
Chapter 4:  The Comprehensive Plan 

 
Overview of the Comprehensive Plan 
 
Planning and creating a great, even a good, community is a process that involves many 
people and institutions over a long period of time. Communities are not created whole, and 
some of our best cities were previously some of the worst. They have benefited from a long 
process of continuous planning as well as simple trial and error. Bad areas have been 
removed or replaced, good areas reinforced, and gradually cities emerged, functioning well at 
the physical, social, and economic levels. As law professor and real estate authority Charles 
Haar put it, the comprehensive plan is a form of “impermanent constitution,” indicating it is a 
document that should undergo revision continually as the community changes.1 It can be 
viewed as both a process and a product. With this perspective its usefulness is properly 
realized. 

The plan primarily guides land uses for public and private property, but its scope can 
extend to other aspects of community life. A properly prepared and executed comprehensive 
plan should be internally consistent, with each of its sections complementing and reinforcing 
the others. The plan serves a number of purposes. It gives direction for positive change and 
indicates how much and what kind of development is appropriate. It provides local officials 
with day-to-day guidance in the development process and examines the impact of changes 
over time. For example, a transportation department can plan a community’s circulation 
system based on expected future growth, or developers and builders can propose projects 
compatible with the goals of the plan. The plan should also serve as a guide for related 
actions, such as zoning ordinances, subdivision regulations, and the community’s capital 
improvements program. Finally, the plan helps local citizens understand proposed changes 
and put them in the proper context. The planning department and planning commission, the 
mayor or supervisor, and the municipal council should refer to the comprehensive plan 
regularly; even the best plan is of no use if left on the shelf.  

After a comprehensive plan has been prepared, the municipal council may adopt it or 
accept it. Adoption means the plan and its policies are recognized as an official program for 
action. Acceptance, in contrast, is not legally binding and indicates simply that the council 
acknowledges the plan and must decide whether its provisions should be supported through 
other documents and policies. In many states, the plan is a legal prerequisite for regulatory 
statutes, including adoption of a zoning ordinance, a historic district ordinance, a capital 
improvements program, or a growth management program. Although a community’s 
comprehensive plan is not a land use regulation or ordinance, courts of law may consider it in 
deciding a case, so its provisions can have legal implications. 

Comprehensive plans can be created in various forms. Many communities prepare their 
comprehensive plan as a single document composed of a series of sections describing various 
elements. Other communities develop a comprehensive plan that consists of a series of 
documents, each considering in depth one particular issue, such as housing or transportation. 
This series-of-documents approach means the entire plan does not need to be written and 
accepted as a whole, but can be approved incrementally whenever a particular aspect of it is 
timely. The comprehensive plan may further include subarea (or small-area) plans that pertain 

                                                
1 Charles M. Haar, “The Master Plan: An Impermanent Constitution,” Law & Contemporary Problems: 
Urban Housing and Planning, 20, 3 (Summer 1955) (Durham, NC, Duke University School of Law), 
353 to 418. 



to areas or districts within the community and address the specific needs of that geographic 
district. Subarea plans are most useful in large jurisdictions where districts are subject to 
considerable change.  
 
Creating the Comprehensive Plan 
 
Comprehensive plans typically are developed using the traditional or rational planning 
process, a step-by-step procedure illustrated in the diagram below [Fig 4.1]. It begins with the 
decision to plan and ends with implementation and review.  

 

                       
4.1. The comprehensive plan process 
 

The decision to create or revise a plan involves the support of the community’s elected 
officials and its planners. Although a comprehensive plan may have a 20-year horizon, 
budgetary allocation should be made to update it on a regular basis, generally every 5 years. 
The creation of a comprehensive plan, as well as the updating and amending of it, is typically 



the responsibility of a community’s planning department or planning board. The 
community’s legislative body should support the process and allow staff or consultant time 
for its preparation.  
 
Inventory of Existing Conditions 
 
Before a community can map a route to its future, it must identify its current situation. To 
make intelligent decisions, officials need to have a firm grasp of both their community’s 
assets and its weaknesses; this is sometimes referred to as “asset mapping.” Planners have the 
responsibility to collect and document an inventory of existing resources and facilities to 
serve as a base for the plan. They create maps to show the geographic distribution of 
resources and possible areas for future growth. Some of the data, such as soil types and land 
contours, remain constant over time, but much important data—for example, demographics, 
traffic statistics, or land uses—can change significantly, especially during periods of rapid 
community growth.  

Needed information can be collected from a variety of sources. The first step is to 
determine what data are needed to avoid wasting time. Facts gathered from any available 
source without determining their usefulness (data fishing) not only wastes staff time but can 
also result in establishing improper priorities based on data that are available, rather than 
those that are germane. Establish beforehand what data are needed, and if not available 
directly, use proxy information as a substitute.  

The data most commonly needed by communities include demographic information; 
employment; housing (type and number) and residential districts; land use and growth; 
transportation systems; water, sewer, and storm water facilities; parks, open space, and 
recreation; schools and libraries (even though they may be autonomous authorities); historic 
districts; and police, fire, hospital, and emergency medical services. 

How are such data used? As an example, assume you wish to compare home sales in 
your community with national trends. You could begin by accessing the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s information on new home sales and inventory nationally [Fig 4.2]. Then you could 
collect data for local home sales by reviewing recent reports and studies prepared by the city 
and outside consultants. Additionally, you could consult local and state libraries, state 
agencies, and universities. Bear in mind that not all information sources are reliable, so you’ll 
need to verify their validity. A good rule of thumb is to accept data if they appear in two 
distinct sources, that is, as long as one source is not the basis for the other. Once you are 
confident that your numbers are valid, you can compare national information with state or 
local information to determine whether your community is faring better or worse than the 
national average. Then you can take appropriate action. 

 
 



 
4.2. New home construction cased on permits and starts 
 

A final word: When preparing data to present, use a consistent format that is easy for the 
general public to understand. It is helpful to convert numerical data to graphs and charts. 
Remember to compare apples to apples: if timelines from one source present data on a two-
year basis, then ensure that other data appear in two-year increments as well. 
 
Demographics 
Demographics is defined as the characteristics and statistics of human population. It is 
important to planners because it denotes a community’s population growth or decline, 
densities, distributions, mobility, residents' ages, gender, and other useful information. 
Demographic analyses can show how populations have changed in the past and allow 
planners to project what they are likely to be in the future. Demographic data are important in 
creating comprehensive plans, developing relevant policies, conducting opinion research, and 
other planning-related activities. Although demographic analysis relies on many types of 
data, it relies on four basic rules. 

  
Rule 1: If you weren’t born, you don’t count. Demographers look at fertility statistics to 
understand the relative growth in population. Thus, if a certain number of babies are born in a 
given year, it can reliably be predicted that an estimated number of children will be entering 
kindergarten in five years (setting aside other factors, such as families moving). The fertility 
rates of women relate directly to other statistical categories.  
 
Rule 2: Some people have more children than others. There has been a long-term trend in 
the United States toward smaller families. The number of women in the 20- to 35-year-old 
group is the best indicator of population growth. In the post–World War II period of the 
1950s, the average fertility rate was 3.8 children per woman, raising serious concerns about 
providing resources and services for young families. In 2009, the fertility rate averaged 2.0 
(this varies depending on ethnic and racial groups), meaning the demand for services for each 
household is significantly less. To interpret this in terms of planning policies, if a community 
has a growing population, coupled with smaller family size, a significant increase in the 
demand for housing units and services can be anticipated and should be considered in any 
planning effort. 
 



Rule 3: Some people live longer than others. A significant demographic trend is the increase 
in elderly population in the United States [Fig 4.3]. The number of persons aged 65 and older 
is expected to increase from 1 in 8 in 2000 to 1 in 5 in 2030. As the baby-boomer generation 
reaches retirement age, planning and policies need to shift to accommodate needs and 
concerns of this large cohort group. Many of them will seek a warm place to spend the 
winter, and they will need ready access to medical services. The oldest segment of our 
population, those who are 85 years and older, is the fastest growing. The aging of America 
has been called “the most important trend of our time.”3   
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4.3. Projected growth of older generation 
 
Rule 4: Some people move more often than others. The United States has a mobile 
population. Ties of citizens to their place of birth are not as strong as they were in the past. 
Migration patterns, and how they shift from decade to decade based on economics, climate, 
social patterns, and transportation changes, must be part of a relevant comprehensive plan. 
Issues include not only how many people are moving in or out of a community, but what 
types of groups, and in what ages and socioeconomic categories. For example, individuals in 
the 20 to 35 age group are the most likely to move, while those over 55 move much less 
frequently [Fig 4.4]. 
 

                                                
3 K. Dychtwald, Age Wave: How the Most Important Trend oOf Our Time Can Change Your Future 
(New York: St. Martins Press, 1990)  



 
4.4. Annual migration rates by age, 2004-2005  
 

One of the most distinctive population shifts over the past two centuries is migration 
from rural to urban areas. The greatest population growth in the U.S. in the twentieth century 
occurred in the suburbs [Fig 4.5]. Central cities stayed largely the same in size (although this 
varied greatly from city to city). Nonmetropolitan areas decreased in population for most of 
the century and more markedly beginning around 1960.   
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4.5. Growth in urban population in the United States 
 

The combined urban-suburban population in the U.S. has grown from under 10 percent 
of the total population in 1800 to over 80 percent in 2009. This rural to urban migration has 
been largely the result of a push-pull effect. Families have been pushed off the farms by 
agricultural industrialization and the replacement of human labor by large tractors, combines, 



and other equipment that can do the work of numerous traditional farmers. The pull is 
represented by economic opportunities available in urban areas, where there are more types 
of jobs for workers at all levels and where educational opportunities, medical care, and varied 
cultural resources are available. 
 

Using Census Data 
The Bureau of the Census in the U.S. Department of Commerce has a constitutional 
responsibility to enumerate the population and housing of the United States every 10 years. 
On census day the Bureau conducts the census, counting all people and recording where they 
are living, with information about housing and economics. It asks every citizen the same core 
questions at the same time, making comparisons in data relatively easy and productive. 
Survey questions may change from census to census. For example, specific groups may press 
to add questions based on their special interests, and sometimes questions are dropped when 
they are no longer deemed relevant, for example, the number of telephones per household. 

The Census Bureau has an annual budget of over $800 million used to gather and 
disseminate a huge quantity of information. Local planners seldom examine data that are 
much beyond their community, although data on Standard Metropolitan Areas provide 
information that places the local community in a regional context; this information is 
especially useful for planners working in COG offices. 

The Census Bureau also makes available other data useful to planners—business trade 
and services, agriculture, construction and housing, economics, manufacturing and mineral 
industries, and transportation. The wealth of raw data can be interpreted to discern local, 
regional, and national trends, and provides a way to plan more effectively for the future.  

The decennial census is the primary tool used to redraw political boundaries for voting. 
Based on population information, states or bipartisan commissions redistrict their electoral 
and constituent boundaries to rebalance congressional districts. Planners work within the 
political environment, so such changes can have significant impact on community 
decisionmaking. Sometimes this process becomes highly politicized, with the party in power 
manipulating boundaries to gain political advantage, a process known as gerrymandering.  
 

Census tracts. Census tracts are bounded areas created to include populations of 
approximately 3,000 to 6,000 people who generally possess homogeneous characteristics. 
Each tract is given a number to identify it within a city or rural area [Fig 4.6]. Arterial roads 
or significant geographic features, for example, a river or major street, often border tracts. 
Tracts typically are the most valuable level of quantitative information for urban and rural 
planners. 

 
 



 
4.6. Census tracts, Rutherford County, Tennessee 
 

Planners can extract from census tracts population data by gender and age cohort groups. 
If planners determine that a new local industry will cause the population to exceed 9,000 
citizens, for example, it may prompt local government officials to recommend splitting the 
affected census tract into two separate divisions to achieve the preferred population size. 
Tract number xx would be renumbered xx.01 and xx.02. Retaining the original census 
boundary in some form makes it possible to compare subsequent data to those from previous 
decades. In rural areas a census tract may coincide with a township boundary, but if adjoining 
townships are sparsely populated, two or three of them may be combined to create one census 
tract. 

Public sector officials and staff are not the only users of census tract data. Major business 
owners or marketing companies use these data, combined with transportation maps and 
locations of competitive businesses, to determine the best location for a large grocery store or 
shopping mall, for example.  

 
TIGER/Line files. TIGER/Line files were developed by the Census Bureau as a way of 

providing a digitized database for geographic features such as roads, rivers, lakes, and legal 



and statistical boundaries. TIGER (Topologically Integrated Geographic Encoding and 
Referencing) files are available for the entire U.S. and provide a consistent format for many 
uses. A TIGER database includes information such as latitude and longitude, name and type 
of feature (e.g., road name), addresses for most streets, and other related information. The 
most recent version is the 2004 Second Edition TIGER/Line Files. 

The files are not graphic images of maps, but are created through digitized data that 
describe geographic features [Fig 4.7]. The Census Bureau uses such files to map their 
decennial census information and ensure there is no duplication of collected data. The maps, 
files, and data are also used by many local governments, agencies, and offices. Although 
available to the public, users must have GIS software that can import TIGER/Line file data. 
 

 
4.7. Sample TIGER/Line file comparing the Census Bureau TIGER road file and parcel-
level data for Richland County, South Carolina 
 
Forecasting 
Forecasting is important to the comprehensive planning process. An inventory of existing 
conditions is important for making reasonable projections about how conditions may change, 
especially in the near future. The role of forecasting can be divided into three time horizons:  

• Longrange: more than four years (the election cycle for most local decision-makers) 
• Shortrange: within one year 
• Midrange: between longrange and shortrange: over one year and less than four years 
The most popular techniques for forecasting include trend analysis, cohort survival 

forecasting, housing needs projections, and small area forecasting. 
 

Trend analysis. Trend analysis extrapolates the future by looking at past trends. It is 
based on the idea that the rate of past changes is likely to continue in the future, at least until 
a new trend emerges [Fig 4.8]. In the example, population has been increasing at a steady rate 



over recent decades. Assuming that future growth will continue at about the same rate, the 
graph uses trend analysis and depicts a forecast of population levels projected out to the year 
2020. 
 

 
4.8. Trend analysis applied to population growth for a hypothetical community 
 

The limitation of trend analysis is that the future does not always follow the past. When a 
major change occurs, a tipping point can be reached, and the rate of growth or change can 
shift quickly. The trajectory of the curve may be altered significantly for many reasons. For 
example, when a major employer locates in a community, both employment and housing may 
increase significantly. New technologies can also alter growth patterns. For example, the 
development of air conditioning allowed residents in sunbelt cities like Phoenix, Arizona, to 
live comfortably even during very hot weather, contributing to a much faster rate of growth 
there compared to the national average. 

Trend analysis uses aggregate data—data collected as a whole, rather than being broken 
into composite parts. Such information is general and may not indicate reasons causing a 
trend. More accurate forecasting rises from data broken into their component elements. Such 
disaggregated data are useful in cohort survival forecasting, which separates population 
information into various categories. 
 

Cohort survival forecasting. As noted, population changes happen through births, 
deaths, in-migration, out-migration, or combinations of these events. We can find which of 
these will have the most impact on population growth in a community by looking at it in 
terms of cohort groups. Cohort survival forecasting brings more detailed analysis to 
population change by subdividing the population according to age and gender. A large 
increase among the young married-with-children cohort will have very different implications 
from an increase among the middle-aged empty-nest cohort. A community should adjust its 
plans for provided services accordingly. The cohort survival method of forecasting is 
especially appropriate in larger communities, where census data are readily available in 
sufficient detail. In smaller communities, trend analysis probably is sufficient. 
 

Housing needs projections. Housing is an important component of the comprehensive 
plan. To estimate future housing needs simply divide the projected annual population by the 
average population size per household. For example, if the population in five years is 
projected to be 60,000 and the average household has three individuals, the community would 
need 20,000 dwelling units. If 19,000 units were currently available, 1,000 new units would 
be needed in five years. This calculation is rough; a more accurate calculation would include 
the loss of some currently existing housing. Other considerations should include the types of 



housing needed (e.g., small apartments or larger single-family homes), the ability of local 
residents to buy or rent, and vacancy rates, since not all housing units are filled all the time. 
  

Small Area Forecasting (SAF). Small Area Forecasting (SAF) is a policy-planning 
model that evaluates the relationship of government policy to forecasts, and ultimately to 
costs and revenues, in smaller areas. Various policy alternatives are explored in terms of their 
potential growth and costs. Each is coupled with a forecast model to derive evaluation 
measures. This process of coupling growth scenarios with policy implications encourages 
public administrators to be part of the planning process. 

The model in Figure 4.9 exemplifies various growth scenarios based on government 
policies, Policy A describes a scenario where the local government encourages maximum 
growth, agreeing to expedite the process by providing infrastructure as needed for 
development, streamlining the issuance of necessary permits, and keeping development fees 
low.5 Policy B assumes growth will continue along current trend lines, with past growth 
being used to predict future growth. Policy C looks at encouraging external development 
based on programs established by county, regional, or state government. Policy D limits and 
discourages further growth by recognizing a strong local interest in protecting the 
environment. It assumes residents prefer a smaller, more intimate community structure. 

 

                                                
5 The model described here is a modification to a Small Area Forecast model developed in the 1970s by 
the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments. 



 
4.9. Small Area Forecasting model 
 
Each of these policies is processed using software incorporating national and regional 

economic conditions and predictions.6 After a computer modeler inputs community inventory 
data, the model produces four separate forecasts, one for each policy. An evaluation is 
structured for each of these four scenarios. An inventory of existing land uses is compared 
against the amount of land recommended by planning standards. This defines the 
community’s projected needs. For example, assume a planning standard recommends 10 

                                                
6 Software commonly used for small area forecasting includes IMPLAN (www.implan.com), REMI 
(www.remi.com), and URBANSIM (www.urbansim.org). 



acres of recreation land per 1,000 residents. If Policy A projected a final population of 8,000, 
the community would need 80 acres of recreation land to meet the standard. If the community 
currently has 65 acres, it should consider acquiring an additional 15 acres. If undeveloped 
local land sells for $20,000 per acre, the community would need to set aside an additional 
$300,000 of capital funds for this purchase. However, if the community selects Policy D of 
low or no growth, it would not need to plan for any additional recreation land. 

This type of evaluation depends on planning standards derived from organizations in 
specialty areas. Standards typically exist for such elements as water usage and wastewater 
treatment facilities, fire and police services, schools, libraries, and other basic community 
services. Standards can also provide guidance on the type and size of commercial activities in 
shopping areas. Differing standards may exist for various organizations, so forecasters have 
to refer to a variety of sources during the modeling process.  

The residential analysis and forecast undertaken by Loudoun County, Virginia, in 2009 
began with a summary of approved assumptions [Fig 4.10]. From these assumptions, 
Loudoun County planners applied residential planning standards to population growth 
projections to forecast the number of residential housing units required to meet expected 
future demand [Fig 4.11]. These projections enabled local officials to plan appropriately to 
accommodate anticipated growth in their county. 

 

 
4.10. Summary of assumptions for residential forecast, 2009, Loudoun County, Virginia7 
 
 

                                                
7 2009 Fiscal Impact Committee Guidelines: Demographic, Economic, and Fiscal Assumptions and 
Forecasts (Loudon County, Virginia, Loudon County Board of Supervisors), 1. 



 
4.11. Alternative residential growth forecasts, 2009, Loudoun County, Virginia8 
 
Statistics 
Statistical data derived from surveys can be used to draw inferences about the larger 
population. Statistics used for forecasting can be quite accurate when it accounts for various 
types of bias. Statistical methods can be used to make inferences in a variety of ways, among 
them: yes/no hypothesis testing (e.g., Do growth control measures reduce sprawl?); 
mathematical estimates (e.g., How many passengers used the metropolitan airport during the 
Thanksgiving weekend?); predictions of the future (e.g., How many students will be 
attending the local high school in 2015?); mathematical correlations (e.g., Do more 
downtown parking spaces result in higher retail sales?); or modeling of relationships (How 
much of northeast to southwest migration is due to [1] weather, [2] employment, or [3] 
other?). 

Statistics can be used to examine causes of various phenomena. One way to do this is to 
view the effect changes in selected factors (independent variables) have on other factors 
(dependent variables). For example, a transportation study can evaluate the effect of adding 
restricted High-Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) lanes to a highway to see if it reduces congestion. 
The independent variable is the highway before and after the restricted lane is put in place 
(time period, weather, days of the week, etc., being held constant). The dependent variable, 

                                                
8 Ibid, A-11. 



the level of congestion, is calculated to determine the impact of the change. This analysis can 
benefit future decisionmaking. 

 
An Efficient Approach to Data Collection: A Lesson from Rivertown 
 
As planner for the community of Rivertown, you have been asked by the City Council to 
determine the number of recreational vehicles owned by residents. The vehicles may include 
bicycles, motorcycles, all-terrain vehicles, snowmobiles, and boats. This information will be 
used jointly with River Township to determine what recreational facilities should be funded 
and how extensive they should be. There are over 2,000 housing units within the city, 
including the college. To gather the information, it will take 10 student interns, each visiting 
200 households, perhaps more than once if no one is home. Paying the interns $10 an hour, 
and assuming an average of one half-hour per household for making contact and conducting 
the survey, the total cost for this survey will be $10,000.  

You ask your supervisor, Planning Director Burnham Daniel, for the funds. He responds 
that the cost is too high, and explains the value of “inferential statistics,” where the final total 
is inferred from a random sample. Using this approach, a sample of the town’s population 
represents the entire population. With addresses drawn randomly from a list of residents, it is 
possible to get a good estimate of the totals by surveying as few as 250 of the households. 
This reduces the overall cost to $2,500 and it makes Mr. Daniel much happier. 

Will a random sample survey be totally accurate? No. Will it be accurate enough for 
making good decisions? Probably. Inferential statistics allow you to specify the amount of 
error, for example, saying, “There is a 95 percent probability that the average number of RVs 
per household will be within 10 percent of the true value.” It is a situation where you have 
obtained adequate information at a considerably lower cost while using proven survey 
statistical methods. 
 
Components of a Comprehensive Plan 
 
A comprehensive plan consists of various planning topics as component parts, from land use 
to transportation to economic development and others as shown on the comprehensive 
planning process diagram (Refer to Figure 4.1). Major topics included in a comprehensive 
plan are summarized here, detailed in later chapters.9 

 
Land Use 
Land use is the most important component, and a mandated topic, of a community’s 
comprehensive plan. It provides a geographic base for all of the other elements and defines 
their spatial distribution. It includes maps designating the location and intensity of use of land 
for public and private uses, natural features and characteristics, and projected municipal 
services, such as sewer, water, schools, and transportation.  

Land use categories generally include: 
Residential Agricultural 
Commercial/Office Mining 
Industrial  Woodlands 
Mixed use  Vacant or open land  
Institutional, Public/Private Surface water 

                                                
9 For an excellent description of the elements of a comprehensive plan, refer to the Rhode Island 
“Handbook on the Local Comprehensive Plan” (Handbook No. 16, 2003) available online at 
http://www.planning.ri.gov/comp/handbook16.pdf. 



Recreational Wetlands 
 

Planners often use a standard color system to designate land uses on a map. An example 
of this color coding system is found on the Land Use Plan for the City of Ypsilanti, Michigan, 
shown in Appendix D. 
 

Standard color coding system 
Low-density residential Yellow 
Medium-density residential Light orange 
High-density residential Orange 
Commercial Red 
Industrial Purple 
Public facilities Blue 
Open space Green 

 
Design 
Design involves the incorporation of an aesthetic component into the process of planning, and 
emphasizes creative and innovative planning solutions. It includes careful planning of the 
public realm to complement development in the private sector. Good community design 
creates a balance between development and conservation, tying them together harmoniously. 
 
Housing 
Providing enough housing is a primary need of every community. The housing section of the 
comprehensive plan has special significance to local residents because it directly affects 
everyone's life and property. It typically includes information on housing types, costs, and 
potential growth. Using an inventory of existing housing stock and demographic projections, 
a community can forecast future residential needs. For example, communities concerned 
about the availability of affordable housing can emphasize this need as part of their 
comprehensive plan by including provisions to help ensure that sufficient affordable and 
starter housing units are available in proximity to employment opportunities to meet the 
needs of a diverse population.  
 
Historic Preservation 
Historic preservation’s importance has become increasingly recognized in recent decades. 
The National Register of Historic Places recognizes structures of national significance [Fig 
4.12]; local communities may provide protection of historic resources through establishment 
of regulatory local historic districts. Although many communities have such districts, 
preservation is not included as a component in many comprehensive plans. Since historic 
structures and districts are important to a community’s heritage, culture, and economic 
development, planners should better integrate planning and preservation documents. 
 



 
4.12. Thomas Edison’s winter home, Fort Myers, Florida; listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places 
 
Economic Development 
Many communities see economic development as a key consideration in future growth. 
Numerous strategies exist for achieving local economic development goals but they typically 
focus on businesses, tax revenues, and employment. To be most effective, expenditures 
should yield the maximum investment potential for the lowest cost. For the most favorable 
results, local economic development efforts should include analysis of state and federal 
policies and programs.  

 
Transportation and Circulation 
Transportation systems are integral to the life of any community because there is a close link 
between transportation and land use. Planners should assess the needs for roads, parking, 
public transportation, park-and-ride facilities, bicycle routes or paths, pedestrian walkability, 
as well as environmental and aesthetic impacts of the municipality’s transportation systems. 
Some comprehensive plans include separate sections for bicycle and pedestrian systems and 
for airports because of their diverse needs and significance. 

Special consideration must be given to the impact of transportation improvements on a 
community’s development and coordinating the content with state, regional, and local 
transportation agencies. A region’s Metropolitan Planning Organization should be able to 
provide long-range forecasts of the area’s needs.10  

 
Environmental 
The environmental component of the comprehensive plan is built around a carefully 
researched and documented inventory, with maps, of a community’s natural elements: soils, 
topography, water features, wetlands, floodplains, wildlife, agricultural lands, minerals, 
wooded areas and forest vegetation, groundwater recharge zones, and other resources deemed 

                                                
10 Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) are agencies established to administer regional 
planning and funding for transportation projects. 



worthy of consideration and possible protection. Regional planning commissions can be a 
good source of information and may have already collected information useful for a local 
analysis. This section should indicate vulnerable areas in need of protection [Fig 4.12] and 
address conflicts, or potential conflicts, resulting from development and include 
environmental assessment analysis.  
 

 
4.13. Protected wetlands in an urbanized area 
 
Other components 
The comprehensive plan can include other components not listed above. A Parks and 
Recreation section provides guidance on the need for additional facilities. Institutional uses 
can include public buildings, such as city hall, fire stations, and the public works garage. A 
Public Services section is a good place to compare costs of public infrastructure against 
benefits of new development. School planning is often excluded, since school needs are 
complex and may be handled by a designated school board. In this case, planners should 
coordinate with the board to forecast whether schools require expansion in the near future so 
planning for them can be done efficiently.  
 
Public Participation 
Public participation is an important part of the comprehensive planning process and occurs 
throughout the development of the plan. Community involvement in the development of the 
comprehensive plan is quite different from that of citizen statements in public hearings 



relating to specific project proposals. Residents tend to become actively involved in 
confronting what they perceive to be an immediate threat to their neighborhood or business—
for example, a proposal for a new gravel pit in a rural area may draw a large group of 
protesting residents concerned about water resources or heavy truck traffic on local roads. 
But reactions to a single issue typically are shortterm. In contrast, community involvement in 
the development of a comprehensive plan has more long-term significance and impact. The 
public should be a full partner in shaping a document that will steer the overall future growth 
of their community. Most states require public participation in the creation of a 
comprehensive plan.  

The concept of what constitutes the “public” can be viewed in a number of ways. 
Although planners may consider it important to have a large number of people attending 
public sessions, it is more important that attendees represent various significant population 
groups. A large number of attendees may look good in reports, but a smaller group that is 
diverse will be more effective in providing meaningful input, especially if the group is 
involved early in the process and stays involved.  

Participation can occur in ways other than public meetings—by means of directed 
surveys, selective interviews, and focus groups dealing with single issues. What is important 
is that public participation does not happen at only one point in the planning process; it needs 
to be incorporated from beginning to end. Planners should never ignore the relevance of 
public ideas nor underestimate the public’s ability to provide useful suggestions, and public 
input should never be considered an impediment to good planning. 
 
Goals and Objectives 
An important step in the comprehensive planning process is to identify goals and objectives 
for the community. A goal is a statement of a future condition considered desirable for the 
community, an end toward which actions are aimed. For example, if the community desires 
physical growth, it can adopt policies to encourage that through promotion and annexation. 
Conversely, if it is more interested in stabilizing its size, it can select policies that will control 
and limit growth. Goals are the top of a functional pyramid, and are general in nature. They 
are supported by objectives, which give detail. If “Provide alternative means of transportation 
for all residents” is a goal, “Provide on-call public transportation for elderly residents” could 
be an objective. 

Public input is an important part of developing a community’s goals and objectives. Such 
input may be solicited through public presentations with open discussion, visioning or 
charrettes (described in Chapter 5), or planning simulations. Open discussions with residents 
provide planners with perspectives regarding what the community wants to become. Such 
sessions should occur at the convenience of most citizens, typically during evenings or on 
Saturdays. In some situations, local experts with vested interests may be invited to express 
their feelings.  

 
Spotlight on Andover’s Comprehensive Plan 
 
This excerpt from the Comprehensive Plan for Andover, Massachusetts, illustrates how goals 
and objectives can be expressed in a comprehensive plan.14 
 
Land Use Goals 
 

                                                
14 Go to http://andoverma.gov/planning/ for the complete document. 



Goal #1: A balance of residential, commercial, and industrial development is vital to the life 
of a community. The Town's Land Use Plan, through the expression of its recommendations 
in the Zoning By-law, Zoning Map, and Subdivision Rules and Regulations, should ensure 
that balanced growth occurs and that the health, safety, and welfare of the inhabitants of the 
Town of Andover are adequately addressed. 
Objectives: 
1.1 Examine potential future development that will detrimentally impact natural and cultural 
resources in the Town, particularly in view of the marginal nature of much of the remaining 
undeveloped land. Implement any additions to existing regulations determined to be 
necessary to protect these resources. 
1.2 Examine existing and potential conflicts between land uses such as the provision of 
diversity in housing and the need for services or land uses currently prohibited or restricted 
by the Zoning By-law. 
1.3 Undertake a complete re-codification and revision of the Andover Zoning By-law to 
provide more clarity and definition in the regulations and to strengthen controls necessary for 
managing future growth taking into account the results of efforts undertaken to meet 
objectives 1.1 and 1.2 above. 
1.4 Computerize the building permit process and land use/zoning information to ensure the 
enforcement of local and state regulations, and to help with the future analyses of land use 
issues and proposed growth control measures. 
 
Goal #2: Anticipate and plan for the future of the Central area of Andover. 
Objectives: 
2.1 Develop as part of the overall Land Use Element of the Comprehensive plan a focused 
study of the Central Andover Area that would include an examination of future land uses and 
zoning including the advisability of proposing a transitional zone adjacent to the General 
Business Zone. The plan would be based on public input, existing land use, as well as traffic 
patterns and geographical features. 
2.2 Develop a Central Business District Beautification Program, which would propose 
improvements to the streets, sidewalks, lighting, and other features of the Central Business 
District. The Plan should also address opportunities for participation in the development of 
these improvements by private landowners. 
 
Goal #3: Reinforce an efficient and compact Central Business District. 
Objectives: 
3.1 Examine existing and potential conflicts between land uses such as the provision of 
diversity in housing and the need for services or land uses currently prohibited or restricted 
by the Zoning By-law. 
3.2 Undertake a complete re-codification and revision of the Andover Zoning By-law to 
provide more clarity and definition in the regulations and to strengthen controls necessary for 
managing future growth taking into account the results of efforts undertaken to meet 
objectives 1.1 and 1.2 above. 
3.3 Computerize the building permit process and land use/zoning information to ensure the 
enforcement of local and state regulations, and to help with the future analyses of land use 
issues and proposed growth control measures. 
 
Strategies 
Goals and objectives call for strategies, or specific proposals to accomplish an objective. A 
strategy identifies the how, where, when, and extent of action taken. It also may specify who 
is responsible and the cost. Planners should be prepared to establish measurable strategies to 



fulfill objectives. To use the example of on-call transit for the elderly as an objective, the 
strategy might be, “Purchase buses appropriate for on-call service and develop a plan for 
daily staffing.” From goal to objective to strategy, each level states in more detail what 
should be done, from the general to the specific.  

A tool developed in the 1960s that is commonly used for devising strategies, referred to 
as “SWOT,” called for examining a situation’s inherent Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threats.15 This technique allows a group to evaluate what is good and 
what is bad in a community, based on both internal and external factors. Strengths represent 
attributes of the community that are helpful to achieve an objective, while Weaknesses are 
attributes that are seen as harmful. Opportunities are external conditions that help achieve the 
objective, while Threats are external factors that inhibit success. The technique is used to 
evaluate how to utilize a community’s Strengths and Opportunities, negate its Weaknesses, 
and defend against potential Threats. SWOT works well in brainstorming by encouraging 
discussion of new perspectives, policies, and strategies. Part of the formulation is the 
development and evaluation of alternative strategies.   
 
Plan Formulation and Adoption 
Community planners develop a final comprehensive plan to present to the public and to local 
officials, including the municipal council, planning commission, and other agencies affected 
by the plan, such as the local school board, parks and recreation board, utilities board, 
planning commissions in adjacent jurisdictions, and the regional planning agency. In states 
with townships, approval usually is referred to an elected board of trustees. When a 
consensus is reached on the plan’s major provisions and agreed upon revisions made, 
resolutions are presented, votes taken, and the community's comprehensive plan is adopted 
[Fig 4.15]. 

  

                                                
15 SWOT analysis was developed at the Stanford Research Institute. 



 
4.14. Comprehensive Plan for New Lisbon, New York 
 

Plans may be published in a number of forms. Most common is a booklet that includes 
background data, maps and graphics, policies, and the elements described in this chapter. The 
document should be brief enough to be readable by the general public. Online versions of the 
comprehensive plan are becoming more common as local officials and the public become 
increasingly comfortable with use of the Internet. An online document can include hot links 
to other relevant documents, allowing the basic plan to be relatively brief, but supported by 
related documents. 

 
Implementation 
Although the adoption of a comprehensive plan does not guarantee change will occur as 
planned, a carefully considered implementation plan is the final step in the comprehensive 
planning process. After all, a comprehensive plan has no lasting value without steps for its 
implementation. Codes and ordinances may need to be amended to implement specified 
actions, such as updating zoning ordinances and maps. Funding for major projects like roads, 
sewers, and public facilities must be coordinated with a community’s capital improvements 
program to ensure money will be available and budgeted when needed.  

Three primary actions typically can be used for their implementation of comprehensive 
plans. First, zoning ordinances define development districts and their allowable uses. Second, 
subdivision/site plan regulations place controls at the parcel level by specifying procedures of 
submittal, review, and approval of subdivision plats, often including review of environmental 
impacts such as erosion, sedimentation, and storm water management, the preservation of 
open space, and the location of proposed utilities. Finally, a capital improvements program 
gives guidance on public sector expenditures based on priorities and controls the timing and 
location of development. 



The implementation of the comprehensive plan is affected by statutes and policies 
generated and administered by levels of government beyond the local community—federal 
and state environmental legislation, taxation legislation, economic assistance, unfunded 
mandates, grants, and other factors. Planners and local officials must keep abreast of these 
opportunities and constraints.   

Although the power communities have to effect change directly is limited, officials and 
planners can influence such changes indirectly through education and persuasion. Publishing 
and distributing copies of the plan are the first step. Training city staff to encourage investors 
to develop in a way that reinforces the comprehensive plan, rather than putting up regulatory 
and administrative barriers for them, is an effective and no-cost strategy. Finally, promotion 
campaigns can attract businesses and developers.  

 
Spotlight on Scottsdale’s One-Stop Planning and Development Office 

 
The complexity of city government, with its review and approval procedures, can make 
implementing the comprehensive plan slow and cumbersome, but there are ways to 
streamline the process. The city of Scottsdale, Arizona, has made a special effort to provide 
easy service to its “customers,” the residents, by establishing a One-Stop Shop that puts all 
agencies and departments involved with planning and project development review in one 
location. One front desk efficiently directs inquirers, whatever their needs, to the office that 
can assist. The offices include the following: 

 
•  Development Services: Answers general development questions, assists in review of the 
comprehensive plan, accepts all necessary fees, and gives overnight plan review and permit 
service.  
•  Records: Archives all maps and project files, and gives information on water lines, sewer 
lines, etc.  
•  Real Estate Services: Handles all land acquisition questions, including for city uses, such as 
parks, roadways, etc., and leases and administers all city-owned buildings and properties.  
•  Project Review: Reviews all final plans for construction and provides technical assistance.  
•  Project Coordination: Provides coordination services for Zoning, Use Permit, Zoning 
Board of Appeal, and Development Review Board cases. Assigns one person coordinator to 
shepherd each individual project through all these steps. 
•  Planning Commission: Reviews projects and makes recommendations to the Council. 
•  Zoning Board of Appeals: Hears all applications for variances from the provisions of the 
Zoning Ordinance.  
•  Building Advisory Board of Appeals: Hears appeals from the staff's decisions regarding 
minor variances to the building code.  

With one-stop shopping the public interest is still protected by having normal reviews of 
all projects, but the cumbersome process of taking a project through the halls of city 
government is considerably simplified and expedited, giving residents and others a better 
chance for a successful project. 
 
Review and Amendments 
The comprehensive planning process appears to be complete after the steps described above 
have been accomplished, but planners should review and evaluate the community’s plan in 
subsequent years to determine if it is fulfilling its purpose. Periodic meetings of the planning 
commission should be devoted to reviewing significant changes that have occurred in the 
community and assessing whether they have conformed to the plan. Planning staff should 



compile information from these reviews to assist in revisions of the plan at an appropriate 
time.  

Amendments should be prepared by the office that created the original document, usually 
the planning department. The planning staff must research changes thoroughly to avoid 
conflicts with other elements of this or other plans. Proposed revisions then go to the 
planning commission, which solicits public input and makes a determination or 
recommendation to the municipal council. Any changes made go into effect only when 
formally adopted by the council or by the planning commission. 

 
Subarea Plans 
 
Sometimes a district or neighborhood needs to be studied in more detail than is appropriate in 
a community’s comprehensive plan. It may require more analysis because its unique or 
diverse character raises issues or problems not found elsewhere. For example, a downtown 
area, a waterfront district, or highway corridor may need planning approaches applicable to 
their situations. In these situations, it is useful to develop a subarea (or small-area) plan. 

Subarea plans should include an introduction, an inventory of existing conditions, a 
vision statement and key strategies, a review of land use and circulation issues, development 
standards, and other topics similar to those found in the comprehensive plan. They may also 
include more detailed descriptions—design standards, special zoning, and/or traffic 
considerations. Input from the public and from stakeholders should be considered when 
developing the plan. Because a subarea plan is an extension of the comprehensive plan, it 
should include a description of its relationship to the comprehensive plan and other 
appropriate community planning studies. 

 
 

Exercise: Development of a Subarea Plan in Rivertown 
 

The area in the northwest corner of the city remains undeveloped [Fig 4.15]. The privately 
owned parcel is located directly west of the Reliance College campus and is zoned 
Agriculture District. The City Council would like to encourage the development of this area 
for mixed residential and neighborhood commercial use. The property owner is amenable to a 
study to explore potential plans. The City Council has asked you, as the city planner, to 
develop a preliminary subarea plan for this district. 
 



 
4.15. Map of Rivertown’s subarea study district 
 

The plan should include a preliminary layout that includes the following features: 
• single- and multifamily housing 
• neighborhood commercial 
• public open space and amenities 
• varied transportation links 
Your report shall include the proposed layout and a brief description (approximately 300 

words) of its rationale. Include any needed changes to zoning and/or other ordinances or 
programs. Consider how the college campus may benefit from land uses developed in this 
district. 
 
Limitations of Planning  
Planning cannot do everything. Local officials need to understand that the development of a 
comprehensive plan will not necessarily produce changes quickly. It will, however, provide a 
framework and set the direction for change. Most development comes from the private sector, 
not from local government. The city can institute public sector work according to its own 
schedule, but must wait for the private sector to respond when and if it is ready.  
 
Summary 
The comprehensive plan, or master plan, should be the foundation for a community’s 
decisions about its future. It is a document that provides guidance for land use and 
development within a community. The comprehensive plan is initiated by local elected 



officials who work in conjunction with members of their community’s planning commission 
and planning department.  

The first step in developing a comprehensive plan is the collection of data and creation of 
an inventory of existing planning elements, including information on existing resources and 
facilities to recognize a community’s assets and weaknesses. Forecasting techniques can help 
determine a community’s future needs and priorities. The formulation of a comprehensive 
plan should include goals, objectives, strategies, and means of implementation, as well as a 
provision for periodic plan review. Three primary actions are available for implementing the 
comprehensive plan: zoning ordinances, which define land use districts and allowable land 
uses within each district; subdivision/site plan regulations, which place controls on land 
parcels through procedures of submittal, review, and approval of subdivision plats; and a 
capital improvement program to guide funding priorities.  

A comprehensive plan takes considerable effort and should include input from every 
segment of the community, from city officials to residents to business owners and even 
neighboring communities that may be affected. Individual neighborhoods or districts of the 
city may be planned separately through the development of subarea plans. Functional plans 
may be created for specific elements, for example, transportation or recreation. Planners must 
recognize the significance of the interconnectedness of elements to be certain that the plan 
maintains the welfare of the entire community.  

 
 
 


