Public Involvement and Partnerships

A relatively recent method for obtaining public comments has been developed by the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) for use in their proposed Trans-Texas Corridor, Oklahoma to Mexico/Gulf Coast (TTC-35) project.  The methodology involves a series of public meetings along the proposed corridors, in which TxDOT, their subcontractors, and project contributors attend each meeting to discuss a series of poster boards designed to give the public information without overwhelming them.  The posters are set up in a manner that allows the public to move from one poster to the next to gather “big picture” ideas, then move to regionally-specific posters with maps that indicate the proposed highway corridors as well as data that supports the need for increased focus on particular traffic-ways.  These meetings were advertised six weeks in advance.  This methodology lends itself to ease of movement from venue to venue, it is non-confrontational, and it allows the public to interact with critical personnel involved in the project.  It promotes one-on-one interaction that allows no single person or special-interest group to monopolize a meeting with a specialized agenda.  

There are a limited number of seats in the venue to promote movement and flow of the public.  In addition to the posters and maps, there are locations within the venue to sit and write comments, a court stenographer is available for those who wish to make a verbal statements, and television/VCR/DVD combination sets that allow for the posters to be projected through a looping PowerPoint presentation for those attendees that can not stand or walk for great lengths of time.  Also available are business card sized handouts that have phone numbers to call, e-mail addresses for commenting electronically, mailing addresses and the active website link for the project.  Information is provided in both Spanish and English on the same card.  At the entrance of each venue there are personnel available to greet and introduce the process.  A large map allows attendees to place a mark in the approximate location of their home so that TxDOT knows how far attendees have traveled.   

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department emulated this process with the development of a PowerPoint presentation that can be transferred to poster boards as well as looped on DVD.  The PowerPoint Presentation was developed to describe the need for the Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy (CWCS), to give information on the required elements of the strategy, and to receive comments on the success of meeting the required elements by TPWD and our partners.  Our partners and the Wildlife Diversity Policy Advisory Committee representatives are listed in the presentation.  Maps associated with the region of interest, based on the location of the meeting, were also available for the public to represent the project scope and the ramifications to their area or ecoregion.  The Wildlife Division Planner, the Program Leader for Nongame and Rare and Endangered Species, a cadre of TPWD biologists, and partners traveled with the show to the different venues.  Regional TPWD employees and partners were available at each meeting to assist in answering questions.  These assistants were responsible for discussing biological components of the strategy while the planner answered questions concerning the strategy effort, scope, and ramifications of the document.  

Copies of the PowerPoint presentation and the complete CWCS were made available to the public so that individuals could comment directly on the text.  Prior to the event, sections of the draft strategy could be downloaded from the TPWD-hosted website (http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/business/grants/wildlife/cwcs/) to allow the public to be more informed about the project.  The website and instructions for downloading the project was issued in the press release prior to the public comment sessions.  

Public Meetings were held in the following cities and venues:
Austin: July 11, 2005

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department Headquarters, 4200 Smith School Road, Austin, Texas
Houston: July 13, 2005

Houston Zoo, 1513 N. MacGregor, Houston, Texas
Dallas: July 14, 2005

Dallas Zoo, 650 South R.L. Thornton Freeway (I35-E), Dallas, Texas
Waco: July 14, 2005

Cameron Park Zoo, 1701 North 4th Street, Waco, Texas
Lufkin: July 18, 2005

Ellen Trout Zoo, 402 Zoo Circle, Lufkin, Texas 

Abilene: July 19, 2005

Abilene Zoological Gardens, 2070 Zoo Lane, Nelson Park, Abilene, Texas

Lubbock: July 20, 2005

Science Spectrum, 2579 S. Loop 289, Lubbock, Texas
El Paso: July 21, 2005

Magoffin Home State Historic Site, 111120 Magoffin Ave, El Paso, Texas
San Antonio: July 25, 2005

San Antonio Zoological Gardens and Aquarium, 3903 North St. Mary's Street, San Antonio, Texas

Brownsville: July 26, 2005

Gladys Porter Zoo, 500 Ringgold Street, Brownsville, Texas

Corpus Christi: July 27, 2005

Texas State Aquarium, 2710 North Shoreline, Corpus Christi, Texas

Of the 11 locations that TPWD held public comment session, eight were sponsored by American Zoo and Aquarium Association (AZA) accredited zoos and aquariums.  Many of these facilities were also involved with the CWCS Working Groups that drafted the comprehensive strategy elements essential to the development of the CWCS.  While many zoos are known for their work with exotic species, most also work with species native to their region and engage in strong conservation efforts concerning native fauna.  

The strategy website was originally developed for the partners and the CWCS Working Group members to have a centralized location for posting information concerning their meetings and posting resources that might be needed by the teams, including reference materials to help develop the 8 required elements of the CWCS.  This website was adapted to fit the needs of the public comment session by posting the public comment dates, times, and venues as well as posting the PowerPoint presentation developed for the meetings.  The individual sections of the CWCS were also posted.  The website also included a link that allows citizens to contact the planner and comment directly either in English or in Spanish.    

The CWCS for Texas was placed on the website in outline form so that each section or chapter could be opened or downloaded individually.  Maps associated with each section were also uploaded to the site so reviewer and interested parties could review or print them for review of the overall strategy.  In addition to the strategy and maps, questionnaires were placed on the website so the citizens, TPWD staff, and partnering organizations could comment on the strategy and send their critiques or suggestions directly to the TPWD staff.  The sections of the strategy were placed in Microsoft Word documents that could be opened, comments and suggestions made, and the edited electronic or printed document could be sent back to TPWD staff for consideration.  While the public comment methodology used for the CWCS exploited the advantages of the Internet, list serves, newspapers, newsletters, and other media allowed TPWD to reach a greater audience and improve attendance to the public comment sessions held in the cities across Texas.  While public attendance was not what was anticipated, there was a large effort to get the public involved and also follow up with the individual meetings by doing further press interviews and general media follow-up.  
All comments from the individual sessions or from the website where compiled into one document for scrutiny by TPWD staff.  As appropriate, comments were taken and changes were made to the final draft of the strategy up until the strategy was finalized.  

Further public involvement was encouraged after the final submission of the CWCS by continuing to accept comments for the first CWCS review, mainly from our website, as well as publicizing our first strategy draft at TPWD’s annual Wildlife Expo held in October.
Aside from receiving comment from the general public, the most critically important aspect of the public comment meetings was the forging of new partnerships between TPWD and the ecological partners that attended the meetings.  There was a high level of interest in the strategy from several groups including zoos which hosted the CWCS meetings.  The partnerships that were developed were worth the time necessary to travel across the state. 
