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T H E  P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N  AT  W O R K

Stand By Your Plan
by Jim Segedy and Lisa Hollingsworth-Segedy

Our friend and predecessor in
writing “The Planning Commis-
sion at Work” column, Mike 
Chandler, is widely-known for his excel-
lent planning commissioner training.
One of the techniques he often employed
was a skit in which participants use a
humorous script to role-play a fictitious
planning commission meeting. The 
audience can get a laugh, but also easily
see many common situations in which
planning commissioners might find
themselves. 

One of situations featured in the skit
is the planning commission’s inability to
stand their ground and make plan-con-
sistent recommendations. This is so
common that we’d like to devote this col-
umn to giving you Jim and Lisa’s Top Ten
List (with apologies to David Letterman)
for strategies to help you Stand By Your
Plan. You’ll note from several of the
points in our list that it can be tough to
Stand By Your Plan unless the process of
putting together your community’s plan
has taken implementation into account.1

1. Make sure your plan is doable.
Many times, through the long process of
preparing a plan, the goals and strategies
get broadened in an attempt to make 
as many people happy as possible. This
may help the plan “get through” all the
hurdles, but it often makes it less effec-
tive. You must ask yourself:
• “Is your plan readily available to, and
understandable by, elected officials, plan-
ning commission, staff, and the public? 
• Does it contain photographs and illus-
trations to show exactly what the recom-
mended outcomes should look like? 

• Does it contain goals with links to 
specific action items (these links are 
critical)?
• Does it provide straightforward guid-
ance on what the end results will be?
• Is it a realistic plan that guides the com-
munity step-by-step towards the vision
you identified?” 

The answer to all of these questions
should be “yes.” If not, we recommend
that you look back at our last column
that explores the question “how do we
get there?” (PCJ #75, Summer 2009).

mostly advisory, you are in a position to
keep the plan at the center of local deci-
sion-making.

4. Delegate. As we mentioned above,
no one entity should be responsible for
implementing your plan, nor should all
plan implementation activities rest with
the local government. Many smaller pro-
jects can and should be delegated to civic
organizations, neighborhood associa-
tions, or other appropriate groups. 

This kind of participation builds
strong communities and strengthens
public support of local planning. When
you’re developing your plan your goal
should be to get someone in the commu-
nity to take ownership of a part of the
plan and say “Yes, I’ll do that.” The local
elected officials should help, not “do” the
plan.

5. Follow up. Periodic reviews of plan
implementation progress are important,
as we discussed in the last column. In
addition to tracking completed projects,
the plan can be evaluated and fine-tuned
as necessary to keep the community’s
future vision sharply in focus. This can
be done through something as simple as
a checklist.

6. Rely on relevant data for decision-
making. Planning commissioners can
simplify their development permit rec-
ommendations by having clearly defined
standards for decision-making. These
should be an integral part of the process
that is documented.

Developing clear and objective stan-
dards that truly assess the appropriate-
ness of proposed development and
address the potential impacts (both posi-
tive and negative) of the development on
community infrastructure, facilities, and
services will help insulate you from per-
sonalities, politics, and the influence of
special interests. 

7. Learn to adapt. Missouri is known
as the “Show Me” state, but we think

1 As we noted in our last column, we use the term
“community plan” to encompass the kind of local
comprehensive plan common in many parts of the
country. We recognize that the local planning
process, and what plans cover, varies from state to
state – so please take that into account in considering
our suggestions.

2. Make implementation a priority. 
A community’s plan is not an end product.
It is the roadmap to your city or town’s
future. When any development decision
is contemplated, the plan should be the
“go-to” resource for direction.

3. Know who’s driving the bus. This
is a two-parter (with point 4. Delegate).
It’s important to assign responsibility for
specific parts of the plan implementa-
tion. This can be an individual or a
department. It is also important to deter-
mine who’s in charge of comparing
development permit requests against the
plan. Some communities have a check
box (or similar system) on their permit
review form to serve as a reminder of this
part of the process.

These tasks are a critical responsibili-
ty you take on as a member of your plan-
ning commission. While your position is

YOUR PLAN IS NOT SERVING
YOUR COMMUNITY IF IT SITS
ON A SHELF. IT SHOULD BE
CONSULTED REGULARLY BY

CITIZENS, DEVELOPERS,
STAFF, PLANNING

COMMISSION MEMBERS,
AND ELECTED OFFICIALS. 



many communities can lay claim to that
sentiment in one way or another. A little
research will produce many examples
related to ideas or programs your com-
munity may be considering (or things
not much different). Check out APA
Planners Bookstore, Island Press, Plan-
ning Magazine, and (of course) the Plan-
ning Commissioners Journal for some
reference materials. Look at the commu-
nities they feature and see which seem
most comparable to your own. Things
you find and like are things to build
from. But don’t copy directly; instead,
adapt them to your community’s unique
situation.

8. Provide incentives. The quickest
way to kill an idea is to say “no.” 

Give the community and developers
and all the other change agents incen-
tives to “do the right thing.” Financial
incentives such as a fast-tracked develop-
ment process or differential fees for
development proposals that implement
the plan are a great place to begin. You
may still have to say no every once in a
while, but use that not as an end, but a
beginning to move forward in a better
direction. As noted in point 7, showing
examples of how it can work helps.

9. Convert them. We have heard this
story all too often from planning com-
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missioners: “We are so
frustrated because our
decisions are routinely
overturned by the
elected officials. Why
do they even bother
appointing us if they
don’t listen to our rec-
ommendations?” 

An effective plan is
developed with the
entire community’s
input, including that of
elected officials. If your
elected officials are also
part of the planning
process, rather than
remaining aloof until a
copy of the draft plan is

put in their mailbox, they will share a
greater stake in the plan and its policies.
In turn, this will lead to greater support
for your recommendations related to
implementing the plan’s policies.

Michael Chandler also pointed to the
importance of this on the pages of the
Planning Commissioners Journal: “The
planning commission should seek to
involve the governing body at various
stages of the plan development process.
For example, the elected body might be
asked to participate in the development
of the plan’s goals and objectives … The
planning commission can both inform
and learn from the governing body …
Designing a strategy that places a premi-

Jim Segedy, Ph.D., FAICP, is the Director of Com-
munity Planning at the Pennsylvania Environmen-
tal Council and Lisa Hollingsworth-Segedy, AICP,
is Associate Director for River Restoration for
American Rivers. They’ve both acted in skits at
planning commissioner training workshops!

2 Michael Chandler, “Developing the Comprehensive
Plan: Part III” (PCJ #12, Fall 1993).

um on communicating with the govern-
ing body will substantially enhance the
likelihood that the plan will be adopt-
ed.”2

10. Celebrate successes. When each
task of the plan is complete, call atten-
tion to the results and the participants.
Nothing breeds success like success, and
the best incentive for people to do good
things is to make sure that there’s plenty
of recognition to go around. “Neighbor-
hood of the Year,” “Honorary Communi-
ty Planner,” whatever it takes. It doesn’t
have to cost much. Celebrate what
they’ve done. 

These ten steps can help you as a
planning commissioner maintain your
personal resolve and your community’s
priority to “Stand By Your Plan.” Show
them, help them make good decisions,
and celebrate with them. ◆
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Now that
You’re 
on Board:
How to survive ... and thrive ... 
as a Planning Commissioner.

by Elaine Cogan

Through 25 practical tips,
illustrated by cartoonist Marc Hughes,
Elaine draws on her many years of
experience, providing insights on the
valuable role planning board members
play, and how they can use their skills
most effectively.

Available in an attractive, 
easy-to-read, format, Now that You’re
on Board can be ordered by Planning
Commissioners Journal subscribers at 
a specially discounted price. 

For information and to order call
our office: 802-864-9083, or go to:
plannersweb.com/onboard.html




