
Chapter 3  The Scope of Planning at the Federal, State, 
and Local Levels 

 
Planning takes different forms at the federal, state, regional, and local levels. Historically, in 
the United States the power to govern was provided through a confederation of states, and 
under this principle of federalism, powers not granted to the national government nor 
prohibited to the states by the U.S. Constitution are reserved to the states or the people. The 
following section reviews how this constitutional basis of governing relates to planning our 
communities and indicates the powers and activities at each level. 
 
Planning at the Federal Level 

 
A person might reasonably ask, is there such a thing as national planning? The answer is yes, 
but not in the same sense that planning occurs at the state and local levels. The federal 
government has never been particularly comfortable dealing directly with community 
planning. Federal officials have remained detached from interfering in the local-level 
planning process. Significant planning policies and programs at the national level impact 
local-level government, but in a general way rather than being directed at planning individual 
communities. 

As an example, the interstate highway system resulted from post-World War II federal 
planning initiatives. Although the national highway acts of 1954 and 1956 were not targeted 
to specific cities, the resulting interstate highways have had tremendous impact on the growth 
of local communities. Similarly, national housing programs have determined how and where 
new housing gets built in a general way, but those programs have created many incentives for 
suburban sprawl that directly affect the growth of existing communities. 

Other programs illustrate how the federal government, through funding and its 
relationship with local government, influences project selection, development, and 
implementation in a secondary way. The Community Development Block Grant program, for 
example, provides federal funds for community improvements, but decisions on how to 
allocate the funds are made by local officials. The National Park Service establishes historic 
preservation policies at the federal level, but it leaves the administration and decisionmaking 
for historic districts to local commissions. These and other examples show the significant, but 
indirect, involvement, of the federal government in planning communities.  

Federal government decisions have other types of impacts on communities. For example, 
the federal government controls the location of post offices. In the past, they were located in 
central city or downtown areas and served as a focus for residents who not only came to 
collect or send mail but to meet their neighbors informally. In recent years, however, the 
government has located larger post offices outside the central city. One result is that 
customers typically find it inconvenient to walk to post offices, shifting and important 
community activity away from the central core and, as a result, decreasing downtown 
activity. 

Deferring control to the local level is a distinctly American phenomenon. In many other 
countries, the national government plays an active role in planning at all levels, through both 
national planning agencies and more direct involvement with local municipal activities. For 
example, Canadian planning directors have more power over development planning and, in 
general, have a high profile within government and the community. Canadian planners lead 
and developers follow. In contrast, American planning departments tend not to define 



development projects, but to respond to petitions for developer-initiated proposals with a 
customer-friendly response. While American society stresses individual decisionmaking—
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”—Canadians emphasize a stronger role for 
government with their motto, “peace, order, and good government.” 

In 1970 Senator Henry Jackson, Democrat from the State of Washington, proposed 
federal legislation entitled the Land and Water Resources Planning Act, which contained 
provisions for the 50 states to conduct inventories of their resources including water, soil, and 
coasts/rivers; key facilities such as airports and power plants; utilities such as sewer/water 
lines, power lines, roads, and other infrastructure; archaeological sites and historical features; 
and other specified items. The legislation called for each of the states to send its inventories 
to Washington, D.C., where the information would serve as the foundation for a national 
plan. The bill failed in the House of Representatives. Similar attempts in the 1970s and 1980s 
to create resources for federal planning were also unsuccessful. 

There are several primary ways, however, in which the federal government has a 
significant and somewhat more direct impact on planning: as a landowner, through various 
grants-in-aid programs, and through federal mandates. We discuss each of these briefly 
below. 

 
The Federal Government as Landowner 

According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, more than 
one-quarter of all land in the United States is owned by the federal government and its 

agencies. This makes it the country’s largest landowner.
1
 Consequently, it would be difficult 

to overestimate the significance of the federal government’s role in American land use. 
More than one-eighth of the land area in the United States is controlled by either the 

Bureau of Land Management (BLM) or the U.S. Forest Service. The BLM, an agency within 
the Department of Interior, manages 264 million acres comprising surface lands primarily 
located in 12 western states. These lands encompass vast stretches of desert and high desert 
shrub, but also snow-capped mountains, coastal territories, and other areas suited to human 
outdoor activities [Fig 3.1]; even larger in scope is the BLM’s management of subsurface 
mineral deposits throughout the country. The value of these resources is substantial, yet 
currently these lands are rapidly gaining recognition for their recreational use. Consequently, 
the BLM’s mission is beginning to shift from its traditional emphasis on the leasing of 
grazing, mining, and logging rights to one that is broader in its perspective. 
 

                                                
1 Marlow Vesterby and Kenneth S. Krupa, Major Uses of Land in the United States, 1997 (Washington, 
D.C.: Resource Economics Division, Economic Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
Statistical Bulletin No. 973), http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/sb973/sb973.pdf (accessed July 7, 
2009). 



 
3.1. Denali National Park, Alaska 

 
In administering these lands, the agency’s decisions are guided by many laws, the most 

important of which is the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976. This law 
establishes guidelines for the sale of public land. Additional acreage is administered by the 
National Park Service, the National Forest Service, and the Bureau of Sport Fishing and 
Wildlife. Federal holdings of various types can significantly impact planning of a community 
where the properties are located, including properties held by the U.S. Forest Service, 
National Park Service, federal office buildings, military facilities, and others. For most of 
these land uses, local governments have little or no meaningful input over their development, 
redevelopment, or resource removal. Although local communities typically have little 
involvement in planning these facilities, they can engage in regular communication with the 
federal government’s General Services Administration, the agency responsible for the 
procurement and sale of office space and other federal properties. 

 
Federal Grants-in-Aid 

One of the greatest impacts the federal government has on local communities is through its 
grant-in-aid programs. Some programs provide funding directly to support local planning 
efforts and pay for expertise needed by local agencies. The Section 701 program (1950s 
through 1970s) provided over $1 billion in direct aid to pay for local planning. A great 
number of planning studies resulted from this act but drew criticism. Communities created 
plans not because they were needed but simply to qualify for funding from available 
programs. This led to Section 701's termination in 1981. Since then, there has been little 
direct federal support for local community planning efforts, although federal money has 
continued to be available for hundreds of grants for specific programs, such as housing, 
transportation, redevelopment, and pollution abatement. Perhaps the most significant of these 
is the Community Development Block Grant program established in 1974 and administered 
by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. This program provides over 
$4.5 billion annually in disbursements to 1,200 local communities and states to spend at their 
discretion. The funds target low- and moderate-income families. 



 
Federal Mandates 

The federal government often establishes legislative mandates that must be followed by state 
and local governments but include no funding for implementation. Increasingly this policy 
shifts the burden of paying for federal programs to state and local governments. An example 
of an unfunded mandate is the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1991, which established 
that it is a civil rights violation to fail to give persons with disabilities ready and convenient 
access to all public spaces. This means that buildings must provide ramps, elevators, larger 
rest rooms, and other facilities for individuals who are in wheelchairs, who are hearing or 
visually impaired, or who have other disabilities. The law has resulted in increased costs for 
new construction and sometimes considerable expense to renovate older buildings. Although 
the act was an appropriate legislative mandate, essentially no federal funds were allocated to 
assist property owners to accomplish the changes and no money was provided for local 
agencies to establish a program for review and inspection. The Unfunded Mandates Reform 
Act of 1995 tried to stem the tide of unfunded mandates, but it has not been effective. The 
U.S. Supreme Court has ruled such unfunded mandates illegal, but the process continues, 
largely because of the federal government’s control over states through its power to tax and 
disperse revenues to the states. Thus, state and local governments fear losing favor with 
federal authorities. 
 
State and Regional Planning 
 
As stated in the introduction to this chapter, states are the primary source of authority to 
engage in planning. States have authority to plan land use but can cede this through enabling 
legislation. Most have delegated much of that authority to local governments, and follow the 
federal model of a more hands-off approach, but what the states have delegated, the states can 
take back.  

State-level planning can take different forms. In Delaware, for example, the Office of 
State Planning Coordination has responsibilities that involve effective coordination of state, 
county, and local planning efforts. The Office coordinates state agency review of major land 
use change proposals prior to submission to local governments; conducts research and 
analysis; disseminates information concerning land use planning; and helps meet 
informational needs of state agencies and local governments, especially spatial data and 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) analyses.2 

Maine’s State Planning Office (SPO) is part of the Executive Department. It provides 
planning assistance, policy development, program management, and technical assistance to 
Maine communities, businesses, and residents. Furthermore, it advises the governor on 
developing and implementing policy, assists the legislature with information and analyses, 
and provides local and regional financial and technical assistance. The SPO’s areas of 
responsibility include land use planning, land protection, code enforcement training and 
certification, economics and demographics, energy, flood plain management, coastal 
programs, a community service commission, waste management, and recycling.  

Some states have limited planning responsibilities and rely on plans targeting a particular 
issue or need. Oklahoma’s Statewide Intermodal Transportation Plan establishes a state water 
resource plan. Many states in the Great Plains are moving rapidly to plan for future water 
needs. Some states have economic development plans or natural resource plans. 

                                                
2 http://www.state.de.us/planning/aboutagency.shtml (accessed May 11, 2009).  



Some states, like Michigan, have no official state planning office or agency, but rely on 
legislation alone to achieve and regulate land uses, economic development, environmental 
policies, and other such activities. The Michigan Association of Planning, a membership 
organization composed of lay and professional planners and the largest such planning 
organization in any state, provides much of the state’s needed planning coordination through 
its activities in policy analysis, coordination, and lobbying. 

Other states share administrative responsibilities with regional agencies. The 
construction of the Erie Canal across New York State or the designation and development of 
the Appalachian Trail, which extends from Maine to Georgia, are examples of regional 
planning. Other regional programs include the Tennessee Valley Authority, a public 
corporation established in 1933 that had sufficient flexibility in its operation to provide for a 
variety of redevelopment activities in the Tennessee Valley watershed. A similar regional 
program, the Columbia Basin Project, involved construction of the Grand Coulee Dam, which 
was completed in 1941 and harnessed the Columbia River to provide irrigation, electric 
power generation, and flood control in the Pacific Northwest. But one of the best examples of 
regional planning was an association with no official role in government: the Regional 
Planning Association. Formed in 1922 and focused on New York City’s metropolitan area 
and parts of New Jersey and Connecticut, the association published a landmark plan in 1929 
that continues to guide the region. Follow-up plans in the 1960s and in 1996 contained 
proposals on land-use transportation, open-space preservation, economic development, and 
social issues. The Regional Planning Association remains influential as a planning agency as 
a result of the proven efficacy of its ideas.  

Some organizations have adopted regional planning focused on particular issues. The 
Great Lakes Basin Commission comprises eight states bordering the Great Lakes. The 
purpose of the Commission is to protect the valuable fresh water resources available in the 
five Great Lakes and to promote their orderly, integrated, and comprehensive development. 
This activity is enhanced through participation in the International Joint Commission (IJC), a 
U.S./Canadian organization focused on protecting the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence 
Seaway. The IJC is an outgrowth of the International Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909 
between the United States and Canada. It was initiated to resolve disagreements pertaining to 
water usage. The Commission takes proactive positions on contentious issues involving the 
stability of lake levels, since they have a direct effect on economic activities from commercial 
shipping to local marinas and recreation. For example, the IJC is concerned with a proposal to 
divert water from the Great Lakes to drought-prone lands in the Great Plains.  

Although many regional agencies focus on the environment, some address other 
planning issues. In 1965, the Appalachian Regional Planning Commission (now the 
Appalachian Regional Commission) was established to confront poverty and economic 
development in West Virginia and parts of 12 other states. The organization was threatened 
with elimination in the 1980s but developed a new strategic policy in 1994. This initiative 
focused on attracting and retaining businesses in the Appalachian region, job skill training, 
and the development and improvement of roads, water, and sewer services. It has continued 
to serve as a successful model for federal-state-local planning and partnership.  

Regional planning is a means to resolve inequities in the tax structure. In many older 
urban areas, the disadvantaged population that remains in the central city has the lowest 
income, the highest tax rate, and the greatest need for services. Although regional governance 
is an obvious way to mitigate these inequities, wealthier exurban areas are reluctant to 
commit their resources to problems they do not see as their own, so regional tax programs 
usually are not successful.  

Tax-base sharing is another regional program that requires governments in a 
metropolitan region to share a certain percentage of their revenues from tax-base growth. Its 
purpose is to minimize competition for tax revenues and encourage a more balanced program 



of growth across municipalities. Tax-base sharing reduces the need for local governments to 
outbid each other to offer public subsidies such as tax abatements to attract development. 
Even though the overall gains in a region may be minimal, the redistribution effect can 
reduce the inequities between poorer cities saddled with many social needs and their richer 
suburbs. 

 
Spotlight on Minnesota’s Regional Tax-Base Sharing Program 
 
Minnesota has a history of regional planning. In 1967, the State Legislature established the 
Metropolitan Council to coordinate planning and development in Minneapolis, St. Paul, and 
seven adjacent counties [Fig 3.2]. Over the years, the Council incorporated other agencies 
and its scope of activities expanded to include transportation, transit systems, and waste 
control. The Council’s four primary goals are coordination of planning and infrastructure 
investments, working collaboratively on land use and housing, enhancing the regional 
transportation system, and preserving vital natural areas and resources. Its funding comes 
from state and federal funds and user fees.  



 
3.2. Municipalities in the Minnesota Metropolitan Council 
 

One of the most interesting tools of regional planning in the Minneapolis–St. Paul area is 
the creation and continued use of the Minnesota Fiscal Disparities Act of 1971. In many 
metropolitan areas, there is a sizeable difference in revenues available through taxes for 
different municipalities. The reasons for a fiscal imbalance are not necessarily the fault of the 
individual jurisdictions, but rather the result of larger development patterns. Minnesota’s 
Fiscal Disparity Plan has successfully implemented a regional tax-base sharing scheme. The 
plan encompasses 186 cities, 48 school districts, and 60 other taxing authorities. As described 
by the Commission of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, "According to the 
Metropolitan Fiscal Disparities Act, each year local governments in a seven-county area 
calculate changes in the assessed value of industrial-commercial property and contribute 40 
percent of the growth to an area-wide pool. Each government receives funds from this pool, 
according to a formula that takes into consideration the community’s population and is 
inversely related to its fiscal capacity, defined as per capita market value of all real property 



(i.e., larger cities with lower fiscal capacity receive more funds).”3 The plan has been 
successful at narrowing the regional business tax rate disparities. In 2000, 28 percent of the 
region's commercial-industrial tax base was shared among jurisdictions.4 

 
Regional planning may be unpopular in many parts of the country because local 

communities identify strongly with their area and relish the autonomy of controlling their 
own governance. Officials and residents in local jurisdictions are reluctant to concede any of 
their powers or share them with adjacent municipalities. They are concerned about the larger 
scale of government that is more distant from them. Elected officials fear that shared 
governance will reduce their role and political power base. As a result, planning at the 
regional level is usually less effective than it could be, and is largely advisory. However, the 
need for greater regional planning continues to increase throughout the nation as a way to 
contain unlimited sprawl. Also, a regional approach to economic development allows 
adjacent municipalities to present a stronger image to potential investors and developers.  

 
Councils of Governments (COGs) 

A regional Council of Governments (COG) is an agency providing many regional planning 
services to its member governments. Of the 39,000 local communities in the United States, 
more than 35,000 are served by regional councils.5 Members include counties, cities, 
villages, townships, parishes, boroughs, intermediate school districts, community colleges, 
and public universities. Funding for the agencies comes from federal and state grants, 
contracts, and membership fees. Membership is voluntary, but requires that dues be paid to 
receive COG benefits.  

A COG can support local government planning that emphasizes activities crossing 
jurisdictional boundaries, for example, transportation, environmental, community and 
economic development, education, and law enforcement. First conceived in the 1960s, 
regional councils are broad-based organizations that rely on consensus building to create 
partnerships, while providing a variety of services and fiscal management to their client 
communities. Regional councils often use a roundtable forum to resolve neighboring 
community conflicts. They mediate and facilitate, but do not adjudicate, and regardless of the 
interests and concerns of member communities, the authority to make policy decisions 
remains with local officials.  

The Top of Alabama Regional Council of Governments (TARCOG) is an example of a 
COG. Established in 1968 in northern Alabama, its membership comprises local officials 
from a five-county region [Fig 3.3]. TARCOG’s Planning Department helps communities to 
develop their comprehensive plans. It conducts visioning and strategic planning studies 
pertaining to matters of regional interest. The organization’s “Your Town Alabama” program 
provides an intensive training program for local officials, with case studies and interactive 
group problem-solving to help individuals become better prepared for decisionmaking in their 
communities. 

 

                                                
3 Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education (CBASSE), “Governance and 
Opportunity in Metropolitan America,” http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?isbn=0309065534 (accessed 
April 12, 2010). 
4 Myron Orfield,  American Metropolitics: The New Suburban Reality (Washington, D.C.: The 
Brookings Institution Press, 2002), 107.  
5 National Association of Regional Councils, “What Is a Regional Council?” http://narc.org/regional-
councils-mpos/what-is-a-regional-council.html (accessed April 12, 2010).  



   

 
3.3. The Top of Alabama Regional Council of Governments, TARCOG 

 
Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) 

In 1962, Congress passed legislation mandating the formation of Metropolitan Planning 
Organizations (MPOs) to give local authorities more control over how federal transportation 
funds are spent in their jurisdictions. The legislation required that a designated MPO be 
established for any urbanized area with a population greater than 50,000. Congress created 
MPOs to ensure that transportation expenditures were based on a continuing, cooperative, 
and comprehensive (“3 C”) planning process. Currently there are almost 400 MPOs in the 
United States. 

Often, a region’s COG agency serves as its MPO, since a COG usually is heavily 
involved in transportation planning. Statewide transportation offices sometimes have been 
reluctant to fully support the MPO structure because MPOs assume many of the 
responsibilities and funding formerly housed in the state agencies. However, as part of 
various federal transportation acts, beginning with the Intermodal Surface Transportation 
Efficiency Act (ISTEA) of 1991, transportation fund allocations were given to MPOs to 
administer, so state transportation departments, which now must consult with MPOs on many 
aspects of their work, lost autonomy.  

 
Consolidated Metro Government 

A number of regions have tried consolidated metro governments in which cities, counties, 
and townships function beneath one administrative umbrella. Examples of communities that 
established consolidated government structures include Miami–Dade County, Florida; 
Louisville–Jefferson County, Kentucky; Grand Rapids–Kent County, Michigan; 
Jacksonville–Duval County, Florida; Portland, Oregon’s Metro Government; and 
Indianapolis–Marion County, Indiana. 
 
Spotlight on “Unigov” in Indianapolis 



 
The city of Indianapolis and surrounding Marion County, Indiana, established a form of 
federated regional governance in 1970. Known as “Unigov,” it is one of the most successful 
consolidated governments in the United States and its joint City-County Council has attracted 
significant economic growth and development in the Indianapolis metropolitan area [Fig 3.4]. 

Indiana Senator and former Indianapolis mayor Richard Lugar led the effort to bring 
community leaders and officials together to create this innovative approach to public sector 
management. Under the agreement, the city of Indianapolis expanded its boundaries to 
encompass all of Marion County, making it the twelfth largest city in the nation. Public 
offices and services that had been under many different agencies were combined for greater 
efficiency and easier public access. The restructuring into one municipal unit allowed the city 
to keep federal funding that would have been lost because of depopulation within the city at 
the time of Unigov’s formation. (A few communities chose not to participate and retained 
their own mayors, councils, and boards, but are obligated to pay county taxes.) 

 

 
3.4. Downtown Indianapolis 

 
Under Unigov, the mayor is the chief executive officer of both the city and the county. 

Five departments, Capital Asset Management (physical infrastructure), Metropolitan 
Development (code enforcement, planning and zoning, redevelopment and historic 
preservation), Public Works, Public Safety (police and fire departments, emergency 
management, animal control), and Parks and Recreation have their own directors. School 
districts remain independent, as do the airport authority and county library.  

In addition to Unigov, the Indy Partnership, composed of government and business 
leaders from Indianapolis and its surrounding counties, provides coordination of economic 
development efforts in the region. The partnership promotes the central geographic position 
of the metro area, which contains about 75 percent of the U.S. and Canadian populations 
within a one-day (24-hour) drive. Indianapolis is the only U.S. city with four interstate 



highways coming to or through it, and it is one of the most affordable housing markets in the 
country.  

 
Local Planning 

 
In most communities, the roles and responsibilities of planning are distributed among the 
municipal council, planning commission, appointed to represent the public’s perspective in 
the planning process, and planning department, the technical staff which reviews 
development proposals in light of current codes and ordinances. An overview of each entity’s 
involvement in the planning is necessary to understand its function.  

 
The Municipal Council 

By “municipal council” we mean a city council, township council, board of trustees, parish 
council, or a comparable governmental body. Virtually all public policy within a community 
eventually passes through the hands of its municipal council. Local government provides 
leadership through its legislative, administrative, and financial power over city functions. 

The council makes policy; other city agencies follow policy [Fig. 3.5]. In addition it 
administers local taxes, enacts ordinances and resolutions, exercises executive oversight 
regarding budget, and administers public services. It also engages in ceremonial duties.  

 

 
3.5. City Council meeting, Sammamish, Washington 

 
A municipal council comprises elected representatives of the community. In small- and 

medium-sized cities and townships, councils typically include five to nine individuals. 
Council members usually are not trained for the job, although some may have occupied local 
government positions where they gained relevant experience. Because they are responsible 
directly to their constituency through the elective process, their actions may be based less on 
consistent policy than on political expediency.  

Council members can be elected by ward (district) or at-large. The method of election 
influences how the board functions as a group and how individuals react as council members. 
Typically, ward-elected council members have a narrower view of their role in municipal 
government. In contrast, at-large council members represent the city as a whole and thus 
recognize a larger constituency. Certain communities have a combined board, with some 
members elected from districts and some elected at-large. 

The head of the council (e.g., mayor, township supervisor, or county director) presides 
over council meetings and is elected either through the general election or by the council 
members. Alternatively, a chairperson may be elected from within the council. City councils 
may have a “strong mayor” or “weak mayor” form of governance. A strong mayor plays a 
prominent administrative role as chief executive and often has a city manager and staff to 



serve the executive functions. Also, a strong mayor has the power to make appointments and 
dismissals without council approval and to veto legislation passed by the council. With a 
weak mayor form of governance, the mayor has a largely ceremonial role, with the council 
possessing both legislative and executive authority. A weak mayor does not have veto power 
and needs council approval for appointments. Weak-mayor governance is more common in 
small towns. 

 
The Planning Commission 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, in many communities the development 
process had become unduly subject to pressures by political officials. Political bosses 
regularly awarded contracts as favors to private individuals to enhance their own re-election 
chances. Planning commissions were a response; they would reduce graft because they exist 
outside of the political structure.  

The first planning commission was created in 1907 in Hartford, Connecticut. During the 
1930s, planning commissions assumed considerable power related to budgeting and planning 
of roads. By the 1950s, they had become integral to many housing programs. As Riverdale, 
Utah, stated in the description of its planning commission, “The major reason for establishing 
a Planning Commission of local citizens is because planning is too important to be left 
entirely to City staff. The Planning Commission represents the values and aspirations of 
citizens it serves.”6  

Planning commissioners are usually appointed by elected municipal officials. State 
enabling legislation specifies the number of commissioners and their term. Most commissions 
comprise individuals from a variety of backgrounds, for example, attorneys, real estate 
agents, mechanics, architects, contractors, sales clerks, community leaders, retirees, and other 
local residents. Ideally, they should come from different geographical areas in the community 
and represent diverse groups. Planning commissioners, through their meetings, provide a 
forum for the public as part of the legally required development review process. The 
commission serves as the watchdog on the planning process and directly reflects the public’s 
interests.  

However, in recent decades the effectiveness of planning commissions has been 
questioned; commissioners can be subject to the same political pressures as council members. 
In some instances, commissions have been dissolved when their determinations conflicted 
with a council’s preferences. Also, some critics argue that this extra layer of bureaucracy 
between the planning department staff and city council is unnecessary. However, many 
communities continue to rely on a local planning commission as part of their approval 
process for development proposals, and the planning commission remains an integral part of 
decisionmaking. 

In some communities the planning commission is empowered to make final planning-
related decisions; elsewhere they make recommendations to the governing council or board. 
Commissioners are most effective when they guide and review the direction and priorities of 
the planning department, but do not micro-manage work. Commissioners may be 
“accommodators,” who feel their role is to expedite the process of land use change and see 
that it operates as smoothly as possible, but ensure that technical qualities have been satisfied. 
Conversely the commissioners may be “reformists” who use their position to guide the city 

                                                
6 The Riverdale City Planning Commission, Riverdale, Utah, 
http://www.riverdalecity.com/how_do_i/contact.htm (accessed September 24, 2009). 



by supporting projects that they feel contribute to achieving ideal goals and impeding those 
which do not.7 

A planning commission has five major functions: 
 
1. Satisfying the development review process required by law. Many states and municipalities 
require commissioners to review all developments of a certain minimum size or scale. The 
commission must provide this official review and either approval or recommendation as part 
of the mandated process. 
 
2. Reviewing technical criteria determinations made by planning staff. The planning 
department staff provides information related to codes, ordinances, and adopted plans, but 
planning commissioners give them definition and interpretation in the light of community 
interests. 
 
3. Acting as an arbiter for planning staff, applicants, and citizens. Sometimes a developer 
submits a development proposal that satisfies local criteria but concerned citizens oppose the 
project for a variety of reasons. The planning department may be obligated to recommend 
approval, since there is no basis for not doing so. Planning commissioners, however, are 
conscious of citizen concerns and arbitrate among these conflicting interests. Commissioners 
must realize they may be legally liable if they deny a project that meets all applicable 
requirements. However, they may choose to discuss the project with the applicant and try to 
mitigate the problem by encouraging at least some accommodation to the citizens’ concerns. 
This process of mitigation is an important part of the commission’s overall role. 
 
4. Adjusting the review process to local political realities. Commissioners also should 
recognize that, to a significant extent, planning is tied to the local political process. Being 
actively involved in community life, commissioners sometimes can provide methods for 
resolving conflicting interests through personal persuasion. 
  
5. Evaluating the planning director. The director of the planning department is responsible 
for the work of the staff planners, but the commission’s responsibility may include review 
and evaluation of the planning director. 

 
The Planning Department 

The planning department provides technical advice to elected officials, appointed 
commissioners, city departments, and residents to help them better understand their 
community’s comprehensive plan, zoning ordinance, and other documents that pertain to 
community development. Cities with a population over 25,000 generally are large enough to 
have a planning staff. Smaller communities may have only one or two planners. When there 
is no planning department, planning-related activities may be contracted to a private planning 
consultant. Consultants may also be used in larger departments if the governing body needs 
special expertise or legal input.  

A planning director oversees planning department employees. The director coordinates 
in-house work and must possess a broad knowledge of planning, be able to delegate work to 
staff, and communicate effectively. Planning staff members may be generalists or specialize 
in a particular area, such as site plan review, economic development, mapping and graphics, 
grant preparation, data management and projections, or other needs. Staff planners interact 

                                                
7 A good resource on the role of planning commissioners is: Albert Solnit, The Job of the Planning 
Commissioner (Chicago: APA Press, 1987). 



with community leaders and citizens by gathering and providing information, answering 
questions, and making presentations. These responsibilities result in written reports and 
recommendations.  

Depending on the priorities of a community, the work of the planning department can 
cover a wide range of activities. Some planning units may be part of a larger management 
department that includes environmental specialists, building inspectors, code enforcement 
personnel, and possibly civil engineers. In these cases, the department may have a more all-
encompassing name, such as the Department of Community Development and Planning or 
the Department of Planning and Environment. 

,Five key responsibilities are allocated to the planning staff; these activities often require 
interaction with other city departments:  
 
1. Maintain/update the comprehensive plan and coordinate city planning efforts. The 
comprehensive plan guides growth and development of the community. It is a constantly 
evolving document and should be maintained and updated on a regular basis. If used 
properly, it can steer the disparate interests of a community in a common direction. 
 
2. Provide planning recommendations to the planning commission. Planning commissioners 
need good information to make informed judgments on planning and development proposals 
that are presented to them for review, recommendation, and possibly for approval. The 
planning department staff is in the best position to provide this information, which may 
consist of a review of codes, regulations, policies, and goals from the comprehensive plan, 
and other information useful to guide new development. 
 
3. Supply information to the community’s elected officials and the public. Planning staff 
members provide information to planning commissioners, council members, other city 
agencies, and the general public [Fig 3.6]. The department's files, archives, and resources 
should include planning documents and policies, pertinent legislation, demographics, maps, 
geographic information system (GIS) files and databases, current and previous development 
proposals, and other materials related to the community's patterns of growth and 
development. 
 



 
3.6. Information counter at Placer County Planning Department, Tahoe City, California 

 
4. Prepare the capital improvements program and budget. One of a community's most 
important documents is the capital improvements program because it allocates financial 
resources for future development. The five- to seven-year span of the budget establishes 
priorities for spending public funds, and private investment in a community is closely linked 
to public expenditures. Community budget allocations can potentially leverage significant 
amounts of private investment as part of a public-private partnership. 
 
5. Facilitate interdepartmental cooperation. The planning department coordinates 
development activities in municipal government. This oversight function can give a broader, 
long-range perspective to decisions than may be seen by elected officials, who commonly 
base decisions on the two- to four-year time frame inherent in the election cycle. The 
planning department facilitates interdepartmental cooperation  and coordinates information 
needed for decisions on development in the community.  

 
The Politics of Local Planning 
 
Planners need to recognize that understanding local politics and functioning within a political 
environment is a necessary part of their job. Planner Melvin Webber once said of the 
profession, “there are no scientifically or technically correct answers, only politically 
appropriate ones.”10 For many, “politics” is a dirty word spoken with disdain. Definitions of 
the term range widely, but it may be defined as the art of consensus building to gain and 
maintain power [Fig 3.7]. Politics is inescapable in the way we make collective decisions, 

                                                
10 Melvin Webber, “A Difference Paradigm for Planning” in Planning Theory in the 1980s: Search for 
Future Directions (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Center for Urban Policy Research, 1978), 
157.  



including planning decisions, in the United States. For purposes of this discussion, it is 
essential to establish three simple ground rules. First, in the interplay between planning and 
politics, all actions must be legal. Second, politics is neither positive nor negative; it is simply 
the process used to build consensus and gain power. How individuals exercise their individual 
political power may be positive or negative, but that does not make politics in itself either 
positive or negative. Finally, it is okay to say the words “planning,” “politics,” and “power” 
in the same sentence. All are important to the planning process and it is important to both 
define them and explore their connotations. 

 

 
3.7. Village Politics engraving by Paul-Leon Jazet, 1820 

 
A Balanced Approach to Planning 

One of the foundations of American society is an abiding distrust in how government works. 
That distrust is part of the essence of the Constitution and was a guiding principle in the 
Declaration of Independence. The ownership, transfer, and use of land are equally important 
issues in the founding of the United States. It is in this context that a planning system evolved 
that seeks to balance protection of individual liberties with those of the collective whole. 
Planning is done for several reasons, but fundamentally it serves to balance continued 
economic growth and development (jobs, tax base, economic vitality) with social and natural 
environmental concerns (quality of life, the preservation and protection of natural resources) 
[Fig 3.8]. The goal is to optimize this balance through the planning process. 

 



 
3.8. The balance of planning  

 
Citizens want to protect their interests regarding land ownership and use while 

constraining or minimizing the public interest in limiting those individual rights. In this 
context, planning can be understood as a check on the perceived and real excesses of the 
political process and a balance to the short-term focus of political decisions. For this reason, it 
is important to observe how the planning and political processes relate, differ, and conflict. 
The business of both planning and politics is conducted by participants who typically include: 

 
planners banks/financial/policymakers 
planning commissions public administrators 
elected officials attorneys/legal professionals 
zoning boards of appeal the press 
realtors developers/builders 
special interest groups designers 
other communities autonomous boards 
other governments the general public 
 
These participants are independent and largely self-serving and they work to ensure that 

the political and planning processes benefit them, or at least do not harm them. They possess 
varying degrees of power, which they may or may not use to influence the planning and 
political processes. Planners are important in this process, but they are only one of many 
interest groups. 

When considering the interplay between politics and planning, three significant, divergent 
perspectives point to why planning is conflict-laden: timeframe, compromise, and public 
interest. Given the usual two- or four-year election cycle, elected officials in the United States 
need to show that their decisions have produced results in a short time, typically within a one- 
to three-year period if they wish to be re-elected [Fig 3.9]. This short time frame does not 
coincide with the need for long-term evaluation of the impact that short-term decisions have 
on the development of a community.  
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3.9. Comparison of planning and political decision horizons 



 
In contrast to the political calendar, planning is a decidedly long-term endeavor. Planners 

create plans for 10, 15, or 20 years into the future. They are concerned with the implications 
of current decisions on the long-range development of communities and on constituents who 
range from those not yet born to the dying. This means there is a significant disconnect 
between the short-term decision-making world of elected officials and the evaluation of the 
impact of those decisions over a longer time period. This becomes the basis for conflict 
between planners and elected officials, and a justification for a community to engage in 
planning.  

Elected officials need to compromise. An urban planning legend illustrates this: A wise 
old politician once chastised a young planner after a particularly ugly public hearing on a 
controversial planning decision. After a night of discord and negative public comment, the 
elected official was overheard to say, “Never, never, never put a politician in a corner.” 
Elected officials need to be flexible in their responses to community decisionmaking, since 
they represent their constituents’ differing perspectives. They seldom have the luxury of 
working with issues that are black and white; they struggle to find a reasonable middle 
ground.  

Planners and elected officials both wish to serve the public interest. The questions are: 
What is in the public interest and how is that determined? As we have noted, elected officials 
tend to use constituent responses as the basis to define public interest and seek immediate 
public feedback to gauge what people want. Planners, however, use a number of methods to 
engage and solicit public input: public hearings, focus groups, surveys, committees, and 
planning programs. As a result, planners and elected officials often irritate each other and, in 
short, generate conflict.  

What is to be done? The key for elected officials is to use the planning process to gain an 
expanded perspective on their decisions, one that includes additional constituents and an 
appreciation of the implications of current decisions on the fabric of a community. 
Conversely, planners should realize the need to provide local officials with a range of 
planning strategies and give them the flexibility they want while trying to move them toward 
long-range planning objectives. There is no single way to achieve planning goals; it is only 
through the political process that those goals ultimately can be accomplished. 

 
Influence Makers 

In many communities, the truly influential people are not always the apparent, designated 
decision makers. Sometimes individuals with the most influence have no official title, but 
exert considerable control. The question of the true power of community decision-making 
was described by sociologist Floyd Hunter. Hunter studied social dynamics in Atlanta, 
Georgia, and found a small, stable group at the top of the city’s social structure. Although this 
group’s decision-making role was not known to the public, the individuals, singly or 
collectively, were responsible for much of what was done or not done in their community. 
This influential group consisted primarily of major business owners, executives, and 
corporate lawyers. They lived in the same neighborhoods, belonged to the same clubs, sat on 
each other’s boards, and knew each other well. A follow-up study of Atlanta by Clarence 
Stone showed that the political structure worked to aid this alliance of business interests 
while discouraging and fragmenting neighborhood groups: “What makes governance in 
Atlanta effective is not the formal machinery of government, but rather the informal 
partnership between city hall and the downtown business elite. This informal partnership and 
the way it operates constitute the city’s regime; it is the means through which major policy 



decisions are made.”11 Later studies by others supported and generalized this finding. 
Informal alliances behind the scenes tend to be most concerned about issues of growth and 
development.  

Although their influence can be broad, large cities may have more than one pyramid of 
influence makers. Each group may be oriented toward different issues, but each nonetheless 
comprises a select and largely inbred group of powerbrokers.  
 
The Role of the Public in the Planning Process 
 
Public input is a mandated part of the decision-making process of local government, and a 
public hearing provides officials with the information they need to make fair and informed 
decisions [Fig 3.10]. A public hearing should not be conducted to persuade the public or to 
justify an action. This would mean a decision had been made before the public had a chance 
to express opinions on the issue. As Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis once said about 
deliberations on public law, “Since government is not an exact science, prevailing public 
opinion concerning the evils and the remedy is among the important facts deserving 
consideration.”12 
 

                                                
11 Clarence N. Stone, Regime Politics: Governing Atlanta, 1946–1988 (Lawrence, KS: The University 
Press of Kansas, 1989), 3. 
12 Quoted in Robert G. Dixon, Jr., “The Reapportionment Amendments and Direct Democracy,” State 
Government (Spring 1965): 117. 



 
3.10. Notice of public hearing for Local Redevelopment Authority in Reading, 
Pennsylvania, 2010 
 

Public hearings must be advertised well in advance and are intended to allow the 
community an opportunity to speak to local officials before final action is taken. “Open 
meetings” law refers to the body of legislation mandating that the public be able to observe 
the workings of the government and prevent the deliberate exclusion of the public from this 
process. This means that decisions should not be made behind closed doors. For these 
purposes, a meeting is defined as any occasion when there is a convening of a public body for 
the purpose of conducting public business. There are some exceptions, such as the meeting of 
charity organizations. Also, public bodies may go into a closed executive session to discuss 
and act on certain issues, such as threats to public safety, imperiling the investigation or 
prosecution of a criminal process, matters relating to individual employees and their records, 
the buying or selling of real property, and other topics as specifically allowed. Legally, 
decisions made by a local government that do not follow procedures of the applicable open 
meetings act may be challenged and possibly overturned in court, so prudent planners read 
their state’s Open Meetings Act. Public input traditionally has been gained by conducting 
meetings in an accessible venue, but new technologies such as email and the Internet offer 
citizens alternative ways to be heard.  



Like the Open Meetings Act, the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) promotes 
transparency in government by allowing citizens access to government records and 
information. Although government agencies generally are more comfortable if their actions 
are not fully exposed to the public, assurances of open government have existed in common 
law since the colonial period and access has increased in recent decades. All agencies of the 
federal government now are required to disclose records upon written request unless 
exempted for reasons of national security. States have similar provisions through their open 
records laws. Each state has a list of appropriate exemptions.  
 

Community Activism 
Members of communities are primarily concerned about quality-of-life issues, especially the 
impact changes may have on residential areas. Although residents have no direct day-to-day 
role in the decision-making process, their input can be effective in two ways: by expressing 
their opinions at the public hearings required for most large development projects and by 
electing local government officials who respect their opinions and respond to their concerns. 
Through sheer numbers, residents have an important role to play in community development 
decisions. As Jane Jacobs wrote, "Meaningful change doesn't come about through lots of 
clout and lots of money. It comes about through lots of little changes everywhere.”13 

Barbara Roelofs, a long-time community activist in Grand Rapids, Michigan, has 
suggested how residents can be effective in presenting their viewpoint and be successful in 
the political environment of local government.14 Planners, who are often on the front line of 
public input, should understand these strategies. When addressing the community, she says, 
first be absolutely convinced you are right, since this conviction influences your actions and 
instills confidence in yourself and the person with whom you are talking. Second, do your 
homework; become informed so you know more than the opposition. Third, be present when 
policy decisions are being made. Make clear that you are recording the discussion, either 
through use of a recorder or note taking. Fourth, learn to count votes and know whom to 
approach to solicit support. Fifth, develop personal skills of persuasion and never be 
intimidated by the responses, or even threats, of others. Finally, be willing to make friends 
with local officials and compromise when it is appropriate. Other strategies include learning 
to use publicity to your advantage and loading your organization’s board with attorneys, since 
they best understand how to maneuver through the difficult currents that are part of 
governmental decisionmaking. She emphasizes honesty in these strategies; dishonesty will 
catch up with you. 

 
Community Surveys 

 
One of the most common and best methods for local planners to gain useful public input is to 
conduct a survey. Surveys can be administered to residents, merchants, local officials, or 
others (all included in the term “respondents”) to gain important perspectives. Surveys can 
elicit useful information on public attitudes and opinions, typically providing original (raw) 
information and data not available from any other source. These will help to establish 
effective policies. 
 

Survey Types. Mail surveys have certain advantages. They tend to be less expensive 
than other types because they do not require person-to-person contact to administer. Mail 
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surveys allow respondents to take as long to complete as they wish. A mailed package can 
include background material useful in educating respondents before they complete the 
survey. The wording of questions is important to gain accurate information. On the downside, 
mail surveys generally get a lower rate of response than other kinds of survey, which subjects 
them to nonrespondent bias.  

Telephone surveys traditionally have been effective for polling a cross-section of the 
population. Telephone surveys usually are conducted by trained interviewers who read 
questions according to a script [Fig 3.11]. The script can target certain types of respondents 
and the interviewer can probe deeper if respondents fit a prescribed profile. Companies with 
large banks of phones specifically for this purpose conduct computerized interviewing service 
on a contract basis to groups and organizations. However, as cell phones supplant land lines, 
reaching residents at their home phones is not as reliable a survey method as it once was and 
caller IDs can hinder contact. 

 

 
3.11. Conducting a telephone survey 

 
The most effective and informative surveys occur with in-person contact. Although such 

surveys tend to be expensive and time-consuming, skillful face-to-face interviewers can elicit 
information in much greater depth and with more flexibility than mail or phone surveys. In-
person interviews can be conducted with focus groups if a group response is desired.  

Online surveys are becoming more in vogue but suffer bias as well. Both email surveys 
and Internet surveys can be efficient ways to obtain information, but they require hardware 
and software and, of course, can be conducted only with respondents who have access to 
computers. If you have email addresses for the survey group, email surveys are quick to 
prepare, inexpensive to administer, and require little setup. However, they must be written in 
a format that can be read by different email servers. Email surveys typically work well with 
cohort groups (e.g., interoffice staff members) who are accustomed to responding to email.  

Although they take more knowledge and experience to create, Internet surveys allow more 
flexibility in formatting and may include graphics and even sound. They are easy to update or 



modify as needed and can be revised by the surveyor quickly. Research indicates that people 
not only give more honest answers to an electronic survey than to a mail survey, but that 
Internet surveys also yield higher response rates.15 

Basic Principles of Good Surveys.  A survey questionnaire should begin with a brief 
introduction indicating who is sponsoring and conducting the survey, explaining how the 
information will be used, and informing respondents that their views will be kept 
confidential. The first question is one of the most critical because it establishes whether a 
person is likely to continue and complete the survey. It should be intriguing yet easy to 
answer. For example, a good first question for a recreation survey might be: “Do you feel that 
the community provides enough recreational facilities for your family’s needs? Indicate your 
level of satisfaction: __ Very satisfied; __ Somewhat satisfied; __ Somewhat unsatisfied; __ 
Very unsatisfied.” 

A good survey that generates useful responses includes varied question formats to keep 
respondents’ interest. To accomplish this, questions (regardless of format) should have the 
following characteristics: 
 
Clarity. Avoid questions with double meanings. For example, if the recreation survey could 
ask, “Do you find bikes in the neighborhood objectionable? __ Yes; __ No,” this could be 
confusing since the term “bikes” may indicate either bicycles or motorcycles. A pretest of the 
survey should indicate whether questions are ambiguous. Do not rely on hypothetical 
questions, such as, “If such and such, then would you …?” These require assumptions that 
may be inappropriate for the respondent. Do not combine two questions in one. For example, 
the question “Do you use city facilities or go elsewhere for recreation?” does not allow a 
simple yes/no answer and the respondent may recreate at both places or at neither. Avoid 
technical jargon and define uncommon terms. Avoid leading questions, loaded words, and 
authoritative statements and questions that can be answered “I don’t know.” Formulate 
questions that ask for the respondent’s opinion, rather than fact. Instead of asking, “Is the 
downtown park a dangerous place at night?” ask, “Do you think the downtown park is a 
dangerous place at night?”  

 
Brevity. Survey questions should be as concise as possible. Keep the grammatical structure 
simple and use common, unambiguous terms. For example, the question: “Many people in 
the city have recreational vehicles. It would be helpful for the city to know how many are 
owned and used by its residents. How many recreational vehicles are owned by individuals in 
the household where you live?” would be phrased better as: “How many recreational vehicles 
are owned by individuals in your household?” 

 
Completeness. The choices for questions with multiple answers should be mutually exclusive. 
Multiple-choice answers can be confusing if they do not include all possibilities, as in this 
example: “When do you make most use of the community’s recreation facilities? __ Spring; 
__ Summer; __ Warm months; __ Cold months.” A better question would be: “Indicate the 
seasons when you most often use the community’s parks and recreation facilities (check as 
many as appropriate): __ Spring; __ Summer; __ Fall; __ Winter.” 

 
Avoid Bias. Surveys are often biased; find methods to minimize its impact, or the legitimacy 
of the survey findings may be called into question. Participants tend to respond to survey 
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expectations, answering in a way that, in their judgment, will most please the survey 
administrator. Another bias is that produced by the absence of input from nonrespondent 
individuals, who may not feel the same as those who responded. Studies have found that 
nonrespondents generally have a more negative outlook otherwise not represented in 
collected data. 

 
Exercise: Prepare a Survey of Downtown Shoppers for Rivertown 
 
Rivertown’s merchants are concerned that downtown does not attract enough shoppers for the 
economic vitality of its businesses. The Rivertown Merchants Association has asked the city 
to survey residents about downtown shopping. You have been given the task of preparing the 
survey. 

Compose an effective downtown shopping survey to distribute to a random sample of 
city residents. It should consist of no more than eight questions; pretest it by administering it 
on a trial basis to eight individuals who assume the role of Rivertown residents and answer 
the questions from their point of view. The answers are will be fictional, but can indicate 
important information on whether the survey would be effective in an actual situation. After 
the survey, ask the pretest respondents: Were the questions clear or confusing? Did you have 
any concern about giving the type of information requested?   

 Based on the feedback, revise the survey and prepare a brief report on the relative 
effectiveness of the survey questions. 

 
Planning and Communication via the Internet 

 
Information is a valuable commodity in our society. Incoming information is sometimes 
difficult to organize. The input of a huge volume of incoming information in hard-copy 
format is a critical bottleneck for cities. In an average city, thousands of objects (land parcels, 
persons, buildings, pipes, trees, fire hydrants, etc.) must be described in millions of terms 
(factual information, shape, position, temporal change, etc.). Much data are collected on 
paper forms, which are expensive to process, time-consuming, and hard to locate.  

With the transition from paper-based analog information systems to digital information 
systems, the ability of planners to evaluate information will gain in speed and efficiency. 
Planners who collect, analyze, synthesize, and evaluate information in a timely fashion are 
likely to have an advantage in problemsolving. A digital environment makes these tasks 
much easier. However, it must satisfy some important criteria to be useful for planning and 
city governance. The hardware, software, and connectivity must be readily accessible and 
affordable. Online information technology must be standardized for use by all computers and 
operating systems to serve the public effectively. Procedures and protocols for management 
are vital so users searching for information, even residents with a minimum of computer 
experience, can find it easily.  

As a result of the increasing use of the Internet, it is important, even critical, for 
communities to become more reliant on online resources for local government functions. 
Many such resources are available, and most communities now have web sites with 
descriptive information. However, there are many resources available in the online 
environment not being utilized by local officials and residents. Part of the reluctance of 
relying on the Internet for local government functions is the fact there are many disparate 
formats, sometimes requiring a lengthy learning curve. To fully take advantage of the many 
resources available online, there is a great need to create a network for providing applications 
with interfaces that are more standardized, interactive, linked, and user-friendly.  



The Internet can serve as an important means to create greater participation in the 
decision-making process and may bring more accountability into public discussion. Online 
communication increases the circle of participation and understanding [Fig 3.12]. A public 
system should include a means to provide visual imagery, including a wide variety of images 
that illustrate the effects of the various choices. Digital photos and three-dimensional models 
can show before-and-after effects, provide historic annotation of past events, and create three-
dimensional representations of future events. Programs to promote user education and 
increased information literacy should be provided throughout the community.  

 

 
3.12. Using the Internet for city functions 

 
Summary 
All levels of government are involved with community planning, either directly or indirectly. 
Historically, the power to govern was given first to state governments, which over time have 
given certain powers and responsibilities to both the federal and local levels. State 
governments are major landowners and have the legal authority to control land use. However, 
they are usually considered too large to manage planning locally, and have deferred to local 
governments many of these responsibilities.  
The federal government has a role in planning because it is a major landowner and it is 
responsible for broad policies and programs on natural resources, economic development 
funding, and physical infrastructure (such as interstate highways). Attempts in the past to 
develop significant national planning often have been thwarted by people who question the 
political motives underlying such efforts.  

Regional governments, such as Councils of Governments and others, comprise groups of 
counties and municipalities within counties, and frequently function as educational, advisory, 
and coordinating bodies. They typically have less regulatory authority. 

Most community planning is done at the level of local government. The responsibility 
for local planning and its regulation (e.g., zoning) is transferred from states to local officials 
through enabling legislation. Actions taken by elected and appointed local officials are 
noticed readily by their constituents and provide a check against improper activities and 
policies. 



 A community’s planning commission represents the public perspective in the planning 
process. Its planning staff or planning consultant is responsible for its comprehensive plan 
and coordination of planning activities at the local level.  

Politics plays an important role in planning, and planners need to recognize the impact of 
influence makers on decisions. The public also has an important role in the planning process. 
Planners make an important contribution to furthering this understanding by the ways they 
interact with the residents of their community. 


