Making Capital Funding Decisions More
Equitable in St. Paul: A Story of Policy Change
through Community-Based Research
By Jono Cowgill
John Vaughn

As funding to upgrade the City Academy went through St. Paul’s Capital Improvement Budget process, the East Side
Neighborhood Development Center sought CURA’s help to investigate disparities in funding across the city.

J

ohn Vaughn has thought for years
that the east side of St. Paul has not
received as much funding as other
parts of the city. “Anecdotally, I’ve
seen the East Side has lost out on city
funding to other neighborhoods,” said
Vaughn recently. “Having the City
Academy project funding be so severely
cut pushed me to organize around
finding some hard evidence of this.”
In 2015 Vaughn, who is the
executive director of the East Side
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Neighborhood Development Center
(ESNDC), had put together an application to St. Paul’s Capital Improvement
Budget (CIB) program for the rehabilitation of the rapidly deteriorating
City Academy, the nation’s first charter
school. The combination school and
rec center serves mostly low-income
students of color living on St. Paul’s
east side. Vaughn had organized
students to show up to committee
meetings, gone through presentations,

and finally secured what looked like
a favorable result from the citizen-led
CIB committee, which awarded the
rehab project a few million dollars. But
then the recommendations went to the
Mayor’s office, and the few millions
of dollars in funding for a completely
rehabbed City Academy turned into
$500,000–barely enough for deferred
maintenance.
Again, Vaughn was frustrated, but
not surprised. “The East Side has long

10 years of per capita CIB spending
across St. Paul’s 17 planning districts.
These results showed the four planning
districts that make up the east side of
the city as receiving some of the lowest
amounts of CIB spending.
With these surprising numbers on
hand, CURA and ESNDC talked with
each other about how to best go forward
with creating a report. There were still
outstanding questions to be answered.
Simple questions, like, “Can there be
another explanation for these surprising
discrepancies?” And more complex
questions, like, “What does an equitable
CIB process look like?”
To answer some of these questions,
the study was expanded. The expanded
portion of the study was a qualitative
analysis of the CIB process and the
initial findings from the data analysis.
Two student researchers worked under
the direction of Ryan Allen, an Urban
and Regional Planning professor at the
Humphrey School of Public Affairs, to
conduct semi-structured interviews with
a variety of CIB stakeholders. The interviews were voluntary and all names were
withheld. Interviewees included CIB
committee members, city officials, city
staff, and elected officials. The interviews

anecdotally seen in their communities was borne out by the data. Which
neighborhoods were getting the most
CIB spending? How did the spending
look when compared to property tax
data? Was the CIB process equitable?
Were the results fair? These and other
questions were the starting place for this
research project.
The project was accepted by CURA.
Jeff Matson, the head of CURA’s
Community GIS program, took on
the initial stages of the project work.
The first step in the analysis consisted
of tracking down and analyzing CIB
budget spending to determine if
spending really was unequal across
districts. The city of St. Paul publishes a
complete Capital Improvement Budget
every year, and this budget provides
a breakdown that describes each individual CIB project, how much was spent
on it, and which districts the projects
impacted.
Matson and his team spent around
200 hours combing through the last
10 years of those published CIB budget
files (from 2006 to 2015), entering the
data and finally analyzing it by district.
In the end, the backbone of the report
emerged: a graph showing the last

suspected that it has not been getting
its fair share of resources” said Vaughn.
“We intend to continue to research
and make public these disparities.”
The rehashing of the CIB budget that
left City Academy out in the cold was
a final impetus to get a basic question answered: when you look at the
numbers, do some neighborhoods really
get more Capital Improvement Budget
funds than others?
To answer this question, the ESNDC
partnered with Dayton’s Bluff Neighborhood Housing Services and the
Metropolitan Consortium of Community Developers to develop a research
proposal. “We gathered community
organizations together that had seen
this themselves and had an interest in
seeing what spending actually looks like
from a geographic perspective,” Vaughn
explained. “So once we had a proposal
we approached the Community-Based
Research Program at CURA.” The Kris
Nelson Community-Based Research
Program at the University of Minnesota’s Center for Urban and Regional
Affairs (CURA) received a proposal
to conduct an analysis of the St. Paul
Capital Improvement Budget Process.
They wanted to learn if what they had

Figure 1: Per Capita CIB Spending by District*
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had two major purposes: to better understand the CIB process, and to receive
feedback from CIB experts on the initial
data analysis findings. For this portion
of the project, institutional review board
(IRB) approval was obtained, which
meant that all interview recordings and
notes were withheld from ESNDC and
any other entities.
Finally, a report was developed. The
report provides an overview of the CIB
process, summarizes the findings of
the data analysis, and synthesizes the
interview responses from the interview
subjects. From this analysis it derives
recommendations for potential alterations that could be made to the CIB
program in order to make it more
equitable.
Soon after the final report was
published, local papers picked up
on the story, thanks in large part
to the advocacy of Vaughn and his

community-based colleagues. The
Star Tribune, Pioneer Press, and KSTP
Channel 5 news ran stories on the
surprising per-capita disparities outlined
in the report. This prompted the City
of St. Paul to issue rebuttal statements
calling the report “misleading and
incomplete,” and referring reporters to
an analysis of its own. CURA explained
its methodology (as it is explained in
the report), and was not shown by
either the Mayor’s office or the Office
of Financial Services to have done
anything incorrectly. A comparison
of the City and CURA analyses can be
found online at z.umn.edu/1d2i.
“If you look back,” Vaughn notes, “it
is amazing how much great community
and economic development work in
Minneapolis and St. Paul was built on a
CURA study.”
All this discussion about the fairness
of CIB, considerations of equity, and the

per-capita spending discrepancies across
districts found in the CURA analysis,
led the St. Paul City Council to pass a
resolution to streamline the CIB process
for 2018–19, gather community input,
and ensure that future funding decisions
would be in part dependent on geography, equity, and inclusion.
In the end, this report shows how
the CURA Kris Nelson CommunityBased Research Program can work with
local community nonprofit partners
to develop research project that lead
to meaningful policy change in their
communities.
Jono Cowgill is a writer and urban
planner currently working for Community Design Group. His work focuses on
equity, civic open spaces, and progressive
comprehensive city planning.

Program Assistance

T

he Center for Urban and Regional
Affairs supports research and technical assistance through a number
of individual programs, each with
their own deadlines and application
procedures.
■■The Community Assistantship
Program (CAP) matches communitybased nonprofit organizations, citizen
groups, and government agencies
in Greater Minnesota with students
who can provide research assistance.
Eligible organizations define a research
project, submit an application, and, if
accepted, are matched with a qualified
student to carry out the research. For
more information, to discuss potential
projects, or for assistance with applications, contact community programs
director Andrew Tran at 612-625-0744
or tranx764@umn.edu, or visit
www.cura.umn.edu/cap.
■■The Community Geographic
Information Systems (CGIS) program
provides technical assistance in
mapping, data analysis, and GIS to
community-based organizations and
nonprofits in the Twin Cities metropolitan area. Staff at the CGIS program
20 CURA REPORTER

specialize in parcel-level mapping,
demographic analysis, and Internetbased GIS technologies. The CGIS
program has no formal application
process or deadline to apply. Project
requests can be made by phone, e-mail,
or online at z.umn.edu/cgishelp, and
generally can be turned around within
two weeks. For more information, to
discuss potential projects, or for assistance with data needs, contact CGIS
program coordinator Jeff Matson at
612-625-0081 or jmatson@umn.edu, or
visit www.cura.umn.edu/cgis.

■■The Neighborhood Leadership and
Organizing (NLO) program supports
place-based organizations to successfully take on local issues by developing
the skills of community organizers and
leaders through organizing training
and strategic partnerships to build vital
communities that value full participation and embody racial equity and
economic justice. For more information
about NLO and the training opportunities available, contact Ned Moore at
612-625-5805 or nedmoore@umn.edu,
or visit www.cura.umn.edu/nlo.

■■The Kris Nelson CommunityBased Research Program (the
Nelson Program) provides student
research assistance to community and
neighborhood-based organizations
and suburban government agencies in
the Twin Cities seven-county metropolitan area. Priority is given to groups
serving diverse communities. Projects
may include any issue relevant to a
neighborhood’s or community’s needs
and interests. For more information,
contact CURA community programs
director Andrew Tran at 612-625-0744
or tranx764@umn.edu, or visit
www.cura.umn.edu/nelson-program.

■■Community Visualization offers
design and visualization assistance to
community partners, with the goal
of democratizing complex information (such as data, policies and other
processes). We typically partner with
community-based organizations,
community organizers, and other
leaders who are working with people
on the margins of policy development,
including communities of color and
low-income communities. For more
information, contact Kristen Murray at
612-625-7560 or kmurray@umn.edu, or
visit www.cura.umn.edu/communityviz.

