
and zoning. 
Most of the agenda items will be pro-

posed building projects which must get
some sort of approval through the proce-
dures of the zoning code. Other agenda
items may be long-range planning issues,
such as revisions to your general or master
plan. Each item has a set of procedures
which must be followed, criteria for mak-
ing decisions, and conditions which can
be imposed.

Usually the most difficult for the new
commissioner are the environmental regu-
lations and procedures. These must be
understood in order to make intelligent
decisions on a project. These are more dif-
ficult because they cover many areas of
expertise — biology, botany, geology, air
quality, water supply/quality, and so on.
While your understanding of these issues
will grow as you gain experience as a com-
missioner, training programs can give you
a better foundation — and also help you
learn what to look for in presentations of
technical material.

MEETINGS

Most of a planning commissioner’s
work is done at meetings. Meetings are
where you interact with the public and
developers, hold hearings, and make deci-
sions on the cases before you. Most com-
missions follow some meeting protocol,
such as Robert’s Rule of Order. While it is
the chair’s responsibility to keep the meet-
ing running smoothly, you should know
enough meeting protocol to make proper
motions. [See also David J. Allor’s “The Com-
mission Will Come to Order,” PCJ #20]. You
also need to know your state’s open meet-
ing laws and conflict of interest laws as
they affect planning commissions.

A well run and properly interactive
hearing is a thing of joy. This is the chance
for the public to make its opinions known
to the commission and to learn — and for
the commission to learn and to make
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The New Commissioner: Dazed&Confused
by Sharon Wiley Hightower

So you have been appointed to
the planning commission! Now
what?

You have been active in community
organizations and causes. You are intelli-
gent and enthusiastic. You have even
attended some planning commission
meetings, like that time there was a rezon-
ing in your neighborhood. You know what
planning is all about, right? 

Then you get your first agenda packet
and you discover there are a few things
about planning you do not know.

The agenda and its staff reports are
written in a language you only partially
understand. Common words seem to have
different meanings and some words have
no meaning to you: “variance,” “findings,”
“conditional uses,” “nonconforming,”
“mitigation measures.” Many new plan-
ning commissioners leave their first meet-
ing feeling dazed and confused.

As a new commissioner you need to
have some early orientation or training so
that you can better understand what is
expected of you and so that you can do a
better job sooner. The training can come
from many different sources. Your plan-
ning department staff or a consultant can
provide it soon after your appointment.
You can attend a seminar or conference
with special sessions for new commission-
ers. You can study on your own and talk to
“old” commissioners.

While you cannot learn everything in
the first few weeks of your term, you do
need to get a framework in three basic cat-
egories of information: technical, meet-
ings, and norms.

GETTING TECHNICAL

Technical information is the largest
part of what you will eventually learn
about planning. You need to understand
the regulatory aspects of planning and
zoning, including environmental laws and
procedures, general or master plans, 

thoughtful and proper decisions. It should
not be “when everyone talks and no one
listens.”

“NORMS”

The third category of information
you’ll discover involves how things really
work on your commission — in other
words, its norms. [See also Fred Riggins’
“The Riggins Rules,” PCJ #13] If discussion
of norms is not part of your commission’s
orientation sessions, you should ask about
them. A few commissions and governing
bodies have discussed and written down
their norms, but most do not think about
them and will have some difficulty verbal-
izing them. There’s value in the whole
commission taking some time to discuss
its norms with new members.

The respective roles of staff, commis-
sion, and governing body are especially
important. You were appointed to fulfill
your role, not staff’s and not the governing
body’s. It is very important that you under-
stand how this works in your community.

NOW YOU ARE ORIENTED

Your role as a planning commissioner
is important to the community, so give it
the attention and energy it deserves. Good
and early training will help you do this.
Keep your sense of humor and perspective
and remember, you volunteered for this,
enjoy it! �

Sharon Wiley Hightower
is a planning consultant and
Chair of the Claremont, Cal-
ifornia Planning Commis-
sion. She has been a local
government planner for thir-
ty years. Her firm, Hightow-
er/Associates, provides
training sessions for new
commissioners as well as other planning services.
Hightower will be glad to respond to any questions
you might have. You can reach her at: Hightower/
Associates, 798 Via Santo Tomas, Claremont, CA
91711; (909) 624-8902.




