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Bicycle and Pedestrian Planning Advocacy: 
Lessons from Columbia, Missouri  

  
 

PART ONE:  INTRODUCTION 

In the face of  overuse of  the car, rising CO2 levels, and unsustainable sprawl, diverse cities 

have been exploring innovative bicycle and pedestrian transport investments. This paper tells the 

story of  the obstacles and promise of  such leading-edge transportation work in Columbia, Missouri. 

By utilizing an ethnographic approach in planning exploring “profiles of  practitioners” (Forester, 

1999, MIT Press) we first consider the first person account of  Ian Thomas, Executive Director of  

the PedNet Coalition. We then assess implications of  his work for planners, professional planning 

schools and transportation advocates. Urban planning schools must, for example, complement 

training in design, analysis, and plan-making with organizational development, communications and 

interpersonal skills and train planners in community organization and coalition building. Urban and 

regional planners must also develop well-considered normative assessments about what constitutes 

good planning. In turn, transportation activists must create opportunities for partnerships with 

broad allies and recognize that while technical expertise is important, it may not be sufficient to 

achieve advocacy goals in the absence of  strong political work and careful evaluation. 

In Portland, Oregon infrastructure investments have supported a more than four-fold 

increase in people using bicycles for daily transportation since 1995 (Portland Bicycle Count Report, 

2009). Policymakers and planners in Portland and many other forward-thinking cities understand 

that cycling and walking are vital components of  healthy transportation systems and likely can 

contribute meaningful solutions to important problems – from global climate change, air pollution 

and obesity to youth empowerment, low-income access, community building, economic 

development, and public fiscal responsibility. Indeed, many American cities are planning significant 

investments in non-motorized transportation and the Obama Administration is poised to increase 
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federal investment in livability initiatives (HUD-DOT-EPA, 2010). Relatively few urban residents 

now regularly walk or bike for transportation, and cities also face significant barriers to change, not 

the least of  which are cultural and organizational entrenchment within city public works 

departments and opposition from powerful interests including mainstream developers. 

Through Ian Thomas’ efforts in Columbia, Missouri new bicycle and pedestrian-friendly 

street design standards were adopted in 2004, and the local discussion of  active transportation was 

raised to new levels. Since then, PedNet’s network plan has been adopted into the 2025 

Transportation Plan for the Columbia metro area. Thomas has also helped create a multi-disciplinary 

partnership on a large Active Living by Design project supported by the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, and in 2005 Columbia was one of  four US cities to be granted twenty-five million 

dollars through the federal Non-Motorized Transportation Pilot Program. 

The following is drawn from an interview with Ian Thomas conducted in October 2009 

which primarily concerned: “How did Columbia come to adopt the new bicycle and pedestrian 

friendly street design standards?”  Other topics included now Thomas dealt with opposition, 

balanced organizational, personal and political needs with advocacy goals, formed alliances with 

non-traditional allies, communicated with diverse stakeholders, dealt with data limitations, and 

created political power. In what follows in Part Two, my interviewer questions appear in italics only 

where they are important to establish flow. Otherwise, what follows are Thomas’ own words. 

 

PART TWO:  IAN THOMAS' PRACTICE STORY 

 [Let’s focus on the] ‘how’ of  the street design standards campaign. I want to be clear 

though...our organization didn't really have a lot of  technical people. We had a big picture goal for 

what we felt were street design standards that would encourage non-motorized transportation in the 

city in particular. So, the details with the different components were put together by planners and 
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engineers. We were pushing to ensure that our point of  view as users of  the system was presented to 

those folks...as users of  the system that this was going to be a system that welcomed and made it 

safe for walking, biking and wheelchairs. 

 How did you work with city planners and engineers, and did you have to convince them? 

We had different relationships with different departments in our city government structure. 

We have an extremely good relationship with the Health Department because we have been able to 

show (them) how physical infrastructure supports physical activity and during the promotion we got 

people to be more active which supports good public health. We have a fairly good relationship with 

the planning department as well because I think they just fundamentally have a good sense of  what 

makes a great community...place-making that comes with designing and building places that people 

enjoy being in a downtown kind of  design that traditionally in the planning sphere involves walk-

ability and bike-ability and wheelchair accessibility.  

We did not have a very good relationship with the Public Works Department. And this may 

be a kind of  a thing that's a little more acute in the Midwest than it is on the Coasts or in California 

or in the Northwest, but honestly our State Department of  Transportation and our City Public 

Works Department and other traffic/transportation/public works departments in this part of  the 

country are very oppositional to the idea of  transportation by any mode other than the private 

automobile. Very very very weak mass-transit systems. Very poor bike-ped infrastructure. And that is 

a cultural thing. I think it's built up in the training and culture within these departments. So, we 

generally operate in a collaborative way with Health and Planning and in a more confrontational way 

with Public Works. 

Basically these street design standards had to be kind of  pushed through in the end against 

the wishes of  the Public Works Department. [They] tended to side with local private developers who 

were against any regulations on top of  the regulations they had to deal with already and it actually 
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invited a very questionable, cozy relationship between the private developers and the Public Works 

Department. And I think that our pushing for this major policy change was seen as a threat to those 

entities. So it involved - to do that – really recruiting the health advocates, the disabilities advocates, 

the environmental advocates, certain business interests - usually local, small business owners that 

could see the value to their brand of  business - typically downtown type of  operators who wanted to 

promote more walking and bicycling in Columbia, not so much the mall developers which are very 

rooted in the car culture.  

 How did you find those business owners or did they find you? 

You know, The PedNet Coalition was formed in 2000, and we've made a very strong effort 

and really still do to reach out all the time to anybody and everybody that supports our mission so a 

lot of  people just kind of  stepped up. We got a lot of  good publicity from the local media when we 

just started out. We did a fairly massive outreach effort, going to local community festivals, and 

showing up with a map of  a bike-ped network throughout Columbia and recruiting people to our 

email list as best we could. And through those connections they gravitated towards our [position]. 

 You have significant working partnerships with the health community. How did you reach out to those folks 

and form an active coalition? 

The single event that really cemented that was a grant that became available. But we already 

had relationships. One of  the things about Columbia as a town is that it's just about that size where 

most people know most other people. I know people and I already knew people who worked at the 

Health Department and something would come up in conversation as we started to get PedNet off  

the ground that there was this [common plane] between public health and promoting walking and 

bicycling along with the environmental benefits and economic and quality of  life benefits. But the 

single event was the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Active Living by Design Grant which came 

online in 2003 - three years after PedNet had started. And basically, the Robert Wood Johnson 



Bicycle & Pedestrian Planning Advocacy - 5 
 

Foundation was offering a $200,000 grant to a community partnership to basically do exactly what 

PedNet had been trying to do and doing with a certain amount of  success but without any funding 

for about three years.  

We had already started to develop those partnerships, probably not with the Health 

Department as such at that point, but certainly with individuals, with local doctors. My wife is a 

doctor. We have doctors on our board. In the disabilities community very much so... PedNet was 

really formed initially with board members from two formal citizens committees, the City of  

Columbia Bicycle Pedestrian Commission and the Disabilities Commission, and individuals from 

those two formal city advisory committees formed the PedNet Coalition to be an independent 

grassroots advocacy organization to do things that they couldn't do within the city committees 

because it was sort of  a part of  city government. 

So the opportunity in 2003 to apply for that grant seemed at the time to be a very prestigious 

opportunity to be on the leading edge of  something very, very exciting...a new movement. It brought 

a lot of  people in the City of  Columbia together including the Health Department and PedNet, 

elements at the University of  Missouri, Columbia Public Schools... And it naturally kind of  boiled 

down that PedNet and the Health Department would be the two leading agencies, so we cemented a 

very strong partnership at that point. This partnership has been very much at the core of  almost 

everything that we've done. 

 How do you balance your advocacy role with a desire to form close ties and political partnerships to advance 

your cause?  

I and my colleagues on the PedNet staff  and board very naturally form very strong 

partnerships with any agency – whether governmental or non-governmental - that is supportive of  

our mission. That's kind of  a given. And we look to find areas of  overlap with all potential partners. 

So, the planning department, yes we have a big area of  overlap. We look to appeal to elected 
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representatives - the mayor, the city council, the board of  education, our representatives at the state 

level, our representatives at the federal level. We look to identify places where our mission and vision 

either expressly coincide with something that they believe in and is part of  their platform or just 

where we think we can trigger an interest by talking with somebody. 

An example of  that is we have found a great ally in one of  the areas that we are working on, 

namely children's health and promoting more physical activity through walking and biking among 

kids, with Missouri's senior senator Kit Bond who is a conservative Republican and not the kind of  

politician we would normally expect our issue to resonate with, but he has become a wonderful ally, 

supporting our issue both in Washington and also attending events, speaking at events about the 

issue of  children's health and physical activity and kind of  adding his credentials to our cause both 

locally and nationally. 

I think nothing's black and white, certainly not in politics. It's not like we have one list of  

political leaders that support everything we do and another list that doesn't. Sometimes we're 

disappointed by actions of  certain members of  City Council and members of  other elected bodies. 

And other times we're surprised and pleased. I think what we try to do is always make our case. 

Depending on how important a vote is on a particular issue or our need for someone to write 

something or say something or attend an event, we'll push as hard as we can, but if  the person isn't 

really going to come through we just make sure they understand our position, remain respectful and 

basically agree to differ on something. Then we come back and talk again next time. If  we're 

suspecting over and over that they're never going to support our position then it becomes a sort of  

waste of  our time and we'll look for more productive people to work with. But if  they're voting the 

way we want or generally supporting our position two times out of  three or three times out of  four, 

then it’s worth our while to maintain that relationship. But we understand that everyone who is 

elected is getting pushed by different interest groups from different directions and they're trying to 
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assimilate all that information and make the best decision they can and it may not always be the one 

that we would recommend. But where we feel like they're listening to us and see us as something of  

a priority then it's worth our while to maintain that relationship in that particular advocacy arena. 

 How do you respond to claims that your group is a special interest? 

It's hard to say we're not a special interest. I mean, we are a special interest, but I do think we 

differ from a lot of  special interests where the people who are being the advocates or the activists 

are pretty much just advocating for themselves or for a small group that is connected to themselves. 

We continue in our own outreach and media to continue to try and bring more into our group. You 

know, in our vision everybody should be a walking and biking advocate because it will create a 

healthier environment for everyone to live in; it will reduce our greenhouse gas emissions, create a 

safer environment; it will create more economic sustainability for the public sector and for 

individuals in their lives. It seems to us that there are overwhelming benefits for everybody and we 

try and get that out there. I think one of  our strongest things is our membership (we call it out 

membership, but we don't charge a membership fee). We have close to 7,000 members in Columbia 

which is only a town of  about 100,000. Every one of  those people has signed up either on our 

website or at one of  the community events that we go out to, that they support our mission of  

creating a walk-able, bike friendly and wheelchair accessible Columbia.  

That's a powerful message. We've gotten email addresses for most of  those people over the 

last 10 years now. Some of  those that signed up at the beginning will have received a couple of  

hundred email newsletters from us over the years. We continue to add to that list and communicate 

with them. So, we are a special interest, but I kind of  reject the idea of  only a special interest. 

 [How did you deal] with a certain lack of  empirical data about the impact of  infrastructure design on 

[getting more people to walk and bike]? 

Well, this was not a scientific research project. So, I'm not sure that empirical data would 
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have made a whole lot of  difference. It was ultimately public opinion that mattered and it was going 

to be a vote of  the planning and zoning commission and their vote and city council's vote would 

determine whether we got what we wanted or not. I think that most people recognized and 

acknowledged that it is difficult to obtain empirical data, but intuitively it made sense to everybody 

that we would have a healthy community.  

We have had leadership in Columbia from Mayor Darwin Hindman for the last fifteen years 

that has really emphasized quality of  life in Columbia. He's done great things and really laid a lot of  

the groundwork that allowed PedNet to do our grassroots advocacy, and we've partnered very well 

with him. There are great benefits to having lots of  public parks, a public trail system, encouraging 

people to get active, having a public recreation center that's affordable... So, we were able to kind of  

get behind his existing mission that this was good not just individual quality of  life, but for the local 

economy because it was attractive for businesses to locate here...this new knowledge-based economy, 

with the university being here, etc. So, we were able to hook into existing mindsets within the general 

populace and also within individual leaders in the community and show how this idea of  the Street 

Design Standards connected to ideas of  theirs, and I think that was effective. 

 How did you deal with the adversaries [such as] the Missouri Development Commission and the Columbia 

Homebuilder's Association? 

We did meet with them a few times to discuss it. We had been working on this campaign for 

about two years before it hit their radar. [The history is that] we started off  with a totally informal 

group of  people, meeting to discuss how roads are being designed, how they should be designed, 

the benefits of  different design issues... Planners and engineers were included in that [group] both 

from government and from the University. There's a traffic engineering department at the University 

of  Missouri so we brought in people to speak to us from that department. It then went on to a 

formal committee that was a City Council-appointed committee to review the whole concept of  the 
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Street Design Standards then make recommendations. They went into the first phase which was 

basically a public discussion with a series of  open meetings, public hearings and that kind of  thing in 

various different governmental contexts. It was at that point that the developers either first heard 

about the initiative or that they realized that it wasn't just going to go away and that it might actually 

make changes and their perception was that they didn't want those changes (although I still argue 

that it is better for the developers to be building really good cities). 

 Were you able to convince any of  them? 

No, no. We couldn't convince them of  that. We tried. We tried very hard; they were very, 

very certain; it's amazing how rooted the car culture is in the minds of  so many people at least in 

this part of  this country. Some people, many people, particularly developers and transportation 

designers just cannot comprehend the idea that walking, bicycling or mass transit can represent any 

kind of  serious transportation system and they believe that if  you don't make things absolutely as 

good as they can possibly be for cars, then you are losing out in business, you're not going to attract 

people to buy the homes you're building, or whatever... We did not succeed in changing any opinions 

really in the development community about that issue. 

We basically couldn't really agree on anything I don't think and then they started getting dirty 

where they started trying to use false arguments against our position. So, for example they initially 

got started with the economic argument that [our request] for bicycle lanes and wider sidewalks 

should be suspended. They said: 'Well, who's going to pay for this? This is going to cost x,y,z million 

dollars a year. It's either going to be out of  the developer's pocket or out of  the city's budget or it's 

going to add to the price of  homes or businesses'.  

So we did our own analysis, and one of  those things that we wanted to do in addition to 

adding bicycle lanes and widening sidewalks was we wanted to build narrower neighborhood streets. 

Neighborhood streets for some reason were thirty-four feet wide which is absolutely ridiculous. 
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They don't need to be more than twenty feet wide for a neighborhood street. What those wide 

streets do is encourage very fast driving in neighborhoods which is not what you want when you 

have kids and people walking and bicycling in the neighborhood so we did an analysis based on the 

street miles in Columbia of  different types – collector and arterial streets vs. neighborhood streets.  

 If  we implemented these new standards - widened the sidewalks everywhere, added bicycle 

lanes to arterial and collector streets, but then narrowed residential streets as we wanted to - what 

would be the total financial impact, using the numbers that the development people came up with to 

say that this was going to cost so much more? And we were able to show that it was going to be just 

about a wash...that it was going to be even. The new cost of  streets was basically going to be the 

same if  they started building narrower streets in the neighborhoods and wider sidewalks and bicycle 

lanes on the collectors.  

They had also argued – and this was really ironic, because we know that big money 

developers don't care about the environment at all – that the runoff  from the extra impervious 

surface of  the bicycle lanes' extra square footage and the extra width of  the sidewalks would be 

environmentally damaging. That argument was also countered by our analysis which involved 

narrowing the residential streets so that it would basically be a neutral effect in terms of  total 

impervious surface area. Overall, at the rate at which Columbia was putting in the different types of  

streets – arterials, collectors and neighborhood streets – (we showed) it would be just about a neutral 

impact (in terms of) both cost and impervious surface. 

The next tactic was they said, “Oh, we can't build narrower neighborhood streets; that will 

actually cost us more”. This was a very extraordinary argument; they framed a very complicated 

argument that basically stated that narrower streets would have to have vastly more storm drains 

installed because the narrower streets during the highest flooding would need to shift the rainwater 

from the street more rapidly [from a narrower street than from a wider street] in order to preserve 
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the ground that was outside of  the floodwaters. And these storm drains are extremely expensive 

apparently. To be completely honest, we didn't really try to counter that argument. It was so 

complicated, I don't think most people got it anyway and it seems that they weren't really threatening 

our position much with that argument.  

 How did you put together the analysis? 

We did have to get into that quite a bit. We talked to people. We didn't have any money at the 

time. This was before our first Active Living by Design grant came in so we were an all-volunteer 

organization. I reached out to a fellow by the name of  Dan Burden. He's one of  the nation's leading 

bicycle and pedestrian design consultants based in Florida and he was very, very helpful via phone 

and email. I described the issues and he helped us frame the counter-arguments, helped us 

understand where the development people were coming from and what their strategies were going 

to be. He had been through these campaigns before. That was probably our greatest resource. And 

actually towards the very end of  the campaign, before the City Council finally approved the new 

street standards, we did have the Active Living by Design grant up and running and that opened 

doors to other resources through that program office and out to other communities who had dealt 

with the same thing.  

 How did you convince suburb-dwellers to invest in [this] when their initial perception may have been that it 

was in conflict with addressing congestion? 

Part of  the answer is that Columbia is not such a sprawling city as many places. So, there is a 

significant percentage of  this city / community who lives in old neighborhoods that were built 

pretty compact, reasonably close to town. Even now, edge to edge, this town is only about seven or 

eight miles in any direction, in complete diameter. So everywhere is about three or four miles or less 

to the downtown business center. We also have one really valuable asset which is called the MKT 

Trail. It’s a former railroad bed that went out of  railroad service in the 1980s and the whole 
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campaign back then (before I moved to Columbia) by citizen advocates – a very hard-fought 

campaign – led to that railroad bed then eventually being preserved as a public easement and 

becoming a hiking and biking trail. Although it serves only one area of  town, enough people use it 

and value that to see that non-motorized transportation really can be an adjunct to the car, and a 

very good one. It’s enjoyable and healthy and so on. So, that probably helped compared to bigger 

cities that have massively built out in the last thirty years with sprawling suburbs tens of  miles 

outside the main urban center. 

It’s very hard to engage those people, and it’s very hard to offer practical solutions if  you live 

fifteen miles from where you work and all there is nothing but a freeway and you're not in the habit 

of  cycling and there are no sidewalks in your neighborhood. It's a challenge. We don't have all the 

answers by any means. We've managed to work great advances in our community and I think that 

we've learned some lessons that we can share with other communities like ours, but there's a lot of  

work still to do.  

 How do you find balance in your work? 

I probably log about 70-80 hours a week of  work in general, but honestly I'm working 100% 

of  the time. I never stop being an advocate. That's not hard for me. I completely believe in what I'm 

doing and in my position. Just to give you an example, we order little bicycle pins, little attractive 

colored pins in the shape of  an idealized, symbolic bicycle icon with a pin on the back that you wear 

on your shirt or collar. I wear one of  those all the time and I carry half  a dozen more in my pocket. 

People comment on it all the time. They say, 'oh, that's a neat little bike pin'. I engage them with one 

of  these and ask them what kind of  bicycle do they ride, whether they ride it to work, where do they 

live, where do they like riding, would they like to see better conditions for riding, what do they see as 

the benefits of  riding, and here's your pin so that you can go and engage people in this same 

conversation. It is what I do all the time.  
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I definitely do work at my computer or on the phone more hours than I wish I did because I 

don't have enough time for my family and recreational activities and so on. It’s a constant struggle. I 

find it very hard to say no to anybody who wants to hear…who's got a similar goal to what I've got. 

So, you know I just sort of  do the best that I can, and sometimes I do have to say no to people, and 

sometimes I drop the ball. Sometimes people in my organization drop the ball because I'm loading 

them up with too much work to do that they can't manage. It's a constant struggle. We have to get 

money in the door to pay our staff  and to pay all our bills and we have to make choices and it’s very 

hard to make those choices. I don't have the perfect answer to that. 

 Was the campaign harder or easier than you thought it would be? 

I guess it was easier. It was possible. I don't remember thinking about it going in. We were 

very idealistic. And I should really emphasize that that campaign and none of  what we've done is 

only me. There have been incredible partners and fellow board members and fellow staff  that have 

done incredible work along the way. I was not really the initial instigator of  the Street Design 

Standards Campaign. That would have been the real founder of  PedNet whose name is Chip 

Cooper.  

The first thing was we didn't even know what we needed to do. We just knew that Columbia 

was building all of  these new streets and they weren't putting in sidewalks or bicycle lanes. And we 

thought that was wrong. So we started trying on a street by street basis to improve the public 

process and get those facilities put in. Then we figured out that it was too much work to do that for 

an all-volunteer organization and we were going to need to kind of  go upstream and change the 

policy so that we didn't have to do this for the rest of  our lives every time a new street was being 

discussed. And I just can't remember ever sitting down and thinking, ‘Can we really do this; how 

easy is it going to be?’ We just kind of  went from one day to the next, the next day to the next day, 

stumbling forward, trying to do what seemed to be the next logical step including connecting with 
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people around the country like Dan Burden to get advice and you know, gradually forming sort of  a 

consistent strategy.  

In retrospect, yeah, I think if  I'd ever sat down seriously to think about how difficult this was 

going to be, I probably would never have even really tried because I would have thought it would 

have been too hard. But in fact, it ended up being easier than that because it eventually happened. 

It’s amazing what you can do when you build a lot of  public support behind your position. That's 

probably the message. 

Another lesson was that an important piece of  this was media advocacy. Writing letters to 

the newspaper and then talking to the newspaper editor. There was one great moment over a couple 

of  weeks in the final stage when it was getting close to the final vote in council and the publisher 

and editor of  the paper wrote an editorial about this issue. It was getting a lot of  coverage, and he 

was really pretty lukewarm about the idea of  the Street Design Standards coming in. His position 

was: “this was going to be expensive and might be all right for places like Portland and Boulder, but 

honestly Columbia is rooted in this car culture and really we need to keep it that way...nice idea boys, 

but I don't think this is for Columbia.” This is a small town and that was a very influential piece that 

he wrote.  

We went in, three of  us, with photographs from Boulder and Portland, Davis and Madison 

and gave him a presentation. He invited us in; we had asked to meet with him. We really 

communicated our vision for Columbia with him and a week or so later he wrote a really rousing 

supportive editorial discussing the fact that the three of  us had been in there and had shown him a 

vision for Columbia and he thought this was wonderful and “let's go for it” and “let's re-do the 

street design standards”. 

Most newspaper people want to talk to people, they want to know what people think and if  

you can speak in a visionary way and convince them of  things and then they can convince thousands 
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of  people of  things because they read the newspaper or they listen to the radio or whatever it is. 

Media advocacy is a great tool. 

 

PART THREE:  ANALYSIS  

Bicycle and pedestrian advocates, and perhaps advocates in general, can take practical 

inspiration from Ian Thomas. Not only was he successful in changing the street design standards in 

Columbia, but this was just the first of  many subsequent efforts culminating in a fundamental shift 

towards mainstream support for his group's cause. His case is made even more interesting by his 

location in a politically conservative region with a deeply entrenched car culture. If  other advocates 

want to understand and emulate Columbia’s transformation, his story is rich territory. 

An analysis of  Thomas’ work is also highly relevant to planners. Broadly speaking, this is a 

story about managing partnerships with diverse stakeholders, dealing with organized political 

opposition, conceptualizing the public interest, developing a broad-based strategy to enhance public 

health and welfare, dealing with analytical argument (and knowing when it is important to use it and 

when it is less so), and living a passionate purpose-driven professional life. 

Developing Partnerships - Nurturing Relationships 

Thomas brokered relationships with a number of  partners including non-traditional allies of  

bike and pedestrian advocates. Much of  the success that his organization achieved appears to rest on 

its ability to form cognitive links and direct working relationships with partners, especially the Health 

Department. How did Thomas do it and what can planners and advocates learn? 

Thomas’ openness to many interests led to auspicious partnerships, including with 

Columbia’s Health Department, disabled and environmental groups, bike activists and small 

downtown businesses. We can imagine that Thomas’ initial interest when he began to work on the 

campaign was that of  a cyclist and a pedestrian who wanted to have safer places to ride and walk, 
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but he builds an effective case that streets with good bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure benefit 

everyone. He is a bike advocate, but his work and rhetoric are more about broad community 

benefits. 

To build the coalition, Thomas proactively put himself  in others’ shoes and thought about 

how better streets are in the interests of  diverse parties. In doing so, he used classic negotiation skills 

of  seeking to understand interests over narrow positions to find opportunities for mutual gain. 

Seeking the common ground proactively, Thomas showed other groups how they stood to benefit 

from better street design. A lesson for advocates is that the process of  seeking to find areas of  

mutual gain with potential allies or detractors should be used as a general practice when building 

support for a cause. This may also have implications for the expansion of  a planning literature which 

teaches about planners’ use of  mediation skills in the face of  conflict (Forester, 1999, JAPA). 

Thomas’ story invites further study of  concepts of  proactive mediation to build effective coalitions.  

John Forester’s analysis of  the practice of  Lisa Beutler (Forester, 1999, JAPA: 452) teaches 

about the skillful use of  language to not inflame differences. By couching PedNet’s goals in terms of  

“children's health and promoting more physical activity through walking and biking among kids” 

(Thomas, transcript: 6). Thomas gains support from a conservative senator who would otherwise be 

an unlikely ally. This relationship is partly the outcome of  an outlook which constantly seeks mutual 

gains regardless of  initial positions or affiliations. But beyond outlook, the careful crafting of  

language and process to invite support from multifarious interests can also be seen as a skill. This is 

related to effective mediation, which brings competing parties to pay attention to interests over 

position. But mediators operate in the face of  conflict, whereas Thomas uses these skills 

preemptively (absent initial conflict) create a diverse movement for change.  

Could planners also play this role? Should they? Consensus-based planning advocates like 

Judith Innes suggest so. “One can make a good case that consensus building, properly designed, can 
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produce decisions that approximate the public interest” (Innes, 1996: 469). In essence consensus-

based planning mitigates conflict proactively by engaging parties to develop solutions to shared 

problems or create shared visions of  the future. 

Thomas doesn’t say how his interpersonal relationships with partners were developed and 

nurtured. Still, one infers that Thomas likes people, and that his successful personal relationships 

played a role in the success of  the campaign. This suggests practical lessons about the importance 

of  communication skills for advocates, planners and others operating in the public realm: 

empathetic listening, networking, and organizational and professional communication. Professional 

planning degree programs should strive to incorporate curricular and other opportunities for 

students to develop skills in these areas. 

Thomas tells us that the opportunity to apply for the Active Living by Design grant was also 

important in bringing diverse interests together. The implication for planning practice is that public 

funding processes, if  they are structured to require broad-based coalitions, can serve to create 

collaboration and mutual gain between diverse parties. The design of  many public spending 

mechanisms such as grants, contracts and procurements might therefore be enhanced to require 

demonstration of  deep community collaboration. 

Dealing with Opposition 

”Some people, many people, particularly developers and transportation designers just cannot comprehend the 

idea that walking, bicycling or mass transit can represent any kind of  serious transportation system and they 

believe that if  you don't make things absolutely as good as they can possibly be for cars, then you are losing 

out in business, you're not going to attract people to buy the homes you're building, or whatever... We did not 

succeed in changing any opinions really in the development community about that issue.” (Ian Thomas, 

transcript: 9) 

Not everyone in Columbia was on board with PedNet’s cause. An evaluation of  how 
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Thomas dealt with opposition from private developers, transportation engineers and the 

Department of  Public Works is at least as instructive as analysis of  coalition building. Since Thomas 

and PedNet prevailed, the nuts and bolts of  putting together the argument are highly instructive for 

planners and bicycle and pedestrian advocates in other communities; however, here we will focus on 

the process rather than the argument. 

Thomas sought to convince developers of  the opportunity for mutual gain, but he also tells 

us that the developers did not find out about the initiative to change the street design standards until 

two years after it had begun. At that point they attacked the proposal with “dirty tactics”. Could it 

have been anything other than an adversarial relationship? What might it have taken to bring the 

developers along? Could someone else more skilled at “listening beyond words” (Forester, 2006: 

452) have brought developers into the coalition?  

We don’t learn from the interview whether Thomas considered approaching the developers 

proactively at the start of  the process, but in the end it worked in his favor to not include them. He 

was able to build the community and organizational support for the new street design standards and 

prevail over the developers. We also get the sense from Thomas’ statement about the entrenched car 

culture within the Engineering and Public Works Departments that he doubts he could have 

achieved his goals through a negotiated solution. The new street design standards were passed 

through a political process in spite of  opposition. In the planning literature, this approximates an 

advocacy planning approach where planners with social objectives work to create an equal playing 

field which supports an outcome approximating the public interest (Davidoff, 1965).  

Is there a missed opportunity here?  If  Thomas had worked to articulate the opportunities 

for mutual gain with developers and engineers earlier, could the outcome have been improved?  It 

would be speculative to say, but a practical lesson for planners emerges nonetheless: conflicts may 

require situational responses. One must judge each situation independently to determine whether 
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what is needed is an effort to build the power of  an underrepresented interest, or rather an effort to 

mediate between existing interests to find mutual gain. Thomas actually did both of  these. He says: 

“I still argue that it is better for the developers to be building really good cities.” We can see that 

while he worked effectively within an adversarial process, at the end of  the day he retains an 

awareness and acceptance of  the developer’s core interests. 

One implication of  the above is that planning schools should train planners to evaluate 

relative power and develop situational responses to problems based on existing power relationships 

in the community. Effective planning may also require one to interpret adversarial relationships as 

non-static and transformable. Social and economic realities change; cultural acceptance changes; and 

so even do the specifics of  a given problem. Planners play a role in preparing communities for a 

common future by both A) opening conflicting parties’ eyes to opportunities to create value and B) 

balancing power relationships by building power for underrepresented interests. 

What does the adversarial relationship described above demonstrate about the need for 

normative interpretations of  good and bad plans? Susskind’s work on mediation advocates for 

solutions which are durable, fair, inclusive, efficient, and wise (Susskind, 1994). Planners, where 

possible, should also seek to define and work for outcomes which are “good” in a normative sense. 

Planners already do this to a degree whenever they seek to achieve significant social and 

environmental benefits for their communities, where in the absence of  planning economic goals 

would likely dominate. But planners should consider improving the specificity of  their normative 

evaluations, and planning education should assist planners in both developing their own 

sophisticated understanding of  the public interest and developing analytical skills for achieving 

specific public goods. Analytical skills should be taught with a clearer understanding of, “for what”? 

Building Power 

“We were able to hook into existing mindsets within the general populace and also within individual leaders 
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in the community and show how this idea of  the Street Design Standards connected to ideas of  theirs, and I 

think that was effective.”  (Ian Thomas, transcript: 8) 

PedNet was formed from members of  two public commissions because it was determined 

that the formal public process by itself  was not enough to push for the needed change. An outside 

effort to create power was required. One lesson perhaps is that in some cases, the standard planning 

process by itself  is not adequate to support the public interest.   

There were three key elements to PedNet’s successful building of  power and support for 

their cause: public support, political allies and media advocacy. Ian’s story suggests that advocates 

ought to pay attention to all three. Also, in terms of  building public support, Ian’s story suggests that 

there are three types of  potential supporter, and that the approach with each should be different. 

The three approaches are 1) nurturing the base, 2) expanding the constituency through linking with 

people with similar overall interest, and 3) converting elements of  the opposition. Thomas balanced 

all approaches. He also used resources wisely, knowing that he wouldn’t convince everyone, every 

time. Finally, he was good at the nuts and bolts work of  outreach, creating email lists, and a whole 

set of  other communications-related activities one could imagine – website development, press 

releases, newsletters, database management, etc. 

Again, political support, especially from the mayor was a key part of  PedNet’s success. The 

mayor was a political champion who advocated on behalf  of  the idea and was willing to take 

political heat for the decision. We can imagine that in the absence of  a similar champion, PedNet 

would have had a much more difficult time getting the new street design standards passed by City 

Council. Thomas' good political sense was crucial. He found allies wherever and whenever he could. 

He had a clearly articulated vision, and a good sense of  timing.  

“We'll push as hard as we can, but if  the person isn't really going to come through we just make sure they 

understand our position, remain respectful and basically agree to differ on something. Then we come back and 
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talk again next time.” (Ian Thomas, transcript: 6) 

The practical lesson for planners is that building political expertise to effectively operate in the 

political arena may be at least as important to achieving planning goals as good planning in a purely 

analytical or normative sense. 

Technical Expertise and the Role of  Planners 

“Well, this was not a scientific research project. So, I'm not sure that empirical data would have made a 

whole lot of  difference.” (Ian Thomas, transcript: 7) 

 Planners are not highly visible in this story, except for Dan Burden, the outside consultant 

who provided technical advice and counsel and City planners who were found to be generally 

supportive but did not appear to play strong direct role. Public opinion was what counted most. 

People had an idea of  what was good for their community whether an ‘expert’ told them so or not. 

Still, this story implies that there is an important opportunity for planners to use their technical skills 

to inform various stakeholders of  likely impacts. Case studies from other communities, public fiscal 

analysis, even financial analysis geared towards showing developers the benefits to their own bottom 

line could potentially “create value” (Susskind, 1994) where it may not have existed before.  

Again, while planners were sympathetic, they did not drive the process. Is this a missed 

opportunity for planners and could they play a stronger role in other communities interested in 

investing more in non-motorized transportation? Does keeping the eye on the ball require an outside 

organization, or can a planner working within a public agency perform this advocacy role? Is it the 

role of  the advocacy organizations alone to create the arguments and the political will or can 

planners also play a role in this? We could imagine many situations where progressive planners are 

constrained by the hard realities of  their job and political/bureaucratic environment (limited time, 

lack of  institutional power, conservative political leadership, etc). Yet, there may also be an 

opportunity for traditional city planners (even in light of  these constraints) to gather evidence, build 
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a case and build coalitions. There is also a valuable role for consultants like Dan Burden to act as 

clearinghouses of  arguments and data, and as “neutral experts”. 

Life and Work as an Advocate 

Ian Thomas works 70-80 hours a week. He lives, eats and breathes his cause; the story of  the 

pin is just one illustration. He finds it challenging to balance personal and work time and he pushes 

the limits of  his organization's capacity. We also get the sense that he has fun and that he feels 

fulfilled, and is more are less resigned to the workload. Is this type of  advocacy sustainable?  It 

works, at least in the short term but can it last and can it be applied in other places by other people? 

On the one hand, work that attempts to bring forth a personal vision of  the “good” is personally 

fulfilling and sustaining. It is energy-giving, despite its significant energy requirements. Yet, one 

might worry that while it may work in the short term for Thomas, as his organization continues to 

grow and mature it will become necessary to put in place more sustainable work practices. There’s a 

practical lesson here about the need to seek out models of  productive advocates who also lead 

balanced lives, and successful organizations which have also achieved sustainable business practices. 

Stumbling Forward 

“In retrospect, yeah, I think if  I'd ever sat down seriously to think about how difficult this was going to be, I 

probably would never have even really tried because I would have thought it would have been too hard.” 

(Thomas, transcript: 14) 

Thomas’ reflection on the difficulty of  the process conveys clear lessons. For one, 

effectiveness sometimes means learning by doing. Thomas didn’t know the outcome or even all of  

the steps before he began, but he did not allow imperfect knowledge to prevent action which 

eventually led to the achievement of  his goal of  getting developers to install sidewalks and bike lanes 

in new developments. What’s more, his passion-driven action seems to have led well beyond his 

initial goal into territory that could only have been envisioned in his wildest dreams: helping create a 
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national model of  small city transformation.  

This imperative to act should be qualified to include provisions for gathering the “best 

available evidence” and performing appropriate due diligence, but the imperative remains. This is 

particularly instructive for planners, where our training focuses so heavily on gathering evidence and 

building processes. Thomas is showing that effective practice requires a willingness to dive into the 

work of  transforming communities without having all of  the answers up front. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

“Everybody should be a walking and biking advocate because it will create a healthier environment for 

everyone to live in, it will reduce our greenhouse gas emissions, create a safer environment; it will create more 

economic sustainability for the public sector and for individuals in their lives.” (Ian Thomas, transcript: 7) 

 Columbia, Missouri, a city in the Heartland of  the United States and indeed in the heart of  

car culture has fundamentally transformed its transportation infrastructure to support more walking 

and biking for daily transportation. The street design standards campaign described by Thomas was 

a first effort that galvanized community support and was important to later achievements including 

an Active Living by Design grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, a Safe Routes to 

School program, and a twenty-five million dollar grant for a Non-motorized Pilot Project funded by 

the federal government. 

Trends point to a future where non-motorized transportation in many American cities will 

take on new importance. Therefore, planners and advocates interested in achieving similar 

transformations in their own communities should pay attention to the lessons of  Ian Thomas’ work. 

His story also holds general lessons for other urban and regional planners and for planning 

education. Selected lessons are outlined below. 
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Practical take-away for bicycle and pedestrian advocates 

• Design a message and approach which creates opportunities for partnerships with broad 

allies, especially partners in the health field, but also disability advocates, schools and others. 

• Technical expertise is important, but may not be sufficient to achieve planning goals in the 

absence of  political coalition building work and normative judgment.  

• Being a visionary doesn’t mean having all of  the answers. Building power requires visionary 

thinking, but also flexibility and creativity. Show the community a vision of  the possibilities. 

You don’t have to know exactly how to do something before you start, and sometimes it is 

better that way. Not everyone will be on board but that’s OK and you can create change. 

• Timing is critical. Study when to use what approach, and be willing to act.  

• Advocacy is personal and is never “turned off.” Passion matters and can help drive an 

organization and a cause. 

 

Lessons for planners 

• Planners interested in proactively seeking change should develop well-considered normative 

evaluations about what constitutes good planning. 

• Planners should understand power relationships and dynamics and craft situational responses 

to build the power of  underrepresented groups, mediate conflict between equal parties, or 

both. 

• Funding opportunities can help create coalitions. Seek opportunities to design processes in 

such a way that groups will seek out non-traditional allies and build broad coalitions.  

• Planners should look for opportunities to support community coalitions with technical 

information and analysis. 
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Implications for planning education 

• Nuts and bolts communication skills are of  vital importance. Planners interested in social 

change should complement their training in design; demographic, economic and spatial 

analysis; and plan-making with organizational development, communications and 

interpersonal relations skills. 

• Progressive planning schools should train planners in community organizing and coalition 

building to go beyond stakeholder involvement to stakeholder empowerment.  

• Planning schools should train planners to seek opportunities to use their technical skills to 

support underrepresented interests. 
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