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Chapter Strategic Planning at Work
Be the voice… If not us, who?
In late 2017, during the 2018-2020 strategic planning sessions, the APWAMN Chapter identified Voice of Public Works as a strategic priority with
the stated goal to Be the Voice of Public Works to Government Leaders and
Media.
As discussions started within the chapter about how to achieve the desired
outcomes specific to this priority, the chapter identified a few key challenges. The chapter has historically struggled with the inherent hurdles that
public works professionals face—personal discomfort with legislative advocacy in addition to operating as a nonpartisan professional in the fundamentally political environment of state and local government. Given these
obstacles, we solicited the help of Scott Barsuhn, a local communication
specialist and corporate “story teller” to help shape the chapter’s vision.
As the conversations among chapter leadership, MN2050 Committee
members and our consultant Scott Barsuhn were happening, the group
learned that the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) Minnesota Section was going to be releasing the first ever Report Card for Minnesota’s
Infrastructure in the fall of 2018. Quickly, synergy took over and with Barsuhn’s leadership the birth of the Raise Our Grade, MN idea was upon us.
Raise Our Grade, MN would become a public awareness campaign stressing the importance of infrastructure investment in Minnesota and inviting
Minnesotans to help raise the state's middling ASCE grade.

A public
awareness
campaign
stressing the
importance of
infrastructure
investment
in Minnesota.

A Website for the People
Making it easy to connect to elected officials

After many meetings determining how best to successfully achieve our strategic planning goal with the Raise our Grade, MN initiative, the APWA-MN Chapter officially utilized the expertise of BARSUHN to help with the overall branding, messaging, and eventual development of the new website. BARSUHN facilitated multiple stakeholder meetings to collect a holistic understanding of the
desired outcome and provided an outsider’s fresh eye to the public works story. Barsuhn was instrumental in developing the connection between what we
wanted to do, what the right message was and how we could easily connect
constituents to their elected officials.

As the campaign was moving from idea to action, the group prioritized an easy
to use website that could connect MN constituents to their state and federal
elected officials by simply entering their zip code on the main website page.
We knew clarity and ease of use must take top priority with the final web design for it to be an effective tool to achieve our goals.
The idea was not only to inform the public about the state of Minnesota’s infrastructure, but to give them the resources to understand how aging infrastructure impacts them on a personal level. We needed to make them aware how
aging and failing infrastructure threatens their quality of life and the essential
services they rely on and expect. If we were successful in communicating this,
we could all but ensure they would take the time to click through the website
and contact their state and federal elected officials with the message that infrastructure investment must be top priority.
In early 2018, the Raise our Grade, MN proposal along with other details related to the website were presented to the 17 MN2050 partners at a committee
meeting where they were asked to commit to the success of the campaign using their organizational resources. As the excitement in the room was evident,
the APWA-MN Chapter committed to delivering the Raise our Grade, MN website with the goal of lining up its debut with the release of the 2018 ASCE MN
Infrastructure Report Card in fall 2018.

The Challenge in Front of Us
Elected officials react to the ASCE Report Card
In October 2018, ASCE released the 2018 Report Card for Minnesota’s Infrastructure. At the legislative press conference formally
announcing the release of the report card and the state's poor
overall grade (C), industry professionals and legislators gathered
to take questions from reporters. The legislators present maintained their personal support for infrastructure and an understanding that keeping infrastructure in good repair was extremely
important. What we didn't expect was how they closed the press
conference, dismissing the report card and any urgency of reacting to it. As elected leaders sometimes do, they went on to
place the burden on ASCE and APWA-MN to raise the issue up
politically to the point that the general public was talking to their
legislators about the importance of
infrastructure. Their com“I hear actually, not a lot… you know they’ll talk
ments were disheartening—
about other things. They’re, frankly, more into
good thing we were ready to
what’s happening nationally and such.”
put the Raise Our Grade, MN
- Representative Dean Urdahl, R Grove City
campaign into action!
Time to get to work!
I would agree. I’m not hearing it much in the campaign
this year. Infrastructure has not risen to the top… Your
job, I suppose, is to tell this story [Minnesota’s C-grade
from ASCE] in a way that raises it in people’s minds.”
- Representative Alice Hausman, DFL St. Paul

““I would concur, the temperature is not super
high on this subject, but hopefully this is the
start of the conversation…. To be quite honest
with you silence is a form of communication
with legislators… if you’re not engaging them
on a subject, you’re telling them everything is
hunky dory and just fine. So, I’m hoping this is a
referendum and the referendum is ’We need to
be sure that we’re providing the ability for people to live good lives throughout the entire
state and not trade off against each other.’”
- Senator Scott Dibble, DFL Minneapolis

How it Works
What’s in it for me you ask?
Following the release of the ASCE Minnesota Section
Infrastructure Report Card, the Raise Our Grade, MN
website went live. The website is specifically designed to be mobile friendly and directs you to enter
your zip code. Visitors are then directed to their Congressional District homepage where they are welcomed with a description of the unique qualities

of their area of the state. The story then leads
them to the importance of infrastructure and the
urgent infrastructure needs that must be addressed
to maintain the quality of life they know and rely on.
For each Congressional District, the website has
uniquely curated examples of infrastructure shortcomings that are designed to personalize the issues
and motivate the user to take action—after all, it’s
simply human nature to care more about what is in
your own backyard when compared to some far off
place you’ve never been able to visit.
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How it Works
Making it easy to connect to elected officials

On the homepage you
are introduced to the
campaign, learn how
infrastructure is connected to everyone,
and see that investment needs are
growing.

You are able to explore what the
grades mean and
then are invited to
visit your district’s
specific needs by entering your zip code.

On your district’s
page you are welcomed with a specific
message designed to
connect you to the
unique attributes and
urgent infrastructure
needs of your district.

At the bottom of the
district page you are
invited to customize
the message and tell
your legislators it’s
time to invest in this
critical infrastructure.

Taking it to the streets (and social media)
Elected officials need to hear you care
Following the formal launch of the Raise our Grade, MN initiative, APWA-MN chapter members got to work taking the infrastructure story directly to the people. We knew we could easily
connect with thousands of Minnesotans and professionals at
various events throughout the year. We were even successful in
sharing a booth with APWA-MN Chapter’s STEM Day at the
Minnesota State Fair, aka the “Great Minnesota Get-Together”!
What we found was an enthusiastic willingness to talk about
everyday infrastructure and disbelief that elected leaders actually needed to hear from voters to prioritize needed investments that impact their quality of life!
We called on our membership and chapter leaders to identify
any and every opportunity to get in front of people to raise
awareness and become advocates for Minnesota’s infrastructure, and they responded.
Key events attended in 2019 include:












Minnesota State Fair
League of MN Cities Adjusters
Conference
MN LTAP Fall Maintenance Expo
Civil Engineering Day—Science
Museum of MN
Women in Science and Engineering—Science Museum of
MN
Science Rocks!—St. Cloud State/
St. Johns Universities
STEMLink—Dunwoody Institute,
Normandale College, Century
College
Rosemount-Apple Valley-Eagan
ISD 196 STEM Career Fair
Robbinsdale Parents & Students
University

Getting the message out!
Casting our net far and wide
In the spirit of promoting our newly minted Raise our Grade, MN campaign, and to support infrastructure
legislation, we’ve distributed news releases to all major news outlets around Minnesota to keep the pressure on legislators and the campaign relevant.

Press Release Distribution:











WCCO
KSTP
FOX-9
KARE-11
Minnesota Public Radio
Star Tribune
Pioneer Press
St. Cloud Times
Rochester Post Bulletin
U of MN Minnesota Daily

A Champion at the State Capitol!
The release of ASCE’s 2018 Report Card for Minnesota’s Infrastructure and the Raise Our Grade, MN campaign were all the inspiration Ann Johnson Stewart needed to find a civil engineer to run for state office.
Initially she was trying to identify someone, little did she know she had inspired herself. At the closing of
her successful election campaign Minnesota infrastructure has a fun-loving, energetic, and personable
champion at the capitol!
Civil Engineer Ann Johnson Stewart Announces run
for MN Senate District 44 seat in 2020.
“By trade, I'm a civil engineer. I understand the
importance of government-supported infrastructure
funding, and my company has worked successfully with
townships, cities, counties, and the state to build
publicly-funded roads, bridges, and buildings. We need
an engineer like me at the Capitol who can educate
fellow legislators about infrastructure issues.”

Infrastructure Talks
Connecting with Legislators in a Pandemic
In Fall 2020, the Raise our Grade subcommittee of the APWA-MN Chapter began brainstorming ways to connect the Raise our Grade effort with our elected officials in the Minnesota Legislature. We knew at the outset that traditional in-person lobbying was going to be all but impossible in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. The subcommittee knew that virtual events might find a more receptive audience in 2021 than they
would’ve historically and we wanted to use that to our advantage! Various ideas were floated but it wasn’t
until an informal meet and greet with a newly elected State Senator that we began to find our groove. A Civil
Engineer by trade and engineering firm founder/owner herself, Senator Ann Johnson-Stewart (DFL #44) was
quick to lend her support and enthusiasm to the subcommittee’s efforts.
At this time, our initial idea of hosting a single
virtual “Infrastructure 101” with rookie legislators on relevant committees (capital investment and transportation) was starting to take
shape. Senator Johnson-Stewart wondered
aloud why we would stop at one session, and
why we would only invite those first term
elected officials? Shortly thereafter, the subcommittee unilaterally declared February
2021 “Infrastructure Month” at the Minnesota Capitol and began organizing four unique
panels to discuss the myriad infrastructure
needs and concerns at the local, county and
state levels in Minnesota. It was made clear
to all participants that these talks were to be
nonpartisan by nature and that the intent
was not to gain support for a particular legislative “ask” but to raise awareness of the real
needs facing the State’s critical quality of life
infrastructure. In an effort to cast a wide net, the chapter invited all 201 Senators and Representatives, in
addition to their direct political staff. Organizers, panelists and APWA-MN members tapped into personal
and professional networks to ensure a robust turn out at each event.

Session 1: Dig Deeper
Our first Infrastructure Talk served as a
macro-level look at Minnesota’s infrastructure and primed participants for the forthcoming sessions.

Session 2: Water—From Tap to Toilet
The second iteration of the Infrastructure
Talks focused on drinking water, stormwater
and waste water. Water industry trends and
drivers were discussed in the context of our
water utility infrastructure.

Session 3: Emerging Trends
The third session centered on emerging trends
in the public infrastructure realm related to
technology and climate, and the implications
for local agencies as they find themselves in
reactive situations as climate assumptions
from the past are proven wrong again and
again.

Session 4: Benefits of Bonding
Our final session focused on the importance of robust capital investment legislation to Minnesota’s economy and our
shared infrastructure. Speakers shared examples of specific projects that both received and did not receive funding and
what it meant for those communities.

Where do we go from here?
We’re just beginning!
Our goal with the Raise our Grade initiatives has been to sow the seeds of curiosity and build a base of
support amongst legislators, the public and industry professionals so they have the tools they need to individually and collectively help Minnesota confront the 21st century challenges that our built environment
faces. Our hope is that the content we’ve curated and ideas we’ve fostered will take root in individuals
throughout the professional and political realm and will lead to a grassroots voice that can begin to grow
larger and more powerful in support of public works, and ultimately infrastructure investment.
Fundamentally, we believe that the achievements
of Raise Our Grade, MN have laid a foundation for
future work. In closing the “First Act” of this effort,
founding members of the subcommittee are more
enthusiastic than ever that we can keep the momentum rolling in a way that benefits all of public
works—from the unaware consumer of infrastructure to the hardened industry veteran. Our immediate plans include but are not limited to:
Capitol Connection: Continue to develop the chapter’s experience in the legislative arena and work more
closely with organizations that have been active in the legislative process to solidify the collaboration of our
partners and to become a nonpartisan political force for infrastructure investment.
Local Chambers of Commerce: Develop a relationship with the State Chamber of Commerce in order to
reach the Chambers across the state and raise awareness of the infrastructure needs, become a resource for
them as well as gain their support for infrastructure investment across the state. By helping them understand
that job- and industry-supporting investments in our human-made world feed the local economy and can put
Minnesota ahead of the pack when compared to national and international competitors.
K-12 Curriculum: Collaborate with educational institutions and our MN2050 partners to promote the public
works profession as a viable career path for all walks of life. Whether an individual wants to design a bridge
or operate a bulldozer, we need to make young people aware that this industry provides a fulfilling and sustainable career path. Without people able to design and build the assets, investment can only do so much!
Infrastructure Walks: Now that we’ve given legislators a peak into the public works world via the Infrastructure Talks it’s time to take them out into the field to check out the state’s growing needs with Infrastructure
Walks. With the help of Senator Johnson Stewart, and leaning on the expertise of our chapter members, we
intend to organize up close and personal tours of areas of need such as wastewater treatment plants, locks
and dams, bridges, airports, lift stations, and water treatment plants so they can see the needs firsthand.
Thank you! On behalf of everyone involved in the Raise our Grade, MN effort and the
entire APWA-MN Chapter, thank you for the opportunity to share this story and
submit it for the Exceptional Performance Award for Chapter Journalism!

