
must relate to a specific action strategy
set out in the municipal plan. See “Capi-
tal Improvement Plans — Part II” (PCJ
#26, Spring 1997). This helps build
accountability not only into the planning
process, but into the local political
process as well when capital expenditure
decisions are made.

A second strategy to promote
accountability is to establish an action
agenda or implementation timeline. For
example, if your plan contains 250 action
policies, and features a ten year planning
horizon, you need to schedule which
action items will get done in which year.
Then make sure to periodically review
the status of implementing the policies
according to the timeline.

A third accountability strategy
involves setting benchmarks or using
performance indicators. Since plans are
written with the goal of achieving certain
outcomes, benchmarks or indicators
function as an important way to measure
progress toward each intended outcome.
For example, data monitoring the size
and number of farms in a county could
be used to determine whether the county
plan’s objective of maintaining agricul-
ture as a viable land use is meeting with
success. 

Making planning accountable should
be viewed as an essential commission
responsibility. After all, the true measure
and value of a plan lies in its implemen-
tation. �

Michael Chandler is an
Associate Professor and
Community Planning Ex-
tension Specialist at Vir-
ginia Tech in Blacksburg,
Virginia. Chandler also
conducts planning commis-
sioner training programs
across the country, and is a
frequent speaker at workshops. His column
appears in each issue of the PCJ.

tained that planning has fallen short
when it comes to measuring the actual
impact or difference plans make.
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Making Planning Accountable
by Michael Chandler

The duties and responsibilities
borne by planning commission-
ers are remarkably similar across 
the country. Chief among them are
improving the public health, safety, con-
venience, and welfare of the citizens who
live in the community by planning for the
future development of the community. 

In many instances the enabling
authority also specifies the types of plan-
ning studies to be performed. Indeed,
virtually every state mandates that local
comprehensive planning take into
account transportation systems; commu-
nity facilities; residential, commercial
and industrial development; and agricul-
ture, forest, and open space uses.

The authority to plan, while impor-
tant, says little about the impact of plan-
ning. In like fashion, the authority to use
zoning does not, on its face, guarantee
that planning will be a success. Making a
planning difference is something each
locality must do for itself. 

DEFINING SUCCESS

During training sessions, I like to ask
participants to respond to this question:
how do you define success for your plan-
ning commission or department? The
answers I receive run a wide gamut, and
include remarks like: We handled thirty-
two rezoning requests. We finished the
plan. We completed three special target
studies. We met forty-six times as a com-
mission. Our budget was not cut. Sound
familiar? For many of us success is a
function of quantification. Numbers,
however, only tell part of the story.

In his 1988 book, City: Rediscovering
the Center, William Whyte opined that
there has been no systematic effort to
find out what has and has not been
working with respect to community
planning. Despite a language that fea-
tures such words as “evaluation,” “moni-
toring,” and “feedback,” Whyte main-

A PLAN CONTAINING
ONLY BROAD AND

AMBIGUOUSLY WORDED
POLICIES WILL DO LITTLE

TO PROMOTE
ACCOUNTABILITY…

BECOMING ACCOUNTABLE

Webster’s Dictionary defines “accoun-
table” as “subject to giving an account or
answerable” and “capable of being
accounted for or explainable.” Answer-
able and explainable means planning
commissioners and planners alike must
push beyond the mere listing of accom-
plishments such as the number of re-
zonings granted or projects approved.
We must challenge ourselves to measure
the impact planning is having on the
quality of life in our communities.

There are several strategies your plan-
ning commission can use to build
accountability into the planning process.
The first is to make sure your municipal
or county plan is action-oriented. A plan
containing only broad and ambiguously
worded policies will do little to promote
accountability; it will be impossible to
determine whether such a plan has made
any difference to the community. Instead,
plans should include specific targets or
action policies which are linked to the
plan’s overarching goals and objectives.

Similarly, as I noted in a previous col-
umn, your capital improvement plan’s
project selection and funding criteria
should serve to implement specific poli-
cies contained in your comprehensive
plan. In Blacksburg, Virginia, for exam-
ple, each capital improvement project




