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WATS’ Public Participation Philosophy

WATS believes implementing an effective and equitable vision 
for Washtenaw County’s transportation system depends on a 
well-informed, ongoing discussion with the public. 

WATS public involvement strategy must adapt to the evolving 
landscape of transportation policy, design and technology. 
Communication should be succinct, well-crafted and relevant to 
the needs at hand; using all necessary tools to bring the publics’ 
voices, regardless of physical or cognitive ability, to the decision 
makers who shape their community.

WATS values input from all members of the community, and 
will ensure their feedback is considered in the transportation 
planning process.

 
WATS financed the preparation of this document through grants from the U.S. Department of 
Transportation in cooperation with the Michigan Department of Transportation and contributions 
from local government, public transit, and educational unit members of the Washtenaw Area 
Transportation Study.  The views and opinions expressed herein do not necessarily state or reflect 

those of the U. S. Department of Transportation.
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Welcome to the Washtenaw Area 
Transportation Study (WATS)
WATS is an inter-governmental agency 
responsible for transportation planning 
in Washtenaw County.  The agency is 
mandated by Federal Law to provide a 
continuing, cooperative and comprehensive 
transportation planning process (3C), which 
guides the expenditure of State and Federal 
transportation funds in Washtenaw County.  
Map 1 displays the planning area that 
encompasses the entirety of Washtenaw 
County and a portion of the City of Milan in 
Lenawee County.

WATS’ has three standing committees, 
discussed on page 15. The Policy committee 
is made up of elected and appointed officials 
that work together to shape the future of the 
transportation in Washtenaw County. 

Their funding decisions influence the location 
of sidewalks, bicycle facilities, transit routes 
and services, and roadway decisions or other 
enhancements to the transportation system. 

Your Opinion Matters

• Your unique experiences and involvement 
ensures that transportation solutions 
address the issues most important to you

• Help decide how your tax-dollars will be 
spent on transportation

• Transportation planning is more than cars, 
trucks, and bikes.  Transportation affects 
our economy, our environment, our health, 
and our safety

Map 1 - WATS Urban and Planning Area
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Introduction to the Public Participation Plan

Connecting With WATS 
There are convenient ways to stay connected 
with the plans and projects that WATS staff 
is working on.  Below are some of the most 
common ways that people stay connected 
with WATS.

• Attend a Meeting – You can find a complete 
list of meetings online at    miwats.org/
watscalendar/ 

• Join our contact list by contacting Mark 
Ferrall at ferrallm@miwats.org 

• Follow us on Social Media: Facebook, 
Twitter and Instagram  

• Learn about WATS at our website       
miwats.org

• Call us at (734) 994-3127

WATS provides many opportunities to discuss 
your ideas and encourages all individuals to 
make comments and suggestions at any time.  
For certain projects or products, WATS staff 
will solicit public comment, such as changes 
to the Transportation Improvement Program 
(TIP) or the Long Range Transportation Plan 
(LRP). 

The public should feel welcome to share 
comments with the WATS staff throughout 
the year. WATS staff appreciates all the public 
feedback, and will respond directly, track the 
comment, or pass the comment onto the 
appropriate agency.

Purpose
WATS is charged with creating a cooperative, 
continuous, and collaborative transportation 
planning process that is inclusive of all 
stakeholders that use the transportation 
network. Think of the various users of 
transportation each day, these are the 
homeowners, businesses, and communities 
that WATS wants to work with to develop 
a transportation system that will meet the 
needs of all users.

WATS develops the Public Participation Plan to 
outline the tools and techniques that staff will 
use to gather information from Washtenaw 
County citizens and stakeholders.
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Core Products and Public Comment Schedules

Long Range Transportation Plan (LRP) 
Creates a 25 year vision for the transportation network. The Plan can be amended 3 times a year.

Transportation Improvement Program (TIP)
This four year project based document lists all transportation projects in the county along with the anticipated 
costs and funding sources for each project. The program can be amendmed 3 times a year.

Unified Planning Work Program (UWP)
This plan is a one year description of WATS expected products and activities.
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Figure 1 outlines the adoption and amendment process for WATS’ three core products: 
1. Long Range Transportation Plan (LRP)
2. Transportation Improvement Program (TIP)
3. Unified Planning Work Program (UWP)

The figure shows the relationship of the public comment period to document approval. The 
public can comment on projects at WATS and SEMCOG meetings, which have dedicated comment 
opportunities.
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Public Survey Results 2014 and 2017

When this plan was first created in 2014, 
WATS went to the public to hear what forms 
of engagement strategies would be beneficial. 
This section provides a brief overview of what 
was heard from the public in 2014. In 2017 
staff made minor changes to the plan and 
went back to the public to ensure that the 
conclusions from 2014 were still valid.

2014
WATS utilized an online survey (95 surveys 
were collected) and three public input 
meetings to gain information from the public 
on:
• How they would like to receive information
• What communication methods they prefer
• What style of meeting they prefer

Conclusions from 2014

Receive Information - Online, printed media, 
and broadcast were by far the most important 
ways in which people received information. 
WATS should enhance their efforts with 
online media sources such as MLive, the WATS 
website, and heritage newspapers, along with 
newsletters.

Communication Style - Personal networking, 
word of mouth, telephone calls and/or 
conversations were the most important 
communication styles for the survey 
respondents. WATS will continue to work 
towards a more personalized approach to 
communication.

Meeting Style - The most preferable meeting 
style is the focus group. This is the most 
inclusive type of engagement strategy and 
one that the WATS staff would like to utilize 
more often. WATS will continue to experiment 
with all types of meeting preferences and 
continue to check back with stakeholders and 
the public to see if opinions change.

WATS utilized an online survey (95 surveys 
were collected) and three public input 
meetings to gain information from the public 
on:

• How they would like to receive information
• What communication methods they prefer
• What style of meeting they prefer

Conclusions from 2017

This secTion will be compleTed afTer The July 2017 
public inpuT meeTings.

The sections that follow are the engagement 
techniques that have been developed 
following public input and discussions with 
WATS staff. The strategies are: Inform, Consult, 
Deliberate, and Co-create. Each strategy will 
be explained in detail.
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Involvement Techniques

Inform Consult Deliberate Co-Create

Fact sheets
Website

Social Media

Public comment
Public meetings
Questionnaires

Workshops and 
Advisory 

Committees

Panels 
Networks
Alliances

Tools

Purpose

WATS 
Responsibility

Increase 
knowledge 
on issues 

and decisions 
concerning it

Obtain feedback 
on decisions

High level 
participation in 
idea generation

Shared ownership

Provide public with 
information to 

understand issues

Welcome input, 
and indicate how 
input affected the 

outcome

Engage in 2 way 
conversations, 

factor in thoughts 
and comments 
into decisions

Relevant input 
incorporated 

into decisions to 
maximum extent 

possible

Less Engaging More Engaging

Figure 2 depicts the engagement techniques that WATS staff have embraced at part of their 
public engagement philosophy.  WATS goal is to utilize more engaging participation techniques 
throughout the transportation planning process for all of its projects and products.
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Public Involvement Toolbox - Inform

Purpose 
To facilitate increased knowledge of the issue 
and the decisions concerning it

WATS Responsibility
WATS will provide the public with the 
information required to understand the issue

Overview
For the target audience, WATS efforts to 
Inform are the most passive form of public 
engagement.  This strategy simply involves 
targeted dissemination of information to the 
public.  Goals may range from notification of 
WATS meetings and activities, to providing 
material to broaden the publics’ knowledge 
around a transportation issue.  

Examples of WATS activities where Informing 
is the most appropriate form of public 
involvement include:

• Transportation Planning Process Brochures
• Upcoming Meeting Notices
• Open Houses
• Bringing initial attention to an issue

Participation Strategies
Media outreach Blog posts

Legal Notices Library distribution
Press Releases Posters/Flyers

Paid newspaper ads Fact Sheets
Paid Social media ads Newsletters

Radio Calendar of Events
Featured stories Social Media Posts

Email announcements Direct Mailings

Past Uses of Informing the Public
In the past, WATS has used the Inform strategy 
as a starting point for bringing the public to 
meetings and announcing comment periods.  
The agency blog, Facebook page, Newsletter, 
website, and emails provide updates regarding 
comment periods and upcoming projects.
 

Future Strategies
Moving forward, WATS should consider 
broadening the audience when using 
Inform as a strategy.  This means improving 
distribution lists for agency newsletters and 
announcements, as well as evaluating better 
tools for targeting those not already engaged 
in WATS’ planning process.  Social media 
offers paid tools to broaden the reach of 
posts, targeting local interested users of those 
networks.  

 

WATS staff member Nick Sapkiewicz discussing the 
importance of the non-motorized transportation 
at the first Youth Transportation Forum held in 
Ypsilanti.  
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Public Involvement Toolbox - Consult

Purpose 
To seek advice and/or information from people 
with specific expertise, such as obtaining 
feedback on analysis, alternatives.

WATS Responsibility
WATS will provide the public with clear and 
coherent information regarding the issue(s), 
welcome the publics’ thoughts on the topic, 
and indicate how their input affected outcome.

Overview
For the target audience, WATS efforts to 
Consult are focused on obtaining comments 
and information back from the public on a 
particular set of issues. Goals may range from 
speaking with a WATS staff member at a public 
meeting, responding back to a solicited survey 
or posting to the WATS social media platforms.

Examples of WATS activities where Consulting  
is the most appropriate form of public 
involvement include:

• Comment form/response sheets
• Online survey questions

Participation Strategies
Online discussions Hosted discussions

Focus groups LRP comment
TIP comments Questionnaires

Public meetings Twitter town halls

Online idea forums Public comment 
opportunities

Crowd sourcing Virtual town hall

Past Uses of Informing the Public
In the past, WATS has used the consult strategy 
to solicit comments for specific projects or 
products. The agency blog, social media 
platforms, newsletter, website, and emails 
provide updates regarding comment periods 
and upcoming projects.
 

Future Strategies
Moving forward WATS should improve the 
way citizens can provide feedback to WATS. 
Guided tours and simulation exercises are 
tools that would provide for an open feedback 
loop between the public and WATS.

 

9



Public Involvement Toolbox - Deliberate

Purpose 
Stakeholders and the public will be involved 
in more in depth issues and solution 
development.

WATS Responsibility
WATS will engage the public in two-way 
conversations to make certain that the publics’ 
thoughts, voices, and concerns are factored 
into proposed solutions/decisions.

Overview
For the target audience, WATS efforts to 
Deliberate are focused on seeking out 
meaningful interactions by going to the public 
to gain ideas and insights into the issues. 
Goals may range from meeting people at 
coffee shops, talking to people at bus stops, 
or creating specialized committees.

Examples of WATS activities where Consulting  
is the most appropriate form of public 
involvement include:

• Comment form/response sheets
• Online survey questions

Participation Strategies
Workshops Deliberative polling

Advisory committees Pop up meetings in 
busy locations

Festivals Community based 
organizations

Past Uses of Deliberating with the Public
In the past, WATS has used the Deliberate 
strategy to solicit comments for specific 
projects or programs.  The agency blog, 
Facebook page, Newsletter, website, and 
emails provide updates regarding comment 
periods and upcoming projects.
Examples of WATS activities where 
Deliberating is the most appropriate form of 
public involvement include:

• Citizen Advisory Committees
• Coffee hours
• Attendance at Ann Arbor Green Fair
 

Future Strategies
Moving forward, WATS should consider 
enlisting stakeholders in the development of 
ideas for projects and/or programs. This means 
improving the conversation with citizens in the 
early development phases of projects and/or 
programs that could assist in the decisions 
and solutions proposed.  Two types of tools 
that could be used are for project briefings 
and community fairs. The benefit to project 
briefings would be to engage specific targeted 
audiences, that would provide a direct line of 
communication between agency staff and the 
targeted group.  The benefit to community 
fairs would be to talk with a diverse group of 
individuals (age, race, and gender) all in one 
location.
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Public Involvement Toolbox - Co-Create

Purpose 
Shared ownership between the organization 
and the stakeholders  as the community is 
involved in each aspect (and the outcomes) of 
the decision.

WATS Responsibility
WATS will rely on relevant stakeholders input 
in combination with organizational expertise 
to incorporate recommendations into decision 
to the maximum extent possible.

Overview
For the target audience, WATS efforts to Co-
create are focused on sharing ownership 
of the creation of ideas and policies with 
informed stakeholders.  Goals may range from 
having targeted interactions with key officials 
and community groups to creation of citizens 
advisory committees.

Past Uses of Deliberating with the Public
In the past, WATS has not fully utilized Co-
Create as a strategy for public involvement.

Participation Strategies
Consensus building Charrettes

Panels Networks
Informal coalitions Formal partnerships

Participatory 
decision-making

 

Future Strategies
Moving forward, WATS should consider a 
greater utilization of co-creating strategies. 
This means fully incorporating citizens into 
the decision-making and the solution creating 
process for programs and projects.  Two 
types of tools that could be used are for 
citizen advisory committees and charrettes.  
project briefings and community fairs. The 
benefit to CACs is that they convey their 
advice and concerns on planning issues to the 
governing body that they are a part of. CACs 
also convey information from local officials 
to neighborhood and district residents.  
The benefits to a charrette where citizens, 
designers and others collaborate on a vision 
for development. It provides a forum for 
ideas and offers the unique advantage of 
giving immediate feedback to the designers. 
More importantly, it allows everyone who 
participates to be a mutual author of the plan.
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Engaging Rural Communities

Overview
In the mid 2000s, there was excitement 
around the possibility of countrywide wireless 
Internet service. That effort has since stalled 
due to high costs. However, such a service 
could help bring high speed Internet to rural 
communities, where costs for traditional 
service can prohibit access.

WATS engagement efforts focus on the 
ability of users to have regular access to the 
Internet, such as smart phones and Internet 
connections in a home. What was learned 
from meeting attendees and survey results is 
that there are many people that do not have 
regular access to the Internet. WATS realizes 
that sole reliance upon Internet engagement 
strategies are not effective for all areas of 
the planning area and therefore have made 
changes to engagement efforts. While it may 
not be easy to reach all people in the area, 
WATS is making a more concerted effort to 
dedicate specific attention to this area of the 
county.

There were many ideas that were suggested 
to be incorporated for rural outreach and 
those strategies are highlighted in the Sample 
Tools box.

 

Sample Tools and Strategies for Rural 
Community Engagement

Town hall meetings Discussions at 
community civic clubs

Pop up events Schools and libraries 
for meeting locations

Talk to local 
businesses

Personal invitations 
from respected 

leaders to community 
meeting

Informal coalitions CAPT/DART
SWWCOG
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Public Involvement Toolbox - Visualization

Visualization Techniques - are a critical part of WATS’ strategy to involve the public in the 
planning process, implementing the piece of WATS’ Public Participation Philosophy that states, 
“Communication should be succinct, well crafted and relevant to the needs at hand...” As part of 
this philosophy, WATS wants to communicate utilizing many different forms.

One of the most effective forms of communication is through visualization efforts. Visualization 
can be interactive; image or text based; or include other graphic techniques that strengthen 
the awareness of transportation issues. Techniques may include the use of Power Point 
presentations, software and exercises, aerial photography, GIS software, charts, graphs, artist 
renderings, brochures and mapping. The items below show a few examples of how WATS staff 
can show transportation concepts in a succinct and relevant manner.

13



Plan Development and Review Process

There are many steps that a plan goes through before it is approved. The following graphic 
outlines the process that the 2014 plan undertook and the review during 2017 as part of the 
2045 LRP rewrite.

July 2014

• Reviewed plan
• Created public 

participation philosophy

August 2014

• Plan released for 45 day 
comment period

September 2014

• Held 3 public input 
meetings

October 2014

• Compiled comments 
from public and survey

• Changes to plan based 
upon public comments

November 2014

• WATS Technical Commit-
tee review

• WATS Policy Committee 
approves plan

2014-Beyond

• Staff review strategies for 
effectiveness

• Review the plan annually 
for changes

June 2017 July 2017 August 2017
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WATS Committees

Policy Committee Technical Committee

 
WATS has three standing Committees.  Two of the Committees (Policy and Technical), meet 
monthly to discuss transportation plans, issues facing the region, and process necessary changes 
requested by agencies.  The Federal Aid Committee is called upon as needed.  

WATS Committee meetings are open to the public and offer public comment time at the beginning 
of each meeting.  Notice of meetings and agendas are posted on the WATS website one week 
prior to the meeting.  Technical and Policy Committee meetings are held monthly on the first 
and third Wednesday of each month respectively.  All meeting materials can be found under the 
Committee tabs on the WATS website at miwats.org.

 
The WATS Policy Committee is made up of local 
elected or appointed officials from member 
communities throughout Washtenaw County. 
These officials work together to shape the 
future of the transportation modes in the 
County. Their funding decisions influence the 
location of sidewalks, bicycle facilities, transit 
routes and services, and roadway decisions 
or other enhancement to the transportation 
system.

 
The WATS Technical Committee is made up 
of technical staff from member communities 
throughout Washtenaw County. The Technical 
Committees discusses and focuses on 
projects, and develops recommendations for 
the Policy Committee to take action on.

Federal Aid Committee

The Federal Aid Urban and Rural 
Subcommittees develop Washtenaw County’s 
annual federal aid program. WATS developed 
an application for project prioritization which 
places more emphasis on linking the goals of 
the LRP to project development. Federal Aid 
Committee meetings are held as needed.
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WATS and SEMCOG

WATS works with the Southeast Michigan 
Council of Governments (SEMCOG), the 
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) of 
Southeast Michigan, to establish the Regional 
Transportation Plan (RTP) and the TIP for the 
Region. 

WATS completes the Transportation 
Management Area (TMA) requirements for 
the Ann Arbor Urbanized area and all of 
Washtenaw County while SEMCOG fulfills the 
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) 
requirements for the region, including air 
quality conformity analysis and demographic 
projections.  
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WATS assists in demographic projection 
development by reviewing projection data 
with Washtenaw communities and providing 
updated local data to SEMCOG.  WATS provides 
planning services to the Ann Arbor Urbanized 
Area and to Washtenaw County.  SEMCOG 
and the St. Clair County Transportation Study 
provide planning services to the reset of the 
region, including Detroit.  



Environmental Justice

WATS is responsible for completing an EJ 
analysis on all transportation plans and 
programs for the Washtenaw County and 
the Ann Arbor Urbanized Area. WATS EJ 
analysis identifies protected populations and 
requires that the impacts of transportation 
improvements be documented and evaluated 
to ensure that all populations are impacted 
fairly. These protected populations include 
people from low income and minority 
populations. 

In 1994 Presidential Executive Order 12898 
directed every Federal agency to identify and 
address the effects of all programs, policies, 
and activities on “minority populations and low-
income populations.”  The U. S. Department 
of Transportation’s Environmental Justice 
initiatives accomplish this goal by involving 
the potentially affected public in developing 
transportation projects that serve 
Environmental Justice (EJ) populations without 
sacrificing safety or mobility of the community.
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Map 2 - WATS Urban and Planning Area Highlighting EJ Percentiles



Environmental Justice and Title VI

Title VI
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 requires 
no population is discriminated against on the 
grounds of race, religion or nationality.  To 
comply with Title VI, WATS developed a Limited 
English Proficiency (LEP) plan, which identified 
significant populations of Chinese, Korean 
and Spanish speaking populations throughout 
Washtenaw County.  WATS partnered with the 
University of Michigan Linguistics Department 
to develop a Title VI Complaint forms and 
WATS responsibilities documents in Chinese, 
Korean and Spanish (available on the WATS 
website at www.miwats.org, be sure to scroll 
to the bottom of the page.  This plan outlines 
the process that a person would take to have 
items translated for them. Since WATS is not 
the MPO and SEMCOG is the responsible MPO 
for the region, WATS follows SEMCOG’s Title VI 
Plan which can be found at semcog.org/Title-
VI.

Native American
Washtenaw County does not contain a Native 
American Reservation and is no longer home 
to significant populations of Native Americans.  
With increased focus on Native American 
consideration in the transportation planning 
process, WATS will consult with Michigan 
Tribal leadership to review the Long Range 
Transportation Plan and other applicable 
WATS products.    
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Revised EJ Process
WATS has revised its definition of its EJ area to 
be a better indicator of potential issues and 
to follow best practices recommended by the 
EPA.

The updated measure ranks Census Tracts 
by the combined average of percent minority 
and percent low income residents within 
each tract ((% Minority +% Low Income)/2). 
The EJ area is the area defined by the 80th 
Percentile of tracts. WATS will also monitor 
project impacts to neighborhoods at the 90th 
and 95th percentiles. The updated EJ area 
more accurately defines areas of EJ concern, 
and accounts for the high numbers of 
students and well educated immigrants at the 
county’s universities. The revised EJ analysis 
will be employed with the suite of projects 
submitted as part of the upcoming 2045 LRP 
development.


