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Skept i cs
t el l  me t hat
r egi onal  equi t y
r ef or m w i l l  never
happen i n A m er i c a’ s
met r opol i t an r egi ons because
t he s ubur bs  a r e  now  i n  c har ge o f
Amer i can pol i t i cs. I t  may be t r ue t hat
t he subur bs ar e i n char ge of  Amer i can
pol i t i cs. But  t he pol i t i cs of  met r opol i t an
r ef or m i s not  about  ci t i es ver sus sub-
u r bs  o r ,  f o r  t ha t  m a t t e r ,  abou t
Democr at s ver sus Republ i cans.

The suburbs are not  a monolit h, economically,
racially, or polit ically. Surrounding America’s cen-
t ral cit ies, wit h t heir high social needs and low per
capit a t ax wealt h, are t hree t ypes of  suburbs. First
are t he older suburbs, which comprise about  a
quart er of  t he populat ion of  U.S. met ropolit an
regions. These communit ies are of t en declining
socially fast er t han t he cent ral cit ies and of t en
have even less per household propert y, income, or
sales t ax wealt h. Second are t he low t ax-base
developing suburbs, which make up about  10–15
percent  of  U.S. met ropolit an regions. They are

growing rapidly in popu-
lat ion, especially among

school-age children, but  wit h-
out  an adequat e t ax base t o sup-

port  t hat  growt h and it s accompany-
ing overcrowded schools, highway conges-

t ion, and ground wat er pollut ion. Bot h t he cent ral
cit y and t hese t wo t ypes of  suburbs have small
t ax bases, comparat ively high t ax rat es, and com-
parat ively  low  spend ing.  Med ian household
inc om es ar e  also  c om p ar a t iv e ly  lo w :
$ 2 5 ,0 0 0 –3 0 ,0 0 0  in cent ral c it ies in 1 9 9 0 ,
$ 2 5 ,0 0 0 –4 0 ,0 0 0  in  o lder  sub u r bs ,  an d
$35 ,000 –$ 50 ,0 00 in low t ax-base developing
suburbs. Families in t hese communit ies are t hus
ext remely sensit ive t o propert y t ax increases. A
t hird t ype of  suburb is t he high t ax-base develop-
ing communit y. These affluent  communit ies, wit h
t he region’s highest  median incomes, never
amount  t o more t han 30  percent  of  a region’s
populat ion. They have all t he benefit s of  a region-
al economy—access t o labor and product  mar-
ket s, regionally built  f reeways and of t en airport s—
but  are able t o ext ernalize t he cost s of  social and
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economic need on t he older suburbs and t he cen-
t ral cit y.

Suburbs and cit ies can also be surprisingly
diverse in t heir elect oral result s. Not  all suburbs
are Republican—or  all c it ies Democr at ic . In
Philadelphia, Republicans cont rol almost  all t he
suburbs and even t he whit e working-class part s of
t he cit y. In Pit t sburgh, Democrat s cont rol virt ually
all suburban seat s except  t he highest  propert y-
wealt h areas. In San Francisco, almost  all suburbs
are represent ed by  Democrat s, while in Los
Angeles and Sout hern California, most  of
t he whit e suburbs are represented by
Republicans. In general, Democrat s
build t heir base in cent ral cit ies,
move t o t he older and low t ax-
base suburbs, and, if  t hey are
very ef fect ive, capt ure a few of
t he h igh t ax-base subur bs.
Republicans do just  t he oppo-
sit e. In many st at es t he balance
of  power rest s on elect oral con-
t est s in a few older suburbs or
low t ax-capacit y developing sub-
urbs. 

Minnesot a has been engaged in t he
polit ics of  met ropolit an regional reform
for almost  40  years. Over t he decades, t hree
t ypes of  met ropolit an coalit ions have sought  t o
move policy reforms t hrough t he state legislature.
The fi rst , a Republican-led bipart isan coalit ion,
engaged in some bit t er legislat ive fight s; t he sec-
ond, a consensualist -led coalit ion, eschewed con-
t roversy; t he t hird, a Democrat ic-driven bipart isan
group, revived t he real-world reform polit ical st yle
of  t heir Republican predecessors. The f ollowing
short  hist ory of  met ropolit anism in Minnesot a sug-
gest s t he complexit y of  coalit ion polit ics—and my
own conv ic t ion t hat , while compromise and
accommodat ion is t he necessary essence of  poli-
t ics, regional ref orm, like all ot her real reform
movement s in U.S. hist ory, necessarily involves
some degree of  cont roversy.

T h e  P r o g r e s s i v e
R e p u b l i c a n  V a n g u a r d
In t he 1960s and 1970s, met ropolit an reform
ef fort s in Minnesot a’s legislat ure were led by
“ good government ”  Rockefeller Republicans and
reform Democrat s—in a sense t he progressives
t hat  Richard Hofst ader wrote of  in his Age of
Reform. Joined by leaders of  local corporat ions,
t hey t ook aim at  wast e in government  and set  out
t o plan and shape a more cohesive, cost -ef fect ive,
ef f icient , and equit able reg ion. Though t hey

soug ht  r ough  m et r opo l i t an -w ide equ it y  in
Minnesot a’s Twin Cit ies, t hey were not  t ypical
pract it ioners of  class warfare. They valued equit y
because t hey knew from hard-headed calculat ion
t he cost s of  inequit y and of  dest ruct ive compet i-
t ion for development  among municipalit ies in a sin-
gle met ropolit an region.

In some ways progressive Republican regional-
ism was an elegant , direct , limit ed-government
response t o growing sprawl and int erlocal dispari-
t y. Joining Minnesot a’s Governor LeVander were

Oregon’s Tom McCall, Michigan’s Miliken
and Romney, and t he great  Republican

mayor of  Indianapolis, Richard Lugar.
Had t he count ry heeded t heir far-

sight ed st rat egy, t he 1980s and
1990s might  have been much
dif ferent  for t he cent ral cit ies
and older suburbs.

In Minnesot a t he progressive
Repu b l icans  and  r e f o r m
Dem ocrat s cr eat ed reg ional

sew er ,  t r ansi t ,  and  ai r p o r t
aut horit ies for t he Twin Cit ies, as

well as a Met ropolit an Council of
t he Twin Cit ies wit h weak superviso-

ry  powers over  t hese aut hor it ies.
(Making t he Met  Council an elect ed body was

a t op goal, but  it  failed in a t ie vote in 1967.)  They
also creat ed a met ropolit an land use planning
framework and enacted Minnesot a’s famous t ax-
base sharing, or fiscal disparit ies, law, which, since
1971, has shared 40 percent  of  t he growt h of  our
commercial and indust r ial propert y  t ax base
among t he 187 cit ies, 49  school dist rict s, and 7
count ies in our region of  some 2.5  million people.

The bat t le t o pass t he fiscal disparit ies act  was
brut al. Though t he legislat ion, int roduced in 1969,
had it s origins in t he et hereal world of  good gov-
ernment  progressivism, it s polit ical managers were
shrewd vot e count ers who made sure t hat  t wo-
t hirds of  t he Twin Cit y region’s lawmakers under-
st ood t hat  t he bill would bot h lower t heir con-
st it uent s’ t axes and improve t heir schools and
public services. Some of  t he progressives’ key
allies were populist s who did not  hesit at e t o play
t he class card wit h blue-collar vot ers in t he low
propert y-value suburbs. Probably not  coincident al-
ly, t he populist s collect ed most  of  t he vot es. The
progressives pragmat ically swallowed t heir com-
punct ions. 

The fiscal disparit ies bill t hat  passed in 1971
was support ed by a coalit ion of  Democrat ic cen-
t ral-cit y legislat ors and Republicans f rom less
wealt hy suburbs—essent ially t he t wo-thirds of  t he

A
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t hat  while compromise 
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t he necessary essence

of  
polit ics,  regional

reform
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region t hat  received new t ax base f rom t he act . A
few more-rural Republicans who had a st rong per-
sonal relat ionship wit h t he bill’s Republican spon-
sor went  along. The opposit ion was also bipart i-
san—Democrat s and Republicans represent ing
areas in t he one-t hird of  t he region t hat  would lose
some of  t heir t ax base. Debat e over t he bill was
ugly. Republican Charlie Weaver, Sr., t he bill’ s
sponsor, was accused of  foment ing “ communism”
and “ communit y socialism”  and of  being a “ Karl
Marx”  out  t o t ake f rom “ t he progressive communi-
t ies t o give t o t he backward ones.”  One opponent
warned t hat  “ t he fiscal disparit ies law will dest roy
t he stat e.”  “ Why should t hose who wish t o work
be forced t o share wit h t hose who won’t  or can’t
help t hemselves?”  demanded a represent at ive of
t he high propert y-wealt h areas. Amid growing con-
t roversy, af t er t wo divisive failed sessions, t he bill
would pass t he Minnesot a Senat e by a single vot e.

Not  unt il 1 975—af t er court  challenges t hat
went  all t he way t o t he U.S. Supreme Court  (which
refused t o hear t he case)—did t he fiscal dispari-
t ies law finally go int o ef fect . The last  legal chal-
lenge t o t he law came in 1981, a decade af t er
passage. High propert y -wealt h sout hern Twin
Cit ies suburbs were fi nally  rebuf f ed in t he
Minnesot a Tax Court . But  represent at ives and
st at e senat ors f rom high propert y-wealt h Twin
Cit ies suburbs have t r ied t o repeal t he st at ut e in
virt ually every legislat ive session for t he past  25
years.

A  N e w  A p p r o a c h
The t ough progressive reformers were f ollowed by
consensus-based regionalist s whose preferred
approach, it  has of t en been joked, was t o convene
leaders f rom across met ropolit an Twin Cit ies in t he
boardroom of a local bank t o hum t oget her t he
word “ regionalism.”  Highly polished professional
policy wonks, t he new generat ion of  leaders leaned
more t o t ouring t he count ry ext olling t he virt ues
of  regional reform, which many had no part  in
accomplishing, t han t o grit t y work in cit y halls and
t he legislature t o make it  happen. To make mat -
t ers worse, business support  for regionalism began
t o erode. The rise of  nat ional and mult inat ional
companies created a cadre of  rot at ing, f requent ly
moving execut ives who, facing a more compet it ive
business environment , eschewed cont roversy in
favor of  polit ical act ion t hat  would boost  t he bot -
t om line. 

By t he 1980s, proponent s of  t he regional per-
spect ive in Minnesot a had dwindled t o t he chair-
man of  t he Cit izens League, a local policy group
financially support ed by t he region’s big business-

es; a half -dozen legislat ors; t wo or t hree execu-
t ives of  declining power; and t he edit orial board of
t he Minneapolis paper. 

Meanwhile, some suburbs, part icularly t he high
propert y-wealt h developing ones t hat  saw no gain
but  plent y  of  loss coming f rom met ropolit an
act ion, rebelled. Over t he course of  t he 1980s, as
t he Twin Cit ies region rapidly became more like t he
rest  of  t he nat ion—more racially and socially seg-
regat ed—and as fundamental divisions hardened,
t hose suburbs hired high-priced lobbyist s and pre-
pared for a fight  t o dismant le “ regional socialism.”
Met ropolit anism’s opponent s, t ough and orga-
nized, began t o cont rol t he regional debate.

During 1980–90, st ate lawmakers gradually dis-
mant led t he met ropolit an authorit y t hat  had been
put  in place in t he 1 960 s and 197 0s. They
st ripped t he Met  Council of  it s aut horit y over
major development  project s: t he downt own
domed st adium, a new regional race t rack, and
even t he Mall of  America—a local landmark t hat  by
it s sheer size had a t hunderous ef fect  on t he ret ail
market  in cent ral Minneapolis and St . Paul and t he
sout hern suburbs. They severely weakened t he
land use planning st at ute by giving supercedence
t o local zoning. They also overt urned t he Met
Council syst em of  inf rast ruct ure pricing, aban-
doned a regional af fordable housing syst em, and
shelved well-conceived regional densit y guidelines.
And t hey t ook a hard, well-financed run at  t he
fiscal disparit ies syst em.

Somet imes t he consensus-based regionalist s
would oppose t he changes, but  more of t en t hey
seemed unable t o st omach cont roversy. Their gen-
eral response t o t he newly assert ive high propert y-
wealt h suburbs was t o seek accommodat ion.
Meanwhile, developers in t he high propert y-wealt h
suburbs and t heir lawyers obt ained covet ed seat s
on t he Met  Council it self . 

The first  generat ion of  regionalist s had fought
bloody fight s for land use planning, t he consolida-
t ion of  regional services, and t ax equit y. A decade
lat er, t he consensus-based regionalist s were
reduced t o building regional cit izenship t hrough a
proposal for a bus t hat  looked like a t rolley car t o
connect  t he st at e capit al t o downt own St . Paul.
Times, and t act ics, had clearly changed. 

The proud legacy of  t he first -generat ion region-
alist s was in shambles. In 1967 , t he Twin Cit ies
had creat ed a regional t ransit  syst em wit h a t ax
base t hat  encompassed seven regional count ies
and 187 cit ies. By 1998, what  had been one of
t he most  financially broad-based t ransit  syst ems
in t he nat ion was st ruggling wit h below-average
funding per capit a. The Met  Council, now in t hrall
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t o developers, allocat ed vir t ually  all f ederal
resources t o it s large highway building program.
Finally, t he Cit izens League and t he consensus-
based regionalist s, perhaps t o curry favor wit h t he
rebellious high propert y-wealt h suburbs, used t heir
influence bot h t o defeat  t he development  of  a
fixed-rail t ransit  service and t o f ragment  and priva-
t ize t he t ransit  syst em. By t he early 1980s, t he
sout hwest ern developing suburbs, t he most  pros-
perous part s o f  t he r eg ion and t hose t hat
benefit ed most  f rom the development  of  a region-
al sewer and highway system, were allowed t o
“ opt  out ”  of  funding t he t ransit  syst em t hat
served t he region’s st ruggling core.

In 1991, t he Met  Council was on t he verge of
being abolished. A measure t o eliminat e t he
Council passed on t he House floor, and t he gover-
nor opined t hat  t he Council should eit her do some-
t hing or disappear. The consensus-based regional-
ist s, f rust rat ed af t er a decade of  dif f icult y, were
not  even grousing about  legislat ive roadblocks.
They had moved on t o champion school choice and
had joined t he business communit y in an ef fort  t o
cut  comparat ively high Minnesota business proper-
t y t axes. 

T h e  T h i r d  G e n e r a t i o n
Out  of  t his st at e of  af fairs emerged a new t ype of
regionalist , of  which I count  myself  one. Most  of  us
were new t o polit ics in t he 1990s, and we were
spurred t o act ion by worrisome condit ions in t he
Twin Cit ies, where concent rat ed povert y  was
growing—at  t he fourt h fast est  rat e in t he nat ion.

To address t he growing concent rat ion of  pover-
t y in t he cent ral cit ies, we began t o invest igat e
reforms, part icularly in fair housing, at  a met ropol-
it an level. We began t o wonder, in part icular,
whet her t he sprawl at  t he edge of  t he Twin Cit ies
area was undermining t he st abilit y at  t he core and
whet her t he older suburbs, adjacent  t o t he cit y,
were hav ing equally  ser ious problems. As we
learned more about  t he region’s problems, we
came t o appreciat e t he met ropolit an st ruct ure
t hat  had been put  in place 20  years before—a
st ruct ure severely out  of  fashion and irrelevant  in
liberal circles. “ What  does land use planning in t he
suburbs have t o do wit h us?”  asked our cent ral-
cit y polit icos. “ We need more of  a neighborhood-
based st rat egy,”  t hey said. We were also received
as fish out  of  wat er when we went  t o t he Met
Council and t he Cit izens League t o discuss our
regional concerns. “ This is not  what  t he Met
Council is about ,”  t hey said. “ It  is about  land use
planning and inf rast ruct ure, not  about  urban
issues or povert y.”

In addit ion t o t he concent rat ion of  povert y at
t he core, we grew int erest ed in t he subsidies and
government al act ions support ing sprawl. We were
inspired by t he land use reforms in Oregon and t he
work of  Governor Tom McCall, Henry Richmond,
and 1,000 Friends of  Oregon. We read t he inf ra-
st ruct ure work of  Robert  Burchell at  Rut gers. We
became aest het ically at t ached t o New Urbanism
and Pet er Calt horpe, it s proponent  of  met ropolit an
social equit y and t ransit -oriented development .

Our t hird-wave regionalism gradually became
broader based. We added environment alism and
t he st rengt h of  t he environment al movement  t o
what  had heretofore been a st erile discussion of
planning and ef f iciency. We also brought  issues of
concent rat ed povert y and regional fair housing
int o an equit y discussion t hat  had previously been
limit ed t o int erlocal fiscal equit y. The dormant
st rength of  t he civil right s movement  and social
gospel also readied it self  for met ropolit an act ion
and act ivism. In only a few years, hundreds of
churches joined t he movement  for regional reform.

We also mobilized t he rapidly declining, blue-col-
lar suburbs—angry places unat t ached t o eit her
polit ical part y—t o advance regional reform. Blue-
collar mayors, a few wit h decidedly host ile views
t oward social and racial changes in t heir communi-
t ies, unit ed wit h Af rican-American polit ical leaders,
env ironment alist s, and bishops of  t he major
regional churches t o advance a regional agenda for
fair housing, land use planning, t ax equit y, and an
account able elect ed regional governance st ruc-
t ure. 

In fact , probably t he most  import ant  element  of
t he new regional coalit ion was t he older, st rug-
g ling, f u lly  developed suburbs—t he b iggest
prospect ive winners in regional reform. To t hem,
t ax-base sharing means lower propert y t axes and
bet t er services, part icularly bet t er-funded schools.
Regional housing policy means, over t ime, fewer
unit s o f  af f or dab le housing  crowding  t heir
doorst ep. As one older-suburban mayor put  it , “ If
t hose guys in t he new suburbs don’t  st art  t o build
af f ordable housing, we’ll be swimming in t his
st uf f .”

Winning over t hese suburbs was not  easy. We
had t o overcome long-t erm, powerful resent ment s
and dist rust , based on class and race and fueled by
every nat ional polit ical campaign since Hubert
Humphrey lost  t he Whit e House in 1968 . But  af t er
t wo years of  const ant  cajoling and court ing and
st eady reminders of  t he growing inequit ies among
t he suburbs, t he middle-income, working-class,
blue-collar suburbs joined t he cent ral cit ies and
creat ed a coalit ion of  great  polit ical clout  in t he
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legislat ure.
In 1994 t his coalit ion of  cent ral-cit y and subur-

b an  leg is lat o r s  passed  t he Met r o po l i t an
Reorganizat ion Act , which placed all regional
sewer, t ransit , and land use planning under t he
operat ional aut horit y of  t he Met ropolit an Council
of  t he Twin Cit ies. In doing so, it  t ransformed t he
Met  Council f rom a $40-million-a-year planning
agency t o a $600-million-a-year regional govern-
ment  operat ing regional sewers and t ransit , wit h
supervisory aut horit y over t he major decisions of
anot her $300-million-a-year agency t hat  runs t he
r eg ional  ai r po r t .  That  sam e  y ear ,  in  t he
Met ropolit an Land Use Reform Act , our coalit ion
insulat ed met ro-area farmers f rom public assess-
ment s t hat  would have forced t hem t o subdivide
farm land for development . 

In bot h 1993  and 1994  t he legislat ure passed
sweeping fair housing bills (bot h vet oed) ; in 1995
a weakened version was finally signed. In 19 95
t he legislat ure passed a measure t hat  would have
added a significant  part  of  t he resident ial proper-
t y t ax base t o t he fiscal disparit ies pool. While t he
measure passed st rongly, it  t oo was vet oed.  In
1996 a st at ewide land use planning f ramework
was adopt ed, and a regional brownfields fund cre-
ated. Throughout  t he process, we rest ored t o t he
Council many of  t he powers and prerogat ives t hat
had been removed from it  during t he 1 980s in t he
areas of  land use planning and inf rast ruct ure pric-
ing. In each area of  reform—land use planning, t ax
equit y, and regional st ruct ural reform—we were
init ially opposed by t he consensus-based regional-
ist s as “ t oo cont roversial,”  only t o have our ideas
adopt ed by t hem a few years lat er as t he polit ical
cent er of  gravit y began t o change.

W o r t h  F i g h t i n g  F o r
Like all real reform, regional reform is a st ruggle.
From t he fight  against  municipal corrupt ion and
t he fight  against  t he t rust s t o t he women’s move-
ment , t he consumer movement , t he environment al
movement , and t he civil right s movement , reform
has involved dif f icult  cont est s against  ent renched
int erest s who operat ed against  t he general wel-
fare. Today, we are t old t hat  t he Age of  Reform is
over. We are in an age of  consensus polit ics, when
calmer words—“ collaborat ion,”  “ boundary cross-
ing,”  “ win-win”  st rat egies—carry more promise
t han “ assert ive”  ones.

In every region of  t his nat ion, 20–40 percent  of
t he people live in cent ral cit ies, 25–30  percent  in
older declining suburbs, and 10–15 percent  in low
t ax-base developing suburbs. These communit ies,
represent ing a clear majorit y of  regional popula-

t ion, are being direct ly harmed by an inef f icient ,
wast eful, unfair syst em. St udies indicate t hat  t he
regions in t he nat ion t hat  have t he least  economic
disparit y have t he st rongest  economic growt h and
t hose wit h most  disparit y are t he weakest  eco-
nomically. The social polarizat ion and wast eful
sprawl t hat  are common in our nat ion t ake oppor-
t unit y f rom people and businesses, dest roy cit ies
and older suburbs, wast e our economic bount y,
and t hreaten our fut ure.

Those who care about  t hese problems must
“ assert ”  t hemselves t o reverse t hese t rends. We
must  engage in a polit ics t hat  is f ree of  personal
at t acks and sensat ionalism, t hat  is conduct ed wit h
a smile and good manners—like t he progressives.
At  each roadblock, we must  seek a compromise
t hat  moves equit y forward, before we ent rench
unproduct ively. We must  achieve t he broadest
possible level of  good feeling, gat her t o our cause
as many allies as we can f rom all walks of  lif e and
from all point s of  t he compass. We must  educat e
and persuade. However, if  t here are t hose who
st and in our pat h ut t erly—who will permit  no for-
ward movement—we must  fight . We must  fight  for
t he fut ure of  individuals, for t he fut ure of  commu-
nit ies, and for t he fut ure of  our count ry. 

In t he end, t he goal is regional ref orm, not
regional consensus. ■
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