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Special Feature

Strengthening the Planning Commission — Governing Body Relationship

October 21st, 2014

Summary:;

One of the most important relationships in the "planning universe" is that between the governing body and the
planning commission.

We wanted to hear back from our survey respondents on what they've done -- or think they should do -- to
improve the relationship between the two bodies. Here's what we asked in two related questions:

Please list up to three things that have been done in your community to-help strengthen the relationship between
your planning commission and governing body.

If there was one thing that could be done-to most improve the relationiship between your planning commission and
governing body, what would that be?

We received replies from 225 indivi'duals. As with our other open-ended questions, we found that most replies
could be grouped into several categories:

http://'planner'sW'eb‘.com/2'0f14/10{st_'ren_g’the‘ning-plan'ni'ng-'commis.'sion«gover‘ning-_body—relat-i’ons/?pri... 4/3/2019



Strengthening the Planning Commission — Governing Body Relationship Page 2 of 7

1. Joint Meetings. This was by far the most frequently mentioned suggestion. 146 of our 225 respondents (65
percent) mentioned it as either something they were already doing (106) or that they thought they should be doing
(40). What's more, 22 of those who said they were already holding joint meetings said they should have more of

them.

2. Reports & Briefings. Thirty-two individuals indicated that they had used reports or briefings as a way of
improving the connection between the planning board and governing body.

3. Liaison. Comments from 29 individuals reported that using liaisons between the two bodies had helped
strengthen their relationship.

4. Attending Each Other's Meetings. Twenty-seven people recommended that planning commissioners attend
governing body meetings and vice-versa.

~ Most Important Ways to Strengthen the Planning Commission
- Governing Body Relationship
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There were several other groupings of comments, which we'll also mention below.
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Details on What We Heard:

1. Joint Meetings

As we noted, 65 percent of our respondents noted they were already holding joint meetings between the p]anning_'
commission and governing body. This was by far the most frequent response to our question about ways of
-strengthemng the planning commission - governing body relationship.

Many of the replies were similar to these: "hold joint work sessions," "annual joint me'eting,_“ "city council retreats
with commission," "joint meetings to get issues on the table,” and "visit sites together.”

A Kansas planning commissioner

noted that commissioners and _ Conduct an annual joint tour of the city to see how the codes are working.
governing body members had taken

"tours together" and held an "annual

recognition dinner," while a California planper said they "conduct an annual joint tour of the city 10 see how the
codes dre working." | |

A planner from Washington wrote that their. commission and governing body held joint retreats in order to
"elarify roles and responsibilities,"

As noted earlier, 22 of those who said they were already holding joint meetings commented on the value
of having them more often. Several individuals who said their planning commission had annual joint meetings felt.
it would be better to have several each year.

2. Reports & Briefings

All told, 32 individuals mentioned that preparing reports, providing briefings, or sharing minutes and- agendas
served as a way of strengthening the relationship between the governing body and planning commission.

‘Most comments were similar to the foliowing: “Planning Commission Chairman provides annual report to Village
Board," "Review minutes of each.others meetings," "Provide repdrts to both boards on activities,” and “Staff
presentations to the governing body."
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3. Liaison

A number of communities appear to have either a city'council member, the mayor, or someone else serve asa
liaison with the planning commission, as 29 of our réspondents mentioned this as a way they've strengthened the
relationship between their community's goveriing body and planning board.

Meost comments were like these: "Liaison city councilor attends planning commission meetings.and reports to City
Council on deliberations and discussions," and "One County Commissioner is assigned as liaisari to the County
Planning Commission." Several cominents.mentioned that their liaison is a voting member of the planning
commission.

4. Attending Each Others Meetings

The 27 comments we placed in this catégory overlap slightly with the role of a liaison. But we felt these
comments were sufficiently distinct, as they related to'a less formal role or approach than when there s a
designated Haison.

For example, a California planning
Members of the goveining body attend many planning cominission meetings. ~ commissioner noted that in their
community "each Council meeting
has a commissioner assigned to
attend and take notes,” while a planning commissioner from Delaware replied that "members-of the governing
body attend many planning commission meetings." Similarly, a Virginia planning commissioner said that the
"Planning Commission chair (me) often attends Council work sessioris.”

An Idaho planner made an important distinction in writing that governing body membets attend "planning
workshops, not public hearings."

Other Comments:

We received a wide assortment of additional suggestions. In looking through them, we did notice several
groupings of related comments,

Informal, Personal Contacts

Thirteen comments mentioned the: importance of informal contacts, connections, or networking between planning
commissioners and governing body members.
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Among the comments: "I personally talk with at least one of the Council once Meet informally one on one.
every two weeks," "constructive informal communications between PC Chair and _
Elected board Chair," "personal relationships with mayor and council members,” and "meet informally one.on

n

one.-

However, perhaps the ultimate in informial communications we heard about: "My -husband is a member of the

governing body! : )" [emphasis and emoticon in-original].

Former Planning Commission Members Serving.on Governing Body

We:heard from seven individuals who noted that having former planning commissioners serving 6n the governing
body, or as'mayor, can strengthen the relationship between the two bodies.

For example, a
Many members of the planning commission have becorne members of the governing body.  Michigan planning
commissioner noted
that the former Vice
Chair of their Planning Commission "was elected to-City Council and is now Mayor," while a Missouri planning
commissioner wrote that "many members of the planmng commission have become members of the governing
body ... they know how the process works and what the objectives are:’

Mutual Respect

Four individuals mentioned the importance of mutual respect or trust as impartant to the commission- governing
“body: relatlonshrp

As a Kansas planner wrote, "Establish a-high degree of trust."

Role of Appointment Process

Interestingly, three éomments noted the importance of appointing planning commissioners as a. way of
strengthemng the commission-governing body relationship.

For example, a Virginia planner wrote "careful selection of new "Planning Comrnission members." It makes sense
that governing bodies that take more_care when deciding who to appoint to the commission may well end up with
a stronger connection to-the commission.
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Broadcasting Meetings

We already noted that several comments mentioned the value of sharing meeting minutes. Another way -- noted
in three comments -- for governing body members to keep track of what the planning commission is focusing on
(and vice-versa) is by watching the other body's meetings.

Comprehensive Plan Process — - :
AND AS COMMISSIONER ) { AND AS YOUR MAYOR, )
IPLANTOPLAN.  f—~ IBLANTO HELP

—*—"\ YOU PLAN. _
Three comments also pointed out that the comprehensive j k\(
- il 5

planning process can provide a good way of strengthening
the link between governing bodies and planning
commissions.

f A
,a.- },-.

As an individual from Pennsylvania who has served as a
planning commissioner and elected official noted, "There is
constant interaction between staff, elected and appointed
officials during meetings of our comp plan committees."

Staff's Role

Several individuals pointed to the role that staff plays in fostering communications between planning commissions
and governing bodies.

An Ohio planner noted that they held "monthly meetings with staff and Commission Chair and Council Rep,"
while a planner from Iowa said, "Staff acts as the go between when one board or the other has questions for the
other board ... educates the planning commission and governing body on current issues, and provides
opportunities to go to training together."

... And Don't Forget

One final way of strengthening the planning commission - governing body relationship we had to make note of:
"Make sure the governing body looks good," a Rhode Island planner noted.
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Editor's Note: Want to read more about ways of improving the relationship between the planning commission and
governing body, see:

* "Working Effectively With Elected Officials," by Elaine Cogan
* "Linking Elected Officials With Planning," by Michael Chandler
* "Town Councils and Planning Boards: A Challenging Relationship," by Pamela Plumb

and if you're a planning commissioner thinking -- perhaps -- of running for a seat on the governing body, or other
office, take a look at Otis White's "Should You Run?"

Coming Next: Improving Planning Commission Effectiveness

Tags:Being Effective, Local Governing Body, Miscellany

Printed From: http:/plannersweb.com/2014/1 0/strengthening-planning-commission-governing-body-relations/
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INSIGHTS

Town Councils and Planning Boards:

here has always been a
delicate dance in the relationship

between Town Councils and
their appointed Planning Boards. Perhaps
it comes from the community emotion that
inevitably surrounds local land use issues.
Perhaps it is rooted in a lack of clarity about
their different roles. Whatever the origins
of this tension, the relationship is fre-
quently a source of debate and occasion-
ally a source of friction. 1 would like to
offer a few thoughts on what that relation-
ship might ideally look like and make some
suggestions on how to encourage that posi-
tive result.

A misunderstanding of roles is the
most frequent barrier to a positive rela-
tionship between councils and planning
boards. What are the roles? The Council
begins with the responsibility of appoint-
ing the members of the Board. It is the
Council's job to create a capable Board with
a balance of experience and expertise.
However, the Council then needs to leave
the Board to do its job.

The two groups have distinctly differ-
ent jobs. Councilors are policy makers.
They are elected by and are responsive to
the public whom they represent in all its
various constituencies. The Board mem-
bers, on the other hand, are not policy
makers. They are appointed to work within
the ordinances adopted by the Council.
They work within already established
policy and do not change policy based on
public comment. Even if the room is
packed with citizens arguing that a per-
mitted use be denied in a site plan hearing,
itis not the Planning Board's role to change
what is or is not permitted. Its role is to
apply the given ordinance.

If the public does not like what the
ordinance permits, then the Council is the
place to get it changed. Similarly, if the
Board is concerned about the impacts of
applying a given ordinance, its option is

PLANNING COMMISSIONERS JOURNAL

A CHALLENGING RELATIONSHIP

by Pamela Plumb

“EVEN IF THE ROOM 1S
PACKED WITH CITIZENS
ARGUING THAT A
PERMITTED USE BE DENIED
IN A SITE PLAN HEARING,
[T IS NOT THE PLANNING

BOARD'S ROLE TO CHANGI

WHAT IS OR IS NOT
PERMITTED, ITS ROLE 1S
IO APPLY THE GIVEN
ORDINANCE.”

to recommend changes to the Council.

Even in the process of rewriting or
developing new ordinances, the Council is
still the policy maker. The Board {unctions
like a technical consultant to the Council
recommending effective ways to accom-
plish the general community goals re-
quested by the Council. The Council gives
asense of direction to the Board. The Board
then uses its specialized background and
expertise 10 make recommendations back
to the Council.

The recommendations may he cre-
ative and far reaching. They may be more
complex or technically innovative than the
Council ever imagined. But, it is the Coun-
cil that makes the final decision with what-
ever political considerations it deems
appropriate. Each role is vital to a smoothly
functioning community. But they are sepa-
rate. If the Board tries to set policy or the
Council tries to interfere with the applica-
tion of the ordinance or fails to value the
technical advice of the Board, confusion
and trouble will follow.

Equally important to a positive rela-
tionship is effective and appropriate com-

NUMBER 9

munication. When and how should the
Council and the Board communicate?
Should Councilors lobby Board members
as the Board carries out its work? Should
Board members consult with individual
Councilors belore making decisions or rec-
ommendations? Neither is likely to be
helpful.

There needs to be a way for the Coun-
cil to provide collective guidance, rather
than disjointed or individual points of view
which might not represent the view of the
whole. There needs to be a way for the
Board to share with the Council the back-
ground and thought process that leads up
to a recommendation for a zone change or
a new ordinance.

Although much of the work in small
towns seems to get done around people's
kitchen tables or in the aisles of the gro-
cery store, clear and [ormal avenues of

continued on page 15
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In Coming Issues ...

* Local planning for greenways
and bicycle paths.

» When attormeys appear before
planning hoards.

* How (o preserve a community's heritage.

* The home occupation boom
& its planning impacts.

= Are there lessons from Scandinavia’s
“eco-community” planning?

* Preparing for public hearings.
* Understanding "spot” zoning,

And more from our regular columnists,

MARCH/APRIL 1993



THE 'P'LANNI'NG CO"MMISS-I’ON AT WORK

Linking Elected Officials with Planning

ee years ago I wrote an arti-
‘entitled “The Planning Uni-
verse: A Quick Tour.” PCJ #35

Sumimer 1999). The goal of that ariicle
was .the,_ identification of key participants
in-the planring process. Included in the

galaxy of players was the local governing
b,ody." I suggested the governing body’s
connection to platining ceritered-on three
key events: (1) the appointment of the
plarining commission; (2) the adoption of
a.comprehensive plan; and (3) the admin-

istration of:zoting ordinances, subdivi-

sien ordinances, and other regulations
designed to bring the comprehensive plan
to 1ife: " '

The aim of this article is to examine in
greater defail the role elected officials play

in the planning process and the value and

importance planners and planning com-
missioners should assaciate with-elected

officials, First, however, allow me to
briefly revisit the role of planners and.

planning commissioners,

Planners and Planning Commissioners
Staff planners wear several different

hats. They Tunction as cieative visiofaries

helping set out possibilities for their com-

munity’s futurg. At the same fime, ‘they

advocate ‘'on hehalf of citizens faced with
here-and-now preblems. In their “con-
vener” role, they ceordinate multiple

-gadls, objectives, and policies-in an envi-
ronmernt featuring competing interests

and values. Of conrse, they also handle

‘the daily grist of reviewing development

proposals, responding to requests for
iriformation, and doing the hundred-and-

‘one tasks that planning offices are respon-

sibie for.
Planning commissioners also wear

several hats. They often serve as.a sound-

ing board for the commuiity, listening 1o
ideas (and camplam[s) about a range of

neigliborhood and citywide or county-
wide issues. Commissionets also der as:

cansensus-builders, involving (he public

by Michael Chandler

in the discussion and resolution of land
use issues — a job olten done through the
process of preparing or updating the com-
prehensive plan. In many states; planming

<ommissioners also wear the: hat of

decision maker when acting on proposed
subdivisions and other developments.
Elected Officials

Elected officials serving on the local:

governing body also perform multiple

roles in the planning process. Because the
governing body controls local purse

strings, it direetly influences the size and.

scope of the local planning program.
Elected ofﬁctals also function as decision
makers when ._ad_opt_mg chang_es to land

use ordinances, and when allocating,

funds for inftastructure improvements
and other projects. In some states, local
governing bodies also have final say on
development approvals.

‘More broadly, goveriiing bodies have a
critical role in setting the communily’s
agenda. Given the importance of the com-
prebensive plan in identifying community

. godls and objeéctives — and how these.will

be accomplished — it makeés sense for the
governing body to be more.than a mere
spectalor to'the cornprehensive planning

_process. This involvement, ideally, will

translale into a sense of ownership and
commitment 1o the plans and ordinances
that-result from this process.

‘Why Engage the Flected Official?

Despite the above, 1 know that main-
taining elected official involvement in the
community planning process is. oiter a
challenge. But it can be done!

In Blacksburg, Virginia, our town
‘council {on which I've-served for the past
eighteen years) régularly relies on the
comprehensive plan in decision-making,
As a result, we Kave beenable to minirnize
the extent io which selected courses of
action-have been taken in response.ta
emotion dnd rhetoric — and maximize
actions taken which support identified

‘community goals and policies. This has

béen possible because our plan relatés

consequences to actions. Properly done,

a solid plan can provide context, back-

ground, and an articitlated basis for

choosing ceriain courses of action.

Through its reliance on the town
plam, our town council also sends a cléar
message to theé community as a whole:
planming counts.
Engagement Strategies

Althongh not mandated by code, most
planning-commissions would do them-
selves a huge favor if- they mvested the
time to engage their local ofﬁ(:lals in planﬂ
ning, There are a variety -of strategies a
comimission can use to enhance its work-
ing reldtionship with the governing body:
Some of the more successful approaches
include:

1. Planning Commission Annudal Report..
A report documentmg planning commis-
sion activities, and providing an overview
of local planning i issues and challenges,
should be prepared ‘annually and shared
with the governing body. In some locali-
ties the Teport also contains the commis-
sion’s work- plan for the coming year. If
possible, have the report hand delivered

by the commission c¢hair.at a-regilar

meeting of the governing body, perhaps
with a short accompanying oral presenta-

‘tion,

2. Joini Work Sessions. 1t makes sénse
for the planning tommission and the local

-governing body to meet at least once a

year to discuss matters involving plan-
ning, larid use, and community change
management issies. Aworkipng dinneris 2

common approach. To aveid being hap-

kazard and disjointed, an agenda should
be developed and followed.

3. Joint Vistoning Exercise, Anothier
uselul engagement strategy, especially if
your locality is preparing or updating its
eqmprehené’iife.plain, is a joint V'iSioﬁingl
exercise, By including'thé:gqvemihg bady

confinied on riext page
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THE EFFECTIVE P'LANNING COMMISSIONER

Working Effectively With Elected Officials

ow olten have you made a
patticularly difficult decision as a

planning commissioner but then

Teft the. toom relieved that ay angry peo-

ple you failed to placate can appeal 1o ihe-

goveriting body?
Most commiunities givé that recourse
to citizens and it is generally a good idea,
- As an appointee, you do not have the same
responsibility to the electorate as your
community} elected hody.
However, you are not doing your
-proper job as an appointed official il most
of your commission’s opinions are
‘appealed, and especially, if 4 majority of
‘your rulings are subsequéntly overturned.
11 that happens often, you may think you
are laking the high road and the elected
officials are merely pandeting to the vot-
ers; but it alsG may be 4 signal that you and
your fellow commissioners are out of step
or have not done all you could to lobby for
your points of view, '
Building bridges through effective
advocacy:is an- aspect of your job that is
often overlooked.

In:small communities, where everyone.

knows everyone else and the positions on
1he various bogrds and commissiens —

and even membership 6n the governing’

body — may, in effect, rotate amaorig pub-
lic-spirited citizeris , relationships are infor-
mal and it is easy {0 have access to the
elected decision-makers. Still, other than
in formal meetings, many plannmg board
members are reluctant to speak-up for
their points of view; and Lh_u_s may lose the
oppottunity to forge valuable alliances,

In larger communities, planriing com-
missioners-may be appeinted by the mayor
and ‘not even be known to'other elected
officials. Stafl has a stroriger role than in
smaller areas in- ‘carryinig out the planning
agenda, especially in: dealmg with.other
departments such as transpoitation or
public works. However, that.should not
relieve plarning commissioners of their

PLANNING COMMISSYONERS JOURNAL ¢

by Elate Cogan

advacacy respensibilites.

In any community, there are steps you
can take to at least make suie planning
commission aims and policies dre clear to
the elected body, with the long-range: goal
of mutual understanding and support.

* Attend your-governing bodys meeting when

an appeal of one of your decisions is being

considered. Tt may not be- pleasant to hear
people: disagree with you, but the experi-
ence will give you some-sense of the depth.
of feeling of elected officials, and the: pub-
lic, on specific issues. 1f the commission’
findings often are overturned because of
form or content, you may want to. review
them with your staff; if the findings are
okay but the governing body disagrees
with. your coriclusions, it is suill appropri-
ate to: revisit. thie issue inlormally to see
why you are out.of stép. You may want to
try again with a different approach.

* Be acquainted with the political platforms of
the members of the governing body. Did

-Someoné campaign for olfice promising to
end all planning as you know it? That isa
clue to how that individual may respond
to particular issues. You still should not

give up. You or other commissioners

should arrange a visit to explain your posi-
ton and the positive results planning has
on your community — and also listen to:

the elected official’s contrary ideas.

and_commuritcations i Srrm of

consulkant 10 many. commii-

NUMBER 20

s Do not rely entirely on staff to convey your
message. In most cases; reliance on your
professional staff is a sat lsfar.tory way 10
carry out your comiission’s planning
objectives. Butif there are'certain planning
issues-on which you feel very strongly, you
may be the best-one to-express it —and it
should be to the appropriate elected olfi-

cidl, nat staff.

« Enlist the help of the media, Used sparing-
Iy, letters to the editor ot “op-¢d” or opin-

lon pieces n the local newspaper ¢an be

effective in espousing & plarming commis-
sion point.of view that youbelieve is Being
maligned or misunderstood. It is better
that this be from the entire commission
rathier than one individual who canr be-dis-
missed- as a maverick. The objective
should be to encourage constructive dia-
logue, niof start & war of words.
» Suggest a retredt or informal workshop
among planning commission members
and elected officials 1o try to come to con-
sensus on-4 commen-vision, goals and
objectives. Even il the best you.¢dn do is
agree to, disagree, you will have heard each
other and learned something,.

The rel"ationship between the elected
offictal and appointed boards such as'the
planning commission should always be

.cordial, even in tlie hear of battle. You can
.do a great deal 1o make it so. ¢

Flaine Cogan, partnerin the
Portland, Otegon, planning

Cogan Owens. Cogan, is ¢

nities undeitaking strategic
planning or-visioning pro-
cesses. Sheis-a Jormer chair
of Portland's dcvelopmmt
cowirftission. Fler colurin appears-in each issue of the
Plaiming Commissioners Journal.
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