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HOW PROACTIVE ARE YOU
IN COMMUNICATING WITH

PEOPLE IN YOUR
COMMUNITY … THE
POSITIVE EFFECTS OF

PLANNING? 

In Oregon, fewer than half today’s pop-
ulation was here when we first promulgat-
ed our land use laws 30 years ago. On the
one hand, a significant reason people say
they come here is to enjoy the quality 
of life in our well-planned communities. 
On the other, they do not have the history
of why and how the system was created
that made a preceding generation proud 
to “own” it. Moreover, no political leader-
ship has emerged to re-engage this new 
citizenry.

While every state has its unique charac-
teristics, our struggles today in Oregon
may provide lessons from which commu-
nities elsewhere can learn.

What efforts do you make to reach out
to newcomers so they understand and
become part of the sound planning
processes you may take for granted? Are
you present at street and community fairs
and other places people gather with booths
and attractive displays to engage people in
thoughtful conversations?

O N  TA K I N G S

Lessons from the Oregon Experience
by Elaine Cogan

I live and work in Oregon.
Until last November, our state
was a proud leader in sound land
use planning. To a great extent, 
many of us believed we would never over-
turn a system that was saving our farm and
forest lands and empowering local govern-
ments to make wise decisions about where
to site housing subdivisions and commer-
cial and industrial developments. Our
political leaders made speeches across the
country lauding our efforts and delega-
tions of planners and planning officials
tread a well-worn path to our door to learn
how they, also, could do it.

Then came the election of November,
2004, when Oregonians had the opportu-
nity to vote on Measure 37, a citizen initia-
tive. The result wreaked havoc with a
system that had been in place for more
than 30 years. By a 3 to 2 margin, voters
said that anytime government regulations
lower their property values, the offending
entity either must compensate the proper-
ty owner or waive the regulation.

The filings for redress by landowners
who claim a state, local or even possibly
federal law or rule has reduced the value of
their property are already affecting state
agencies and local planning commissions
and city councils throughout Oregon. As
there is no single standard on how to eval-
uate the effects of government actions on
property values, hard-pressed communi-
ties are scurrying to figure it out for them-
selves. The Measure did not include
additional funding and no community has
yet chosen to dig into its own strained cof-
fers to compensate a petitioning landown-
er. Instead, they are taking the second
option: waiving the rules for specific appli-
cants while worrying about the long-range
effects of their actions.

Interestingly, while many Oregonians
responding to a recent scientific poll seem
to be disenchanted with the state’s land use
governance system and, by a significant
margin, say that private rights trump the

People may favor land use planning in
the abstract, but become hostile and less
than friendly if they are ill-treated when 
they apply for specific zoning or land use
changes for their property. Examine your
planning department office as if you were
entering it for the first time. Are the plan-
ners friendly and helpful? If no one can be
at the counter all the time, is there a bell
visitors can use to summon help and is
that help forthcoming? Are there signs in
plain English and other languages if neces-
sary that tell people what to expect? Citi-
zens may be turned on to planning when
they arrive, and turned off by the time they
leave.

How proactive are you in communicat-
ing with people in your community about
the positive effects of planning? The con-
troversial issues hit the press, but what
about the less glamorous but vital deci-
sions that save wetlands, preserve parks
and open space, and help create more liv-
able places to live and work? Through pre-
sentations to community and school
groups, appearances on local radio and
cable shows, updated Web pages and other
means, planning commission members
should be constantly looking for ways to
promote good planning.

Analysts are just beginning to try to
understand why people in Oregon voted to
put a life-threatening arrow through the
heart of the land use planning they profess
to love. But surely the hubris that allowed
the system to be encrusted with bureau-
cratic rules and insufficient communica-
tion between planners and the public
cannot be discounted.

It is not too late for other communities
to learn from this tough experience. ◆
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“public good,” they still rank protecting
farmland and the environment very high.
What is the meaning of this dichotomy?

Perhaps part of the answer is that fewer
than one-third of the respondents believe
that property owners are treated fairly by
state and local land use agencies. For 
those who favor the results of good land
use planning, but at the same time are 
disenchanted with the system that is sup-
posed to deliver it, a simplistic answer such
as Measure 37 may seem an attractive 
alternative.




