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ENTRY INFORMATION 

	Division No.
	7 – Issues/Crisis Management

	Category No.
	7b – Public Involvement Approach

	Title of Entry
	I-70 Online Public Meeting/Hearing


CONTACT INFORMATION

	Entrant/Organization Name
	Shane Peck, Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT)

	Contact Name
	Bob Brendel

	Title
	Outreach Coordinator, Program Delivery and Project Manager, I-70 Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement

	Street Address
	105 W. Capitol Avenue

	City, State, ZIP
	Jefferson City, MO 65102-0270

	Phone
	573-751-8717 office
573-645-5453 mobile

	E-mail
	robert.brendel@modot.mo.gov


ENTRY PROFILE

The issue:  Interstate 70 is the busiest highway in Missouri connecting St. Louis and Kansas City.  Portions of the interstate are more than 50 years old and the highway is crumbling and congested.  MoDOT has been working to be ready to act should funding become available to rebuild and refurbish this aging interstate.  Given just 12 months to get feedback on the project’s Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (SEIS), we knew we had to come up with a different, faster public input approach that would still achieve broad outreach and public attendance/engagement.  As a result, MoDOT joined with HNTB, its engineering consultant partner on the project, to develop Missouri’s first-ever electronic public meeting.  This innovative public involvement tool is believed to be only the second virtual meeting in the country and has since been applied to a number of other MoDOT projects – increasing public participation by more than 5,200 people (through 6/30/09).

We wanted to meaningfully and cost-effectively engage motorists, travelers and other I-70 stakeholders across the state in a project that stretches over a 200-mile corridor snaking through rural and urban regions. In such an environment, the difficulties of organizing, publicizing and implementing multiple meetings needed to canvass the state would have been enormous. That’s why MoDOT and HNTB moved the mid-project update meeting to the Internet to take advantage of the convenient, compelling features it offered stakeholders.

The online meeting could be accessed 24 hours a day, seven days a week, at www.improvei70.org. A video simulation and electronic versions of informational displays regarding important data and concepts could be replayed — or downloaded — by stakeholders to absorb at their own pace. One of the components of the outreach effort was a video simulation of how dedicated truck lanes would work on I-70.   To date, more than 11,000 people have visited our Web site and YouTube.com to learn more about the innovative proposal.  A survey and study team enabled people to get specific questions and concerns addressed immediately. And to ensure stakeholders had full access to the process, the online meeting was supplemented with informal listening sessions at three locations within the corridor. 

Due to this innovative approach, up to 10 times as many people attended the online public meeting as had attended previous physical meetings at a cost comparable to or less than onsite meetings. More than 525 participants accessed the online meeting, and 87 completed the survey. The listening sessions at O’Fallon, Columbia and Oak Grove resulted in the study team interacting with another 60 people. Once the Draft SEIS was available, it was also offered online, as well as at three traditional open-house public hearings. Some 338 people participated online while 97 attended the physical hearings. The online component generated 169 electronically submitted comments.

The online meetings gave people the opportunity to express their input at their convenience, without driving long distances to attend a public meeting (at the time of the first online meeting, gasoline prices were nearing $4.00 per gallon). To ensure a two-way dialogue, online visitors could e-mail questions at any point during the month-long meeting schedule. Answers were posted to a “Q&A” page periodically.  The process also eliminated numerous hours of work that would have needed to be done had typical meetings been held.

The online public meeting and online public hearing supported all of the Public Involvement Goals for this study:

· Help the public understand the SEIS and how truck-only lanes fit with previous I-70 studies,

· Gather meaningful public input of the Truck-Only Lanes Strategy, and

· Create sustainable support for the recommendations for the final selected strategy.

The resulting online public meeting and listening stations were publicized in many innovative ways:

· A paid ad on Mapquest.com for those searching for I-70 addresses/directions. The ad was shown more than 141,000 times, generating 62 visits to www.improvei70.org.

· MoDOT added a link to the online meeting to the following Web sites: www.modot.org, www.modotblog.blogspot.com and I-70 Video YouTube posting.

· Requested links and/or announcements on the organizational Web sites of the: City of Columbia, East-West Gateway Council of Governments, Jackson County, Mid American Regional Council, Missouri Agribusiness Showcase, Missouri Motor Carriers Association, Missouri Petroleum Marketers and Convenience Store Association, OOIDA, Farm Bureau, Scenic Missouri, Sierra Club and State of Missouri.

· Along with traditional media, the team sought coverage from key topic bloggers. Blog coverage included: www.stltoday.com/blogzone/along-for-the-ride/ and BoCoMo Buzz.

These methods supplemented more traditional promotional tools, including:

· Press release including links to project Web site and online meeting location.

· Postcard to a 1,200-name project mailing list.

· MoDOT Express Lane e-newsletter

· Quarter-page paid advertisements in: Boonville Record, Concordian, Columbia Daily Tribune, Kansas City Star, Odessan, St. Charles Journal and Warrenton Journal.

· Flyers about the online meeting in the Oak Grove Petro Station driver’s lounge and in other Petro stations throughout Missouri.

The project team’s commitment to providing the most cost-effective outreach effort without compromising public involvement excellence is reflected in the final results. More than 95 percent of those who completed the survey said the materials made a good case for reconstructing I-70; 73 percent favored the truck-only lanes concept. A complete summary of the online meeting/hearing, as well as all of the I-70 public outreach efforts can be found at the Improve I-70 Web site.
