The Continuing Path to Interpreting
Democracy at Oregon’s Capitol
Democracy in its simplest form is
government. When thinking about
government,
different
connotations
arise within
audiences. For
some, government
can be convoluted.
Government is
also synonymous
with bureaucracy,
and nothing
S TA C Y N A L L E Y
defines
my personal relationship with
bureaucracy more than the amount
of time it takes to complete wellmeaning, well-thought-out projects.
As a former business owner, I was
able to make decisions in a moment’s
notice that could have major impacts
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on my business and my personal
life. When I began working for the
State of Oregon, I was no longer able
to make those quick decisions. I
followed procedures and processes.
When I learned the theme of this
edition of Legacy was Interpreting
Democracy, I knew I had to share
the processes that we at the Oregon
State Capitol have gone through to
do that exact thing. I wanted to share
our journey so that you do not give
up, lose hope, or wonder if this thing
is ever going to happen. It will. It will
because of you. Your persistence,
your drive, your passion for the
interpretation of your subject.
A capitol is a major portal to
democracy within each state in
America. The process it takes for a
state to turn an idea into a law, which

will affect the lives of its residents, is
ideally a step-by-step road map that
can easily be taught to the citizens to
empower them to make change.
In Oregon, our legislative body
consists of 30 senators and 60
representatives. The Capitol is where
citizens go to make a change that can
affect all Oregonians. Sometimes
those changes can extend beyond
state boundaries.
I would like to lay out some
background here that might be a bit
dull, but nonetheless it is important
in conveying the time it can take to
complete a worthwhile project.
Oregon House Joint Resolution 32
was approved in 2005 and directed
the legislative administrator to
designate a location in the Capitol
that is “easily accessible by the public

and is otherwise suitable for the
establishment of a Capitol History
Center.” The 2009 Senate Bills
961 and 1019 dedicated resources,
generated through the sales of the
Pacific Wonderland license plate, to
fund a history center at the Capitol.
A strategic planning process was
launched in August 2011. The History
Gateway Strategic Plan was approved
by the Legislative Administration
Committee in September 2012. The
final plan was a result of 10 months
of inclusive community engagement
with stakeholders, including the
Oregon State Capitol Foundation,
state agencies, and the heritage/
tourism community. It defined
the framework of mission, vision,
values, and strategic goals to guide
development for the history center
at the Capitol, now called the
Capitol History Gateway (CHG). The
interpretive planning project was at
the top of the list for development,
as it would be used to guide the
development and design of the
branding, exhibits, website content,
and other projects outlined in phase
one of the CHG Strategic Plan.
Dr. Dave Bucy, a Certified
Interpretive Planner, was selected to
develop the CHG interpretive plan.
Using the approved strategic plan as a
starting point, the CHG interpretive
plan further refined the messaging
and goals for the CHG projects. It is
still referenced today as a guideline
when navigating through project
development, design approvals,
review, and implementation.
Dr. Bucy was also contracted
to continue as the interpretive
consultant for other CHG projects,
including exhibits, videos, website
content, brochures, signage, fourthgrade lesson plans, and more.

One of the most important pieces
of the interpretive plan was the
messaging. Once established, this
messaging fueled the development of
all projects.
Key messaging:
Message 1: The quality of my life has
been and continues to be shaped
by what happens in Oregon’s
government.
Message 2: It is people like me who
make a difference by shaping
history in ways that make a
difference in the quality of life we/I
enjoy.
Message 3: It is easy to get involved in
Oregon’s democracy.

Associated messaging:
Message 4: Oregon has long been
a fertile ground for ideas
and innovation, resulting in
groundbreaking achievements
that affect people within and
outside the state.
Message 5: It is important and
of value for you/me to know
Oregon’s history.
Message 6: You can discover stories
of the past by “reading” it in the
world around you.
Harnessing key messaging, the
subject of “landmark legislation” was
chosen for the first biennial exhibits.
The legislation highlighted was the
1967 Beach Bill, the 1971 Bottle Bill,

Exhibit pods encourage guests to
engage in the process. Voting, writing
a letter, and coming up with an idea
that might make a good law are all
activities encouraged by the pods
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BEACH BILL

BIKE HELMET BILL

Banned from the Sand

Took a licking
but still thinking

In 1966 William Hay declared the
his Surfsand Motel
dry sand below hi
private property for the exclusive use
of his guests. The battle was on.

Wearing bike helmets reduces the risk of
brain injury by 88%!

Governor McCall surveys the situation
uation It could just be an image that reflects the text – the barrier
looking at the situation helps feed
in the sand. Noting that McCall is lookin
d into the headlines.
headlines

The Power of One
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At first, the ‘Beach Bill’ seemed doomed as
opposition dominated the public hearings.
arings.
The public was a no-show. At the last
lasst minute,
Dr. Robert Bacon, a professor, and Laurence
L
voice
Bitte, a graduate student, came to vo
B
oice their
concerns, a small act that kept the bill
b alive.

Helmets protect our children today because one mother chose
to get involved, and hundreds of Oregonians followed.

Joey Harrington, former
U of O quarterback,
ttalking
lki about
b t bik
bike safety
f t
at a helmet distribution
event in Portland.

A Tidal Wave of Support

Forrest Charles, 8th
grader, in a letter
tto the legislature
supporting the bill.
Others testified at
hearings distributed
hearings,
leaflets, lobbied and
vvolunteered time and
money.

Ore
Oregonians
egonians demonstrated,
wrote
wro
ote letters and sent
telegrams.
tele
egrams. Their voice
wass heard – the Beach Bill
became
bec
came law in 1967.

Ancil Payne, GM of KGW TV, used
this image in an editorial warning
Oregonians would be ‘fenced out, if
they didn’t get involved.
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Under the heading “Oregonians Making a Difference,” topics were chosen that
highlighted how average citizens came up with ideas that became laws, thus
impacting the lives of all Oregonians for generations to come.

the Watershed Enhancement Act of
1987, and the 1988 Bike Helmet Bill.
Subsequent exhibit installments
highlighted cultural groups that
overcame adversity, including
the Japanese internment, African
American civil rights, Chinese and
Mexican immigrant laborers, tribal
sovereignty, and cultures that have
enriched our daily living experiences
in Oregon, including Asian and
Pacific Islanders, our indigenous
tribes, and Jewish Americans.
Stand-alone interpretive exhibit
“pods” were also created and housed
in the Galleria portion of our
building. These featured examples
of how people can get involved at
the most basic level, (e.g. voting,
or writing to their legislator), and
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offered hands-on engagement to
take those actions. The pods also
highlighted stories of citizens who
had an idea and approached the
legislature to make a change.
Many of the stories chosen for
these exhibits had a relevance to
our audience. We hoped they saw
themselves in the stories and could
visualize themselves getting involved
in the democratic process.
Exhibits were the first phase
of building blocks of our more
comprehensive program. We then
rolled out events. Oregon’s Birthday
Celebration, Cherry Blossom
Day, Hispanic Heritage Day, and
Oregon’s Bounty–A Celebration of
the Agricultural Harvest were all
events added to our calendar in 2015.

The building is open to the public
on Saturdays as we host these free,
family-friendly events, which we
continue to celebrate today. Events
are a soft-sell of the building, with
the primary objective of taking down
the barriers to entry. Once inside
“your capitol,” we showcase the idea
that “this is the building where laws
are made, and ideas come from
people like you.”
Visitor services staff were trained
in interpretive techniques and
became Certified Interpretive Guides
in 2016. Embracing these newly
acquired skills, the tour program
was overhauled and public tours,
school tours, and seasonal tours were
re-written with a thematic approach
and taught to volunteer tour guides.
In 2017 we hosted the Beach Bill
Birthday Bash, which celebrated
the 50th anniversary of the state’s
pioneering legislation. By that time
our opportunities expanded to
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THE BOTTLE BILL

WATERSHED ENHANCEMENT ACT

No Deposit, No Return?
No Way!

A Watershed Moment
Flows were falling,
f
crops were failing
f
and
fish were dying, all because of lack of water.

Richard Chambers, a logging equipment salesman
and avid outdoorsman, got fed up with the trash on
trails and in rivers, so he wrote his Representative,
starting a chain of events that led to the bill.

A Capital Idea!
The issue brought together a unique group of famers, ranchers
and environmental activists who formed the Oregon Watershed
Improvement Council (OWIC).

Chambers ended up writing hundreds of letters,
and Oregonians responded – they wrote their
representatives, demonstrated at rallies and passed
out pamphlets to muster support.

OWIC championed the Watershed Enhancement Act, which
funded local Watershed Councils. The Councils – local citizens
representing environmental and economic interests – used
money on projects to help restore water resources.
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So
o stated John Piacentini,
Piace
owner of Plaid
d Pantry Markets,
Marketss,
who
w
ho offered ½ cent
cent for every returned can
can and bottle to
o prove
e
Oregonians
O
regonians would
wou respond
respond if a bottle bill
bill was passed. They
They
did, so much so that
th
hat Governor McCall
McCalll had to call out the
the
National Guard
ard to
o haul away the piless of trash.
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The Bottle Bill passed
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in 1973, igniting
ignititing a recycling revolution
re
revolutio
on
that continues
continue
nues today,
today, all because Oregonians
Oregonians got involved.
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John Piacentini
Protecting young shrubs
and trees from elk and
livestock

Buiilding a new culvert on
the Scappoose
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It’s Working!
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Checking on the fish in the
Luckiamute
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ALUMINUM
In 2009, more than 4 decades after Chambers wrote his first letter,
Oregonians recycled more than a billion beverage containers.

include Asian and Pacific Islander
Day, Multicultural Day, and a speaker
series that highlighted important
historical, cultural, and inspirational
stories of Oregonians.
Also in 2017, a new website, www.
oregoncapitol.com, designed for the
visitor experience, was launched.
Lesson plans for 4th graders (https://
bit.ly/36hmYIZ) were developed
based on state standards of civics
education to help educators prepare
students for field trips at the Capitol
and this curriculum was added as
content to the site later that year. In
our lesson plan, the Bottle Bill is once
again reinforced so school children
understand it was one person who
came up with an idea, shared that
idea, and got support, and that idea
made a change that still affects the
quality of life in Oregon today—
almost 50 years later.
A virtual tour of the Capitol and
the surrounding State Capitol State
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Restoring meadow in the
Klamath Basin

Removing the Brownsville
Dam

|

Grapes

Cranberries

States without bottle bills recycle around 30% of
their aluminum. Oregonians recycle 90%!

Park was added to the program
in 2018; to learn more about this
technological tool and impacts
see “Capitol Idea” in the September/
October 2019 Legacy magazine.
Last year we implemented
new interpretive signage on our
observation tower, and construction
was completed on that “Capitol
History Center,” which was approved
by the legislature back in 2005.
Project manager Juliene Popinga, our
visitor services manager, is focused
on bringing a new digital experience
to our guests in that center. We are
hoping the experience is complete
by the start of the January 2021
legislative session.
Last fall I attended a Certified
Interpretive Guide Train-theTrainers course with hope to
complete that certification this
spring. This will allow me to develop
more CIGs at the Capitol and keep
the idea of interpretation at the

forefront of all our visitor services
staff and volunteers.
Work has also been completed
by Dr. Bucy on our next five-year
interpretive plan, which takes the
Capitol History Gateway program
through to 2024.
The essence of the original
messaging is in every part of the
program. It doesn’t matter where the
visitor gets exposure—a tour, our
website, an event, an exhibit—they
have been touched by a deliberate
interpretation of democracy meant to
relate, provoke, and reveal.
The work is never done. It evolves.
Democracy is alive.
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