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Who represents “citizens” or “the public” in complex policy
negotiations? Mediation of a development dispute in Denver
provides one answer.

The Role of Citizens Groups
in Policy Conflicts

James E. Kunde, Jill E. Rudd

Perhaps no problem is more vexing and full of contradictions for policy
mediators than how to represent “citizens” or “the public” in negotia-
tions involving formal representatives of official governing bodies whose
jurisdiction includes those citizens. Not only is there the uncomfortable
question of how people not formally chosen by an official process can be
equated to those who are, but also the question of which citizens or
members of the public will receive recognition while others do not. Both
of these questions were central in recent negotiations in the Southeast
Corridor of Metropolitan Denver, where representatives of the Conflict
Clinic attempted to facilitate joint problem solving among disputing
cities, a county, developers, business leaders, and citizens over annexation
and public infrastructure questions.

A series of disputes in the Southeast Corridor developed over the past
decade as the Denver Tech Center, one of the nation’s earliest research
parks, located and expanded at the junction of I-25 South and the 1-225
by-pass south of the city. A commercial real estate boom coupled with
liberal state laws for the formation of special districts enabled the devel-
opment of an extensive area of tax “plums,” which attracted aggressive
annexation interests in nearby cities. The problem was complicated by
state laws in Colorado, which in essence provide contract zoning for land












The good government movement began in the early twentieth century.
In part, it was a response to a deteriorated public life caused by the
complexity of an industrial society. Cities of the industrial age emerged
as huge, complex melting pots. Good government began simply as advo-
cacy for efficient systems to do what the public knew by consensus had to
be done: police the streets, collect the garbage, school the young. Stanley
(1984) suggests that in virtually all cases, government provided only part
of the solution to the problem. Education was more than schooling,
safety more than policing, and clean streets more than garbage pickup.
In each case, there was a public response that was more than government.

As the twentieth century developed, the idea of professionalism grew
along with a more complex society. As the questions got more complex,
the answers seemed to require more professionalism. American education,
city management, and justice all became increasingly professional, and
services delivered by government became technically better. The forum
for discussion of ideas outside of government had been the neighborhood.
In the latter twentieth century, it tended to move to city hall and became
part of the government. Mathews suggests that the idea of local profes-
sional service delivery worked well for Americans when the task was
driven by public consensus. However, when decisions about what services
to deliver moved inside government, “we the people” quickly became
“they the government.”

Paradoxically, throughout the period of growing professionalism, the
nation continued a long-term trend toward greater democratization. Even
while the public life declined in the neighborhoods, broader suffrage,
civil rights, direct primaries, and popular referendums became part of
government practice. It was probably inevitable that the two trends would
clash. The confusion of the 1970s found governmental administrators
torn between a demand for achievement and a demand from all sides to
be heard. A nation whose government could put a man on the moon
appeared unable to desegregate the schools or construct a suitable welfare

program.
Consensus and Agreement to Act

In the face of these emerging conditions, new models of governance
and the management of input have developed in American metropolitan
areas. Such models include public-private partnerships, increasing
reliance on task forces and broadly based citizens’ groups, and attempts
to apply collaborative and consensual problem-solving models to issues
once thought soluble only through formal political action. The big city
mayor or county executive who can amass sufficient political consent to
act directly and forthrightly is rare. Federal cutbacks since 1980 have
combined with increasing complexity of problems and the veto power
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