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he case for thinking and acting 
regionally has been made in this 
country for well over 100 years. 
After surveying the West in 

1890, John Wesley Powell published an essay 
titled “Institutions for the Arid Lands,” 
in which he articulated his vision that the 
most appropriate institutions for govern-
ing western resources are commonwealths 
defi ned by watersheds. He reasoned that 
“there is a body of interdependent and 
unifi ed interests and values, all collected in 
[a] hydrographic basin, and all segregated 
by well-defi ned boundary lines from the 
rest of the world. The people in such a 
district have common interests, common 
rights, and common duties, and must 
necessarily work together for common 
purposes” (Powell 1890, 114). 
    Powell’s prescription to organize around 
watersheds was largely ignored in the for-
mative years of the settlement and develop-
ment of the West (Stegner 1953). His vision 
of watershed democracies, however, is part 
of a larger story of how American citizens 
and communities have attempted to govern 
public affairs on the basis of regions. Some 
30 years after Powell’s writing, Lewis Mum-
ford, Benton MacKaye and others created 
the Regional Planning Association of 
America in 1923 to focus largely on cities 

and municipal regions, and to a lesser extent 
on rural and wilderness landscapes. Although 
the history of regionalism is characterized 
by a mix of successes and failures, there is 
renewed interest throughout North America 
in addressing land use, natural resource 
and environmental problems on a regional 
basis (see Derthick 1974; Seltzer 2000; 
Foster 2001). 
    Today, regional initiatives emerge in 
response to a growing number of land use 
and related issues that transcend political 
and jurisdictional boundaries and often 
involve business and nonprofi t organizations. 
These issues are most often framed as a crisis 
or threat, and less so as an opportunity: sprawl 
across city, county and even state boundaries; 
water supply for growing communities; 
water quality protection; wildlife habitat; 
management of traffi c corridors; economic 
development; and taxation. Effective solutions 
require people to work across boundaries 
(jurisdictions, sectors and even disciplines) 
on a regional scale that corresponds to the 
challenge or opportunity, as in the New 
York–New Jersey Highlands region.
     Existing institutions, however, rarely have 
the legitimacy and credibility to convene 
the plurality of stakeholders interested 
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in or affected by these regional issues. In 
response, policy makers will occasionally 
mandate some form of regional collabora-
tion as the most logical way to address trans-
boundary issues. Metropolitan Planning 
Organizations (MPOs), for example, are 
required to develop regional transportation 
plans in order to secure access to federal 
transportation dollars. Some landscape-based 
efforts, such as the Adirondack Park Com-
mission and the Columbia River Gorge 
National Scenic Area, also fall into this 
category. In these types of cases, policy makers 
mandate regional collaboration when it is 
apparent that responding within jurisdic-
tional boundaries is ineffective or threatens 
the integrity of key resources central to 
community identity and prospects. 
    When policy makers are slow to act, or 
fail to act, stakeholders may become frustra-
ted and ultimately realize that if anything 
is going to happen citizens need to step 
forward, with or without government par-
ticipation. Thus, regional initiatives emerge 
as much from the bottom up as the top down. 
When people inhabiting a common place 
develop a shared recognition that acting 
together is the best way to address a regional 
crisis, threat or opportunity, or simply to 
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achieve economies of scale, we see regional 
initiatives arise more organically, bubbling 
up from a shared sense of destiny or fate.
     In light of the growing interest in acting 
regionally, this article offers a framework 
to help organize our thinking about regional-
ism, and to begin to identify and promote 
best practices for regional collaboration. 
No single model or approach will solve all 
regional problems. By looking at regional 
efforts around the country, however, it is 
possible to identify a common set of goals 
and principles for initiating, designing 
and sustaining regional efforts.
     Shortly before his death, John W. Gardner, 
a long-time advocate for regional approaches 
to solving public problems, argued that there 
can be “no more regionalism for its own 
sake. We now need pragmatic regionalism 
with a purpose” (Parr et al. 2002, 3). While 
the specifi c objectives of regional initiatives 
vary, the overarching purpose of most regional 
initiatives is to integrate three goals (see 
Figure 1).

Regional Leadership
To achieve these goals, regional initiatives 
require a certain type of leadership. In con-
trast to exercising authority by taking uni-
lateral action (a command-and-control model 
of leadership), people who initiate regional 
efforts cross jurisdictions, sectors, disciplines 
and cultures to forge alliances with diverse 
interests and viewpoints. These “regional 
stewards” invite people to take ownership 
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of a shared vision and values, and they work 
hard to bridge differences and nourish 
networks of relationships. 
    Regional stewards share power and 
mobilize people, ideas and resources. They 
also provide integrity and credibility, and 
show a high tolerance for complexity, 
uncertainty and change. They emphasize 
dialogue and build relationships by respecting 
the diversity of ideas and viewpoints. Respect 
builds trust, which in turn fosters communi-
cation, understanding and eventually 
agreement. 
    Regional stewards tend to be committed 
to the long-term well-being of a particular 
place. They apply the same entrepreneurial 
spirit and persistence to solving regional 
challenges that business entrepreneurs 
apply in building a business; they are civic 
entrepreneurs. They see the need for more 
connected regional approaches to address 
social, economic and environmental issues; 
they are integrators. They build support from 
leaders, citizens, interest groups and policy 
makers toward a shared vision; they are coali-
tion builders. Regional stewards hold them-
selves and each other accountable to achieve 
tangible results and sustained outcomes.
    Regional stewards may be local elected 
or appointed offi cials, university or college 
professors, local business executives, program 
offi cers at philanthropic foundations, staff 
or board members of nonprofi t organizations, 
and community activists. Regardless of 
their background or station in life, they share 
a common belief in the need to work across 
boundaries to accomplish the goals of 
regional stewardship (Parr et al. 2002). 

Principles for Regional Collaboration 
To foster livable communities, vibrant eco-
nomies and healthy environments through 
regional collaboration, we have distilled 
seven principles from the literature and our 
own experiences. These principles are not 
necessarily new, but they embody practices 
that, when used in a regional context, create 
the conditions for successful collaboration.

1. Make the Case. Working across boun-
daries is tough. There is tremendous inertia 
in existing political arrangements, so the 
reasons for working regionally must be clear 

and compelling. Regional collaboration 
emerges when a core group of leaders recog-
nizes a crisis, threat or opportunity that is 
not likely to be adequately addressed through 
existing institutional arrangements. Depend-
ing on the unique needs and interests of a 
region, initiatives might be organized to 
achieve one or more objectives (see Figure 2). 
Far from being mutually exclusive, these 
objectives reinforce one another and suggest 
a natural progression from knowledge- and 
community-building to advocacy and 
governance.

2. Mobilize and Engage Key Participants.
To be effective, regional initiatives must 
engage the right people. If the objective is 
to advocate for a particular interest or out-
come, a different group of people will be 
required than if the objective is to build 
agreement on a regional vision or resolve 
a multiparty dispute among people with 
different viewpoints. In the latter types 
of situations, the regional forums should 
be as inclusive as possible, seeking people 
who are interested in and affected by the 
issue, those needed to implement any poten-
tial recommendation (i.e., those with autho-
rity), and those who might undermine the 
process or outcome if not included.

FIGURE 1  
Goals of Regional Collaboration
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FIGURE 2  
Objectives of Regional Initiatives
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3. Defi ne the Region Based on People’s 
Interests. Regions vary in size and shape. 
Some are defi ned by a sense of place while 
others address a key function or purpose, 
such as a watershed, transportation corridor 
or ecosystem. How people defi ne a region 
naturally fl ows from their interests and 
concerns. This variation in scale suggests 
that regionalism is at once a unifying theme 
and an adaptive concept. However it is 
defi ned, the region must engage the hearts 
and minds of people and appeal to shared 
interests. The precise physical boundaries 
of a region are often less important than the 
process of clarifying the core area of interest. 
Boundaries can be soft and fl exible, adaptable 
to changing needs and interests.

4. Foster Mutual Learning. Regional efforts 
often begin by providing opportunities 
to learn about the region and how to think 
and act across boundaries. Building this 
common understanding fosters a sense of 
regional identity, and often the will to act. 
Regional forums should enable participants 
to jointly develop and rely on the best avail-
able information regardless of the source, 
thereby creating a greater sense of owner-
ship in the region’s story. Regional efforts 
should consider a variety of scenarios and 
options to shape the future of the region, 
and all participants should have an equal 
opportunity to share views and information.

5. Forge Collaborative Decisions. Since most 
regional initiatives do not have authority 
per se, they must create coalitions and forge 
collaborative decisions to foster social change 
and shape public policy. Collaboration is a 
social learning process where people share 
knowledge, ideas and experiences through 
cooperative, face-to-face interaction. The 
premise of collaboration is that if the right 
people come together in constructive ways 
with good information they will produce 
effective, sustainable solutions to the chal-
lenges and opportunities they face. Genuine 
collaboration occurs when people listen to 
each other, consider the rationales or interests 
behind competing viewpoints, and seek 
solutions that integrate as many interests 
as possible. Collaborative decision making 
may or may not result in consensus or 

unanimous agreement, but it allows par-
ticipants to create effective coalitions 
to get things done. 

6. Take Strategic Action. The objectives 
of a regional collaboration should determine 
what people do. Experience suggests that 
early successes help build momentum and 
trust. It is important to develop the capacity 
to (1) communicate your message, make it 
relevant and compelling, and use multiple 
strategies to inform, educate and mobilize 
people (e.g., media, public events, publi-
cations, Web sites); (2) link your effort to 
established decision-making systems by 
seeking access to power rather than power 
itself; and (3) monitor, evaluate and adapt 
by developing indicators of performance and 
clarifying who will do what, when and how.
    Being strategic and deciding what to do 
require an understanding of how regional 
action supplements efforts at local, state and 
even national levels. The desired outcomes 
for a region are often contingent upon many 
seemingly disconnected decisions. Regional 
strategies need to recognize these contin-
gencies up front, and create opportunities 
to build bridges, coordinate actions and do 
things that otherwise would not get done.

7. Sustain Regional Action and Institu-
tionalize Regional Efforts. Assuming there 
is a need to sustain a regional partnership, 
the key challenge is to keep stakeholders 
engaged and to recruit more leaders. Since 

the region is no one’s community, building 
a sense of regional identity, responding 
to the needs and interests of partners, and 
capturing and sharing accomplishments 
are critical to sustain any regional effort. 
To be effective, regional initiatives should 
be both idealistic and opportunistic. People’s 
attention will naturally devolve to more 
established, usually local, institutions if the 
mission of the regional effort is not consis-
tently and continuously reviewed, revised, 
renewed and adapted to address new 
information and opportunities. 
     Regional stewards should also explore the 
value of integrating regional efforts into 
existing institutions or designing new ones. 
Partners need to identify and develop the 
capacities to sustain the regional initiatives: 
people, resources (e.g., money and information) 
and organizational structure. Given the 
source and diversity of regional initiatives, 
it is not surprising that different organiza-
tional models have emerged to meet 
particular challenges.

Tools for Regional Collaboration
To foster effective regional initiatives and 
support regional stewards, the Lincoln 
Institute offers the two-day skill-building 
course Regional Collaboration, usually 
in the spring. The Institute also convenes 
Regional Collaboration Clinics in selected 
regions, where we work with diverse groups 
of people to address the regional challenges 
and opportunities they face. Recently, we 
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completed clinics in the New York–New 
Jersey Highlands and the Delaware River 
Basin, both regions experiencing tremen-
dous growth and development. For more 
information on the course or clinics, contact 
Matthew McKinney.
    The Alliance for Regional Stewardship 
is in the process of creating RegionLink, 
an online consultative network for regional 
practitioners. For more information on this 
tool, contact John Parr.
    Our approach to regional collaboration 
is experimental. We are interested in working 
with and learning from people involved at 
different regional scales and on different 
issues. Please contact us to share your story 
and suggest how we might improve the 

framework presented here to better refl ect 
the practice of regional stewardship.

MATTHEW McKINNEY is director of the 
Public Policy Research Institute, The University 
of Montana, Helena: matt@umtpri.orgmatt@umtpri.org. JOHN 

PARR is executive director of the Alliance PARR is executive director of the Alliance PARR

for Regional Stewardship, Denver, Colorado: 
jparr@usa.netjparr@usa.net. ETHAN SELTZER is chair of ETHAN SELTZER is chair of ETHAN SELTZER

the Department of Urban Studies and Planning, 
Portland State University, Portland, Oregon: 
seltzere@pdx.eduseltzere@pdx.edu. A longer version of this 
article, including case studies, is available 
from the authors.
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The National Conference of State 
Tax Judges is an independent edu-
cational and professional organiza-

tion of state tax judges and members of 
tax appeal tribunals. 
    The National Conference has met 
annually since 1980 for presentations on 
tax law, valuation, fi nance, economics and 
tax policy. The three-day conference is 
usually held in September and alternates 
between Lincoln House in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and other locations through-
out the United States. Two days of the 
conference address property taxation, valu-
ation, court administration, ethical issues 
and other points of general interest. A 
third day is devoted to state tax questions 
involving sales and income taxes. Lincoln 
Institute sponsorship permits the pro-
gram to be offered without registration 
or membership fees. 
    A planning committee of judges and 
tribunal members develops the agenda and 
chooses the speakers for each annual pro-
gram in order to offer a broad overview of 
tax policy questions, a review of new legal 
developments, and presentations on state 
and local tax issues by some of the most 

eminent scholars and tax practitioners in 
the fi eld. Each program offers an oppor-
tunity for participants to
•  review legal and constitutional devel-

opments in state and local taxation
•  consider methods of dealing with 

complex tax and valuation disputes
•  share experiences and techniques 

applicable to case management and 
court administration

•  question academic experts in law, 
valuation, fi nance and economics 

•  exchange views on current legal issues 
facing tax courts in different states.

    Participants have ample time for both 
formal and informal discussions of recent 
tax developments in their states, including 
judicial decisions in their jurisdictions, 
new or proposed statutes of signifi cance, 
and procedural innovations. Recent 
meetings have featured presentations by 
national specialists on such topics as the 
valuation of special-purpose property, 
exemptions and abatements, taxation of 
public utility property, sales taxation of 
remote vendors and electronic commerce, 
and taxation of special industries such as 
hospitals and health care organizations. 
    The 2004 conference will be held 
September 29–October 2 in Chicago. For 
more information, e-mail statetaxjudges@ statetaxjudges@ 
lincolninst.edu or call the Lincoln Institute 
at 617-661-3016 or 800-526-3873. 

National Conference of State Tax Judges

“The conference was 
intellectually stimulating 
and very practical as well. 
It is remarkable how many 
issues cut across state lines. 
The issues we all face can 
be discussed and analyzed, 

helping all participants 
focus and come to a clearer 

understanding.”
Glenn Newman, President, 

New York City Tax Commission 
and Tax Appeals Tribunal
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