
Editor’s note: A few months
ago, we invited our readers to tell
us a little bit about their home
towns, how their planning com-
mission functions, and what they
viewed as the major challenges
ahead. Here’s what we heard from
planners and planning commis-
sioners in seven quite different
communities. Our apologies to
those who replied that we didn’t
have space to include.

Ephraim, Utah
report from City Planner/Engineer
Bryan Kimball

We’re a small town in 
central, rural Utah, with

a lot of heritage. Our popula-
tion has grown over 30 percent
since the 2000 census to just
over 6,100 people, with most of
that growth occurring in the
last five years. We have a two-
year junior college that nearly
doubles our town population
when school is in session. Our
county is listed as one of the
poorest counties in the state in
terms of median income, with
much of the local economy of
the surrounding area based pri-
marily in agriculture.

Growth Impacts

What started out as a relative-
ly quiet small town has grown
to the point that we now fre-

six to eight meetings a year – is
now a twice monthly meeting.
What used to be a subjective
review process that was only
loosely guided by the existing
ordinances is now a more for-
mal process based on compli-
ance with the letter of the law.

Challenges Ahead

Continued growth remains
the biggest challenge. Our
small town is right on the verge
of being pushed into the next
tier of complexity and size.
Because the junior college has
increased enrollment by over
40 percent over the last four
years, there is an increasing
need for high-density housing
to accommodate students. The
existing high-density zones are
nearly built out, creating the
need to expand them into what
are currently single family
neighborhoods. This creates an
obvious conflict in land use. 

Our commercial and industri-
al zones are also nearly built
out and need to be expanded.
And then of course, we need to
ensure that our infrastructure 
is in place and adequate to
accommodate all of that
growth. The question facing us
is how can we preserve our
town character and heritage in
the face of that additional
growth?

quently deal with issues of
growth – everything from new
subdivisions, planned unit
developments, commercial
developments, and high density
apartments and complexes, 
to having to update/rewrite all
of our zoning ordinances and
master plans based on how the
character of the community has
evolved.

During the last four years
there has been significant
investment into the community
totaling approximately $70-75
million in the form of a new
elementary school, new and
remodeled buildings on the 
college campus, high-density
housing, commercial projects,
restoration of our historic
Carnegie Library downtown,
and other improvements.

Planning Board

As the workload and com-
plexity of issues has increased,
we’ve been forced to make our
board meetings a little more for-
mal. Twenty years ago the board
was run entirely by volunteers,
without any staff. We now have
a planning director and a paid
secretary to do much of the
research, legwork, and technical
review of applications. 

What used to be a “meet as
needed” schedule – which

amounted to
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Corrales, New Mexico
report from Planning & Zoning
Administrator Cynthia Tidwell

The Village of Corrales is
just north of Albuquerque,

bounded by the Rio Grande,
and across the river from San-
dia Pueblo. There were Pueblo
Indians here since about 700
AD. In 1706, a Spanish land
grant was given to a soldier of
the “Reconquest of 1692.” In
1712, that land grant was
passed to another soldier, Juan
Gonzales Bas – considered the
founder of Corrales. Incorpo-
rated in 1972, the Village now
has a population of about
9,000. The municipal area is
some ten square miles, includ-
ing a nature preserve along the
west bank of the Rio Grande.

Nearing Build-Out

The Village is nearing build-
out, so we no longer review/
approve large subdivisions.
Most of what we’re doing now
are lot splits or small land divi-
sions of under ten acres (one
acre minimum). However, we
are spending more time on
code revisions, updating land
use codes that were first adopt-
ed in 1989. One interesting
note: all residential and com-
mercial land in the Village is
zoned to include farming, as
well as livestock raising and

management –
reflecting the
hundreds of
years of ditch
irrigation here in
the valley. 

Planning
Commission

The commis-
sion enjoys

F E AT U R E

Looking Back, Moving Forward

Snow College (above left) has had a huge impact on the small Utah city of Ephraim. New housing for students (above right) with the
Wasatch Mountains in the background.



Westlake, Ohio
report from Planning Director
Robert Parry, AICP

Located on 15.97 square 
miles in the western edge

of Cuyahoga County, Westlake
is approximately one mile south
of the southern shore of Lake
Erie. It is a 15-minute commute
to downtown Cleveland.

Westlake’s population is just
under 33,000. Residents have
many housing options includ-
ing neighborhoods of single
family homes, as well as condo-
miniums, townhouses and clus-
ter homes, and apartments. In
addition, the city has several
independent living, assisted liv-
ing, and nursing home facilities.

From Outer-Ring Suburb to
Mature Edge City

The largest development in
the city’s history, Crocker Park,
is a cutting-edge, mixed-use
town center. When fully devel-
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oped it will include over three
million square feet of retail,
hotel, and office space along
with residential dwellings
(above retail stores). The civic
core of the 86 acre develop-
ment is a median park with
fountains and open space areas
for community events. Last
year, American Greetings
announced that it will be build-
ing its new corporate headquar-
ters in Crocker Park.

We’ve grown from an outer-
ring suburb to a mature edge
city with its own downtown.
Twenty years ago, the depart-
ment and commission spent a
lot of time on review of single
family subdivisions and small
strip centers that were popping
up on the major arterials. The
focus of development activities
in Westlake is now in redevel-
opment of properties, mixed-
use, and infill.

Planning Commission
Meetings

Twenty years ago commission
meetings were in a small,
crowded room with paper
prints tacked to a wall. No one,
especially the public, could see
the details of the projects. Now
drawings, photographs, and
plans are in digital form pro-
jected on a large screen for the
public and monitors for the
commissioners. All meetings
are also taped for webcasting
and video channel replay.

The quality and quantity of
information has been greatly

continued on next page 

hands-on regulation writing
(we do not have the money to
hire consultants) and are very
much engaged in the process.
We are also paying much closer
attention to commercial site
development plan review and
approvals. Our standards have
been raised, and the work of
the commission is focused on
implementation of high quality
site plans.

The commission has also
turned its attention to historic
preservation regulations and
incentives in the commercial
core of the Village, with hopes
of achieving a New Mexico 
Arts and Culture District desig-
nation through its MainStreet
program.

About six years ago the com-
mission tightened up its “Rules
for the Conduct of Business” –
rules that delineate the order of
business, the requirements for
submittals, appeal process, pub-
lic notice, “open meetings act,”
who may speak and for how
long, and so forth. Applications
for all zoning actions are not
scheduled for a hearing until
every element is complete. The
commission also imposed a
10:00 pm adjournment time
that is rarely exceeded. Devel-
opers and the public very much
appreciate the more rational
approach to review and action.

The irrigation ditch above, as is typical, uses a manually
operated gate. These public ditches, constructed in the
1930s by the Bureau of Reclamation, are managed by a
“ditch rider” or mayordomo – who monitors the ditches
and allocates water use.

With three-foot thick adobe walls, the Historic San
Ysidro Church dates to the 1870s. Not used as a church
since 1961, it is owned by the Village of Corrales and
managed by the Corrales Historical Society.

Views of Crocker Park development in Westlake, Ohio.

Challenges Ahead

Here in the arid High Desert
west, water has already become
the issue of the 21st century. We
are returning to a more historic,
dry, and unpredictable climate.
Having enough water for resi-
dential and commercial uses will
become a terrific tug of war,
with all the players battling
everyone else. Native Americans
have “first rights, from time
immemorial” – but have always
shared in times of drought. They
have their own development
goals, and when it gets really
dry, they may not want to share
with others.

The drought is already impact-
ing farming and livestock
throughout New Mexico. Here
in the Village we are trying to
keep our farmers in business,
and encourage small plot gar-
deners to utilize irrigation water
from ditches that have been in
existence for hundreds of years.



improved – which has resulted
in better development and
fewer surprises during con-
struction. The improved visual
displays have reduced the time
for commission review and the
number of meetings to get
approval. The addition of a city
web page with extensive infor-
mation has drastically reduced
telephone calls for information
because just about every docu-
ment, ordinance, map, meeting
minutes, etc. is readily available
to everyone.

Challenges Ahead

For communities in the slow
or non-growing Midwest, I think
there will be a continuing slow-
down in overall development,
though outlying rural exurbs
will still have rapid growth.
Planning will take a back seat
to economic development and
providing services to an aging
population.

After the crushing impacts 
of the economy on the develop-
ment industry over the past 
five years, risk taking and over-
building will be tempered. 
This may have a silver lining
for many communities that
have been struggling to keep
up with expansion and
increased service costs.

Aurora, Illinois
report from Planning Commission
Chairman Bill Donnell

Aurora is a historic river 
town located in northeast

Illinois. During the mid-1990s
Aurora was one of the fastest
growing areas in the country.
We doubled our population
over twenty years. The 2010
census puts us at just under
200,000 residents.

Like many Midwestern
towns, Aurora once had several
major companies which provid-
ed thousands of manufacturing

happening in the com-
munity.

Challenges Ahead

Aurora has and will
continue to try to con-
trol density, over-
crowding, and parking
issues in our older
established neighbor-
hoods. As a former
industrial city, we will
need to be thoughtful
but creative in imple-
menting policies to
promote the redevel-
opment of our older
buildings and brown-
fields properties.

As the housing mar-
ket rebounds we will be chal-
lenged to determine what the
new “American home” looks
like, and how we can stimulate
the housing recovery without
sacrificing development quality.

Leesburg, Florida
report from Planning Board
Member James Argento

Leesburg is a progressive city  
of more than 20,000 resi-

dents in northwest Lake Coun-
ty, about an hour’s drive
northwest of Orlando. Leesburg
also is a central hub for com-
merce, attracting 50,000 people
to work each weekday. Along
with the rest of Central Florida,
Leesburg has experienced con-
siderable growth.

I have been on the planning
board for about two years.
While our commission used to
meet twice a month (before I
was appointed), we now only

jobs. Few exist today. Aurora’s
downtown was a shopping and
entertainment destination in
the 1950s, but declined after
the development of the “Mall”
on the east edge of town. While
the Mall continues to provide a
valuable tax base, we have rein-
vested in our downtown to
bring back the vitality we once
knew. Like Chicago, forty miles
to our east, Aurora is a city of
neighborhoods which supports
a community of rich ethnic
diversity.

Our Plan Commission Today

With the recent economic
downturn, we have had fewer
cases and fewer staff members.
In the mid-1990s we would
have three meetings a month
each lasting three or more
hours. We now average one
meeting a month.

Special interest groups have
become more organized and
vocal over the years, which can
make the job of deciding what
is truly best for the entire com-
munity more difficult. While
we now have a constant stream
of information from a variety of
electronic sources, twenty years
ago most citizens read the daily
paper and probably had a better
understanding of what was
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meet once a month. This may
be due to the housing market
taking a dive, and development
freezing due to poor economic
conditions.

Challenges Ahead

One challenge is trying to
reconcile the rural nature of
part of the community with 
the fact that we are suburb of
greater Orlando. Our commu-
nity has two major highways
bisecting it – U.S. 441 and U.S.
27 – and the Florida DOT is
doing a huge expansion of
these roads. Therefore we will
see the impacts increased traffic
brings to an area that would
still like to keep its sleepy low-
key flavor, but finds itself grow-
ing at an increased rate. 

Another challenge is the ten-
sion between those in our com-
munity who just want it to be a
retirement center, and the pres-
sure from young families com-
ing into the community. As the
population expands, young
families must receive accom-
modations and services. 

New Kent County,
Virginia
report from Planning Commission
Chairman David N. Smith

New Kent County is a rural
county with a population

just over 19,000. We’re strategi-
cally located between two large
population centers, Richmond
and Hampton Roads, which
have seen tremendous growth
and are putting some pressure
on New Kent’s residential
development.

Planning in New
Kent County

Several years back
residential develop-
ment applications
were coming before
the planning com-
mission on a regular
basis. Applications
for these types of

Looking Back, Moving Forward…
continued from previous page

Road construction along U.S. 441 in Leesburg,
Florida.

The landmark Leland Tower in downtown Auro-
ra is a twenty-two story apartment building.



developments have significant-
ly slowed due to the depressed
economy.

Over the past two years, plan-
ning commissioners and staff
have been busy updating and
rewriting the county’s compre-
hensive plan. The comprehen-
sive plan was broken down into
sections for revision and com-
ments. The update and rewrite
was very time consuming,
involving many long hours, as
well as five public workshops
held throughout the county.
The goals of the comprehensive
plan are to retain the rural
character of the county but at
the same time designate several
growth areas.

Challenges Ahead

The most pressing issue for
New Kent County will likely be
having an adequate potable
water supply and the ability to
dispose of wastewater economi-
cally and responsibly. We’re
located in the Chesapeake Bay
Watershed, which has Total
Maximum Daily Load (TMDL)
limits for nutrients. The TMDL
limit will increase the cost of
wastewater treatment.

Managing suburban housing
development will most likely
be an issue once the economy
returns, but this growth may be
constrained due to the lack of
potable water and wastewater
treatment facilities to handle
the growth.

• Shelburne Farms, a 1400-
acre Frederick Law Olmsted-
designed working farm from
1886 is a world-class landscape
with historic farm buildings. It
is run as a non-profit education-
al center. Both it and the nearby
Shelburne Museum are highly
visited tourist destinations.

• Lake Champlain is a signifi-
cant natural resource on the
western side of the town.
Water-related amenities include
a public beach, boat launch,
and private yacht club. 

Planning Commission

Like many other Vermont
communities, Shelburne has
replaced its zoning board with 
a “development review board,”
which has also taken on the
development review functions
the planning commission used
to exercise. As a result, the
focus of our planning commis-
sion is now on preparing plan
and zoning bylaw amendments
and guiding long-term plan-
ning activities.

The overall philosophy of the
commission has evolved as well;
it is much more concerned about
promoting economic develop-
ment than it was ten years ago.
There is also greater interest in
developing regulations that
would govern the appearance of
new development.

Another area of change is in
the increased use of technology.
Commission meetings are
recorded, broadcast, and
streamed. Meeting materials are

Shelburne, Vermont
report from Town Planner Dean
Pierce

Shelburne is a town of 7,000
people in northwestern 

Vermont, about seven miles
south of Burlington, the state’s
largest city. It sits along Route7,
a main north-south state arteri-
al road that links towns along
Lake Champlain.

Shelburne’s 24 square miles
encompass a varied range of
landscapes, land uses, and
building types:

• The historic village center –
which includes a parade
grounds, general store, hotel,
bed and breakfast, municipal
buildings, and town hall – is
that of the classic New England
village.

• Farmlands and conserved
natural areas surround the village
center. While farmland is under
threat of development pressure,
we’ve also seen new organic
community farms open up.
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emailed, posted, tweeted, and
more. GIS is used regularly, and
hardly a meeting goes by when
we don’t display materials using
a laptop and LCD projector.

Challenges Ahead

One important issue the com-
munity will need to resolve is
what “planning for sustainabili-
ty” or “sustainable develop-
ment” means – and what it will
take to pursue it.

Another challenging issue is
the need to transform our
transportation system. This
won’t be easy in a community
where the majority of trips are
made in single-occupant vehi-
cles and where the expectation
of many who drive is that we
ought to be able to take our
cars and travel congestion-free
to our destination at any hour
of the day.

Shelburne has done much in
recent years to promote walk-
ing and cycling, but will need
to do even more. It must also
be prepared to require develop-
ers (and ultimately residents) of
projects that impose significant
demands on the highway sys-
tem to pick up a greater share
of the cost for necessary
improvements to those systems
– or help pay for alternatives. 
If transit is to have any real
chance of success as an alterna-
tive to cars, however, we’ll need
to take seriously the notion that
land use and transportation
must be coordinated. ◆

Shelburne (Vermont) Country Store (left); La Platte Road Park bordering farmland.

Cooks Mill Pond in New Kent County, Virginia.
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