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The Nine Circles of Planning Commission Hell
[WITH APOLOGIES TO DANTE]

by Ric Stephens

The Hoarders & Spendthrifts

One of the most common origins of a
Hearing from Hell is concern for person-
al economic impacts of a commission
recommendation. The
chair must always
remind both the public
and the commission
that such economic
considerations are
(with rare exceptions)
NOT part of the deci-
sion-making process.

The Wrathful

Many hearing out-
comes pose threats to
individuals’ lifestyles,
real property, or
beliefs. It is under-
standable that emo-
tions will be tested, but
the commission can-
not allow for disrup-
tive behaviors to interfere with the
hearing process. At the beginning of a
potentially volatile hearing state a “no
tolerance” policy regarding disruptive
behavior. Follow this with the next three
steps: politely request the behavior stop;
confront the individual or individuals;
and, if all else fails, have the individual or
individuals removed. [See also The Vio-
lent]

The Heretics

Rare is the community that does not
have one or more individuals who are
opposed to ALL commission hearing
processes and decisions. These persons
use the public testimony process as a per-
sonal forum for a variety of issues, many
of which do not apply to the case at
hand. The chair should always request
that testimony be relevant to the applica-
tion under discussion and state time lim-

its at the beginning of the hearing. 

The Violent

Some hearings are so contentious that
there is a serious threat of physical harm
to attendees, staff, and commissioners.
Extremely confrontational hearings

should have police or
sheriffs in attendance.
Their presence is the
best deterrent.

The Flatterers &
Falsifiers

For very large
applications, the pro-
ponents and oppo-
nents may have
assembled an army of
consultants, advisors,
and stakeholders all
prepared to deliver
extensive, often con-
flicting, public testi-
mony. You’ll need to
carefully sift through
the evidence you hear,

and make sure that what you rely on is
accurate – especially if it is critical to
your decision. Be sure, also, not to be
swayed by any who might flatter you.

The Treacherous

This category is reserved for the low-
est circle of Hearings from Hell. This
includes those who deliberately deceive
and betray the public trust in the hearing
process. It is important that the commis-
sion, staff, and legal counsel have
processes in place to remediate these sit-
uations. ◆
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Many of our public hearings
are … challenging. These “chal-
lenging” hearings – or Hearings 
from Hell – have many origins and there
are also as many ways to improve them.
The following is a brief guide to the Nine
Circles of Planning Commission Hell
and suggestions for salvation (with pro-
fuse apologies to Dante).

Limbo

These are the hearings which go
round and round without ever leading to
a decision. Typical causes are insufficient
information and/or continuous applica-
tion changes resulting in a series of con-
tinuances. There are often valid reasons
to continue a hearing, but in general, it is
the responsibility of the commission to
provide leadership in making recom-
mendations, not deferring the issue. For
extremely complex or controversial
applications, work sessions prior to the
hearing are advisable.

The Lustful

Some (well, most) Hearings from Hell
revolve around public versus private
interests. Community resources of all
types must be wisely administered. The
planning commission’s recommenda-
tions may have immediate and/or long-
term effects on water or air quality,
natural open space, aesthetics, and other
resources. The planning commission
must retain this long-term community
vision while simultaneously respecting
individual rights.

The Gluttonous

These hearings are characterized by
excessive demands from one or more
parties. The most common type is a con-
test between extremes of growth and no-
growth. It is NOT the commission’s
responsibility to find a “happy median”
or other compromise, but to serve the
city by interpreting and applying the
comprehensive plan and codes.

The Stygian Lake, with the Ireful Sinners
Fighting, by William Blake (1824-27).
Illustrating Dante’s fifth circle of Hell.
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