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Symposium: Equity Planning Revisited

Introduction

In recent years, a strand within planning has emphasized the 
potential compatibility between what is famously known as 
the three E’s: economy, equity, and the environment. While 
acknowledging the tensions that may exist, planners are also 
admonished to seek unusual partners, including city–suburb 
coalitions and business–community alliances, in pursuit of a 
new common good (Campbell 1996; Katz and Bradley 2013; 
Orfield 2002). Contributing to the sense that there may be 
sweet spots of mutual interest has been a growing body of 
literature, particularly at the regional or metropolitan scale, 
suggesting that attention to social equity is not only consis-
tent with but perhaps contributes to more rapid and more sus-
tained growth (Benner and Pastor 2015a; Eberts, Erickcek, 
and Kleinhenz 2006; Pastor and Benner 2008).

The emphasis on potential complementarities have led 
some to worry that equity issues will be subsumed in a pro-
growth (and business-dominated) agenda and will therefore 
be likely to be set aside as afterthoughts by more powerful 
and more traditional regional actors (Bollens 2003). 
Associated with this is a concern that the focus on the equity-
economy complementarity tends to celebrate intersectoral 
collaborations rather than the social advocacy that is key to 
moving social policy forward (Lester and Reckhow 2013). 
Particularly after our last book, Just Growth, in which we 
examined metropolitan areas where inclusion, prosperity, 
and civic conversations were coming together, we have been 
singled out as contributing to this sense that the interwoven 
destinies once stressed by Henry Cisneros might be enough 
to win the regional equity day (Benner and Pastor 2012; 
Cisneros 1993; Lester and Reckhow 2013).

Does that mean that the regional equity perspective we 
and others have embraced precludes the sort of advocacy 
planning stressed by Paul Davidoff (1965) in his seminal 
article, “Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning”? This has 
always seemed to us to be an odd question, given the origins 
of the regional equity perspective in advocacy organizations 
(Bernstein 1997), the frequent focus on the important and 
indeed inspirational role of social movements in shaping the 
regional equity framework in the United States (Pastor, 
Benner, and Matsuoka 2009), and the continued deployment 
of regional equity as a concept in service of inclusion 
(Treuhaft, Blackwell, and Pastor 2011). At the same time, we 
must acknowledge a certain validity in the criticism of our 
approach: our willingness to explore the equity–growth rela-
tionship, to emphasize the potential positive role of civic 
business groups, and to stress how new regional conversa-
tions can lead to mutually beneficial outcomes have certainly 
made a “Pollyanna” characterization of our work plausible.

In this article, we argue that advocacy planning indeed 
can play a critically important role in building regional 
equity, but that to be effective, it requires both advocacy and 
collaboration, but within a broader sense of shared regional 
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destiny. We argue that the different (regional) scale of action 
suggests the importance of an expanded range of knowledge 
and skills, moving beyond the relatively well-understood ter-
rain of neighborhood and city planning within existing polit-
ical institutions, to a broader range of issues (e.g., workforce 
development, cluster-based economic development, climate 
change mitigation) in a more complex interjurisdictional 
arena of regional development. This suggests a simultaneous 
move from a focus on government structures to an emphasis 
on complex, informal, and intersectoral dynamics of regional 
governance; while skirmishes in existing formal and more 
adversarial policy contexts are key and help to move the 
needle on equity (Lester and Reckhow 2013), the messy 
arena of governance paves the way for a more deliberative 
democracy that can lead to important new understandings 
among diverse constituencies (Bohman and Rehg 1997; 
Young 2000). Finally, we emphasize the importance of a par-
ticular type of political leadership—those particular individ-
uals who are able to maintain credibility in their own 
constituency while simultaneously building bridges to other 
constituencies, and using this commitment to both people 
and place to engage in “principled conflict” in a way that 
helps build a sense of common destiny among constituencies 
with competing interests and values.

To flesh out this argument about conflict, collaboration, 
and community building at the regional scale, we look at the 
experiences of two metropolitan areas: Fresno, California, 
and San Antonio, Texas. Both are part of a larger study we 
are completing and these regions were initially selected for 
contrasting substantive outcomes—San Antonio has a record 
of improvements in income levels and distribution (relative 
to other metros in its broader Census region) while Fresno 
has a decidedly opposite set of results. But researching and 
spending time in both locales revealed that, while there are 
some key variations, they started from somewhat similar 
political economies in the early 1970s: an Anglo elite deter-
mined to check the power of a growing Hispanic population, 
simmering social movement organizations that were getting 
primed to facilitate that power shift, and an economy that 
needed to be reorganized to generate progress (in Fresno, by 
diversifying away from agriculture; in San Antonio, by 
adjusting to a sizeable military cutback; and in both places, 
by forging a development model not based on cheap labor). 
The period that followed was especially fractious, especially 
in San Antonio (which was the anchor location for a vibrant 
Alinsky-style organizing group) but also in the Fresno area 
in the San Joaquin Valley (given the key role of the United 
Farm Workers in the Valley, which also owes allegiance to 
Alinsky-trained organizers).

Yet a visit to both locations today suggests very different 
experiences of conflict and collaboration. In San Antonio, a 
majority of voters in 2012 passed a tax that will steer addi-
tional resources to pre-K education for the least advantaged 
kids—with the support not only of a progressive mayor and 
community groups but also the Chamber of Commerce. By 

contrast, in Fresno, the Chamber of Commerce and local 
Building Industry Association leaders were strong and vocal 
opponents to a modest but important effort in 2012 to 
develop a general plan that would attempt to revitalize 
downtown, promote denser development, and reverse the 
long-term sprawl that has contributed to inequality in the 
region. In San Antonio, the chatter is all about how well dif-
ferent sectors collaborate (enough to get rewarded a Promise 
Neighborhood, a Choice Neighborhood, a Promise Zone, 
and a Sustainable Communities Initiative from the federal 
government). In Fresno, environmental justice advocates in 
the region have all but given up on collaborative policy 
solutions to addressing the region’s worst-in-the-nation air 
pollution, seeing adversarial lawsuits as the only meaning-
ful pathway forward.

Why the contrast and what does this mean for regional 
equity, metropolitan coalition building, and advocacy plan-
ning? We argue that key stakeholders in San Antonio have 
been able to find ways to collaborate in the midst of conflict 
over competing interests and values, while in Fresno, the 
inability of stakeholders to turn conflict into a productive 
force has resulted in a sense of entrenched division and dis-
couragement. This suggests the importance, at least within 
the regional equity field, for advocacy planners (and other 
advocates) to also pay attention to processes of collabora-
tion. We suggest the need for a more integrated and multi-
dimensional advocacy approach that incorporates what we 
call “principled conflict”—in which opposing ideas are 
raised and advocacy is central, but stakeholders develop a 
sense of a common regional destiny through what we allit-
eratively refer to as the three R’s: a recognition of shared 
Roots in the region, a desire to stay in Relationship, even 
with opposing interests, and a commitment to Reason over 
ideology in developing solutions.

In what follows, we first review Davidoff’s concept of 
advocacy planning, and the implications for both regional 
equity and the diversity and dynamism of regional knowl-
edge networks. Contrasting Davidoff’s ideas with those in 
the school of “communicative rationality,” we draw a paral-
lel with the debates in regional equity about conflict versus 
collaboration and suggest the potential for a useful synthesis. 
We then turn to our case studies, emphasizing the evolution 
of conflict in the case of San Antonio and the stasis of strug-
gle in Fresno. While there are structural factors that play an 
important role, we stress key differences in organizing, the 
presence (or lack thereof) of key individuals who became 
transcendent and transformational figures, and certain key 
features of each region’s civic life. We conclude with the 
implications for planners of these patterns of conflict, col-
laboration, and community building, suggesting that plan-
ners can help by promoting principled conflict and 
collaboration, insuring that equity stays on the agenda, being 
aware of the interplay with social forces and social move-
ment actors, and not choosing between confrontation and 
collaboration but rather embracing the activities associated 
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with both traditional advocacy planning and cross-constitu-
ency collaborative dialogue.

Advocacy Planning, Collaboration, 
Diverse Epistemic Communities

The right course of action is always a matter of choice, never 
of fact.

(Paul Davidoff 1965)

Paul Davidoff’s famous article on advocacy and pluralism in 
planning was centered on two central points. First, was an 
argument against the model of “rational planning” that domi-
nated the profession at the time, which attempted to reduce 
the role of values in shaping planning choices. In contrast, 
Davidoff argued, planning action cannot be prescribed from 
a position of value neutrality, since prescriptions are always 
based on desired objectives. Thus, he argued, values held by 
planners should not only be made clear and explicit, but 
planners should be advocates for what they deem proper.

Davidoff’s second central point related to the politics of 
the planning process, which he argued discouraged full dem-
ocratic participation in city governance. It did this in part by 
focusing on the development of unified general plans. City 
development, he argued, should be the result of plural plan-
ning, with differing ideas competing in the public sphere for 
acceptance, rather than a single city planning department 
developing a unified vision through technical processes 
designed to determine the “best” alternatives. Instead, he 
argued, better outcomes would emerge if interest groups out-
side government advocated for alternative plans. In the pro-
cess, he also fundamentally recast the role of the planner 
from technical expert to an advocate for specific substantive 
solutions. Davidoff was a proponent of this perspective not 
only as a researcher, but in all his professional capacities, 
including serving on the governing board of the American 
Institute of Planners, where he was successful in amending 
its code of ethics to state that:

A planner shall seek to expand choice and opportunity for all 
persons, recognizing a special responsibility to plan for the 
needs of disadvantaged groups and persons, and shall urge 
the alteration of policies, institutions, and decisions which 
militate against such objectives. (Checkoway 1994)

One of the most important planners to follow Davidoff’s 
admonitions—to the point of quoting this passage in his 
recounting of his years as a city planner in Cleveland—was 
Norman Krumholz (Krumholz 1982, 165–66). He came to 
work in Cleveland after the election of Carl Stokes, the first 
black mayor of a city exceeding five hundred thousand in its 
population, and he was explicit about paying attention to 
issues of social disadvantage and social justice. While 
Krumholz notes that many of the issues on which he worked 
sometimes required achieving broad consensus, the focus of 

his work was on identifying and clarifying the often oppos-
ing interests of different constituencies, and keeping the con-
sequences of inequitable decisions directly in front of local 
decision makers’ minds (Krumholz 1990; Kindle location 
726). He and an activist planning staff tackled transit inequal-
ity, subsidies to downtown developers, and other questions 
that would be familiar to today’s socially minded planning 
students and practitioners.

Of course, Davidoff’s vision and the actions of Krumholz 
and other advocacy planners emerged in the context of the 
tremendous social protest and political turbulence of his 
time. While Davidoff did not refer to the pioneering orga-
nizer Saul Alinsky in his article, advocacy planning is often 
seen as being closely associated with Alinsky’s strong 
emphasis on community organizing and social action. After 
all, even the most equity-oriented bureaucrats cannot just act 
on their own, and so there needs to be outside pressure to 
shift planning practices, a force that can be provided by allied 
advocates (or alternatively business and other interests as in 
the case of growth regimes; see Logan and Molotch 1987; 
Molotch 1976). In his own seminal article, Krumholz notes 
the need for equity-oriented planning professionals to go 
beyond planning commissioners and engage other important 
actors if anything is to be accomplished in terms of change 
(Krumholz 1982, 174).

Of course, another perspective suggests that the planner’s 
job is mainly to help build consensus in the planning process, 
through a combination of developing professional advice 
and analysis for elected officials and the public, and mediat-
ing between conflicting interests to develop shared goals and 
priorities. One strong thread in this view, which has emerged 
subsequent to Davidoff’s work, has the perspective of plan-
ning as “communicative action” or “communicative rational-
ity,” which emphasizes that the process by which information 
is produced is critically important in ensuring its understand-
ing and use by institutions:

Information produced according to the conventional model, 
by presumably neutral experts who work outside and apart 
from the political and bureaucratic process through which 
policy gets made, does not become embedded in the 
institutions or the players’ understandings. It will become 
what we have called “intellectual capital” or shared 
knowledge, only if there is plenty of talk about the meaning of 
the information, its accuracy, and its implications. Information 
does not influence unless it represents a socially constructed 
and shared understanding created in the community of policy 
actors. If, however, the meaning does emerge through such a 
social process, the information changes the actors and their 
actions, often without their applying it expressly to a specific 
decision. (Innes 1998, p. 56)

This communicative approach suggests a more collabora-
tive and less conflictual process in which knowledge is 
developed, shared, and used to inform more “rational” deci-
sions, or as Fainstein describes this approach, “the planner’s 
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primary function is to listen to people’s stories and assist in 
forging a consensus among differing viewpoints” (Fainstein 
2000, 454). Judith Innes, for example, seems to suggest a 
harmonious process in which continued conversations lead 
to consensus about the importance of what could be compet-
ing interests; this is certainly the tone of her review of a 
series of regional planning collaboratives that emerged in 
California in the 1990s (Innes and Rongerude 2005). John 
Forester pays more attention to issues of power in this com-
munication process, including a systemic analysis of the 
various dimensions of misinformation that occur in planning 
processes (e.g., intentional, unintentional, structural) and 
ways that progressive planners might work on behalf of par-
ticular stakeholders or particular values to overcome this 
misinformation (Forester 1982, 1989). His emphasis, how-
ever, is still on processes of “mediated negotiation” that 
emphasize collaborative information-sharing processes, and 
he emphasizes a collaborative process for addressing power 
differentials. This stands in contrast to Davidoff’s vision of a 
more messy, tense, and combative process.

How does advocacy planning, and this debate about the 
combative versus collaborative role of planners, relate to 
“regional equity”? With roots in earlier research on spatial 
mismatch and inequality (Kain 1968; Wilson 1987), regional 
equity gained prominence as a concept in both practice and 
theory in the mid-1990s; initially labeled “community-based 
regionalism” (Bernstein 1997), it was based on an argument 
that metropolitan space had been segregated by race and 
class and that this has negative impacts on opportunity for 
less advantaged populations (Powell 1999; Rusk 1995). 
However, the regional equity perspective was generally opti-
mistic that regional coalitions could be formed to overcome 
those spatial and racial divisions, including the ability to 
build cross-jurisdictional collaborations and political alli-
ances (Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2001; Orfield 
1997). Analysts and advocates alike often suggested that 
working with unusual partners, including those business and 
civic leaders interested in what was labeled the “new region-
alism,” might offer up new sorts of openings to effect change 
(Pastor, Benner, and Matsuoka 2009; Wheeler 2002). Indeed, 
one quantitative analysis found that regional equity efforts 
were often reactive, coming into being to respond to new 
regional business collaboratives (Pastor, Lester, and Scoggins 
2009).

Chasing the regionalist opening (whether prompted by a 
business-led agenda or even an environmentalist effort such 
as “Smart Growth”) has its opportunistic value—finally, pro-
gressives and others concerned with social justice were get-
ting to a debate just as it was starting. But there are also clear 
downside risks to joining someone else’s party when an 
agenda may already be set and power relations may be lop-
sided: equity concerns can get submerged, and lifting them 
up sharply and crisply can require the sharp elbows of com-
munity organizing (Lester and Reckhow 2013). Indeed, 
Swanstrom and Banks argue that conflict can be as important 

as collaboration in achieving regional equity goals, and that 
community-based organizations that effectively balance con-
flict and collaboration can have significant success in 
regional policy arenas (Swanstrom and Banks 2009). Often, 
such success is achieved through small incremental wins, 
with community organizations working both inside and out-
side formal planning channels to push for their interests 
(McAndrews and Marcus 2014), and using state and federal 
points of leverage to achieve regional goals (Clark and 
Christopherson 2009; Lowe 2014).

Of course, achieving a balance of conflict and coopera-
tion in planning is not limited to regional approaches. 
Hutchinson and Loukaitou-Sideris (2001), for example, pro-
vide an interesting analysis of the Pico Union neighborhood 
of Los Angeles, where they argue that a more asset-based 
consensus-building approach to community development 
had certain limitations that would have been overcome had 
issues been addressed in a more confrontational, Alinsky-ist 
style. An asset-based, consensus approach to community 
development, in contrast, avoids Alinksy’s focus on mobiliz-
ing anger about things lacking in the community, and instead 
focuses on assets to build from and creating alliances with 
more powerful partners to address local challenges. In the 
Alinsky model, the responsibility of outside organizers is to 
work with residents to choose the issues, get a critical mass 
of residents to buy in, and organize people to demand from 
power brokers greater resources to address the issue. 
Hutchinson and Loukaitou-Sideris conclude that the “real 
question may be not which model is better, but rather which 
is necessary for what end” (Hutchinson and Loukaitou-
Sideris 2001, 308).

The balance of collaboration, conflict, and community 
building is of particular concern for regional equity efforts 
given that they are relatively new—and that there are a wide 
range of regionalisms for which equity is indeed a secondary 
concern (Henton, Melville, and Walesh 1997, 2003). 
Typically conflict and collaboration are considered as oppo-
site ends of a spectrum, with regional collaborative efforts 
seen as trying to overcome conflict much in the way that 
collaborative institutions are generally conceptualized as 
aiming to build consensus and encourage cooperative rather 
than conflictual behavior (Lubell 2004; Weber 1998). Yet 
classic works of sociology have argued that in fact conflict 
can be part of the dynamic that draws people together in 
social organizations and group affiliation (Simmel 1955). 
And conflict can be an important learning opportunity, with 
education research long having argued that teachers who 
avoid and suppress certain types of conflict in their class-
rooms lose valuable opportunities for students to develop 
creative insights and improve cognitive development 
(Johnson and Johnson 1979).

So when does conflict contribute to regional collaboration 
and when does it get in the way? In our book Just Growth, we 
suggested that the development of “diverse epistemic com-
munities” (essentially diverse knowledge sharing networks) 
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seemed to be an important component of regions that had 
successfully achieved what are often seen as conflicting 
goals of both rapid economic growth and improved social 
equity (Benner and Pastor 2012). In that work, we found that 
such knowledge-sharing networks could emerge through a 
variety of different processes (such as through a particularly 
influential leadership program, an especially comprehensive 
metropolitan planning organization, or informal but sus-
tained networks), but that what they shared in common was 
the sharing of data and perspectives among diverse groups, 
as well as more sustained interactions that made it easier to 
incorporate multiple interests into planning.

We admit that our first pass at the concept made it sound 
a lot more like communicative rationality than advocacy 
planning, though we’d like to think still with an emphasis on 
power differentials in line with Forester’s analysis. What we 
failed to stress there—and what we correct here—is that such 
processes are not conflict-free. Indeed, given power imbal-
ances, the concerns of the disadvantaged will often surface 
only if they fight, often in confrontational ways, such as 
through protests, marches, and boycotts. On the other hand, 
conflict without end or with the end of simply vanquishing 
one’s opponent is also not productive—and so there also 
needs to be processes in which the repeated interactions of 
differing actors eventually result in some shift in tone, power, 
and policy. This requires some sophisticated skills on the part 
of advocates as well as civic leaders, including the ability to 
adjust midstream from conflict to collaboration as is 
necessary.

In this article, we look at two regions that have been 
divergent in both their outcomes and their processes: San 
Antonio and Fresno. As noted in the introduction, the for-
mer has been able to achieve better outcomes than the latter 
in terms of both growth and equity but just as remarkable is 
the way in which collaboration has become a social norm in 
San Antonio while conflict is the daily norm in Fresno. 
Understanding how one case evolved in one direction and 
the other in the other—particularly given similar social 

tensions at the outset of the period we consider—could have 
special lessons for regional equity planners interested in sys-
tematic efforts to productively reconcile different interests 
even as they stress the need to make progress on inclusion as 
well as prosperity.

A Tale of Two Regions

In the early 1970s and 1980s, the case for equity-oriented 
planning and policy in Fresno and San Antonio would have 
looked quite similar. Both metro areas faced high levels of 
entrenched poverty and each faced a challenging economic 
structure, with Fresno deeply dependent on its agricultural 
sector and San Antonio reliant on a military sector that was 
soon to shrink dramatically. Beneath the numbers was a simi-
lar set of racial dynamics, with a growing share of Latinos in 
each region beginning to challenge traditional Anglo domi-
nation of the region’s political structure, as well as challeng-
ing the way in which that population was being left behind in 
terms of income and quality of life.

Before we elaborate these political economy dimensions 
in the case studies, it is useful to look at the basic data.1 As 
can be seen in Table 1, Fresno underwent a more rapid demo-
graphic shift from white to nonwhite between 1970 and 
2010; by 2010, the race and ethnic breakdown is remarkably 
similar, with the difference being that Fresno has a larger 
Asian population. Another key issue, and one made much of 
by observers and analysts in San Antonio, is the relatively 
small share of immigrants in San Antonio compared to 
Fresno—the share of foreign-born was similar in both loca-
tions in 1970 but dramatically higher in Fresno in 2010. 
Equally significant, in 1970, the share of Latinos born in the 
United States was 84 percent in Fresno and 88 percent in San 
Antonio while in 2010 the respective shares were 69 percent 
and 83 percent, with obvious implications for potential elec-
toral power.

Table 2 illustrates the employment structure for both met-
ros while Table 3 indicates the income outcomes. The most 

Table 1. Demographics of Fresno and San Antonio Metros.

Year
Total 

Population
% Non-Hispanic 

White % Black % Latino
% Asian 

and Other
% Foreign-

Born

Fresno 1970 418,900 71 5 22 2 7
 1980 515,540 62 5 29 4 11
 1990 669,453 51 5 35 10 18
 2000 804,760 39 5 44 12 22
 2010 930,811 33 5 50 12 22
San Antonio 1970 863,200 56 7 37 1 6
 1980 992,340 46 7 47 1 7
 1990 1,182,352 42 7 49 2 8
 2000 1,383,978 36 7 54 3 11
 2010 1,710,723 30 7 59 4 13

Source: U.S. Census, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (Ruggles et al. 2010).
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telling differences are Fresno’s reliance on agriculture and 
San Antonio’s early reliance on the military sector.2 One can 
see what was a major challenge that faced San Antonio in 
this period, namely, the shrinkage of the military sector as 
the Cold War ended (and even before). Interestingly, San 
Antonio seems to have adjusted—note the rise in profes-
sional service and finance, insurance, and real estate (FIRE), 
higher earning sectors that helped to pick up the slack.

Better evidence of adjustment is in Table 3: Household 
income (which was only available in the data starting in 
1980) fell steadily in Fresno and rose in San Antonio before 
a dip during the Great Recession. The share of middle-class 
households (judged by their respective statewide distribution 
of incomes in 1980) fell in both regions but much less so in 
San Antonio; the share of those in the bottom quintile went 
up dramatically in Fresno but not in San Antonio.3 Poverty 
data, which are available from 1970, tell a similar story: both 
Fresno and San Antonio start with a poverty rate of about 20 
percent and despite one positive blip in 1980, Fresno ends up 
with a higher share in poverty in 2010 than San Antonio.4

In terms of disparity, Fresno shows a steady deterioration 
in the ratio of Latino to white income while San Antonio 
shows an initial fall (particularly in the 1980s as the military 
cutbacks hit the Mexican American middle class), and then 
a partial recuperation. Finally, while San Antonio may be 

worried about education now, it has done much better than 
Fresno at lowering the share of those in the ages 25 to 65 
without a high school education and raising the share of 
those in the same age bracket with a college education.

The basic demographic and employment structure can 
help to explain some of the income results: having less for-
eign-born and being less reliant on agriculture certainly gave 
San Antonio an advantage. But it is also clear that San Antonio 
faced a much bigger shock as the military sector shrunk, and 
its ability to mobilize an effective response should be of great 
interest, particularly because both regions were characterized 
by significant intergroup conflicts that would normally be 
seen as impeding collaboration. Part of what might have 
helped is the relative concentration in one jurisdictional unit: 
using figures from the 2012 ACS, San Antonio City hosts 
77.5 percent of the metro population (in this case, as we’ve 
constructed it, of Bexar County) while Fresno City hosts 53 
percent of the metro population (as we’ve defined it, Fresno 
County). Having a larger share of the population in one juris-
diction means that it may be easier to move the region by 
moving the city—certainly there are strong conflicts between 
city and county in the Fresno area, while in San Antonio the 
regional relations are more collaborative.

As for political cultures, while there are also important 
differences that structure the processes we discuss below, 

Table 2. Employment Structure of Fresno and San Antonio Metros.

Year
Agriculture 

(%) Mining (%)
Construction 

(%)
Manufacturing 

(%)
Transportation 

(%)
Wholesale  
Trade (%)

Retail Trade 
(%)

Fresno 1970 13.5 0.5 5.3 10.7 7.2 5.0 18.1
 1980 11.6 0.3 6.0 11.4 6.7 5.5 16.8
 1990 11.6 0.2 5.6 9.7 6.3 4.8 16.0
 2000 9.3 0.1 5.7 8.9 5.8 5.5 16.6
 2010 11.4 0.1 5.8 7.3 6.3 4.4 16.8
San Antonio 1970 1.1 0.4 5.3 10.0 6.5 4.0 16.1
 1980 0.9 0.6 6.9 10.2 6.3 4.9 16.8
 1990 1.0 0.3 5.7 8.0 6.6 4.0 18.1
 2000 1.0 0.1 7.4 7.1 7.6 3.3 18.3
 2010 1.2 0.4 7.5 5.9 6.5 2.5 19.0

 Year
Finance and 

Real Estate (%)
Business 

Services (%)
Personal 

Services (%)
Entertainment 

(%)
Professional 
Services (%)

Public 
Administration (%)

Active Military 
(%)

Fresno 1970 5.1 2.8 4.1 1.2 22.0 4.1 0.3
 1980 6.3 4.2 2.8 0.8 20.7 6.8 0.2
 1990 6.2 4.9 3.0 1.0 24.4 6.0 0.3
 2000 5.0 5.6 2.7 1.2 26.9 6.5 0.1
 2010 4.8 4.7 3.1 1.1 28.2 5.9 0.2
San Antonio 1970 5.0 2.9 4.6 0.7 15.5 11.8 16.0
 1980 6.3 3.9 3.3 0.8 20.3 8.9 10.0
 1990 8.2 5.2 3.6 1.2 24.4 7.8 6.0
 2000 8.3 6.6 3.5 1.3 25.8 5.6 4.0
 2010 8.6 6.7 3.8 1.2 28.0 5.5 3.2

Source: U.S. Census, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (Ruggles et al. 2010).
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both metro areas had tensions that could have (rightly) 
worked against the sense of a “regional community.” In 
Fresno, and the broader San Joaquin Valley, a farmworkers 
movement, a nationwide grape boycott, and a related series 
of visible strikes made poverty and disempowerment of the 
Latino population central, highly visible, and bitterly con-
tested issues. Urban Fresno was not left out of the clash, as 
the Alinsky-linked Community Services Organization had an 
active branch there, and it was the center of many farmwork-
ers’ gatherings and public actions. San Antonio had a more 
strongly rooted and growing Chicano middle class, many of 
whom had integrationist political goals and supported less 
confrontational tactics (Rosales 2000). But it also had its 
share of farmworker organizing and Chicano civil rights 
organizing in the 1960s and early 1970s. And in the 1980s, 
the area became an anchor for the Alinsky-linked Industrial 
Areas Foundation and host to a vibrant and well-documented 
series of clashes between the Anglo elite and disenfranchised 
communities (M. R. Warren 2001).

San Antonio

Civic leaders in San Antonio today proudly boast of an 
increasingly multifaceted economy that has been able to 

move beyond reliance on military spending and now boasts 
vibrant tourism, medical, energy, manufacturing, and profes-
sional services sectors. The relative economic success is 
often attributed to a spirit of collaboration among govern-
ment, business, universities, and community groups that has 
become part of the regional DNA (Benner and Pastor 2015a). 
That collaboration is also seemingly rooted in the capacity of 
the economy to deliver for the middle: note from the tables 
above that while the middle class shrank slightly over the 
30-year period we examine, the movement seems to have 
been into the top quintile rather than the lower 40 percent; 
other measures of inequality have shifted for the worse but 
much less so over the 1990s and 2000s than for the other top 
192 metros (Benner and Pastor 2015a).5

Collaboration and a better sharing of the spoils of eco-
nomic prosperity—this is a far cry from three decades ago 
when San Antonio was the site of one of the country’s most 
lively struggles to challenge stark racism in the allocation of 
public resources and confront a business elite who seemed 
committed to marketing the region based on cheap labor. The 
challenge to racism was remarkably concrete in both its sub-
ject and its strategies: working-class Latinos living on the 
city’s poorer West Side were impacted by torrential rain-
storm and inadequate drainage systems that sent water and 

Table 3. Income and Education Measures for Fresno and San Antonio Metros.

Household Income Measures

 Year

Median 
Household 

Income
% in Lower 

Quintile
% in Next 
Quintile

% in Middle 
Class

% in Highest 
Quintile

Hispanic to 
Anglo Income 
(100 Is Equal)

Fresno 1980 $47,636 23.5 22.3 39.5 14.7 69.7
 1990 $46,601 24.1 22.5 37.6 15.8 65.2
 2000 $45,247 25.6 22.6 34.8 17.1 64.4
 2010 $43,800 28.4 21.1 33.4 17.1 61.5
San Antonio 1980 $44,723 21.7 22.9 39.9 15.5 66.2
 1990 $45,546 21.6 21.8 39.1 17.5 60.8
 2000 $49,737 19.0 19.6 38.9 22.5 63.3
 2010 $46,143 22.0 20.7 37.0 20.3 63.6

 Poverty Rates and Educational Attainment

 Year
% Below 
Poverty

% 100–149% 
Poverty

% 150–199% 
Poverty

% >200% 
Poverty

% <High 
School

% College 
Graduate

Fresno 1970 20 15 12 53 42 13
 1980 14 12 12 62 30 17
 1990 20 13 12 55 31 18
 2000 23 14 11 52 31 18
 2010 25 13 11 51 26 20
San Antonio 1970 20 17 15 49 48 11
 1980 18 12 13 57 32 17
 1990 20 11 11 58 23 21
 2000 16 11 11 62 20 24
 2010 18 12 11 60 16 27

Source: U.S. Census, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (Ruggles et al. 2010).

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA DAVIS on August 20, 2015jpe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jpe.sagepub.com/


314 Journal of Planning Education and Research 35(3) 

debris flowing into the streets, ruining homes and impacting 
public safety, and many West Side schools also lacked heat 
and proper insulation (Rogers 1990; Rosales 2000). As a 
result, the first powerful organizing efforts were focused 
largely on infrastructure as well as on the shift in political 
power that would be necessary to achieve change.

One of the main vehicles for change was Communities 
Organized for Public Services (COPS), an affiliate of the 
Alinsky-founded Industrial Areas Foundation that was 
formed in 1974. Led by Ernie Cortes, one of the country’s 
premier community organizers, one of COPS’s earliest cam-
paigns involved working to persuade the City Council to 
pass a budget proposal that included $100 million invest-
ment in infrastructure and increased services in poor, pre-
dominantly Latino neighborhoods. Persuasion often took a 
quite active tone: seeking to apply business pressure on the 
Council, COPS members halted normal banking activities at 
the flagship Frost National Bank by exchanging dollars for 
pennies (and then pennies for dollars) all day long. The sim-
ple message: business needs would be disrupted until the 
basic needs of low-income communities become part of the 
equation, a tactic more associated with advocacy than with 
communicative rationality.

It worked: Marquez (Marquez 1990, 360) reports that 
COPS neighborhoods received $86 million in Community 
Development Block Grants between 1974 and 1981 and 
Warren reports that COPS directed more than $1 billion in 
resources to its neighborhoods over the organization’s first 
twenty-five years (M. R. Warren 1998, 80). And it was not 
just city resources at stake: when the San Antonio Economic 
Development Foundation (EDF) commissioned a study in 
the 1980s that suggested the city should attract investment by 
promoting the city’s low wages and unorganized labor force 
(Marquez 1990), COPS obtained a copy, protested the strat-
egy, and essentially forced the EDF to work with the city on 
other, more high-road, economic development strategies.

The change in economic approach was facilitated by a 
shift in political power. Under Federal pressure from the 
Justice Department, the city of San Antonio council moved 
from at-large to district elections for city council in 1977. 
At-large elections had helped the white majority and business 
elite keep a tight grip on city policy through its promotion of 
a slate of candidates under the banner of the Good Government 
League; by way of symbolic representation, the slate always 
included an African American and Latino, and the latter posi-
tion was taken by Henry Cisneros in 1975. Cisneros turned 
out to be an important transitional figure; despite initially 
having been designated by the business elite, he thrived under 
the new district system, was elected mayor in 1981, and 
served until 1989. An early supporter of COPS, Cisneros 
sought to link pro-growth business interests and the under-
represented Mexican American community; he also sought to 
build common ground (and a common data framework) by 
launching Target 90, an early regional visioning and planning 
exercise which began in 1983 and lasted till 1989.6

Prodded by COPS and often extended a hand by Cisneros, 
there was a gradual transformation on the part of business as 
well. Most emblematic was what occurred for Tom Frost, the 
CEO of the bank whose activities had been disrupted by 
COPS members. Sure that he was dealing with a permanent 
obstructionist force, Frost bought a case of Saul Alinsky’s 
book Rules for Radicals and distributed copies to the power 
elite in San Antonio to help them be more prepared to deal 
with their adversaries (M. Warren 2008). Yet, Frost came to 
appreciate the contributions made by COPS work, and he 
eventually became chair of a major COPS-initiated work-
force development organization called Project QUEST.

Project QUEST (Quality Employment through Skills 
Training) was prompted into being by the sudden closure of 
San Antonio’s Levi Strauss factory in 1990, a place that had 
employed one thousand mostly Latina workers. Begun in 
1993, Project QUEST was spearheaded by COPS and an 
allied organization, Metro Alliance, whose membership 
included many workers displaced from manufacturing. 
However, QUEST also brought together employers, the 
regional Private Industry Council, the governor, and the 
Texas Employment Commission. Focused on disadvantaged 
residents, Project QUEST targeted growing occupations with 
good wages and worked with the community college system 
to develop degree and certificate programs suited to these 
occupations; in essence, it sought to shape the wage and 
occupational structure of the local economy (Racemacher, 
Bear, and Conway 2001). The results: more than 80 percent 
of its entrants graduate from the program and 86 percent of 
those who graduate are placed into higher-paying occupa-
tions.7 In 2012, for example, graduates earned an hourly 
wage of $19.65.8

The success of QUEST reshaped perceptions of COPS 
and the Metro Alliance, and it has also paved a sense that 
there were opportunities to blend inclusion and prosperity 
through workforce development. That may be one reason 
why the 2012 effort to pass a sales tax increase to fund pre-K 
education in San Antonio’s underserved communities was 
billed as an investment in preparing a local workforce for the 
future economy. The successful campaign secured support 
not just from the school district, the city of San Antonio, and 
non-profit groups, but also the Chamber of Commerce. To 
some extent, this reflects the changing demography of busi-
ness: after a long history of exclusion that led to the forma-
tion of a Hispanic Chamber (the first in the United States!), 
the main Chamber now has its first Latino President and 
CEO. However, to take a positive position on a tax measure 
that targets the disadvantaged is quite striking for any busi-
ness group.

Of course, none of this new collaboration is the nirvana 
suggested by the framework of communicative rationality. 
San Antonio business leaders, for example, are proud to have 
attracted a Toyota manufacturing facility in the mid-2000s, 
and point out that it was located on the South Side, relatively 
proximate to lower-income neighborhoods. At the same 
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time, some have criticized the significant tax abatements and 
fee waivers as well as the relatively secretive nature of the 
negotiations with the company (Morton 2013). Moreover, 
the influence of COPS seems less now than in the past—
although some respondents suggest that is because some of 
what COPS fought for has now been built into regional 
action (the COPS members we met still think there is a long 
way to go!).

What role have planners played in all this? San Antonio’s 
city planners are certainly pleased with the revitalization of 
River Walk and the downtown area, and the Target 90 effort 
was instrumental in forging new understanding. Now emerg-
ing is the SA2020 initiative, a recent regional visioning pro-
cess that involved strong public participation. The city 
initially led this initiative, but foundations, business, and 
non-profits have adopted the principles, and SA 2020 is now 
a separate nonprofit. The city decided to focus on several 
areas—education, employment, environment, and health—
and to develop a series of indicators to track progress. The 
city’s planning department is orienting its own redevelop-
ment plans around some of its key goals but the fact that a 
nonprofit has spun off suggests how governance rather than 
government is crucial.

However, our purpose here is not to determine what role 
planners played but rather what lessons planners could learn 
from the San Antonio experience. The biggest takeaway for 
planning theory, we think, is that what might look like “com-
municative rationality” now may have been advocacy plan-
ning (or even just plain advocacy) back in its origins. Indeed, 
you interview younger leaders in San Antonio and they say 
simply that collaboration is “just how we do things here”—it 
is now an established social norm. But it wasn’t always the 
case, and better understandings of current planning dynamics 
need to focus on historic trajectories to complicate the 
picture.

Of course, the perhaps more important takeaway is for 
practice: how, in the real world, do you move from the con-
flicts necessary to get equity on the table (such as the fight 
around infrastructure) to the implementation necessary to get 
equity realized (such as Project QUEST)? Part of the magic 
may be the admonition common to IAF and other organizers: 
“no permanent allies, no permanent enemies.” When advo-
cacy becomes a zero-sum game in which the goal is the 
effective elimination of the other, repeated interactions lead 
to increasing polarization, and mutually beneficial outcomes 
become harder to realize. The community organizers in San 
Antonio realized that they need to bend, not break, busi-
ness—and business leaders and the older Anglo elite realized 
that a new day was inevitable. The lion thus lay down with 
the lamb—or at least Tom Frost joined forces with COPS to 
promote workforce development.

At the same time, advocacy planning remains necessary. 
The Latino-white income differential may have lessened in 
San Antonio but gaps still persist. While the imbalance in 
political power is not as severe as in an earlier era, it 

nonetheless exists. Lifting up inclusion and organizing for 
both more voice and better outcomes remain relevant as well 
as critical. Planners should not be lulled by success or par-
ticipatory processes (with dynamic wall graphics, GIS simu-
lations, and other excellent planning tools); they need to be 
vigilant about equity because the issue often falls away.

Finally, there is a harder to quantify lesson in the case 
around leadership. Frankly, San Antonio was lucky to have a 
Henry Cisneros—someone who grew up (and still lives) on 
the West Side, who was initially propelled into office by the 
Good Government League, and yet who thrived as the demo-
graphics changed and COPS increased the social movement 
wind at his back. He was both a symbolic and actual bridge 
between multiple communities, helping to persuade business 
and traditional elites that change was coming even as he also 
navigated through the various community frustrations about 
the need for immediate improvements. Few of us can be 
Henry Cisneros but more advocacy planners might consider 
giving it a try, that is, acquiring the habits of broadening 
tables and looking for common ground even as equity 
remains the guiding light.

Fresno

The features of collaboration, unusual allies, and transforma-
tive leadership that we find in the San Antonio case contrast 
quite starkly with the experience in Fresno over the same 
time period. Indeed, community organizers in Fresno often 
refer to the city and the region as “DOA,” the medical term 
for a patient who is found to be already clinically dead on the 
arrival of professional medical assistance. But it also has a 
second meaning: that the reason for Fresno’s broken politics 
is the overwhelming power of the major economic interests 
driving the regional economy: developers, oil, and agricul-
ture. The ongoing and seemingly intransigent conflicts 
between these dominant industrial interests on the one side, 
and progressive community organizers on the other, captures 
contemporary dynamics in Fresno in a nutshell. And while 
there are some signs of a recent possible shift in long-held 
patterns of unproductive conflict, the last three decades of 
elite domination and conflict between different interests in 
the region have left a fragmented society.

Fresno County ranks first in the nation for agricultural 
production, with annual sales of $6.9 billion in 2011, with a 
major focus in grapes, almonds, tomatoes, milk, and live-
stock. Together with neighboring Tulare, Kings, and Kern 
Counties further south, the Southern San Joaquin Valley 
accounted for more than 40 percent of California’s total agri-
cultural production of $43.5 billion in 2011 (California 
Department of Food and Agriculture 2012), up from about a 
quarter in the 1970s (Bardacke 2012, Kindle location 573). 
Much of the production occurs on large-scale industrial agri-
culture enterprises. Land monopoly has characterized the 
San Joaquin Valley since the late 1800s (Pisani 1991) and the 
nearly 1,000-square-mile Westlands Water District on the 
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west side of the southern San Joaquin Valley has been 
described recently as being “dominated by a few pioneer 
dynastic families” (Carter 2009, 6).

Though agricultural interests are rarely directly repre-
sented in politics in the City of Fresno, they fundamentally 
shape social and political dynamics in the region. The pre-
dominantly seasonal employment, responsible for maintain-
ing sub-poverty wages for large numbers of immigrant and 
undocumented workers, ensures a high level of deep-rooted 
poverty. In 2008, the western valley’s 20th Congressional 
District had the distinction of being the poorest Congressional 
District in the country (Carter 2009, 7), and a study done 
immediately after Hurricane Katrina found that it was 
Fresno, not New Orleans, that had the highest levels of con-
centrated poverty in the nation (Berube 2006; Berube and 
Katz 2005).9

To advance a more broad-based economy, the City of 
Fresno and the surrounding region needs to diversify and 
support industry clusters that pay higher wages, such as 
logistics, water technology and related manufacturing tech-
nologies, energy, and jobs related to health care. While there 
have been some sector initiatives along these lines, resulting 
job growth has been modest at best (Chapple 2005; Montana 
and Nenide 2008). The region also needs to go beyond devel-
opers promoting sprawl, a residential pattern made possible 
by cheap land but also one that has encouraged racial segre-
gation and social distance. Yet this involves leaning against a 
long history, including the 1974 update to the City of Fresno’s 
General Plan, A General Plan Citizens Committee—formed 
in order to meet the community participation requirement for 
continued funding from the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) for redevelopment—recom-
mended densification strategies, like urban infill, to benefit 
the existing residents in downtown and South Fresno. The 
response: the Planning Commission voted to instead adopt a 
developer-supported alternative channeling growth to the 
sparsely populated North Fresno (Zuk 2013), and since then 
land use planning in Fresno has been “largely seen as an elite 
closed-door activity between developers, staff and elected 
officials” (Zuk 2013, 102).10

However, in the early 1970s, few would have predicted 
that forty years later, the region would still be dominated by 
a relatively narrow set of economic interests rooted in agri-
culture and land development. That era witnessed a growing 
Chicano social movement, originally rooted in the organiz-
ing efforts of the Community Service Organization (CSO), 
that encouraged voter registration and citizenship classes 
among Mexican Americans. One CSO-trained organizer, 
Cesar Chavez, went on to form the National Farm Workers 
Association, which eventually evolved into the United Farm 
Workers (UFW). He set up initially in Delano (an hour’s 
drive south of Fresno) in the spring of 1962, but the first 
convention of what was then called simply the Farm Workers 
Association (FWA) was held in Fresno in September 1962, 
about six months after the organizing began (Bardacke 2012; 

Ganz 2009). While much of the farmworker organizing was 
in the surrounding smaller farmworker towns, Fresno was an 
important regional hub and frequent site of NFWA and UFW 
meetings.

The year 1973 was a particularly important turning point 
in UFW’s history, and Fresno was at the center of the strug-
gle. With a series of contracts expiring, and growers—includ-
ing thirty fruit orchards outside Fresno—deciding not to 
renew contracts with the UFW, the union seemed to be fac-
ing coordinated challenge to its strength. Its response was to 
make the Central Valley ungovernable and to lay the ground 
for another boycott. Strikes that summer began on July 4, 
and as the days wore on, strikers started turning to civil dis-
obedience—on July 19 and 20, more than four hundred peo-
ple were arrested each day. On August 3, at a rally in a Fresno 
city park, Cesar Chavez appeared at a rally, saying that the 
UFW would make Fresno another Selma, Alabama, and urg-
ing friends across the United States to come to Fresno and 
take part in mass arrests (Bardacke 2012, Kindle location 
9759). Clergy across the state and country responded—in 
what Father Eugene Boyle of San Francisco later called “the 
largest group of religious persons ever arrested and jailed in 
this country.” Polarization, albeit for a good cause, was the 
order of the day.

Ultimately, the strike failed, but its legacy lingered. The 
region has continued to experience significant equity orga-
nizing around immigrants’ rights and other critical issues, 
including through a range of Alinsky-influenced faith-based 
initiatives affiliated with PICO California,11 as well as other 
more decentralized peace and justice networks.12 But the 
contemporary political, economic, and residential landscapes 
remain characterized by polarization and inequality. With a 
small middle class due to the region’s employment structure 
and continued dependence on agriculture, Latinos have 
struggled to gain political influence in the city of Fresno, 
where no Latino has ever been elected Mayor. While district 
elections have helped ensure that both Latinos and Asians 
have had some representation on the City Council, the city 
has a strong mayor structure, and city politics are still largely 
driven by a relatively well-entrenched white elite and a tradi-
tionally conservative chamber of commerce. Local govern-
ment fragmentation further entrenches inequality, with 
particularly striking contrasts between Fresno’s wealthy 
majority-white northeastern neighboring town of Clovis 
(median household income of $63,983) and Huron City in 
the heart of the agricultural lands to the west, where median 
household income is $21,041 and 98.5 percent of the popula-
tion is Latino.13

There is even sharper conflict when one might presume 
there would be reasons for cooperation. For example, Fresno 
and the broader San Joaquin Valley—surrounded as it is by 
mountains on three sides—consistently has among the worst 
air quality in the country, driven both by agriculture-linked 
particulate matter and the heavy truck (and automobile) traf-
fic moving up and down the valley. Add to this the toxic soup 
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of pesticides, industrial fertilizers, and the emissions from oil 
and gas fields in the region, and the cumulative environmen-
tal impacts in the region have substantial health and welfare 
impacts (Alexeeff et al. 2012; Huang and London 2012; 
London, Huang, and Zagofsky 2011). A range of environ-
mental justice groups have emerged over the past two 
decades in struggles to change these dynamics, and in 2004 
more than seventy organizations throughout the broader 
region came together to form the Central Valley Air Quality 
Coalition.14 Despite extensive advocacy and litigation by 
these groups, the San Joaquin Air Pollution Control District 
and related agencies have achieved limited success in 
improving air quality in the region. Activists attribute this to 
the heavy influence dominant industry in the region have on 
the Air Pollution Control District’s appointed board. In our 
interviews, environmental justice activists felt that their most 
promising path forward at this point is through adversarial 
lawsuits, rather than collaborative policy development.

There have been signs in recent years of a more collabora-
tive potential emerging in the context of the city’s efforts to 
develop a more smart growth–oriented general plan, and 
regional efforts to promote more sustainable growth. In 
2012, the City of Fresno passed the broad outlines of a new 
General Plan that was squarely aimed at reversing its histori-
cal pattern of unchecked sprawl. Called “Alternative A,” the 
plan envisioned concentrating new developments along 
existing major corridors and in a series of mixed use centers 
surrounded by higher density housing. The driving force 
behind this plan within City Hall was advocacy planner 
Keith Bergthold, a Fresno native who came to work in the 
city in 2007 after having been a community organizer in the 
Alinsky tradition, launching three different faith-based com-
munity organizing initiatives in the region affiliated with the 
PICO California network.15

At an April 5, 2012, meeting involving final consideration 
of the different scenarios in the general plan, the city council 
chambers were filled beyond capacity, with more than three 
hundred fifty people. A diverse group of more than eighty 
speakers—including Latino children, Hmong grandmothers, 
neighborhood activists, farmers, pastors, doctors, public 
health professional, air quality advocates, conservation 
groups, business reps, developers, League of Women voters, 
and more—spoke in favor of the plan.16 Even though the 
plan was opposed by the chamber of commerce, major local 
land developers, and the local Building Industry Association, 
it passed 5–2 in the Council. Also significant was that ele-
ments of the farming community in the region came out pub-
licly in support of Alternative A.

Despite these signs of hope, overall the experience in 
Fresno stands in stark contrast to that of San Antonio. On the 
“pure” planning side, there remains much to do. The Planning 
Commission’s decision in the 1970s to ignore citizen input in 
approving the general plan paved the way (pun intended) for 
the subsequent three decades of urban sprawl and growing 
inequality. City planning—literally the rezoning of 

agricultural land for urban development—was also integrally 
involved in developer-linked city council scandals in the 
1980s. The current efforts are admirable but one wonders 
whether they are too little, too late.

One reason for pessimism is that conflict in Fresno has 
remained largely in a zero-sum and antagonistic framework, 
with business leaders largely sticking to well-trod paths 
rooted in low-wage, cost-driven strategies and largely unreg-
ulated sprawl. Similarly, most equity advocates have seen 
little reason to move from a more adversarial approach, leav-
ing few opportunities for finding common ground. Fresno 
also lacks the sort of transformative leadership that is able to 
both maintain credibility in their own constituency while 
also building ties with constituencies with conflicting values 
and interests. There are some key exceptions. Keith Berghold, 
for example, was able to maintain strong community ties in 
his old advocacy faith-based organizing networks, while also 
playing his leading role in the City Planning office, and in 
2014 returned to community work by directing a faith-based 
organizing group called Metro Ministries. His background of 
twenty years in the business community prior to community 
organizing work also gave him some credibility in the pri-
vate sector.

Fresno has also had important Latino political figures 
who have been able to build some cross-constituency ties. 
Juan Arambula, the son of immigrant farmworkers, was a 
prominent Latino member of the Fresno Unified School 
District Board from 1987 to 1996 and went on to serve on the 
County Board of Supervisors from 1997 to 2004, before 
becoming a California State Assemblyman; his ties to the 
business community have been recognized by being named 
“Legislator of the Year” by both the California Small 
Business Association and the California Association for 
Local Economic Development. Hugo Morales, who came to 
the United States when he was nine and grew up as a farm-
worker in Sonoma County, founded Radio Bilingue, the 
National Latino Public Radio Network, in 1980 based in 
Fresno. An important figure in promoting social equity for 
the Latino population, especially farmworkers, he also has 
been important in the Latino business community, including 
founding the Central California Hispanic Chamber of 
Commerce.

But none of these figures have been able to build the types 
of bridges that Henry Cisneros did in San Antonio. As a 
result, Fresno remains a divided and fragmented region, with 
a level of conflict and intransigence among actors that led 
many of our interviewees to suggest that simply overcoming 
a sense of fatalism was perhaps the most important step in 
moving the region forward. A communicative approach that 
sort of talks over or past the real tensions is unlikely to 
resolve these issues but it is also clear that continuing to fight 
for fighting’s sake is also not moving the needle in ways that 
would benefit the lives of the region’s most disadvantaged 
residents. A new approach to conflict and collaboration needs 
to be found.

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA DAVIS on August 20, 2015jpe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jpe.sagepub.com/


318 Journal of Planning Education and Research 35(3) 

Conflict, Collaboration, and 
Community Building

The words “advocacy planning” often summon up the idea 
of a planner at the barricades, standing with the people 
against traditional interests, holding steady through rough 
and tumble politics, lobbying hard to see his or her and allied 
community members’ fundamental values concretized into 
public policy and the built environment. Collaboration often 
conjures up the polar opposite: rational conversation between 
skilled professionals who politely arrive at consensus deci-
sions that clearly respond to empirical evidence, careful 
evaluations, and textbook theory. In the real world, planners 
committed to social equity wind up doing a little bit of both, 
often seeking to strike a middle ground between the need to 
push for justice against the realities of who makes invest-
ments and fundamental decisions, working to secure techno-
cratic allies as well as forge lasting alliances for more 
equitable development.

The relationship between collaboration, conflict, and 
community are particularly challenging in the emerging 
regional context. The reasons are many but one seems key: 
because the levers of government at this level are few, gover-
nance (or persuasion to do the right thing) counts and this 
means helping actors find their way to solutions together. 
Partly because of that, many analysts and advocates pushing 
for regional equity have tended to stress the complementarity 
of interests, the need to facilitate common ground, and the 
possibilities of win–win outcomes. But when what is needed 
is a fundamental shift in political power to secure a different 
growth model, an appeal to better regional planning (a la 
“Smart Growth”) sounds less like useful community-build-
ing rhetoric and more like a sell-out of the equity agenda.

Because of this, some have been concerned that the 
regional equity perspective lacks the precision and fire to 
make real change happen—it’s not really advocacy planning. 
However, it is important to remember that the regional equity 
roots are in advocacy, and concepts that seek to bring others 
into the equity tent—such as PolicyLink’s suggestion that 
“equity is the superior growth model” or our own emphasis 
on the power of diverse and dynamic “epistemic communi-
ties” (Benner and Pastor 2012)—are not meant to preclude 
advocacy but rather to suggest the complicated interplay of 
conflict, collaboration, and community building that we see 
in the two case studies we present here.

But conflict can clearly be both constructive and destruc-
tive, as our two case studies here have shown. In San Antonio, 
and other cases of constructive conflict we explore elsewhere 
(Benner and Pastor 2015b, 2015c), we argue that what is 
needed is not simply a better balance between conflict and 
collaboration, but a shift in how groups conflict, with greater 
efforts to develop and promote what we call “principled con-
flict.” In using this term, we are not referring to conflicts 
over principles as others writers have discussed, but rather 
that conflict includes a commitment to the idea that struggles 

should be waged with integrity and that it is possible to 
directly address real conflicts in goals, objectives, and values 
with opposing actors in a way that also recognizes the need 
to sustain long-term relationships, despite the parties’ 
differences.

Regional leaders engaged in what we term principled con-
flict seem to exhibit what we call the three R’s: Roots, 
Relationships, and Reason. First, there is a sense of being 
rooted in the region for the long term, and a recognition that 
many different constituencies, including adversaries, also 
have roots in the region. Second, in addressing conflicts, 
these leaders seem to have a commitment to remaining in 
relationship, that is, in part linked to that recognition of inter-
twined roots in the region; the process of repeated interac-
tions helps build, if not trust, at least a greater understanding 
and respect for others’ viewpoints and interests. Third, in 
addressing conflicts, there is also a commitment to letting 
reason rather than ideology guide action, with controversy 
leading to processes of searching for more information that 
can lead to solutions, rather than for confirming data mostly 
useful for entrenching unbudging positions.

Why is developing these broader skills and repertoires 
important for those interested in equity today? First, over the 
last fifty years, our urban areas have grown far beyond the 
boundaries of individual cities, and so pursuing equity at a 
regional scale, as well as at a local or city scale, is an impor-
tant imperative (Blackwell and Fox 2004; Orfield 1997; 
Pastor, Benner, and Matsuoka 2009; Rusk 2001). But differ-
ent scales have different policy arenas. In Davidoff’s time, 
most advocacy planning work focused on the terrain of tradi-
tional planning departments—housing, land use, neighbor-
hood development, community economic development, 
urban transit systems, and the like. Advocacy planners work-
ing at a regional scale today also work in these areas, but are 
just as likely to also be engaged in struggles over workforce 
development initiatives, regional transportation systems and 
goods movement, cluster-based economic development 
strategies, and even energy efficiency and climate mitigation 
policies. This requires the ability to incorporate insights from 
a wide range of areas of expertise, and to navigate an even 
broader range of interests.

Second, in the absence of true regional governments, 
advocacy planners today have to be more comfortable navi-
gating the complex terrain of regional governance. In 
Davidoff’s notion of advocacy planning, the democratic 
planning process is best served when advocates bring their 
positions and values to the public decision-making process 
in a context where there is clear jurisdictional authority (“the 
city”). Achieving progress at the regional scale is not simply 
a matter of convincing a planning commission to adopt a par-
ticular policy, or getting a majority of elected officials in city 
council to pass a policy; more often, it requires mobilizing a 
wide constituency, and convincing stakeholders to endorse 
change through a combination of methods, including research 
and data (to understand), advocacy (to convince), and 
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political pressure (to force). Rather than the interest group, 
winner-take-all politics of conventional political structures, 
regional governance resembles more the “deliberate democ-
racy” of conversation and consensus building described by 
Iris Young (Young 2000). This does not mean the absence of 
conflict, but it does mean respectful deliberation—
“principled conflict”—in the pursuit of a more solid basis for 
achieving economic and social justice.

This implies the need for a particular type of political 
leadership—one that is able to both effectively represent 
particular values and interests, and also able to dialogue 
with opposing interests and “unusual allies” in the search for 
common ground and shared destiny. While this might ini-
tially sound like “collaborative leadership” (Chrislip and 
Larson 1994; Henton and Melville 1997; Innes and 
Rongerude 2005; Kanter 1994), we believe—in line with 
Davidoff’s original framing and the worries that some 
express about “regional equity”—that without an advocacy 
component, regional collaborative processes will yield sub-
optimal results. The goal is not regional “consensus” for its 
own sake, particularly if that simply reflects the needs of 
dominant interests and continues the marginalization of dis-
advantaged populations. Rather we and others hope that the 
regional equity frame will help facilitate more justice at the 
metropolitan level now so central to economic and social 
life. Another (regional) world is possible but it will require 
that planners, policy makers, and advocates maintain an old 
commitment to equity even as they tackle a new scale and 
strike a new mix of collaboration, conflict, and community 
building.
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Notes

 1. We assembled a database from Census microdata for 1970, 
1980, 1990, and 2000; for 2010, we utilized the microdata 
from a pooled version of the 2009, 2010, and 2011 American 
Community Survey (in order to increase sample size). To 
define the metro region, we did not employ the contemporary 

definitions of the Core Based Statistical Area (CBSA) because 
these are currently composed of multiple counties that are not 
easily identified in the early Census years. We instead track 
Fresno County (which was the metro definition until the 2000 
Census; the Fresno CBSA now also includes Madera County), 
and for San Antonio, we track Bexar County. In the 1970 Public 
Use Microdata, counties are generally not available and the 
most common sub-state geographic areas are metro areas. In 
1970, the Fresno metro was Fresno County; in the same year, 
the San Antonio metro area also included Guadalupe County 
but this was only 4 percent of the total metro population 
according to the Texas Almanac. From 1980 onward, the San 
Antonio metro also included Comal; by 2010, it included five 
other small counties. Since we cannot track any of those small 
counties consistently in the microdata, we simply assume that 
the 1970 data for San Antonio metro are basically Bexar’s and 
then use Bexar consistently for all future years. All data were 
taken from Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (Ruggles 
et al., 2010). It is useful to note that the 1970 data are from a 
1 percent sample while 1980, 1990, and 2000 data are from a 
5 percent sample, and 2010 is from our constructed 3 percent 
sample; the 1970 data is therefore a bit less reliable, particular 
when we split up the data by race and ethnicity, and so the 
sample size falls.

 2. The employment figures in Table 2 are constructed such that 
active military who are employed are considered part of the 
labor force; civilians working on the bases would be counted 
in other fields.

 3. To define middle class, we took the household income distri-
bution for California and Texas in 1980 and determined the 
threshold levels in each state for each quintile. We adjusted 
those levels to 2010 dollars and applied the breaks through-
out every subsequent year. We considered “middle class” to 
be those households between the 40th and 80th percentiles; 
other breaks would not have a significant impact on the gen-
eral trend we are portraying.

 4. While poverty data are available for 1970 and so we present it, 
the 1970 data may be problematic for several reasons, includ-
ing sample size. Also important is that poverty thresholds 
shifted after 1970; that is, until 1981, the poverty threshold for 
farm households was lower than for nonfarm households, and 
in Fresno, 6.6 percent of households were farm households 
versus 1.5 percent in San Antonio. While this is adjusted for 
in the data—the current rule of using the same thresholds for 
farm and nonfarm households is applied to previous years—it 
means that the reported poverty rate back in 1970 for Fresno 
was not as high as in these data and so may have prompted less 
policy action.

 5. The jobs and earnings data come from the Bureau of Economic 
Analysis while the other measures of inequality come from a 
database assembled for the Building Resilient Regions network 
that contains economic, civic, social, housing, geographic, and 
demographic measures for several decades for all 934 Core-
Based Statistical Areas (CBSAs) in the United States as well 
as recent versions of American Community Survey (ACS). 
In each case, the geographic definition of both the Fresno and 
San Antonio metros are backtracked to include all counties in 
the current CBSA definition, and so the geographic definition is 
not strictly comparable with the way we constructed the demo-
graphic, employment, and income figures for Tables 1 to 3.
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 6. Sandra Santos, “SA2020 aims to build on Target 90 base,” San 
Antonio Express, September 22, 2013, http://www.mysananto-
nio.com/news/local_news/article/SA2020-aims-to-build-on-
Target-90-base-665184.php (accessed January 28, 2014).

 7. A. J. Rodriquez, “New Vision for Project Quest,” San Antonio 
Express-News Online, July 15, 2013, http://www.mysananto-
nio.com/opinion/commentary/article/New-vision-for-Project-
Quest-4662688.php

 8. Project QUEST website. http://www.questsa.org/ (wage 
information). Aspen Institute, “ProjectQUEST: A Case Study 
of a Sectoral Employment Development Approach, 2001,” 
Economic Opportunities Program of the Aspen Institute, 
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/
PQCASESTUDY.PDF.

 9. The strong agricultural presence in the region also contributes 
to other destructive social dynamics. The San Joaquin Valley 
has apparently now become the country’s center of the manu-
facture and use of methamphetamine, with an estimated 80 
percent of the nation’s meth labs and 97 percent of “superlabs” 
located there, driven by the particular combination of rural 
and poverty-stricken conditions, the possibility of acquiring 
key toxic ingredients from the agricultural industry, and close 
access to major urban centers (Winter 2011).

10. In the mid-1990s, the FBI undertook a more than six-year-long 
public corruption investigation, dubbed Operation Rezone, in 
which they uncovered widespread practices of bribery and 
fraud to ease the path of rezoning agricultural land uses to 
more lucrative residential zoning. Ultimately the investigation 
led to the conviction of sixteen City Council members, devel-
opers, and lobbyists in Fresno and neighboring Clovis, for 
fraud, racketeering, extortion, money laundering, mail fraud, 
and income tax violations (Moore 1996; Nolte and Writer 
1999; Zuk 2013, pp. 52–53).

11. http://www.picocalifornia.org/.
12. http://fresnoalliance.com/wordpress/.
13. Figures come from the American Community Survey, 2012 

Five-Year file, from http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/
jsf/pages/index.xhtml.

14. http://www.calcleanair.org/.
15. http://www.picocalifornia.org/.
16. Keith Bergthold presentation “Fresno General Plan Alternative 

‘A’ Story,” http://cpehn.org/sites/default/files/hbdcityoffresno-
presentation4-13.pdf (accessed December 16, 2014).
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