restraint on municipal expansions of the 
MUSA.

 Respondents from the central cities and older suburbs, led by 
the Alliance for Metropolitan Stability, often expressed the concern that 
the blueprint’s goals for reinvestment had little fi nancial backing. Pro-
moting renewal of brownfi eld sites and rehabilitation of older homes is 
expensive and the Council by itself had meager resources to commit to 
it, depending heavily on others’ support. For many urban residents, the 
size of the MUSA may be of no concern, since inner-city renewal and 
fringe expansion appear to have no connection. Yet the Alliance 
responds that growth not permitted to occur at the fringe could well 
fi nd a place within the already developed area, and thus seconded the 
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call of the Land Stewardship Project. Basically, the Alliance argues that 
the Council’s policy of voluntary local compliance with the blueprint is 
not strong enough to counter the economic and political forces for sub-
urban development.

 The Council amended the Regional Blueprint in December 1996 
with a Metro 2040 Regional Growth Strategy. It took into consideration its 
own research, opinions expressed in the public hearings, and its larger 
sense of what the public and the leading political forces wanted. Atten-
tion is focused on fi ve basic strategies: economic development and its 
infrastructures, reinvestment in declining sectors of the region, building 
strong communities through promoting local partnerships, environmental 
protection, and, as an apparent link between the fi rst four, a regional 
growth strategy with priorities for public investments.

 Metro 2040 is a composite of the three growth options rather 
than an exclusive choice of one of them. Figure 5 portrays the strategy 
policy areas as projected in 1996. About 55 percent of future growth is 
expected to occur inside the current MUSA line, labeled the urban area. 
A signifi cant effort is planned to renew residential and industrial areas 
within the smaller urban core, consisting of the older portions of Minne-
apolis and St. Paul and the University Avenue corridor that links them. 
Job growth will be concentrated at the urban core and at activity centers 
along the transit routes within the Interstate 494-694 beltway.

 An illustrative 2020 MUSA area was designated for the remain-
ing growth, to which sewer service will be gradually expanded as need-
ed. In addition, a long-term urban reserve area was created with a gross 
size of 564 square miles, of which 305 are considered suitable for devel-
opment. Its boundary line generally follows the outer limits of the 
watersheds now served by the metropolitan sewer system, and Council 
staff expects that this will accommodate anticipated growth to the year 
2040. In practical terms, the 2040 urban reserve boundary is the 
region’s urban growth boundary. 

 Outside the urban reserve are two other areas, the permanent 
agricultural area and the permanent rural area. The former consists of 
land enrolled in or eligible for the agricultural preserves program, while 
the latter has a variety of farm and nonfarm uses with a residential 
density of no more than one unit per ten acres. Land of either of these 
two types will not be eligible for sewers before 2040, if ever, and only 
minimal transportation facilities consistent with a rural lifestyle will 
serve them. Metro 2040 also identifi ed several rural growth centers—
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Figure 5. Regional Growth Strategy Policy Areas, 1996
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small communities like Belle Plaine, Marine on St. Croix, and St. Fran-
cis—allowed to plan for modest growth that could be serviced by local 
sanitary facilities.

 The MUSA line remains in this revised program, subject as 
before to negotiation with local communities. However, the Council will 
encourage them more strongly to develop at higher densities so as to 
use the available space and public investments more effi ciently rather 
than simply accommodate demand at the current lower density rate. 
Thus it rejects the Builders Association case that those communities 
should be able to expand the MUSA boundary at will, yet refuses to 
draw the fi rm line that the Land Stewardship Project and the Alliance 
for Metropolitan Stability favor. In its view, the supply of “buildable 
land” is not readily determinable, since political, economic, and envi-
ronmental uncertainties affect many vacant areas. 

A New Interdependence

The Metropolitan Council implements the Regional Blueprint through the 
municipal and county governments. Units of local government are man-
dated by state law to review and, if necessary, revise their comprehen-
sive plans to conform to the revised strategy produced at the end of 
1996. This process began when the Council sent to the localities its 
growth forecasts to the year 2020, the changes in system plans, and the 
proposed urban growth boundaries. Local offi cials and staff have the 
opportunity to negotiate growth and land use assumptions within cer-
tain limits. If a revision is needed to accommodate the changed condi-
tions, the city, county, or township has until the end of 1998 to com-
plete it. Council staff reviews each plan for its conformity to the 
blueprint’s goals and system policies, to adjacent jurisdictions’ plans, 
and to other state and federal regulations. If a plan review discovers a 
confl ict with any of these, the Council negotiates to resolve it. It will 
give priority in distributing grants and other benefi ts, such as the Livable 
Communities funds, discussed in the next chapter, to communities 
whose comprehensive plans support the regional goals. It has full 
authority, as the operating agency of the wastewater system, to determine 
where sewer extensions will be built. It can allocate major highway 
improvement funds and may tie those choices to local conformity to the 
blueprint. 

 The effort is now underway to secure conformance of local gov-
ernments’ comprehensive plans to the blueprint in terms of population 



density, infill of already serviced lands, and provision for modest-
cost housing. The Local Planning Handbook, issued in 1997, outlines 
the subjects that each plan must address. They include a land use 
component covering current and proposed uses, staged development 
plans to address redevelopment and infill within the already urban-
ized area, and, for those communities on the fringe, any addition of 
new land to the urban area for future development. These compre-
hensive plans are to be staged in five-year increments, beginning in 
2005, so as to enable the Council to anticipate demand on the waste-
water and transportation systems. 

 The comprehensive plans must also provide a housing component 
to ensure that projected needs of various income groups will be met, 
and a surface water management scheme. An additional section must 
describe the location, timing, use, and capacity of the highways and 
streets, sewers and private waste systems, parks and open space, water 
supply, and airports if applicable. Finally, there must be a description of 
the zoning controls, capital improvement schedules, and other programs 
that will implement the plans.

 A further requirement of the state law is that each city and 
township submit its revised comprehensive plan to adjacent units of 
government and school districts. The intent is to avoid site confl icts at 
their borders and ensure that transportation and water management 
plans are compatible. The receiving unit may comment about any con-
cerns it has, and such statements should be included in the plan sub-
mission. The burden is on the communities to work out a resolution, but 
Council staff stand ready to assist them.

 The Council intends to negotiate with each community over 
how much land it will need to meet 2020 expectations. This will be 
based on an inventory of land that is either vacant or capable of redevel-
opment, and on forecasts of household and employment growth in the 
community. Once the plan is in place, the Council will annually review 
local data to see what growth actually takes place. Municipal offi cials 
play a signifi cant role in this review, and the burden is on them to justify 
their plans in regional terms and keep them current. These comprehen-
sive plans are to be the cities’ most authoritative documents, and zoning 
ordinances and capital improvement plans must be consistent with 
them. Obviously, local politics will strongly infl uence these choices, and 
there is continuing potential for disagreement with regional positions.
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 For example, the city of Dayton lies mostly in the urban reserve 
area outside the 2000 MUSA line (but partially within the illustrative 
2020 MUSA line), and the Council schedule calls for staged development 
in fi ve-year increments. Some of its residents want to preserve the 
semirural atmosphere while others want to sell their farmland for devel-
opment. Dayton offi cials have begun negotiations with the Council, 
both parties seeking an agreement that offers some fl exibility while not 
seriously compromising the overall plan (Grossfi eld 1997). In some 
other suburbs within the MUSA, the Council suggests future housing 
densities higher than currently exist, and local offi cials and residents 
prefer the status quo.

 Lino Lakes is another suburb bisected by the MUSA line. The 
Council projects it to reach a peak population of about twenty-fi ve 
thousand in 2020, which presumes a growth rate comparable to that of 
the past decade. The MUSA would be gradually expanded to accommo-
date this. However, some local offi cials and residents argue that this is 
too fast a pace and support city policies to slow the approval of residen-
tial subdivisions. Road congestion is also a factor in their thinking, since 
no addition to capacity is anticipated. If the demands for homesites in 
the northern sector of the region are as strong as the Council anticipates, 
offi cials in Lino Lakes and its neighbors will be under strong pressure 
from the market.

 A further example concerns Baytown, a township in the St. 
Croix River valley in Washington County that is relatively rural and 
wants to stay that way. Its neighbor to the north, the city of Oak Park 
Heights, wants to annex 235 acres of the township for housing develop-
ment. In its defense, Baytown proposed to the Minnesota Municipal 
Board that Oak Park Heights annex to Lake Elmo, a city on its western 
border that plans for low-density development. The Council, in its advi-
sory role, envisions this contested part of the township for future urban 
expansion and so supports the Oak Park Heights request. Finally, the 
Municipal Board, which must approve all annexations and consolidations, 
is an independent state agency that typically seeks the most cost-effi cient 
solutions to such disputes (Broede 1997). 

 Preserving high-quality farmland requires identifi cation of spe-
cifi c areas and workable means to prevent their development. About 40 
percent of the region’s 2,900 square miles remained in some kind of 
agricultural use as of 1992. In 1997, the Metropolitan Council formed a 
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Permanent Agricultural Land Preservation Task Force made up of farm-
ers, local elected offi cials and planners, state legislators, county tax 
assessors, and representatives of the Land Stewardship Project. This 
group set goals for the effort and established criteria for choosing sites, 
such as soil quality and proximity to already built-up areas. The agricul-
tural preservation programs that worked in the past are now less effective 
due to changes in land valuations and property tax laws, and task force 
members have disagreed over how much land to preserve, what kind of 
farming to favor, and the ideal size of land parcels in this area, but 
ongoing work in 1998 should produce legal and fi nancial tools and 
practices for better protecting the selected areas.

 Transportation planning is a vital ingredient in the Regional Blue-
print. Metropolitan Council power over regional highways is based on a 
close accommodation with the Minnesota Department of Transportation 
(MnDOT). From the early 1970s, MnDOT has had a surface transporta-
tion plan prepared by its Transportation Advisory Board (TAB). The 
most recent plan was adopted in 1996 to conform to the federal require-
ments of ISTEA (International Surface Transportation Effi ciency Act) 
and the 1990 Clean Air Act amendments as well as the Regional Blue-
print. Its fi ve policy goals are to reduce travel demand, increase the 
capacity of roads through better management, maintain the existing 
roads, improve the transit system, and expand some parts of the high-
way system. The last goal, however, will not be reached without addi-
tional state funding, since federal grants have been reduced. TAB is a 
thirty-three-member body, half of whom are elected local offi cials, and 
remains central to the planning process and allocation of federal and 
state funds.

 MnDOT relies on the Council’s plans for controlled-access roads 
within the seven-county area. Keefe (Metropolitan Council 1991, 22) 
reports that the Council also serves as a political intermediary for the 
state agency in its freeway planning, helping to work through controver-
sies over policies and locations. In the furor of the mid-1990s over the 
proposed bridge to Wisconsin near Stillwater, the Council defended the 
governor’s position in favor of it, while realizing that the span would 
probably accelerate sprawl in St. Croix County and beyond. 

 Mass transit, a direct function of the Council, is also part of the 
regional strategy. One purpose of increasing residential and commercial 
density is to encourage bus ridership and thus reduce vehicle congestion. 
The legislature in 1995 enacted a further incentive for this, granting a 
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modest tax incentive to businesses that locate or expand close to transit 
routes. The Council has the task of identifying the zones in which this 
benefi t would occur. The 1998 session of the legislature provided funds 
to begin planning a light rail transit corridor from downtown Minneapolis 
along Hiawatha Avenue to the airport and Mall of America, which will 
be a major task of the Metropolitan Council.

 The Metropolitan Council staff has greatly improved its capability to 
monitor the effects of its policies through its Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS). This makes it possible to link vast quantities of data with 
spatial locations and display them graphically. These can be updated 
constantly, and so offer policy makers quick feedback on the direction 
and pace of development. Offi cials, planners, and the public can see 
current displays of housing types and values, traffi c volumes, the condi-
tion of natural open spaces, and the land available for new construction 
or redevelopment, and they can respond intelligently to the opportunities 
and problems presented. The Council also has a state mandate to develop 
a metro GIS. Major challenges to this, however, are the diffi culty of 
obtaining the data that are stored in many databases, arranging them in 
a format that is both usable and accessible, and updating them regularly.
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5
Housing Policy from Fair Share

to Livable Communities

Two Societies

Housing poses a dual problem for metropolitan planners. Sternleib 
(1986, 164) makes a distinction between the “shelter society” and the 
“post-shelter society.” In the fi rst group are households with an unmet 
need for basic housing at a reasonable proportion of their income, who 
depend on government or charitable support for what shelter they have. 
Those in the post-shelter group not only have security in their homes, 
but regard them as symbols of accomplishment and means of fi nancial 
accumulation. Their fears are not for the loss of shelter as such but for 
declining property values and disruption of living amenities in their 
neighborhoods.

 Local and state governments seek to protect the values and ame-
nities of residential environments through building codes, zoning, and a 
variety of public services. They have readily accommodated the market 
demand for new housing by opening up new land to developers and 
individual builders. The Council has constantly supported these practic-
es, and the Regional Blueprint maintains that support.

 The needs of the shelter society require more assertive government 
action, however. In older cities a large proportion of the housing stock 
has an “investment defi cit,” where over the years insuffi cient money has 
been spent to maintain and modernize the aging single-family dwellings 
and apartments. As both cause and result, these have become the homes 
of the very poorest, and when the defi cit becomes so great as to render 
the homes unlivable, they are demolished. In addition, many inexpen-
sive living units on the edge of downtowns and in the inner transition 
zones are typically replaced by more profi table uses of the space, from 
offi ce buildings and higher-cost dwellings to parking ramps. As the sup-
ply of inexpensive housing declines, the cost of the remaining units 
increases but reinvestment in them or in new but affordable housing 
does not necessarily follow.

 Government action, increasingly aided by nonprofi t organizations, 
has been necessary to fi ll that defi cit in housing supply and investment. 
Central cities began to build and operate residential complexes in the 
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1930s with infusion of federal money, and their housing and redevelop-
ment agencies survive today both as operators of the projects that 
remain and fi nanciers of privately owned dwellings for lower-income 
households. But they now clearly recognize that many housing projects, 
laden with rules that admit only the lowest-income households, have 
concentrated the poor to a very unhealthy extent. Today, there are 
strong efforts to change those projects, either by replacing them with 
more desirable and lower-density homes, or by enabling tenants to man-
age them and so better control their living environments. In Minneapo-
lis, these efforts were the spur to the Hollman consent decree, described 
in the next section. 

 Recent studies show that various government actions have 
aggravated poverty and market factors that hinder the provision of 
affordable housing. A 1991 federal study by the Advisory Commission 
on Regulatory Barriers to Affordable Housing identifi ed many federal, 
state, and local regulations that either prevent modest-cost dwellings 
from being built in communities or unnecessarily raise the price of those 
that are built. NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) choices by cities to zone 
out smaller homes and apartments are most prominent in the suburbs 
that attract commercial and industrial developments employing low-
wage workers. Building and environmental regulations and fi nancing 
restrictions, enacted with good intent, also reduce the availability of 
such homes. Twin Cities municipalities are well stocked with such barriers, 
and one of the lowest-cost types of dwelling, manufactured housing (or 
mobile homes), is not allowed in many developing suburbs. In addition 
to the regulations noted above, Lukermann and Kane reported in 1994, 
are higher property tax rates for rental than for owner-occupied dwell-
ings, high development costs for new multi-family buildings, concerns 
over long-term maintenance of high density housing for lower-income 
persons, and lack of public subsidies suffi cient to overcome these fi nan-
cial disincentives. They recommended creation of a regional funding 
pool that would enable communities and builders to provide such 
homes and locate them in dispersed areas to avoid concentration in any 
one block or neighborhood. 

 The politics of urban housing involves an intricate network of 
interest groups, government agencies, and private fi nancing sources. 
Goetz and Sidney (1997, 490) characterize this as a policy subsystem. 
Many policy issues attract only specialized participants who are highly 
interested in that area, and since others who have a stake in the choices 
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don’t participate, the specialized interests dominate the process by 
default. The Minneapolis subsystem for modest-cost housing consists of 
the city’s Community Development Agency, fi fty-nine neighborhood citi-
zens’ organizations, a group of community development corporations, 
foundations such as McKnight that support housing programs, lending 
institutions, and profi t-making residential developers. 

 This subsystem has long been concerned with expanding the 
supply of multi-family dwellings, but in the 1990s it shifted its efforts to 
facilitating home ownership and reducing the concentration of low-cost 
apartments in inner-city neighborhoods. Pressure for this shift has come 
from resident groups active in the city-sponsored Neighborhood Revital-
ization Program begun in 1991. The federal Community Reinvestment 
Act spurred banks to expand credit for renewal of lower-income areas, 
but this has likewise emphasized owner occupancy, and none of these 
efforts has been very effective for those at the lowest end of the income 
scale.

 This housing policy orientation in Minneapolis is an important 
aspect of the environment in which the Metropolitan Council must 
implement its affordable housing efforts. The subsystem participants do 
not fully agree on what they want, but their preferences will determine 
municipal policies on who gets homes and where they are built. Indeed, 
the Council does not seek to increase the concentration of poor house-
holds in any one neighborhood, yet affl uent residents resist shifting any 
large bloc of the poor in their direction. Another factor in this issue is 
the fear of crime that many Minneapolis residents hold; to them, “low-
cost housing” is a code term for a hotbed of violence and drug dealing. 
Residential relocation will be accepted only when it does not appear 
likely to create new centers of crime and disorder.

Filling the Need

Providing for the shelter society is of growing importance as a 
metropolitan issue for Minneapolis-St. Paul. The key terms now used 
are affordable and life-cycle housing. Basically defi ned by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, an affordable home is 
one that a family earning 80 percent of the particular region’s median 
income is able to buy and make payments on at the prevailing interest 
rate while spending no more than 30 percent of that income. A rental 
unit is affordable when it costs no more than 30 percent of the income 
of a family making 50 percent of the region’s median. In 1995, the 
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maximum amount for an affordable home purchase in the Twin Cit-
ies area was $115,000, and the affordable monthly rent was $638. 
These amounts can be adjusted annually as median income and 
interest rates change.

Life-cycle housing is defi ned by the Metropolitan Council as a 
mix of housing types that meet the full range of the needs of a commu-
nity’s citizens over their lifetimes. Dwelling needs differ with life situa-
tions and incomes, from small apartments and condominiums for single 
persons and childless couples to homes with several bedrooms where 
children are present. The Council currently forecasts a declining relative 
demand for large homes as the baby boomers age, with a correspond-
ingly greater market for apartments and owner-occupied units for the 
future “empty-nesters.” Of course, single persons and couples with 
ample incomes may choose more space than they really “need,” and 
their demands will also drive the market.

 The Council’s housing program began very modestly in 1966 
when its predecessor, the Metropolitan Planning Commission, issued a 
policy statement favoring a wide choice in residential location for all 
homeseekers, regardless of their income, race, or ethnic origin. No 
funds or legal tools were allocated to implement this goal, however. 

 1971 saw a more signifi cant effort when the Council adopted 
the fi rst housing chapter of its Metropolitan Development Guide with the 
goal of distributing modest-cost homes throughout the region. This 
time, with the A-95 powers drawn from the federally mandated grant 
review process, the Council could give the highest preference in reviewing 
local governments’ applications for grants for parks, sewers, and water 
facilities to those which were complying with the Council’s housing policy. 
The federal agency that awarded each grant was not bound to follow the 
Council’s recommendations, but it usually did. Amplifi cation of this 
housing program followed in 1973, at which time the Council also 
acquired direct authority to review local requests for federal housing 
grants. One year later, it demonstrated its power by rejecting an applica-
tion for a park grant by the city of Golden Valley because that city fell 
short in providing for affordable dwellings.

 One tool was added in 1974 when the legislature designated the 
Council as the Metropolitan Housing and Redevelopment Authority. As 
such, it could enable smaller communities to take part in federal housing 
programs without establishing their own agencies. One reason for this 
was to make sure that suburban cities were not short-changed in the 
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distribution of federal and state housing subsidies; Minneapolis and St. 
Paul were then drawing the lion’s share. By 1997, the Council was 
administering the federally-funded Section 8 program in 134 communities 
in Hennepin, Ramsey, Anoka, and Carver Counties, providing rent cer-
tifi cates in privately-owned dwellings to nearly 5,200 low-income 
households.

 In 1976 and 1977 the Council studied modest-cost housing 
needs as required by the Land Planning Act. It prepared advisory 
standards for municipalities on size, density, and other land require-
ments for single- and multiple-family dwellings. Some years later, the 
1985 Council response to the Legislative Auditor’s evaluation report-
ed that many cities had responded favorably to these standards. 
More than one-quarter of all housing units built in the suburbs from 
1980 to that date were either subsidized or of modest cost (Metro-
politan Council 1985, 27).

 The 1970s-era housing policy was complete when the 1977 
revision of the housing chapter established the Fair Share plan, which 
set numerical goals for subsidized homes within each city based on a 
formula that favored the central cities and inner suburbs. There were 
separate goals for the elderly and non-elderly families. The federal 
Housing and Community Development Act, passed in 1974, provided 
funds for several programs of this type, and the Council was given 
power to recommend for or against federal funding of local requests. It 
used the Fair Share criteria in its recommendations, but also helped 
local offi cials to plan for compliance with them.

 These efforts to expand suburban housing opportunities had 
positive results, particularly in communities directly adjacent to Minne-
apolis and St. Paul. When the development framework was adopted in 
1975, 82 percent of all subsidized dwellings were located in the two 
central cities. At the end of 1983, by contrast, those cities had only 59 
percent of such homes (Metropolitan Council 1985). 

 In relation to the demand, nevertheless, the supply of low-cost 
housing fell short. The 1970s and succeeding years were times of rapid 
expansion of commercial and industrial jobs in the suburbs and decline 
of the same in the central cities. This outward movement of employment 
far outpaced the building of homes that many of the employees could 
afford. During the 1980s, federal funding for modest-cost housing 
declined sharply, and neither state nor private support was suffi cient to 
keep up the pace of new construction and rehabilitation. Too, housing 



costs escalated, leaving a smaller proportion of existing homes in the 
affordable category. As a result of all this, the “opportunity gap” wid-
ened, while officials and citizens in the growing suburbs offered little 
or no support for the shelter society. They feared the crime and low-
ered property values that “the wrong kind of people” might bring to 
their communities, and argued that low-value homes do not provide 
enough property tax to cover the additional expense of schools and 
public services.

 In 1989, the legislature mandated that Minneapolis and St. Paul 
replace, on a one-for-one basis by number of bedrooms, all low-cost 
rental units that had been demolished or converted to other uses. This 
act was inspired by the loss of a large block of inexpensive homes when 
the Minneapolis Convention Center was enlarged, although the require-
ment was not extended to suburban cities, some of which also lost low-
cost homes for various reasons. From 1989 through 1995 (when the 
mandate was repealed) the two cities replaced 572 units and produced 
473 more with the aid of funds from several sources. However, the two 
cities expressed the concern that the law limited their options to rede-
velop neighborhoods for other than housing purposes, as when an 
industrial or commercial use was judged more appropriate for a given 
site. The repeal came in 1995 with the enactment of the Livable Com-
munities Act, discussed at length in the next chapter, wherein the Council 
was directed to study the issue of replacement housing and any legal 
changes that might be required (Metropolitan Council 1996b).

 By the 1990s, the tension over the supply of modest-cost homes 
had set the stage for the campaign by Representative Myron Orfi eld and 
his supporters to redirect metropolitan housing policy. He presented evi-
dence that the region had only 58 percent of the affordable housing 
needed by those in the lowest income categories, most of it in the cen-
tral cities and inner-ring suburbs. Those who had to pay out a larger 
share of their income for “unaffordable” dwellings were also in those 
areas. This was, he argued, clear evidence of social polarization, with 
broader consequences for the entire region. 

The presence of a disproportionate share of low-income earners 
and housing they live in increases the demands for local servic-
es and limits the tax base of their communities, the main 
source of fi nancing these services. On the other hand, in the 
areas with large tax bases, where there is less social need and 

79



where most of the new jobs are, there is little affordable housing. 
(1997b, 55)

 The Council staff drew a similar conclusion in 1992 from its 
study, Trouble at the Core. Referring to the trends of decline and distress 
that accelerated in the 1980s, they reported that 

with poverty and the shortfall in affordable housing, they are 
now approaching alarming proportions. In the core area, nearly 
one out of three people lives below the poverty line....Factors 
have conspired to make the central cities a place of concentra-
tions—of poverty, of governmentally subsidized housing, of 
people who are denied choice in where to live (minorities, in 
particular), of older housing in need of repair, of social services 
and of public transit. Opportunities for economic betterment, 
for many of its residents, remain out of reach. (Metropolitan 
Council 1992b, 5)

The staff asserted that solutions must not be found in “top-down” pater-
nalistic policies that have been inadequate in the past. Nor can solutions 
be demanded solely of the people where the worst problems exist, as if 
they were at fault. Rather, action must grow out of a realistic and accept-
ed explanation of the problems and employ decision-making partner-
ships that bring together resources from the entire region. 

 The Council expanded on its housing policy in a 1994 position 
paper that identifi ed fi ve strategies as central to progress. Two of them 
directly involved housing: to expand the variety of types and prices of 
“life-cycle” home choices in the suburbs, and to “promote maintenance 
and rehabilitation of older housing to preserve vital healthy neighbor-
hoods, but remove and replace dilapidated housing with other uses in 
order to start breaking up concentrations of low-income housing” (Met-
ropolitan Council 1994a, 4). The three other strategies are necessary to 
reduce the concentration of poverty that reduces households’ ability to 
afford decent dwellings: better transportation to job centers, improved 
work skills of low-income residents to match available jobs, and 
employment growth in central cities and older suburbs.

 The Citizens League added its voice to the housing issue in that 
same year. The key recommendation of its study committee was that the 
legislature designate housing in the metropolitan area as a “regional 
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system,” which would increase the Council’s authority to set and enforce 
numerical goals for affordable housing throughout the region and would 
apply some mandates and incentives to cities to comply. The housing 
market is undeniably regional, the committee asserted, and “actions—
whether by individuals or institutions—taken in one part of the metro-
politan area profoundly affect the rest of the region” (Citizens League 
1994, 49). This view called for a much stronger stance on the issue than 
the Council had previously taken.

 As Representative Orfield was campaigning for strong afford-
able housing legislation, the Council first endorsed it as consistent 
with its own long-standing policies. However, in 1993, the Council 
members reversed that position after pressures from the governor, 
local officials, and some Republican legislators (Israel 1996, 70-71). 
This further demonstrates the Council’s insecure position within the 
state’s power structure.

 The Association of Metropolitan Municipalities added a voice to 
the housing debate in 1995. Its task force on urban strategies recom-
mended that the Council produce a region-wide housing plan using the 
criteria of income levels, transportation, jobs, and support services. To 
fi nance this plan, it urged the legislature to create a metropolitan enter-
prise fund with $35-40 million per year to be granted by the Council to 
cities and to housing and redevelopment authorities for building or 
renewing affordable dwellings. 

 An analysis of the regional housing market by Council staff in 
1996 confi rmed the above-described trends but painted a somewhat 
brighter picture. Compared with other metropolitan areas, housing in 
the Twin Cities region is affordable for a signifi cant portion of its popu-
lation. Home ownership is strong and those owners paid a relatively low 
16.7 percent of their income for housing—although that percentage has 
risen since 1980. Data from the National Association of Homebuilders 
showed that 80 percent of the home sales in the fi rst quarter of 1997 
were in the affordable range, with no change from the previous year.

 Renters were less well off, though, having to pay a larger portion 
of their incomes for their apartments than they did ten years earlier. The 
analysts labeled the housing market as “healthy” overall but repeated the 
need to address its affordability for the lowest income sector (Metropoli-
tan Council 1997e). During 1997, the housing market tightened with 
the continuing loss of low-rent apartments, and the vacancy rate in 
Minneapolis was reported to be as low as 2 percent. The supply of 



subsidized housing remained at less than 5 percent of the total, a fi gure 
that had not changed since 1989 (1998b, 36).

 In 1996, the Council revisited the issue of housing replacement, 
as mandated by the legislature the previous year. It concluded that the 
Livable Communities Act addressed affordable housing on a regional 
scale and had the potential to substantially increase its supply in the 
suburbs as well as central cities. Thus it urged the lawmakers to evaluate 
its effects before taking further action (1997b).

 The Regional Blueprint’s strategy for expanding housing opportu-
nities does not differ markedly from previous statements.

The Council will work with local communities in a partner-
ship to meet the range of housing needs of people at various 
life-cycle stages; broaden locational choice and access 
throughout the region for people of all income levels; and 
support use of public funds to help achieve these goals. The 
Council will use the state Livable Communities Act to fur-
ther this goal. (1996c, 57)

 Its goal is not to increase the supply of modest-cost housing in 
places where it is already abundant, such as the central cities, but to 
expand it where little or none now exists. As part of the revision of their 
comprehensive plans, municipalities and counties must address a variety 
of housing issues, including the relation of current and needed housing 
types to the community’s demographic composition and employment 
base, opportunities for new higher-density dwellings near transit lines, 
areas with substandard and lower-cost homes and their maintenance 
needs and prospects for redevelopment, and the relation of their housing 
plans to the policies in the Regional Blueprint. Further discussion must 
address the legal and fi nancial means to reach the housing goals. 

 The intent is to ensure that careful and realistic planning takes 
place and that there is serious commitment to carry it through. However, 
unlike the systems policies for sewers and transportation, the Council 
cannot require changes in these housing plans. It thus depends on com-
munity leaders and residents coming to understand the long-term 
dwelling needs of persons throughout the life-cycle. 

 A further move in affordable housing provision developed from 
the Hollman v. Cisneros Consent Decree of 1995. In that year, a discrimi-
nation suit by residents of public housing projects against the city of 
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Minneapolis was settled with an agreement to demolish 770 subsidized 
rental units on that city’s north side and resettle the 519 displaced families 
elsewhere in the city and suburbs. The $117 million cost is to be borne 
by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, including 
the cost of an additional nine hundred certifi cates for Section 8 housing. 
The goal is to establish 590 of those replacement dwelling units in the 
suburbs by 2002, further emphasizing the aim of decentralizing the 
poor, and a major task in today’s political climate.
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6
Toward Livable Communities: The Metropolitan 

Council’s New Challenge

A Stronger Mandate

The Livable Communities Act and related policies gave a new impetus 
to the expansion of affordable housing and to the renewal of older areas 
by substantially augmenting the Council’s mission. In passing the act 
during the 1995 session, several legislators sought to respond to the 
issues that Representative Orfi eld had raised but in a form that would 
be acceptable to the majority and to the governor. Whereas Orfi eld 
advocated mandating affordable housing in suburbs, this program calls 
only for voluntary participation by cities. It focuses on the economic 
well-being of the central cities and older suburbs, and establishes three 
accounts from which funds are granted to local communities: 1) the 
Local Housing Incentives Account for expanding the supply of afford-
able and life cycle homes, 2) the Tax Base Revitalization Account for 
supporting clean-up and reuse of brownfi elds contaminated by previous 
industrial users, and 3) the Livable Communities Demonstration 
Account for fi nancing projects with compact, higher-density develop-
ment incorporating a range of housing types with commercial services 
and access to transit. 

 A further component of this act is the Home Buyers Tax Break 
Program. It offers tax exemptions to households below certain income 
thresholds who purchase homes in specifi ed neighborhoods in St. Paul, 
Minneapolis, and Columbia Heights, and in residential areas affected by 
aircraft noise from the International Airport. 

 The process by which this act became law further illustrates the 
complexity of the metropolitan power structure. After the efforts of 
Orfi eld and his supporters were thwarted by the governor, a coalition 
came together to back as strong an act on affordable housing as could 
win majority support (Israel 1996, 71). Several legislators of both par-
ties, notably Senator Ted Mondale and Representative Steve Kelly, both 
of St. Louis Park, spearheaded the search for agreement. From outside 
the legislature, Curtis Johnson, Chair of the Metropolitan Council, Lyle 
Wray, Executive Director of the Citizens League (who suggested the 
name “Livable Communities”), and several city offi cials added their 



input. The Association of Metropolitan Municipalities was a key broker.
 The Livable Communities Act, following the structural reorgani-

zation of the Council in 1994, indicates that the region’s infl uentials are 
still able to achieve substantial reforms in metropolitan governance, 
Israel concludes. 

These changes have been accomplished with legislators who 
are less interested in metropolitan government than their 
predecessors were, with much stronger county commission-
ers who are wary of metropolitan government, with a Gov-
ernor who has not been friendly to the Metropolitan Coun-
cil, and with an increasingly conservative political climate. 
(1996, 111-112)

 The Citizens League examined the concept of livable neighbor-
hoods in a 1997 study and drew a clear link between the well-being of 
small communities and that of the region as a whole. It supported the 
objectives of the Regional Blueprint made public just two months earlier 
but added some principles believed necessary to enable the growth 
management efforts to succeed. First, the goal should be communities 
that are inclusive rather than exclusive, and compact and connected 
while valuing open spaces. Second, the state should enact means to seek 
more effi cient land use wherever urban growth occurs, and replace the 
MUSA line in the metropolitan area with a set of incentives and disin-
centives to achieve the desired urban form.

 The third principle in the Citizens League report is that all new 
development must bear its full costs; this would have the effect of rais-
ing the prices of fringe-area public services and thus discourage the 
demand for them. Fourth, future metropolitan growth should be redi-
rected inward to the already developed areas, aided by a metropolitan 
development fund. The fi fth point emphasized the alignment of munici-
pal taxes with specifi c services delivered, and a tax system that makes it 
clear to citizens which government they are paying to perform which 
service. Finally, the League seeks to make citizens more aware of and 
sensitive to regional issues, particularly by popular election of Metropol-
itan Council members. Overall, this report offers strong backing for the 
Regional Blueprint and the Livable Communities program but seeks a 
greater emphasis on both the mindset changes needed and the specifi c 
means to implement them most effectively. 
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 In retrospect, the politics of the Livable Communities endeavor 
are complex. Of this, Israel observes, 

In the end, the Livable Communities Act skirted the more 
explicitly political choice/constitutional design strategies 
sought by Representative Orfield, the kinds of strategies that 
have been most difficult to accomplish in Minnesota since 
the Metropolitan Council was created. The Council staff 
would thus once again be expected to effectively broker a 
highly controversial political issue like affordable housing 
without clear, specific direction from the Legislature and in 
a way that neither offended reluctant local officials nor the 
strong regional advocates in the political, civic, and media 
communities. (1996, 76)

Israel also reports that the Council members and administrators have 
mandated that the voluntary incentives be given a serious opportunity 
to work, despite the preference of some staff members for a more asser-
tive, regulatory strategy for locating affordable housing.

Distributing Resources

The Council began in 1995 to implement the Livable Communities Act 
by setting goals and distributing funds from the three Livable Commu-
nities Accounts. The fi rst step toward implementation was to create 
goals for negotiations with local governments. The Council established 
benchmark ranges in four categories: the percent of owned and rented 
homes defi ned as affordable, the percent of dwellings that were either 
attached or mobile homes, the owner/renter split of the housing stock, 
and the density of single-family and multi-family residential development. 
These criteria allow the varied conditions of cities to be considered in 
plans for further housing development.

 This done, the Council asked communities to establish goals to 
increase the affordability and diversifi cation of their housing stock by 
the year 2010, though not in terms of specifi c units. Overall, ninety-
seven cities and townships initially passed resolutions to participate in 
the local housing incentives program, which could qualify them for 
grants and loans. These include all of the region’s largely developed cit-
ies and a majority of those on the urbanizing fringe. (A very few 
dropped out later.)
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 The legislature’s initial funding commitment for Livable Com-
munities draws on several sources: a portion of the growth in new high-
value residential tax revenues, proceeds from bonds sold for the fi nanc-
ing of regional solid waste operations, the Metropolitan Council’s 
general tax levy, and a demonstration account using new state funds. 
Participation by other public and private organizations, as well as com-
munity groups, is another central feature. The Tax Base Revitalization 
Program, for example, is a partnership among the Council, the state 
Department of Trade and Economic Development, and the Minnesota 
Pollution Control Agency. A fi fteen-member advisory committee with 
expertise in the relevant subjects advises the Council on selecting pro-
posals for funding. 

 The funds have supported a wide variety of projects (Metropolitan 
Council 1997b, 1998a). The Local Housing Incentives Account requires 
assisted dwellings to be affordable at varying income levels, from 30 
percent of the regional median for a four-member family ($54,600 in 
1996) to 50 percent, 60 percent, and 80 percent of that fi gure. This 
account is under the purview of the Metropolitan Housing Implementa-
tion Group, which represents the Council, the Minnesota Housing 
Finance Agency, the Minneapolis Public Housing Authority, the Minne-
apolis-St. Paul Family Housing Fund, the Local Initiative Support Cor-
poration, the Federal National Mortgage Association, and the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. These members are 
able to mobilize capital and expertise from foundations and lending 
institutions as well as governments. The Council is thus in a central 
position to blend its own resources with that of many other national and 
local providers.

 In 1996 this account provided eight grants totaling about one 
million dollars for affordable housing projects, both for rental and 
purchase, in seven communities. It aided land acquisition and con-
struction for new townhouses, apartments, and single-family homes, 
plus renovation or replacement of older dwellings, in eight suburbs. 
The grants provided only a small portion of the total costs of these 
projects, with the remainder coming from several public and private 
sources. Another $625,000 was allocated in 1997 for townhomes in 
Eden Prairie, Lakeville, and Plymouth, all suburbs with fast-growing 
employment bases.

 The Tax Base Revitalization Account distributed $6.5 million 
through seventeen grants in 1996 to help clean up nearly one hundred 
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acres of polluted land in eight communities. The largest site, in south-
east Minneapolis near the intersection of highways 280 and I-94, has 
been redeveloped for offi ce and warehouse use. In 1997 another $7.9 
million was awarded for another eleven sites in St. Paul, Minneapolis, 
Fridley, and Roseville. The most visible project in this group is the rede-
velopment of the Sears Roebuck site on Lake Street in Minneapolis, 
where a large amount of private investment is expected to add to the 
$2.7 million in public grants.

 The Livable Communities Demonstration Account disbursed 
$4.5 million in 1996 to seven cities as partial funding of projects rang-
ing from mixed-use suburban centers to an eight-block renewal of 
Franklin Avenue in the Phillips neighborhood of Minneapolis. Each 
related to one or more goals of the Regional Blueprint, a major criteria for 
funding choices. Four million dollars more were added in 1997 for ten 
projects in the central cities and suburbs. 

 The success of the Livable Communities program rests heavily 
on the cooperation of municipalities. Local offi cials must secure political 
support from their own constituencies and so have to show that projects 
serve local as well as regional goals. If a proposal calls for the renewal of 
a commercial area around a major intersection, business operators and 
residents may well disagree over specifi c sites. Commitment of city 
funds and other resources will spark competition for them from other 
neighborhoods. Local offi cials’ backing is also crucial to the legislature’s 
decisions on preserving and expanding the program. To gain this sup-
port, however, the Council must take care to distribute the funds widely 
and not to concentrate them on Minneapolis and St. Paul projects.

 The implementation of this program thus requires the Council 
to function well in several overlapping networks. Increasingly in Ameri-
can public policy, innovation must come through collaboration between 
autonomous persons and organizations, both within and outside of gov-
ernment. The relationships in networks such as those for affordable 
housing are usually fl uid enough to create uncertainty among the players 
as to the extent of each other’s commitment and the outcomes of their 
joint action. This uncertainty calls for a structure that enables them to 
predict with some confi dence the benefi ts and costs that will result. Yet 
it must not be so rigid as to prevent them from reshaping the program 
as the results come in, political preferences change, and new opportuni-
ties appear. This networking for Livable Communities has been success-
ful thus far, at least in fi nancial terms; the Council claims that its grants 
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over two years have leveraged more than $776 million in investments 
from other governments and private sources (1998a, 16).

 The Council is thus in a good position to serve as a network 
broker. It has much experience at this, notably its work in establishing 
the 911 emergency telephone system and many other regional programs. 
The Livable Communities program sets a much larger task, however, 
and will require a great deal of commitment to carry out.



7
Looking Backward and Forward

Transcending Symbolism

The Metropolitan Council’s survival during these periods of ups and 
downs is due to its dual role as symbol and problem solver. Its very 
existence declares that there are common public interests inherent in a 
large and diverse metropolitan area, that its issues and choices affect all 
residents and businesses, and that some approaches to these issues are 
better for all in the long run than others. The Regional Blueprint seeks to 
capture the popular imagination by vividly portraying the region’s locali-
ties as compatible and on the verge of a higher quality of life.

 The Council’s challenge is to translate this symbolism into the 
language of practice. The organized political interests in the region that 
constitute its growth machine recognize the need for planning on the 
large scale, if only to ensure that public facilities are in place when 
needed to service the new neighborhoods. But there are many other 
interests affected by the growth machine’s choices, either positively or 
negatively, and they have the right to be heard as well. The Council 
stands as the broker between them, despite its limited powers over actu-
al municipal and county choices. To eliminate it would not make metro-
politan planning unnecessary but instead transfer it to other players 
whose accountability is uncertain. As the Association of Metropolitan 
Municipalities stated, if there were no regional planning body, the plan-
ning function would still be undertaken in some fashion.

Groups such as the Citizens League, League of Women Voters, 
private business and the educational establishment will identify 
some situations and some choices. The problems with this sce-
nario are that some situations would be missed (meaning “do 
nothing” is the course of action) and the range of choices 
would be limited when a situation is identifi ed because of the 
nature of the group(s) examining the issue. (1992, 2) 

Perhaps the Council’s existence reminds the region’s political leaders that 
in a democratic system its concerns must be worked through in a man-
ner open to the observation and participation of all citizens.
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 Keefe expressed this duality: 

The Metropolitan Council...is the center of a regional gover-
nance scheme that includes other metropolitan agencies, local 
governments, and the legislature itself. That scheme represents 
not a triumph of regional over local interests but, rather, a 
carefully constructed balance of the valid aspects of the two 
confl icting values. Its success is based, in part, on the recogni-
tion that regional government is not an unmitigated benefi t. It 
has a potential for providing both positive solutions to com-
plex regional problems, and excessive interference in the indi-
vidual liberty and local control of smaller communities....The 
political support for the Council’s regulatory powers is based 
on its usefulness as an instrument to accomplish these widely 
shared goals, not on the much less widely shared belief in the 
general benefi ts of regional government. (Metropolitan Council 
1991, 1-2)

The consensus that the Council ought to exist is rooted in the public 
acceptance both of the concept of limited regionalism and the pragmatic 
solutions to problems that it helps bring about. 

A Solid Record

The Metropolitan Council’s accomplishments in the realms of growth 
management and housing have been modest yet signifi cant in their con-
text. We have seen that the state’s decision-makers did not seek or 
expect a radical reform of policy or planning practice when they estab-
lished the Council. They recognized the need to allow the growth of all 
urban land uses, and, in view of the market imperatives and geographic 
setting, they expected most of it to be on the suburban fringe. What 
they did not want, and intended the Council to avert, were wasteful 
extensions of sewers and highways, unnecessary destruction of valuable 
open space and farmland, and individual projects by cities and counties 
that did not conform to any land use plan. It was not to be a full-scale 
metropolitan government but neither was it to be a mere advisory body 
without any effect on the pace and direction of growth. Its creators 
walked a narrow line between competing designs, confi dent that if their 
product showed fl aws later they could make the adjustments needed.

 One accomplishment of the Council is that it has provided a 
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public arena in which issues of metropolitan growth and governance 
can be discussed. Most other regions lack this. The state legislature 
has provided this forum only sporadically and has often failed to rise 
above contests between very localistic views. The five governors dur-
ing the Council’s era have not given metropolitan governance a high 
priority either. However, more public participation might have been 
elicited if regional concerns had been covered more consistently by 
the region’s news media, but the Council as an institution gets very 
little press coverage.

 A further role of the Council in growth management, housing, 
and related policies is to orchestrate the many decisions made by other 
governments, corporations, and nonprofi ts that constantly recreate the 
region. If infi ll development in Minneapolis and St. Paul is to succeed, it 
needs not only the willingness but also the linkages and specifi c plans 
for it, plus investment from many different sources. In late 1997 the 
Council helped organize “urban economic summit” meetings to focus on 
strategies for renewal of the brownfi elds, bringing together organizations 
that have stakes in the renewal but would not otherwise be in contact 
with one another. The Council has limited staff time to form such net-
works on its own, but through relationships such as those described in 
the preceding section, it can create arenas and publicize the opportunities.

 As for more substantive achievements, these are diffi cult to iden-
tify and measure. The policies of the Council have been blended with 
many other infl uences, both supporting and hindering. There has been 
less urban growth outside the MUSA line than many observers expected 
after the controls mandated by the Land Planning Act of 1976 went into 
effect, and the Council’s restraint on extending sewers to those areas was 
probably an important infl uence. The extent to which this policy accel-
erated building outside the seven-county area cannot be reliably deter-
mined, since so many other factors are involved. To be sure, lower land 
costs in those counties attracted many buyers who compared them with 
prices inside the MUSA that had increased substantially, but the land 
development market is sensitive to a host of changeable conditions, 
many of them set by individual municipalities and townships according 
to their own standards.

 In the realm of housing, a signifi cant number of modest-cost 
homes were built in the suburbs, which in several cases probably would 
not have existed but for Council policies. But here, too, there is no way 
of knowing what would have happened otherwise. The dominant political 



climates and land use traditions tend to endure over time, and no radical 
changes in Twin Cities housing policies have occurred. The search for 
alternatives has remained alive, though, and the Livable Communities 
program stands as a monument to those concerns.

A Healthy Cooperation

 The local governments whose cooperation is essential to the suc-
cess of the Council’s policies have largely conformed to them. These 
relationships have not been consistently good throughout the past thirty 
years. The fi rst half-decade was marked by friction as local elected offi -
cials and administrators perceived Council staff members as arrogant 
and unreceptive to local viewpoints. Indeed, staff members in the early 
years saw themselves as charged to uphold metropolitan policies and 
not to compromise with municipalities that disagreed with them. This 
discord also refl ected a lack of consensus over the exact role that the 
Council would play, as well as local suspicion that “those planners 
downtown” were trying to dictate to them.

 Relationships improved after John Boland was appointed Chair 
in 1973; he sought to transform the Council’s image into that of a service 
agency. The growing volume of research conducted by the staff and its 
dissemination to local communities was infl uential in shaping policy, 
according to Keefe (Metropolitan Council 1991, 26). In subsequent 
years the relationships varied, depending on which staff member was 
contacting which local offi cial on which issue, but the built-in policy 
tensions certainly did not disappear.

 While many local offi cials have ignored or merely tolerated the 
Council’s presence, a few actively watch and participate in its politics. 
Israel reports: 

One of the reasons that both the [1994] merger [with the oper-
ating agencies] and Livable Communities legislation passed is 
that, for the most part, the Region’s cities did not oppose them. 
Some cities, particularly those that wanted more widely shared 
city-level efforts toward affordable housing, were actively sup-
portive but many were more quietly so....While tension 
remains between the Metropolitan Council and city govern-
ments on particular issues, most of the Region’s cities have long 
since come to terms with the notion that the Metropolitan 
Council is a permanent fi xture and that it is needed to address 
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some issues that are beyond the scope of single cities or even 
groups of cities to handle. (1996, 114)

Since 1994, reports indicate a generally improved level of mutual 
understanding, which is crucial to the implementation of the Regional 
Blueprint. Still, the interactive process requires some regional/local differ-
ences in policy and implementation, and even healthy working agree-
ments should not erase them entirely.

 Indeed, a residue of animosity remains, which is probably stron-
gest in the outermost suburbs of the seven-county region. In 1997 the 
city councils of Ham Lake and East Bethel, in northern Anoka County, 
backed legislation that would abolish the Council (but which drew little 
support in the legislature). This position refl ected their view that the 
Council was trying to dictate where and how their residents were to 
live, and that the northern suburbs were being deprived of a proper 
share of highway money (Kaszuba 1997a). Those communities face a 
paradox in their planning: they often want higher residential densities 
than the Council recommends, yet they complain about traffi c conges-
tion when the new residents arrive with their cars. Sprawl is both an 
evil that many suburbanites deplore and a means of growth in property 
values and tax base that landowners and city offi cials favor. This ambiv-
alence in attitudes will persist no matter how the Council and local law-
makers respond.

 The seven county governments have taken an increased role in 
metropolitan affairs in recent years, paralleling their rise in budgets, 
responsibilities, and professional skills. Holding various interests, they 
do not speak with a single voice, and many see the Council as a com-
petitor for power and funds and distrust its control of sewer and trans-
portation policy. Commissioner Paul McCarron of Anoka County 
expresses the wish of some county offi cials that the Metropolitan Council 
be replaced by a council of governments composed of elected municipal 
and county offi cials. Many observers fi nd it hard to believe that a body 
of local lawmakers will be able to take a regional perspective, however, 
particularly in the light of the minimal impact that councils of govern-
ment have had in most other metropolitan areas.
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An Expanding Frontier

An emerging challenge to the Metropolitan Council’s regional diplomacy 
is the urban growth outside its seven-county jurisdiction. Lower land 
prices and relatively easy access to metropolitan-area jobs has spurred 
the strongest regional demand for homesites in a semicircle of counties 
from Wright in the northwest clockwise to Pierce, Wisconsin, in the 
southeast that are not part of the Council’s territory (see Figure 1). In 
1996, the total number of residential building permits issued in those 
seven “outer” counties was 72 percent higher than in 1990, while the 
increase in the Council’s seven counties was only 8 percent. And where 
residents go, industrial and service jobs follow. Among legislators from 
the outer counties, there is strong resistance to extending the Council’s 
controls over their regional systems, refl ecting a sharp urban/rural 
dichotomy, yet some planners and administrators in these counties 
already foresee the costly road and sewer expansions that growth will 
require. 

 The Regional Blueprint expresses concern over this extended 
growth and offers the Council’s data and planning support to the local 
units there. Its members and staff have held conversations with rural 
representatives on mutual planning coordination, but no agreements 
have been reached to date. Those municipal, township, and county offi -
cials argue that the land use standards and restrictions which may be 
suitable to the urban core have no place in their communities. Indeed, 
most welcome employers and businesses that add to their tax base and 
the new residents that will accompany them.

 In 1997, however, the legislature recognized the need to rein 
in urban sprawl and restrain growth in public investments outside 
the seven-county area. The Community-Based Planning Act set state-
wide goals for resource conservation, economic development, orderly 
infra-structure expansion, community design, and intergovernmental 
cooperation. It offered to groups of cities or counties modest grants 
to coordinate such planning, which they could keep only if their 
resulting plans conformed to state environmental and other policies. 
A specific $350,000 grant was tagged for the local governments sur-
rounding the city of St. Cloud, which were encouraged to form a 
joint planning authority, and all eight cities and counties subsequent-
ly agreed to participate.

 To aid the process of implementing the community-based plan-
ning goals stated in the act, the Council may need to make minor 



changes in the Regional Blueprint. Also, counties and joint planning con-
sortia adjacent to the metropolitan area must submit their plans to the 
Council for comment, and must show no confl ict with its development 
policies. Beyond this, the Council can make no specifi c requirements of 
any plan, however, and so the Community-Based Planning Act on the 
whole offers opportunities rather than mandates. This is the strongest 
move that the political climate now permits. 

 In the long run, the Twin Cities region must be defi ned broadly, 
since “urban is as urban does.” As long as the Metropolitan Council’s 
authority is limited by its 1960s-era boundaries, the state legislature 
must either take on the burden of growth management itself or place it 
more forcefully on the local units. The outer counties may not need the 
same regulations as those in the Council’s jurisdiction, but as they grow 
they must make a similar pragmatic search for effective controls to pro-
tect their environments and living amenities.

The Limits of Power

The political power structure of the Twin Cities region both permits and 
restrains the Metropolitan Council’s activity and places confl icting 
demands on it. One can liken the politics of the region to a network in 
which various groups and infl uential persons seek either to promote 
certain goals or to prevent others from reaching them. In the early days 
of the Council, a strong alliance of business and civic leaders set it in 
motion with the moderate policies for public services and growth man-
agement described above. Opposition was scattered then and more ori-
ented to methods than to goals. 

 The trend of the Council in the past decade has been toward 
greater dominance by the state, according to Israel:

As the Council has drifted or has been pulled toward state gov-
ernment since the 1970s, it has become more enmeshed with 
the Governor’s agenda and state politics in general, and it has, 
therefore, been less able to be proactive on both sensitive polit-
ical issues and on its advocacy with state government on behalf 
of the Twin Cities Region. (1996, 118-119)

The Council, for this reason, has been unable to generate an indepen-
dent agenda for the Legislature’s consideration. Governor Carlson 
requires that all of its recommendations must fi rst be approved for 
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inclusion in his program. Under such a condition, local offi cials do not 
see the Council as acting on its own. The more that regional residents 
see it as an arm of the state, the less willing they may be to back its pol-
icies, Israel concludes.

 Over the years, new infl uences have come to apply pressures in 
different directions. Governor Carlson, though not consistently interven-
ing in regional affairs, represents one force. Representative Orfi eld and 
his allies present another. It would be too simplistic to claim that those 
two public fi gures alone have driven the Council’s development in the 
1990s, but they have been the most obvious infl uences. In the middle of 
this opposition are the Council members, the legislators, and the leading 
local offi cials who negotiated the actual legal and policy changes. There 
exists a delicate balance of power based on common public understand-
ings of how the region should grow and provide for its citizens, and 
while it can change marginally with the efforts of someone like Orfi eld, 
this network lacks much fl exibility.

 For this reason, public policy in the Twin Cities area must steer 
a middle course between the politically unacceptable (and perhaps 
administratively unworkable) rigid controls on local growth choices and 
the merely advisory approach that makes no difference in the end. Pro-
moting cost effi ciencies, as the Council emphasizes, is a noncontrover-
sial goal in itself. Protecting sensitive areas and valuable farmland also 
draws wide support. Yet there are many tradeoffs to be negotiated since 
every land use choice entails gains for some and costs for others. This 
reality has required the legislature, the Council, and local governments 
to move cautiously, avoiding the political minefi elds awaiting each step. 

Prospects for Infl uence

In view of the evidence, the Metropolitan Council can expect to operate 
within a politically defi ned window of opportunity. This will chiefl y 
involve seeking continued orderly growth in both the central cities and 
suburbs while serving the ambitions of the private market and local resi-
dents, yet placing some restraint on excessive costs. The Council lacks 
the power to undertake extensive preservation of open space, for exam-
ple, though with cooperating organizations it can offer incentives to do 
this. It also lacks the fi nancial resources for major residential and indus-
trial renewal in the central cities and inner suburbs, yet it can play a 
role in assembling funds from others and orchestrating action. This 
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“middle course” was well described in 1997 by Mary Hill Smith, a 
Council member.

Council policies seek a balance among all regional interests—
attempting to accommodate most future growth in the already-
urbanized area and encourage smarter policies about how we 
use land and existing infrastructure. At the same time, we rec-
ognize the role public preferences and choices play in shaping 
the region’s growth, and respect the region’s strong tradition of 
local government.

We want to work cooperatively with communities so local as 
well as regional objectives are met. We make it our goal to 
engage local offi cials in regional discussions and facilitate 
efforts toward realistic and workable solutions.

This approach is, essentially, what both supporters and critics call “con-
sensus-based realism,” doing as much as the broad spectrum of regional 
interests can accept as necessary and benefi cial. 

 Where the Council can make a substantial difference in the 
future is in reshaping that consensus. Chair Curtis Johnson has on sev-
eral occasions described its mission as that of a broker “selling equity 
shares in ideas.” In a region whose economy and technology are so rap-
idly developing and regrouping, citizens need a growing supply of pos-
sibilities for creative action on transportation, housing, employment, 
and the region’s other challenges. With the aid of the media and organi-
zations such as the Citizens League, the Council can solicit the broadest 
range of opinions and stimulate the informed public to support new ini-
tiatives. Representative Orfi eld is a valuable contributor but needs to be 
followed by advocates from all sides of the policy spectrum.

The Big Questions

The future development of metropolitan governance for the Twin Cities 
must be viewed in light of the fi ve important questions asked in the 
opening.

 First, what means of governance can we design that will be true 
to our democratic political processes and to the core values of society? 
Some people argue that creation of an authority that centralizes power 
on the regional scale violates the democratic principle that public deci-
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sions should be made as “close to the people” as possible. When city 
and county authorities are doing their jobs honestly and effi ciently, the 
argument goes, there is no reason to transfer power to a larger entity 
which would likely cost more and be less responsive to constituents. 
Proponents of metropolitan government have been unable to convince 
many that a unifi ed authority would be more democratic by being better 
able to provide the regional facilities and services the public demands.

 The concept on which the Metropolitan Council stands is that a 
regional agency can enable the governments “closer to the people” to 
make more forward-looking choices for the futures of their own com-
munities. It can supply information on their likely growth prospects and 
the price of servicing that growth. Also, the “people” who should be 
consulted on these public decisions are not simply those of each munic-
ipality taken separately but residents of the larger region who pay the 
costs and depend on the facilities. This is the logic of placing choices on 
sewers, surface water management, open space, and transportation in an 
authority with a wider geographic scope.

 The Council was not intended, at its creation, to be a represen-
tative governing body like the city and county governments. Although 
the districts served by Council members refl ect the population distribution 
throughout the region, the Council is primarily an adminstrative agency, 
and this ambiguity is refl ected in modern debates. Representative 
Orfi eld (1997a) asserts that the Council is the second largest local gov-
ernment in the state, after Hennepin County. But this is not, as has been 
noted, the view or intention of the governor and many legislators; in 
their view, the Council lacks the policy-making powers of a “true” gov-
ernment. Whether this arrangement is detrimental to the Twin Cities’ 
urban democracy depends on the actual power that the Council is able 
to exert independently of the elected authorities.

 One possible remedy for the Council’s lack of visibility and 
accountability is direct election of its members, with its Chair as a 
“regional mayor.” Orfi eld argues that it is too powerful to be allowed to 
remain a tool of the governor and the interests that infl uence him. An 
elected Council will, in his view, limit sprawl more vigorously and allo-
cate more resources for the improved livability of older communities. 
The Citizens League also favors election, anticipating that it will empow-
er Council members to stand on equal footing with local and state offi -
cials in setting a proactive regional agenda. 
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 Direct election has passed the state legislature only once, in 
1994, after many unsuccessful tries. Governor Carlson subsequently 
vetoed it. His view is that the Council is a state rather than local agency, 
and as such it should be accountable to the chief executive rather than 
the voters. Additional opposition is voiced by those who expect an elect-
ed Council to become stronger and overpower the local governments. 
This debate, it seems, refl ects the larger disagreement over the Council’s 
role and will only be settled if a consensus emerges over how metropolitan 
growth is to be directed and by whom.

 Behind the issue of the Council’s membership lie the complex 
and confusing patterns of local government in the region. Those who 
fear adding another layer of government are rightly concerned that it 
will further burden the citizens’ task of holding their governments 
accountable. The 1994 reorganization which concentrated control of the 
wastewater and transit systems in the Council reduced this complexity 
in a minor way, but transportation planning remains a major problem, 
as a February 1998 report of the Legislative Auditor asserted. The exist-
ing gap between the powers of the Council and those of the seven county 
governments could be fi lled by Representative Orfi eld’s proposal of early 
1998 to integrate the offi ces of county commissioner and Metropolitan 
Council member, but this raises questions about the dual loyalties such 
persons would incur. 

 Second, how can the public sector’s collaboration with nongov-
ernmental institutions of societal cooperation be protected and promot-
ed? All governments today are seeking new relationships with business-
es and nonprofi t entities that will enrich public services. Local 
governments have much experience with park and library volunteers, 
housing collaboratives, economic revitalization by chambers of com-
merce, and contracts for services of all kinds. Yet the frontier of cooper-
ation is broader than this, particularly in its opportunities for communi-
ty development corporations, local foundations, religious groups, and 
partnerships that blend the efforts of all of these.

 One example of public/private collaboration is the Green Corri-
dor Project, involving Washington County with the Land Stewardship 
Project, the Minnesota Farmers’ Union, the Minnesota Land Trust, and 
the Trust for Public Land. Aided by a state grant, the project is creating 
a corridor of open space from Washington County north into Chisago 
County, that links publicly-owned land with private parcels that are 
withheld from urban development. The willingness of private owners to 
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donate land or forego development on it is vital to the success of the 
project, and several legal tools have been developed to encourage them 
(Pressman 1997). This kind of effort is essential if the areas designated 
in the Regional Blueprint as “permanent agricultural” and “permanent 
rural” are to remain so for the long term.

 The Council can aid private groups as well as local governments 
with its long-range policy guidance, its research, and its readiness to 
establish settings for negotiation. But the Council benefi ts from these 
private groups as well, and may even fi nd the success of its efforts to be 
dependent upon them. The very concept of livable communities, so 
integral to the Council’s agenda, calls on a rich network of citizens with 
the talent and commitment to turn abstract policies into everyday reality. 

 Third, how can tensions and confl icts between various political 
entities be managed and resolved? The metropolitan arena is a beehive 
of strongly advocated and defended interests. In the large social context, 
these interests will never be fully united and in a changing society we 
should not expect them to be. Federal, state, and local authorities repre-
sent their publics with different priorities, and a conscientious city 
council or county board properly takes a more localistic view on 
growth-related issues than does the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources, for example. The Metropolitan Council, as well, is charged 
by state law with forming and defending a regional perspective that may 
not be easily reconciled with a particular local one.

 But the highly fragmented American system of government only 
works as well as it does because its members are ready to bargain and 
compromise when necessary. Its autonomous governments have vast 
experience at seeking accommodations with one another when their 
responsibilities intersect. The Metropolitan Council has thirty years of 
such experience, and its Regional Blueprint envisions that cooperation to 
continue. It will do so most fruitfully if the Council continues to pro-
vide what it is best at producing: timely and accurate research data that 
enable all partners to gain a common understanding of reality, and well-
crafted goal statements that embody common interests to the greatest 
extent possible. 

 Fourth, what policy decisions are best made from the perspective 
of technical competence and thus should be isolated from the turmoil of 
pluralist politics? We assume that decisions in cases where there are 
accepted standards for quality and effi ciency can be made by specialists 
who are competent in the given fi eld. Thus, federal and state agencies 



102

and local authorities choose highway routings, construct waste treat-
ment plants, set transit schedules, and design airport terminals with no 
reference to elected offi cials. But should the allocation of land for future 
urban growth be treated as a similarly “technical” issue? Are there objec-
tive criteria for placing affordable housing in communities? Perhaps so, 
but these particular technical decisions would heavily impact constitu-
ents, and the “expert” criteria could unintentionally disserve a large 
group of people.

 Urban planning stands where technical and political choices 
intersect, blending elements of both. Neither legislators nor the public 
want to give up their access to choices that have real political content. 
Thus they limit technical planners to advisory roles and surround them 
with others who can examine and challenge their recommendations. 
The planning coalition that considered both a totally new airport and 
enlargement of the present one recognized the value of this compromise. 
The Metropolitan Council planning staff, together with professionals in 
other governments and agencies, were able to express the “technical” 
viewpoint while Council members and their constituencies in local and 
state politics provided the political input. This balance, although uneasy 
at times, must be maintained.

 Fifth, how can these debates over institutions and the evaluation 
of their performance enable citizens to improve their governance? One 
of the goals expressed in the Regional Blueprint is to build a civic infra-
structure that will involve citizens from all demographic groups in deci-
sion- making and will deliver suffi cient information to enable them to 
do this intelligently and confi dently. Similarly, it seeks to enlarge the 
pool of regional leaders, an action that has been called for repeatedly 
over the past twenty years.

 It is vital that the Regional Blueprint and other plans put forth by 
the Council stimulate debate. In most cases, the agency’s plans do not 
have the same purpose as those of local governments, consisting as they 
do of forecasts and frameworks to guide the specifi c plans of local deci-
sion-makers. Several planning scholars cited by Baer hold that plans 
ought to be viewed 

as vehicles for reasoned argument rather than as depositories of 
scientifi c and rational fi ndings....They should facilitate doing 
the right thing, but the rightness, if there is one, may emerge 



only in the course of the argument of which the plan is but a 
part. (1997, 340-341)

Any plan, therefore, should provide suffi cient detail as to stimulate 
informed dialogue over alternatives and consequences. Even rejected 
alternatives should be retained in the collective memory for possible 
later reconsideration.

 The Council has had mixed success in drawing citizen participa-
tion. Knudson (Metropolitan Council 1976b, 29) tells how, in the early 
years, it communicated with already organized groups rather than seek-
ing to bring new individuals into the arena. It could have used town 
meetings and similar means to do the latter, but it had to take care not 
to bypass the local governments’ channels of communication with their 
citizens. A further deterrent to new participation is that most citizens do 
not see any reason to infl uence the abstract principles and criteria on 
which Council policies focus; their attention is drawn only to specifi c 
proposals that affect their neighborhoods. Planners use maps and charts 
as essential tools, but many citizens fi nd their symbols hard to relate to 
the realities they see. Even so, the Council’s citizen education efforts 
appear to reach a crucial minority of infl uentials, either directly or 
through other channels, and will continue to do so. 

 A major concern for many observers is that the news media do 
not give regional policy issues the kind of coverage that would provide 
citizens who are not otherwise informed with an appreciation for what 
is stake. The tendency of both the printed press and television is to por-
tray issues in personal terms of how individuals are affected rather than 
to frame them as institutional questions with broad impact. As they 
compete for market share, the news outlets are strongly tempted to pro-
vide what they believe the audiences already want to read or see rather 
than to make a judgment on what information it is necessary to provide. 
It is thus no surprise that growth management lacks “bite” as a public 
issue, and even affordable housing draws attention only in how such 
units affect a specifi c site.

 As discussed earlier, one remedy for this lack of visibility would 
be the direct election of Council members, with the Chair acting as a 
regional “mayor.” While this move would have uncertain administrative 
effects, it would certainly provide the desired visibility and inject regional 
issues into the political debating arena. At the same time, however, as 

103



104

the Council members and staff help to shape the many public service 
partnerships in the region, they are presently building this consciousness 
among those who can infl uence policy most strongly.

 In a world of shared power, where governance is becoming 
increasingly more collaborative and fl exible, regionalism is a more effec-
tive approach than ever before. The Metropolitan Council is the center-
piece of this governing process in the Twin Cities area but not its con-
troller, and so the Council has a promising future. Its strength lies in its 
ability to bring together the many competing elements of powers into 
creative alliances, and, however its members are chosen, they must see 
this as their primary mission.
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