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Implications for Cooperative Extension

As Extension professionals we are entering a new era where the very nature and complexity of the problems our communities, state and nation face challenge us to find new problem solving approaches.  Dealing with non-point water pollution or helping at-risk youth lead productive lives are examples of challenging public problems that require collaborative, community-wide efforts.  According to John A. Kitzhaber, Governor of Oregon these types of problems are not successfully resolved through regulation, confrontation or litigation.  Issues of this type can only be resolved through a cooperative process that engages citizens, acknowledges their stake in the problem and gives them ownership in the solution.  

It is vitally important that Cooperative Extension professionals are prepared to work productively with community partners to solve controversial public issues.  States Mediating Change:  Improving Governance through Collaboration provides several excellent examples of using collaborative community problem solving to address a variety of human services, transportation and environmental problems.  These case studies provide excellent examples of how to approach controversial public issues in a way that builds community and empowers people.

Overview. Joint problem solving, public deliberation, consensus building, negotiation, mediation, dispute resolution, and conflict resolution are some of the terms used to describe collaborative processes.  What these processes have in common is that they bring people together to work to find common ground for their problem.  

Collaborative processes can be used not only to resolve disputes, but also to prevent them.  Preventive processes include those in which conflict is anticipated.  By anticipating conflict and involving key parties early on, conflicts can be managed creatively as they arise and can provide a platform for building consensus on solutions.  

Agencies and organizations are using these processes both internally to address issues like workplace or interpersonal conflicts and to develop consensus and buy-in on plans and projects.  Externally, agencies are engaging in collaborative problem solving and mediating disputes with contractors, communities and citizens.  

States Mediating Change:  Improving Governance through Collaboration highlights case studies on how consensus building approaches were used to address a wide of controversial issues.

Human Services.  Human services delivery systems are undergoing reform.  Over the years, state and local human service agencies have grown compartmentalized, yet have overlapping roles and responsibilities.  No single agency is able to serve the needs of the whole child, the whole family or the whole community.  In recent years states have tried various methods to reform their systems to achieve better outcomes for children, youth and families while improving cost effectiveness.  Improving operations requires change—change in procedures, practices and performance.  Achieving this kind of systems reform requires collaborating among state and local actors.

Two examples are provided of states making significant strides towards reforming their human services system---one at the policy level and the other at the implementation level.  In Maryland, state and county teams are using interest-based negotiation to work out agreements, county by county, on the outcome measures local agencies will pledge to meet in exchange for flexibility in how state funds can be used to achieve results.  In Texas, the Department of Protective and Regulatory Services are working with local courts to successfully introduce mediation on a county by county basis to achieve better outcomes in child custody cases.

Transportation.  Transportation systems determine where people live and work and how communities evolve.  Because of these impacts, great controversy often exists around transportation policies and their implementation.  Public officials need better ways to identify citizens’ priorities and preferred approaches to solving transportation problems.  To meet this need they are using collaborative processes to bring diverse groups to the table to work on transportation problems.

In Oregon, the Department of Transportation convened a negotiated rulemaking process.  A broad-based committee developed recommendations on a new rule to guide how decisions are made about new entrances to state highways.  In Florida, a regional planning organization sponsored a mediation to resolve intense controversy over construction of a limited access highway from the Orlando airport to the city.

Environment

Environmental and natural resource problems rarely respect political boundaries.  Pollution, for example, affects whole ecosystems—not just a single jurisdiction.  Different levels of government need to work together across jurisdictional lines to address these kinds of problems and they need processes to do so.  Environmental and natural resource issues also affect the health and well-being of all citizens.  Collaborative processes provide effective ways to include citizens’ voices in forming and implementing public policies.

On the Northern plains, a disastrous flood brought public officials and citizens together across international and state borders to develop flood mitigation plans.  In Washington State, the Department of Ecology sponsored a process that brought tribes and local governments to the table to determine how to manage pollution discharge limits and protect a river’s water quality

Conclusion.  These cases provide real examples of using effective conflict resolution strategies in a variety of settings.  They serve to illustrate the power of collaborative problem solving at the community, state and national level.  A wealth of additional material is available on the Policy Consensus Initiative web site, www.policyconsensus.org.


