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PREFACE 

In December of 1991, the Minneapolis based McKnight Foundation made a grant to the Center 
of Urban and Regional Affairs to design an effective environmental grants program directed 
toward Mississippi River cities. This demonstration program would be one possible component 
of the Foundation's overall environmental grantmaking strategy which has the goal of: 

"helping to maintain and, where necessary, restore a healthy and sustainable 
environment in the Mississippi River basin." 

This report contains our findings on the feasibility of the river cities concept and an implementa
tion strategy for the demonstration project.* 

* See Environment and the River: Maps of the Mississippi, Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs, 1991, for baseline data on the river for the McKnight Foundation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

This report includes both a summary of opportunities for the McKnight Foundation to improve 
the river environment, and a proposed strategy for a demonstration project. In preparing the 
report we talked with many people of pertinent and varied experience in water quality and city 
environmental concerns, including people from multiple levels of government and from com
munity and funding organizations. 

First, we tested the need and feasibility of a river cities grant program through extensive 
telephone interviews. The personal interview approach allowed us to explore the political con
texts in addition to identifying issues and priorities from the local perspective. Contact groups 
included: 

• federal, multistate, state and special district officials 

• local government people from cities with over 10,000 population 

• conservation groups and other advocacy organizations 

• funders in river cities 

We used a snowball sampling approach, i.e., we asked each person interviewed to name 
others who would be worth interviewing. 

In interviews with individuals who had experience with small grants for urban environ
mental projects (both as funders and recipients), we also asked questions about the most 
appropriate strategy to achieve foundation program goals. 

Data from these interviews has been summarized in the following ways: 

• Project summary sheets describe key elements of existing initiatives in river cities. 

• Attitudinal summaries give information and opinion from funders and advocacy 
organizations with missions complementary to that of the McKnight Foundation. 

• Lessons learned analyses the principal findings regarding need, opportunities, and 
barriers to implementing a river cities oriented grants program. 

• Approaches to a river grants .program outlines different ways to structure the initiative. 

Second, to determine the most appropriate strategy for the McKnight Foundation, pre
liminary findings and conclusions from this information were discussed at a workshop with 
participants who brought a broad range of expertise to the task. Members at the March 13, 1992 
workshop included an EPA administrator, a city manager, a community foundation program 
officer, and members from nonprofit organizations whose mission focused on water quality/city 
environmental concerns. The director of the California State Coastal Conservancy (a state legis
lated body) also joined us for the workshop. 

The following sections of this report provide an overview of our findings and recommen
dations to the foundation. Part I summarizes what we have learned about the opportunities and 
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niche for the foundation. Part II presents a proposed strategy for the river cities demonstration 
project. A separate report titled Appendices to the Riverfront Cities Report contains detailed 
information supporting the findings and recommendations. Appendix I contains the project sum
mary sheets and comments from advocacy organizations; Appendix II lists the findings from 
funders; and Appendix III provides supplementary information on grant structure. 
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PART I. NEED AND FEASIBILITY 

THE VISION 

There is both great need and great opportunity to improve the environment of the Mississippi River 
corridor. The river gives food and water to millions of us. It carries away our wastes and gives us a 
delightful place for recreation. Environmental degradation threatens these activities. 

While all of us will benefit from protecting the river environment, the people who need it 
the most are the disadvantaged-those of us who do not have a lot of choice about where we 
live, where we play, or where we get our drinking water. 

At the same time, the opportunity to improve the river environment is great. Thyre are 
many occasions for synergism between McKnight Foundation funds to improve the Mississippi 
River corridor and other resources-ongoing projects that could have a significant impact with 
the addition of an environmental component; existing infrastructures geared to accomplish 
things; other sources of funding to provide leverage; and the time and talent of committed people. 

Cities are One of the Best Places to Focus Grants 

We think one of the best ways for the McKnight Foundation to derive this synergism is · 
to focus its river improvement grants in.cities. Cities are a source of much pollution and loss of 
natural habitat. Cities are also where the vast majority of people connect to the river-where 
they live, play, and visit. 

Cities also influence many people. They are organized politically, economically, and 
socially to make things happen. Cities influence each other too. They communicate through 
trade, tourism, journalism, conferences, and so on. Therefore, any one city on the Mississippi, 
and ever more so, several cities working to enhance the river environment, carry the potential to 
multiply accomplishments along the entire length of the river. Raising the awareness of people 
living in cities along the river, and building their capacity to improve its environment, will have 
enormous impacts on both urban and rural stretches of the Mississippi. 

Cities are the Source of Much of the Pollution 

Cities are an obvious place to focus environmental programs because many environ
mental problems are concentrated in cities. Funding could stop, and even reverse, some of these 
problems. Urban runoff is a significant non-point source of pollution. Much other urban pollu
tion can be traced to single outfalls from factories and inadequate sewage treatment plants-or to 
spills along and into the river. Additional environmental damage is done by developing land·and 
transforming it out of its natural state or by disrupting normal flooding patterns. 

Cities Can Influence Large Numbers of People 

An even more compelling reason for focusing an environmental program on cities is the 
fact that an urban environmental program can influence large numbers of people and their leaders. 
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As many as ten million people live in cities along the 2,358 miles of the Mississippi 
(Figure 1). Our map shows over fifty cities on the river with populations of 10,000 or more, and 
there are several times that number of smaller places. These cities are there because of the river. 
They use it and its valley for transporting people and products in and out of the cities (Figure 2). 
In the upper stretches, falls in the river provided power for the industrial and economic bases that 
gave the cities their reason for being. The river provides fish for food, water to drink, and carries 
away wastes. Its northern half also gives many people a place for recreation. 

It is also through the cities that people living in their hinterlands connect to the liver. 
They come to these urban areas to visit, do business, and be entertained. In ecological terms, 
river cities are nodes, intersections of systems to and across the river. 

Furthermore, cities are nodes that communicate with each other. What happens in one 
city is communicated to the city across the river, and to the city upstream, and the city down
stream. Big cities communicate with big cities along the length of the river. They also com
municate with nearby small towns, and vice versa. The small towns communicate with other 
small towns. With a little bit of focused effort, McKnight could speed that communication 
process, educating people and influencing a multitude of cities in a short period of time. The 
impact of a McKnight Foundation grant in any one city could eventually influence all the cities 
along the river. 

Cities Are Set Up to Accomplish Things 

Finally, cities are places where things happen, and building the capacity of river cities to 
tackle environmental problems will have significant long-term impacts. They are organized 
politically, economically, and socially to undertake and complete projects. As large numbers of 
people are involved in environmental decisions, and affected by the results, they begin to 
become a constituency for the river. When that mass is large enough, it becomes a politically 
powerful force for continued improvement of the river. Political and social leaders can be 
motivated to think about the river and its environment; as they go on to higher offices, they will 
carry forward this concern for the river. Putting an environmental program in the cities will have 
long-term impacts for improving the river. 
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Figure 1. Riverfront cities: cities over 10,000 which border the Mississippi River. 
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Figure 2. River cities are a critical component in achieving environmental goals 
for the Mississippi River. 
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How to Start: Begin With Several Cities on the River 

Our vision is one of citizens and cities cooperating along the length of the Mississippi to 
safeguard and improve the river environment; to integrate environmental concerns into the other 
important work they are already doing. We believe an important step in beginning this process is 
the strategy we propose in this report: to actively engage ten to fifteen cities along the length of 
the Mississippi River in remedying and protecting the river quality. 

In our research, we have found both opportunities for urban environmental change on the 
river and barriers to be overcome. This report assesses the opportunities and the niche that 
private foundations should fill to support this vision, as well as the barriers. The report also 
details a strategy to realize an effective River Cities Program through foundation support. 

THE BARRIERS 

There are three major barriers galvanizing the city leadership and citizens to collectively focus 
on the health of the Mississippi River. They are: the tensions, perceived or real, which surround 
actions taken to improve the health of the river in urban areas; the lack of adequate resources for 
municipalities and for urban environmental efforts in general; and the multi-jurisdictional nature 
of the river. While the last barrier affects both urban and non-urban projects, it is a more signifi
cant barrier in urban areas where more numbers and layers of local governments are likely to 
exist. 

-6-

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
.I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Tensions Acknowledged 

While urban efforts to improve the health of the Mississippi River would seem to be an 
non-controversial goal, many tensions arise in the process and inhibit action. Tensions described 
by our contacts on the river include: 

• Urban vs. rural. Rural areas have fewer resources and are causing most of the river's 
ills. 

• Economic development vs. environmental preservation. City leaders equate protecting 
the environment with loss of jobs, or view any job as better than no job, regardless of 
the environmental costs. 

• Health of the river vs. "scenic beauty goals." Priorities for intervention do not always 
coincide within a local community. 

• Northern stretches of river vs. southern stretches. Southern stretches have larger needs 
and less voluntary organizational strength, thus raising the question of where funds 
should be targeted to maximize success and meet needs. 

• Grants that fill "gaps" in capacity vs. augmenting existing organization capacity. Will 
grants have more impact where there is no existing effort or where it can be used 
immediately and effectively to implement change? 

• Grants that focus scarce resources on physical accomplishments vs. education. Again, 
there are conflicting priorities on how best to use limited resources over the long term. 

Fear of conflict and divisiveness within the community inhibits action, and makes it difficult to 
realize the benefits from collaborative strategies and actions. 

Lack of Resources 

Public budgets at all levels of government are currently strained. Federal dollars for 
urban revitalization efforts dried up in the 1980s and have been scaled back for environmental 
initiatives. Few cities have their own resources from property tax revenues to tackle large scale 
projects. All cities are seeking to package their limited resources in somewhat the same way as 
the foundations are seeking to leverage their private dollars to meet priority public needs. The 
nonprofit community organizations, philanthropy and the public sector are each faced with the 
difficult problem of establishing priorities between well-documented needs. The environmental 
issues are, in fact, competing with needs in other areas and thus barriers must be broken to see 
where there are complementary opportunities to "kill more than one bird with one stone or with 
a few dollars." 

Jurisdictional Complexity 

Another barrier to planning or implementing projects is the challenge of coordination 
among the various agencies-federal, state, regional, joint powers and local governments. Competi
tion among local governments for tax base can result in over-exploitation of the river, such as an 
unmanageable number of boat slips, or wetland filling or draining for flood control, or to gain land 
for city expansions. It is very difficult to achieve positive action (such as open space acquisition) 
when the geographic extent of environmental problems does not match political jurisdictions. All 
of the complex problems require some level of agency coordination and cooperation. 
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OPPORTUNITIES 

Despite the real and perceived barriers described above, discussions with river cities 
constituents have underscored that real opportunities exist for a successful river cities demo
nstration project. First, there is an interest and a need for environmental improvements that 
can be facilitated through small grants in river cities. Second, city governments do have a role 
and sufficient control to make tangible improvements to the health of the river and its banks. 
Third, funding opportunities are available now and on the horizon which would stretch the 
foundation dollars supporting these projects. Fourth, there is a strong desire now to build coali
tions and collaborative projects across public and private sectors, making the timing for this 
project report. 

Need and Interest in Environmental Projects 

The number of ongoing river cities environmental projects, profiled in Appendix I, 
show clearly that there is an interest and a need for such efforts. These projects have been led 
by grass roots citizens or neighborhood groups, nonprofit environmental groups, city govern
ments, business groups, federal agencies, nonprofit city subsidiaries, and educational institu
tions. See Appendix I (under separate cover) for a summary of discussions with project 
managers in nonprofit and public sectors. These contacts have identified urban environmental 
needs that include: 

• in-town and river habitat, bluff protection and restoration 

• access to river through trails, open space preservation 

• riverfront, industrial toxic site reclamation and re-use 

• city land use planning, management practice changes 

• riverfront cultural resource preservation 

• surface/river water, groundwater protection 

• pollution prevention 

• environmental education and awareness 

• citizen activism/empowerment via environmental issues 

These projects, while benefiting the cities as a whole, particularly benefit those disad
vantaged citizens who have little choice about where they can live, get drinking water, or have 
contact with an unbuilt environment in the city. Those who depend upon the river as a food 
source also need pollution prevention and education programs. All types of efforts in the river 
cities projects described above could be strengthened by using the river as a focus, as this pro
gram would encourage. 

Local Governments are Players 

Involving local governments as leaders in protecting and restoring the environmental 
health of the river presents an important opportunity to achieve a long-term impact on the river 
environment. Although some municipal activities are state and federally regulated, cities do have 
some control over land and activities which have an impact on the health of the river. They are 
more heavily involved in some areas than in others; but they almost always play at least some 
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role in the realms of: land use controls over lands adjacent to the river; ownership of riverfront land 
or right-of-ways; riverfront development through tax incentives; infrastructure development and 
operations; and health and safety responsibilities. Thus, local government can have an impact on: 

• Reducing toxins, heavy metals, sediments, and nutrients which enter the river through 
urban run-off (which is regulated at the end of the pipe but can be addressed by 
pollution prevention initiatives including city ordinances and management practices). 

• Requiring environmentally sensitive development of riverfront areas. 

• Developing awareness of the river environment through access to the resource and 
education. 

• Protecting the health of those living near toxic sites or consuming unsafe fish from the 
river. 

Local governments must also be involved in processes which have proven in the past to 
be critical to the success of environmental programs. These processes include: citizen/industry 
collaborative efforts to prevent pollution and improve water quality; and using the riverfront to 
galvanize public awareness. 

Whether local government is an initiator of projects or supporter of the projects post hoc, 
local government must be involved at some point in the process of protecting and improving the 
river environment. Thus cities provide a key entry point for this work. 

Leveraging Foundation Resources 

The McKnight Foundation has the opportunity to leverage dollars it invests in the river 
environment by realizing synergies with both private and public funds. · 

There are private resources available, many of which require some kind of match. The 
McKnight Foundation can stretch its own dollars by providing the match. The variety of private 
funding sources include: 

• Environmental organizations through member contributions. 

• Corporate givers, though the current economic situation has either diverted this support 
to social service projects or decreased funding altogether. 

• Community foundations which in some cases (such as in New Orleans and East St. 
. Louis) are just getting into the environmental arena. 

• Private foundations such as Joyce, Surdna, Blandin, and Northwest Area Foundation. 

• Conservancies, which act as temporary landholders. 

Of these private sources, community foundations have a singularly urban focus. In the other 
cases, urban projects are wrapped into general environmental programs. 

The McKnight Foundation can also increase the impact of its grants by supplementing 
public funding. This can happen in at least two ways. The presence of outside support may allow 
cities to steer more state and federal dollars toward urban environmental projects on the river. 
Foundation grants may also allow the addition of an environmental component to a publicly
funded economic or aesthetic project. For example, a city-funded program to build a network of 
trails along the Mississippi could offer an opportunity to preserve or reclaim wetlands. 
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There are a wide variety of public funding mechanisms. Local governments fund out of 
general revenues, tax increment financing districts, and new revenues from riverboat gambling. 
Typically, cities have expertise in packaging resources to implement projects. Special districts 
such as park boards, urban watershed districts, and regional waste management systems often 
have their own assessment and taxing powers and grant programs. 

State support for urban environmental projects is evident through programs such as 
projects funded through the Legislative Commission on Minnesota Resources (LCMR), the Iowa 
Resource Enhancement and Protection Act (REAP), and a new Louisiana Wetland Restoration 
Fund. These programs currently direct only a portion of funds to urban projects, and in the case 
of Iowa, have received diminished funding each year. 

Federal support for urban environmental projects can be funneled through the states in 
the form of block grants. These block grants include Land and Water Conservation Funds 
(LA WCON) which have been cut back over the years, and EPA waste treatment and site clean
up funds (typically only for the worst cases) and recently EPA non-point source project funds. 
In the new Intermodal Surface Transportation Act, regional governments will now receive funds 
with local decision making authority on spending federal transportation dollars, including mini
mum percentages to be spent upon environmental enhancements. 

Federal support for interpretation and habitat restoration is directed to federal agencies 
such as the Army Corps of Engineers, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service with land holdings on 
the river in urban areas. In these cases, local school districts often become partners in the 
development of outdoor education course development, based on the federal project. The 
National Park Service has smaller amounts of park land at various points along the length of the 
river, such as St. Louis and New Orleans. In the Twin Cities, the Mississippi National River 
Recreation Area (MNRRA) is a newly designated seventy-mile metro stretch of the river, which 
is administered through the National Park Service and authorized (the money has yet to be 
appropriated) to offer 50/50 match funds to local governments for projects which enhance the 
MNRRA plan. While these federal funds are indirectly benefiting urban areas, an opportunity 
exists to enhance community efforts to improve the health of the river by going beyond the mini
mal federal resources available for local improvements. 

The accompanying appendices report provides descriptions of funding sources, dollar 
allocations, and funder attitudes toward projects designed to achieve complementary goals for 
environmental protection. 

Networking Opportunities in the Cities 

Many leaders in river cities told us they are willing to join, and even seek, partnerships 
and collaborations with citizens groups and nonprofits to achieve common environmental goals. 
They recognize the need to link public or nonprofit resources and the potential for success. The 
McKnight Foundation can take advantage of this opportunity to have a coordinated and broad 
geographical impact. 

Most people in both our phone contacts and workshop setting endorsed the idea that at 
some point in the process, support for a project must come from both the community affected by 
it and from the city government, even though they were anxious not to prescribe the nature or 
extent of public-private collaborations. Most also voiced strong interest in a mechanism to con-
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vene interested parties on the topic of the river and its health, within the city, among other cities 
in the region, and along the entire corridor. The perceived need or desire for river collaboration 
and networking represents another opportunity for the foundation to make a timely difference by 
directing support to such efforts. 

FOUNDATION OPTIONS 

We examined many different funding strategies for urban or environmental programs with an 
extensive geographic focus. Following are roles that the Foundation could take to achieve the 
basic vision of the program: 

• Approach 1; Project Grants. Traditional foundation grants to projects, with the 
program marketed to cities by floating a challenge through targeted mailing lists. 
Regional foundations or organizations could assume selection responsibilities. 

• Approach 2: River Cities Coalition. Convene annual meetings of Mississippi River 
communities to focus on the river and its environment. Present case studies of existing 
projects with a range of opportunities and ideas. Develop workshops on issue areas and 
funding strategies offer training sessions. 

• Approach 3: Direct Intervention. Assume direct leadership as an active agent to 
promote and help develop urban projects focusing on the Mississippi River and/or act 
as a mediator or broker. 

• Approach 4: Awards/Clearinghouse. Give awards to river cities urban environmental 
projects which have the attributes desired in the project content and participation, and 
which have had success in achieving the Foundation's river goals. Publish these case 
study success stories as a clearinghouse service and disseminate widely to stimulate 
more projects. 

• Approach 5: Awards Plus Project Grants. A phased approach to the demonstration, 
using Year 1 to identify exciting and effective projects that achieve the McKnight 
Foundation goals. In succeeding years, produce a case book and guide book for a 
direct grants program by having professional writers/photo journalists write up the best 
projects as case studies. 

The workshop discussion came up with a new variant which combined many of the 
elements of these approaches. 

• Approach 6. Challenge grants to specific projects that would indeed make a tangible 
difference to the river environment and people in the immediate vicinity. This 
component would receive the bulk of Foundation funds and leverage significant 
additional resources from the local communities. A convening role, with the 
Foundation taking leadership in building local capacity for collaboration. A technical 
resource component, with Foundation funds leveraging other resources to make 
technical knowledge more accessible to those engaged in preventing/ameliorating 
environmental pollution. 

Part II of this report presents a strategy for weaving these components into a river cities 
grant program to maximize the impact of the demonstration. 
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PART II. THE STRATEGY 

FOUNDATION OBJECTIVES 
The purpose of the River Cities Demonstration Grant Program is to actively engage between ten 
to fifteen cities along the length of the Mississippi River in remedying and protecting the river 
quality. With McKnight Foundation dollars leveraging other resources, the grants would achieve 
multiple objectives: 

• Increase·awareness of the river's degradation and the impact this has on peoplfs lives 
and environmental sustainability. 

• Generate new projects in cities to restore the health of the ecosystems. 

• Be a catalyst for new collaborative efforts which must occur if river quality is to be 
improved or the river protected from further pollution. The environmental problems 
are complex and must be addressed from a systemic perspective. 

• Encourage sharing of ideas and successes and thus use resources efficiently and 
effectively. 

COMPONENTSOFTHESTRATEGY 
The above objectives are achieved through four components described in graphic form in Figure 3. 

The first component is urban grants. These are direct grants to cities or to organizations 
within the community who can demonstrate support and participation by local governments in 
their project. Grants would be available for initial planning, for start-up of projects, and for 
implementation of projects. A community or organization receiving a planning grant could be 
eligible in the.following years for start-up and implementation grants. Communities could thus 
be supported for a three-year period to bring their projects at least through initial implementation 
phases. Solicitation of proposals and selection of grantees would tap into local expertise ( either 
through community foundations or other institutions knowledgeable about the local area) and 
depend upon some technical reviews. 

The second component is finding Potential Resources through Match/Services. The 
McKnight Foundation alone cannot generate the resources needed to accomplish its objectives. It 
must therefore actively reach out to get other institutions involved and committed to providing 
resources. Our research has identified several sources of additional funds, including philan
thropic dollars, funds from various governmental agencies and, most recently, dollars from 
environmental lawsuit settlements. (See Voyageur Trip-Headwaters of the Mississippi To 
Belle Vue, Iowa, p. 18 in Appendix I as an example of dollars coming from environmental settle
ments or a lawsuit where the fine goes to a community environmental project.) 
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Figure 3. Strategy: Mississippi riverfront cities urban, environmental program. 
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The Foundation should also pursue an expanded role for community foundations in 
achieving these environmental goals. We have not been able to identify strong commitments 
from these foundations to environmental projects, but believe this focus could be developed as 
part of the proposed River Cities demonstration project. The incentive for the community founda
tions would be the opportunity to expand their endowments from new private sources and to 
develop new relationships with leaders in these urban centers. The personal networks of these 
local foundations and their financial support of the environmental goals would be extremely 
valuable since program staff could serve as brokers in putting viable projects together. One 
component of the demonstration project is to produce a publication targeted to community foun
dations. Additional research on the opportunities and common interests could open up this 
avenue for collaboration within the philanthropic community. 

The third component is capacity building. Encouraging community foundations to 
expanded their commitments as stakeholders in the river's health, as described above, would be 
one part of this effort. The urban grants would similarly expand the capacity of local organiza
tions to address their environmental problems. 

Two additional efforts are proposed. The sheer length of the river and the varying 
environmental challenges as one moves downstream lead us to conclude that sub-regional coali
tions addressing common goals would be more effective than would a central clearinghouse. 
Thus, five sub-regional urban centers would be encouraged to assume leadership in building new 
coalitions. With a McKnight Foundation capacity-building grant for each of the five years, the 
lead organization would convene stakeholders and help develop new partnerships. Next, each of 
the created River Cities coalitions would be encouraged, with additional grant dollars, to add 
technical assistance to their work program. 

The fourth and final component is outreach and collaboration along the full length of the 
river. 

Each of these components are described in more detail in the following section. 

GRANTS TO RIVER CITIES 

Research findings (summarized in the appendices under separate cover) show that current river 
cities' initiatives along the Mississippi River cover a broad spectrum of activities. It is important 
that the McKnight demonstration project makes it quite clear that the foundation's primary con
cern is the health of the ecosystems and that its resources should be targeted toward heightening 
the city's commitment to achieving that goal. The urban grants would thus carve out an environ
mental niche and provide incentives for cities to include these types of projects in the full range 
of projects addressing the riverfront and the river itself. 

Interviews with managers implementing current river cities projects revealed significant 
frustration with the amount of effort needed to tap scarce funding for relatively small projects. 
This left less time and energy to make a tangible difference to the environment. Cities also are 
being called upon to take more responsibility for social services, and the pressure to redirect 
private funds to these activities has left less local money for environmental action or projects in 
urban areas. 
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Our respondents told us that small grants do make a difference in their projects. (A sum
mary of projects described by the respondents are listed in Appendix I.) In fact, a resounding 
"yes" was heard at the workshop when we asked whether small grants could make a difference. 
Some participants even stated a preference for small grants at the outset of a project to serve as a 
challenge to local groups. Our recommendations for the structure of the demonstration grant 
draw heavily on the informants' insights and preferences described in the accompanying Appen
dices to the Riverfront Cities Report. Matched by in-kind services, member contributions, or city 
budgets, projects benefitted from grants ranging from $10,000 to $175,000. 

Urban Grants 

The overall program strategy depends upon supporting successful projects in river cities. 
A small grant program for projects in riverfront cities is the primary mechanism to instigate . 
action on behalf of the Mississippi's ecosystem. While changes are already taking place on many 
city riverfronts, improving the health of the ecosystem is not necessarily the motivating force 
behind these activities. With a small grants program, the McKnight Foundation can challenge 
communities to add a new item to the agenda of city projects and citizens groups activities: 
improvement of the river's ecosystem, its health, and the health of those living within the cor
ridor. In the larger metropolitan centers, neighborhood-based organizations can be well 
positioned to seek support. 

Necessity has driven many cities to refocus attention on the river. Ignored until recently, 
the river is seen once again as a basis for prosperity. The lure of revenues from tourism, river
boat gambling, and reuse of vacant lands spurs local governments to action on the riverfront. 
Local citizens groups .are motivated by the passive and active recreational opportunities of open 
space along the river. Pollution prevention groups care about the health of citizens, arid work to 
maintain a sustainable supply of clean air and water. None of these motivations will inherently 
direct attention to the Mississippi River corridor. However, each of these efforts could have the 
health of the river as a main focus, or as an integral part of changes taking place on the river
front. By challenging river cities, McKnight galvinizes changes which have a positive impact on 
the health of the river system. 

Project Types 

Projects can increase community awareness of the Mississippi River system, its prob
lems, and possible solutions; they can also achieve measurable improvements in the quality of 
water the city delivers to the river. Our workshop participants advised that small grants should 
encourage those projects which make tangible impacts. Desirable projects include: 

• Carrying out pollution prevention projects. Decrease the amount of impaired water 
delivered to (or back to) the river by reducing inputs such as sediments, road salts, 
nutrients, and toxins-including airborne toxins which will eventually become part of 
the water system. Examples include changing management practices such as street 
cleaning; enacting water conservation programs; and developing voluntary community 
goals for reducing the amount of toxic materials used in households and/or local 
industries. (See Good Neighbor Agreement Project, Appendix I, p. 20, and Geographic 
Approach to Voluntary Releases Reduction Program, Appendix II, p. 47, for current 
projects focused on this goal.). 
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• Restoring and/or preserving "in-town" ecosystems or wildlife habitats connected to the 
river. Within a parkway or trail program, acquire and manage open space along creeks 
or wetlands connected to the river to restore or protect ecosystem function. Examples 
include preserving bluff land habitats, replanting bottomland hardwood forests, and 
restoring the vegetation on streams running through the city. (See Helena Reach 
Riverpark and Community Planning, Appendix I, p. 26, for a current example of the 
type of project envisioned.) 

• Protecting :public health by eliminating hazards. Improving river access, clean up of 
contaminated soils, and protection from fish contamination. Examples might include 
educating those who fish about proper cleaning techniques, or educating the public 
about how to restrict consumption of contaminated foods to minimize health risks; and 
development of collaborative agreements between city and industry to clean up 
contaminated sites for civic and private reuse. 

• Creating new institutions which focus on the river. Develop river groups or coalitions 
to restore habitats and increase awareness of environmental degradation. Examples 
include river affinity groups which create constituencies for habitat restoration efforts; 
and coalitions of neighborhood groups along the river which promote and carry out 
river restoration projects and awareness. (See Voyageur Trip and Keepers of the 
Waters, pp. 18 and 19 in the accompanying report, Appendix I, as examples of this 
type of initiative). A particularly high priority is to develop these collaborative efforts 
between communities on both sides of the river as we see occurring in the Quad Cities 
region. 

• Providing access to unique river environments. Develop trails with an envirqnmental 
education component to bring people on to the river. Examples include conversion of 
outmoded infrastructure rights-of-way, such as· railways, into riverwalks with con
nections to.neighborhood schools. (See Riverlands 2000 and St. Louis Riverfront 
Trail System, Appendix I, pp. 16 and 17 in the accompanying report) as excellent 
early initiatives of this kind.) 

These types of projects can be part of ongoing efforts in the river cities. An off er of sup;. 
port from McKnight can put the river's health on city agendas as decisions are made about 
riverfront land use changes and city infrastruture improvements. Such projects will also put the 
river's health on the top of citizens' minds as individuals and groups decide how they can make 
a positive impact on the environment. 

Grants Structure 

Eligibility 

Our research points out that McKnight will need to market and open the program to a 
broad pool of applicants. In the projects identified to date, leadership comes from a variety of 
sectors with different degrees of collaboration. Our workshop participants agreed that both local 
governments and local residents in a project area should be brought into the process. Nonprofit 
environmental, community and neighborhood groups, as well as local governments such as 
cities, counties, tribal, special districts and regional governmental entities, should all be encour
aged to apply .. The goal is to encourage collaborative efforts between such groups and require 
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that any proposal demonstrate support of local officials, relevant nonprofit groups, and/or neigh
borhood organizations. 

To ensure program focus, projects or programs must be based in urban jurisdictions 
having Mississippi River borders. Since successful efforts have been made in cities of all sizes, 
a population size screen does not make sense. The Foundation can identify geographic targets 
using sources such as census books to identify counties adjacent to the Mississippi River. Lists 
of city and county government bodies can be obtained through state leagues of municipalities, 
state government, and environmental resource directories. Other lists for nonprofits, environ
mental groups, etc., can be obtained through list brokers and existing directories. An entity such 
as the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area already has mailing lists gathered for the 
Twin Cities. Perhaps the Lower Mississippi Delta Commission would be a source for lists in the 
lower Mississippi region. 

· Leveraging Resources 

As discussed earlier, addressing the Mississippi River environmental problems will 
require significant supplemental resources from many sources. Local governments often have the 
staff and expertise to package funds from various sources, and a lead organization forming a sub
regional information center can supplement that expertise. 

The new resources will be the urban grants dollars and a successful effort to engage the 
support of local foundations and the public sector as partners. All types of grants should require 
some level of matching support from other sources. Planning grants should require the least 
amount of match; implementation grants the largest. In-kind matches should not exceed one
third of the required resources from the local proposer. 

Selection 

Cities along the river are located in ten states and have varying types of governmental, 
legal, and environmental institutional structures. Screening viable and exciting projects is a com
plex task. Therefore, once the initial pool of submissions has been screened, the proposals should 
be reviewed by outside experts. Depending on the nature of the project submissions, these 
experts would assist foundation staff in evaluating project feasibility in terms of approach and 
beneficial impact for the river. Experts must have appropriate local and technical knowledge. 
They would come from different sections of the river corridor and have expertise in land use, 
ecology, engineering, and landscape architecture. The proposed budget allotment for these tech
nical review consultants is $15,000 a year. After this review, the program officer would make 
site visits to validate the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal. 

Evaluation criteria for selecting grantees include: 

• Demonstrated need or urgency of the project. 

• Sustainability of the project and ability to accomplish it within the allotted time span. 

• Commitments of resources from other sources. 

• Support and potential to develop sustainable coalitions and link communities across 
the river to achieve project goals. 
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• Impact of the project on the lives of people who are now affected adversely by 
environmental conditions. Proposals that would improve the quality of life and involve 
disadvantaged populations should receive priority if other criteria for anticipating 
success are met. 

Guidelines for McKnight and other foundations are included in Appendix III in the 
accompanying report. 

Geographic Distribution 

A geographic distribution of grantees is desirable to build a body of success along the 
length of the river and to address the vastly different problems in different river stretches. The 
range of grants available-planning, project start-up, and implementation-should insure that 
cities in all stretches of the river have a chance to receive support. The Foundation may need to 
actively recruit submissions from under-represented stretches of the river after the first year. 
Alternatively, the geographic distribution of grantees could mirror successful networking and 
cooperation at the sub-regional level. · 

Evaluation of Grants Activity 

It is expected that each McKnight-funded activity will be evaluated as it is completed. 
This section will focus on evaluating urban grants, but evaluations should be made of the 
capacity-building and outreach grants as well. 

As a general strategy, evaluations should be made by the grant recipients themselves, per
haps with outside assistance. An obvious exception will be made for planning grants, whose 
success will be determined by the Foundation as it evaluates the resulting proposals for start-up 
and implementation grants. 

The initial proposal to the McKnight Foundation should list the criteria upon which the 
activity, if funded, will be evaluated. We expect that data collected to prepare the grant proposal 
will document current environmental and institutional status and that post-grant measures of 
these same indicators will be a major part of this evaluation. Where such measures are inordi
nately expensive but critical to the project (perhaps a community awareness poll or expenditure 
survey), McKnight should consider funding the collection of the baseline data. 

In addition to these objective measures of success based on a priori ideas about 
envisioned outcomes, there will also be unexpected outcomes-both positive and negative. 
These outcomes will be both in the environmental arena and in the human and institutional 
arena. We encourage grant recipients to include these other outcomes in their evaluation. 

This evaluation should be part of the final report submitted to the McKnight Foundation 
upon completion of the funded activity. It should include both the objective and the subjective 
measures stated above. It should also contain a narrative suggesting what could have been.done 
differently to make the activity work better. While this evaluation is important, we do not want 
grant recipients to focus so much effort on it that the project itself suffers. Therefore we suggest 
that no more than two person-weeks be spent on the final evaluation and that its length be no 
more than a half-dozen pages, exclusive of appendices. 
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POTENTIAL RESOURCES THROUGH MATCH AND SERVICES 

The McKnight Foundation should expect its funds to leverage substantial resources from within 
the communities that participate in its urban grant program. These resources include both people 
and money. They include individuals, nonprofit groups, the private sector, and government. 
McKnight's money should be able to attract significant resources and have an enormous impact 
on individual cities. 

Many human resources are available in cities that could be used to improve the river 
environment. Lay people in the community, in government, and in private organizations can give 
time-if they can define a project and get excited about it. Government can direct some of its 
regular services toward environmental projects. Government's technical expertise can also be 
called upon to address critical issues. Educational institutions and private companies are other 
sources of expertise. 

Communities also have money that should be directed toward environmental issues. It is 
critical that people put their money where their mouths are, to prove and feel a personal commit
ment. We recommend that McKnight's money make up no more than one-third of the necessary 
funding for any project. We would like to see a second one-third come from the responsible 
government authority, and a final one-third come from the community itself-from foundation, 
individual, or corporate contributions. In this way, McKnight can make its money go farther. 
More importantly, it can gain the commitment of people and institutions in the local area. 

In some situations, a small McKnight grant could significantly influence a very large 
project. We envision, for example, that a McKnight grant to a city could begin to add an environ
mental aspect to a large public works project. For a small amout of additional money, a new 
roadway could re-establish a wetland area. McKnight would put forward one-third of this small 
amount for restoration and influence a million dollar project. 

We see many potential sources of the third part of the funding package, community 
funds. We have already mentioned individual contributions, foundation grants, and corporate 
donations. Foundation grants might come from either community or (more likely) private founda
tions. Nonprofit groups are another possibility. An exciting new source of funds for community 
foundations and nonprofit groups comes from lawsuit settlements. Judges are just beginning to 
require that payments be made not to general government coffers, but to foundations and non
profits who might spend those funds to undo the types of wrongs done by the defendant. Where 
the issue is environmental damage, judges could be influenced to dedicate those funds to local 
environmental projects through appropriate groups. 

We see a significant role for community foundations to identify and approach various 
local funding sources to make up the last third of the funding package. At this point, we have 
few delusions that community foundations themselves will make significant cash contributions; 
they have traditional roles and funding commitments that are focused on areas other than the en
vironment. In the longer run, we see that many of their concerns about improving the lives of 
poor people mesh well with the McKnight Foundation's focus on improving the environment of 
the river. 
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CAPACITY BUILDING 

The demonstration project will enlarge the capacity of people and organizations to address river 
environmental problems. As part of this effort, a number of granting categories will increase the 
ability of local communities to identify and implement projects. Each category is described 
below. 

Publication to Develop New Partnerships with Community Foundations 

We propose a publication that will help persuade community foundations to include 
environmental issues in their current programs and give them guidance to proceed. Community 
foundations-locally-based institutions with a mission to address the full spectrum of commun
ity needs-have already played a significant role as vehicles for channeling personal and private 
gifts toward other important community issues. Typically, the staff knows the community and its 
leader; and they know how to enlist resources when needed. We feel the environmental issues 
are also critically important to a community's well-being. Often the very community issues that 
are the current focus of these foundations (e.g., economic well-being, human services, the arts) 
could have been enhanced through efforts to improve the environment. 

Further research and networking are needed to broaden the constituency and gain support 
from community leaders and local philanthropists. Community Foundations at 75: A Report on 
the State of Community Foundations, Washington, D.C., 1989, Council on Foundations, lists 
fifteen community foundations active in cities along the Mississippi River. The foundation loca
tions are listed on p. 78 of the accompanying appendices report. 

Our workshop participants encouraged us to provide community foundations with a more 
detailed justification to show why and how they can become partners in this program. A market
ing publication would identify incentives for collaborative efforts and draw upon the first year's 
experience with the demonstration project. Research should also identify philanthropists in the 
local communities who have similar concerns about the river. Mandating participation of local 
foundations may not be practical in launching the demonstration project, but encouraging their 
participation ai:1,d formation should be part of the five-year program. 

Sub-regional Coalitions 

Sub-regional coalitions can respond to different geographical and economic structures on 
different stretches of the river. For example, in the upper Mississippi states, preservation of 
bluffs is a concern; in lower Mississippi states, providing visual or physical access to the river, 
while maintaining flood control and navigation levees, is an issue. Because the mid-delta stretch 
has fewer cities, its environmental issues differ from those of the aging industrial cities in Illinois 
or Iowa. "Chemical Alley" in the lower delta makes toxins the high priority concern. Such sub- · 
regional groupings would provide a physical presence for McKnight on the river, an important 
consideration as the program moves south from its northern base in the Twin Cities. 

The strategy is to offer grants to organizations with an urban focus which can demo
nstrate an ability to create new coalitions from the surrounding urban communities along one 
stretch of the river. Leadership could come from the Council of Governments, community 
development organizations, nonprofit organizations with an environmental mission, or philan
thropic organizations, state agencies, or local governmental units. 
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The mission of these coalitions would be to strengthen the commitments of local com
munities to remedy unacceptable environmental conditions or prevent further degradation. The 
lead agency would be a place to tie into the technical expertise available in the local region, to 
provide information on what is happening on the river, and to convene leadership from its region 
to regularly meet and share ideas. Part of the grant to the lead organization could be available to 
cover expenses for key individuals to travel to regular meetings. Potential stakeholders in this 
process include public sector officials and funders, nonprofits, grass roots/community or neigh
borhood organizations, philanthropic organizations, conservancy or other environmental 
organizations, educational institutions, and business and labor organizations. Proposals for these 
grants should include a description of services and a plan for how the McKnight grant could 
leverage other resources over the long term. Proposers should be encouraged to design programs 
to develop strong media relations. 

Grants, limited to $7,500 for each of three years, would be available to a lead organization 
to organize the local institutions into cooperative ventures, with the purpose of networking and 
influencing public policies impacting the health of the river. Although the mechanism and geo
graphical extent of a region would be developed by the submitter, we suggest one metro area be 
included in each region: Twin Cities, Quad Cities, St. Louis, Memphis, or New Orleans. These 
cities are regional loci, but do not necessarily have to be the location of any convened group. 

Technical Assistance 

We suggest that an additional grant be offered to lead organizations to add a technical 
assistance component to their program. The functions of the sub-regional centers are primarily 
networking, information exchange, and consciousness-raising. While building this collaboration 
over five years should create self-sustaining institutions to carry forward the mission of this grant 
program, it may not be sufficient to satisfy the information needs of the local region. Offering 
direct technical assistance to communities through an ombudsman or grants person, or serving as 
a clearinghouse for technical assistance, could be a very important add-on function for a lead 
organization with an existing staff and support structure. This probably should not be mandatory, 
given the different capacities of varying stretches of the river. 

River Cities Corridor 

An initiative.is also needed to strengthen and highlight linkages along the whole Missis
sippi River corridor. River cities, as the nodes where linkages occur across the corridor, share 
some common issues such as pollution prevention needs, surface water runoff treatment, 
shoreline open space preservation, and/or public access to the river. 

For example, toxic emissions occur in cities with different types of industrial plants, regard
less of city size or location along the corridor. All river cities share issues of toxic remains on 
abandoned riverside industrial sites. Urban areas with developing suburbs and declining down
towns also share interests. Finally these cities share an interest in improving the lives of current and 
future residents. Several target grants can be floated to facilitate communication among these cities 
and to share information on ways cities have successfully approached some of these issues. 
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Database of River Cities Projects 

A data base with summaries of urban environmental Mississippi River projects could be 
developed and maintained as a resource for sub-regional groups and city groups. This data base 
would provide reference materials for the sub-regional coalitions. This data base would also be 
available to grant applicants in years two through five. Requests for proposals to maintain such a 
data base would be directed to university or other higher educational institutions which have the 
facilities for such a service. The provider of this service could also be responsible for acquiring 
and maintaining the River Cities Program mailing list. This data base could be a joint project 
between a water resources research center so that McKnight would not be its sole support. 

River Cities Experts Directory 

Technical consultants will be needed to screen projects. As this list is developed and 
tested in the first couple of years, it can become the basis for an expanded list of "experts" or 
technical advisors who can consult on environmental issues. This directory would describe 
expertise in the governmental and educational institutions, and in private firms which line the 
waterway and are available to local governments. The amount budgeted for this project is·a one
time grant of $20,000 in year three. 

OUTREACH ACTIVITIES 

We recommend two additional activities toward the end of the demonstration project. These are: 
collecting data on accomplishments over the demonstration period; and a river-long workshop to 
bring all participants together. Each is described below. 

Publication of River Cities Program in Year Four: 
A Collection of Success Stories 

The river ties this program together, physfcally and thematically. Because it stretches 
over so many miles and through such diverse areas, it is a challenge to create a sense of shared 
accomplishment, spurred by the Foundation's support. A summary publication would lend 
cohesiveness to the program. Building from the project data base and reports from grantees, it 
would draw together projects' progress to date as well as describe the program features and 
strategy. Distrib_uted to participating and non-participating river cities and funders, this publica
tion could publicize the demonstration project and its accomplishments on the river. This 
document could also be distributed to cities on the major tributaries which feed into the system 
to disseminate the approach and spur activities on these rivers. 

River Cities Workshop in Year Five: Building 
Networks and Evaluating the Program 

This workshop, drawing together people from the entire length of the river, will provide a 
chance to summarize all that has been learned during this five-year effort. Of course, it should 
provide a forum for cities and regional centers to describe and boast about their accomplish
ments. Most importantly, the workshop should attempt to evaluate the projects-focusing on 
whether expected environmental and intstitutional outcomes were achieved and on where dif
ficulties were encountered and results were less than hoped for. These evaluation sessions should 
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be organized and moderated by those who will eventually be responsible for overall program 
evaluation. Finally, we want this workshop to be a chance for people to discuss potential future 
strategies for improving the ways in which cities approach environmental issues in general and, 
if it is to be continued after the fifth year, how the McKnight urban initiative could be improved 
in particular. 

BUDGET 

Figure 4 and Table 1 present a budget and timeline for the River Cities Program. Figure 4 adds 
dollar amounts for the various programmatic components of the demonstration in graphic form. 
Table 1 prsents a budget showing how funds could be allocated, by type of project, over a five
year period. 

Key features of these recommendations are: 

• A total expenditure of two and a quarter million dollars over five years, with just over 
70 percent of funds allocated to project grants, one-fifth to capacity building, and 6 
percent to administrative tasks. 

• A potential to support activities in fourteen cities over the five years-five in Year 1, 
adding four additional cities in both Year 2 and Year 3, and a final city in Year 4 for a 
start-up grant without prior planning support. 

• An estimated thirty-eight project grants capturing $1.6 million of total funds and an 
opportunity for an individual city starting with a planning grant and proceeding 
through start-up and implementation to receive $120,000-+/- to leverage at least twice 
as much from supplemental sources. A higher leverage ratio of at least 1 :6 is suggested 
for projects moving through all three types of project grants. This is the ratio adopted 
by the federal government as it implemented the UDAG program in the early 1980s. 

• Building the McKnight resources to a peak of just over $600,000 in year four and 
dropping back in the final year as the demonstration focuses on implementation grants 
and evaluating the total program. 

OVERALL EVALUATION 

At the end of five years, the McKnight Foundation will have spent $9 million on environmental 
activities, $2.5 million in cities. If these activities have been successful, the Foundation will con
sider continuation, perhaps with expansion. It becomes critical to determine what we mean by 
success and how well we have performed against those measures. For this reason, we suggest a 
final overall program evaluation. 
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Figure 4. Strategy: Mississippi riverfront cities urban, environmental program. 
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TABLE 1. BUDGET FOR PROPOSED RIVERFRONT CITIES PROGRAM 

Category Percent 
Total of 

(in thousands Total 
Year 1 Year2 Year3 Year4 Years of dollars) ~ 

Number Thousands Number Thousands Number Thousands Number Thousands Number Thousands 
of of of of of of of of of of 

.Gnnls Dlillm .Gnnls Dlillm .Gnnls Dlillm .Gnnls Dlillm .Gnnls Dlillm 

ADMINISTRATIVE 
Grant (tech) reviewers* $15 $15 $15 $15 $15 
River Cities workshop planning 35 
River Cities workshop honoraria 10 
River Cities program evaluation 2Q 

Subtotal 15 15 15 60 35 $140 6 

I URBAN PROJECT GRANTS 
N Planning [10-25k ($20k avg.)] 3 60 4 80 4 80 0 0 0\ 
I 

Start-up [max. 50k ($40k avg.)] 1** 60 3 120 4 160 5** 200 
Implementation [max. 100k ($60k avg.)] I _fil) 1 _fil) 3 .IBQ 4 21Q 5 .:lilli 

Subtotal 180 .260 420 440 300 1,600 72 

GRANTS FOR CAPACITY BUILDING 
Project database (I grantee) 10 10 10 10 10 
Directory of experts (I grantee) 20 
River Cities Coalitions (5 grantees) 40 42 44 46 48 

Technical Assistance Programs*** 30 30 30 30 30 
Publication to community foundations (1 grantee) 10 
River Cities program publication (I grantee) ...3.Q 

Subtotal 100 92 84 116 88 480 22 

TOTALS $295 $367 $519 $616 $423 $2,220 100 

* Two people review 20 applications@ $480 per half day plus travel. 

** One community in Years 1 and 4 receives a start-up grant without a prior planning grant. All other grantees receiving planning funds are assumed to receive start-up and implementation 
grants. 

*** Optional outreach program at the River Cities Coalitions organization. 
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We suggest that $20,000 be earmarked for final evaluation. The "evaluator" should be 
chosen through open-bidding. The dollar amount seems relatively small, but the evaluator will 
have access to all project final reports and to the final workshop. We expect the evaluation to be 
based on objective measures such as: new acres of natural habitat, changes in toxic chemical 
readings, number of citizens attending meetings, the existence of new community groups, and 
number of phone calls handled. Other information presented in written form or at the workshops 
should add to the sense of short-run and long-term impacts on the environment on how people 
deal with these problems. 

Additional information should be collected from other cities which did not receive grants, 
both those who applied unsuccessfully and those who were silent. The critical questions are: Did 
they go ahead with their projects anyway? Was an environmental component dropped for lack 
of funding? Have they heard about McKnight-funded activities (either urban grants or capacity
building activities)? Have they used any of the McKnight-supported resources? Have they 
gotten any good ideas from these McKnight-sponsored activities that they have been able to use 
in their own towns? Given the limited size of the evaluation activity, these contacts mqst be 
limited, but they should systematically sample the length of the river and cities of all size 
categories. 

Finally, we expect the evaluator to collect, analyze, and present information about how to 
improve the existing initiative-how to be most successful in having an environmental impact in 
the urban grants, and how to better build the capacity of these and other cities to deal with these 
issues in the long run. 

This evaluation will be critical to the McKnight Foundation, both for its decision on 
whether to continue the program and, if it does go ahead, how to make it more effective. Even if 
the results of the evaluation are negative, the lessons learned will be valuable for the government 
and others who would like to encourage urban efforts to improve the environment. 
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