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Focus on the real issues. Are people
incensed about the effects of a particular
zone change or are they really anxious
about the larger issues of growth and find
this issue a handy scapegoat? A resident
may protest a neighbor’s petition for a
variance more because their dogs have
not gotten along for the last 20 years
than on the merits of the request. There
are immediate issues and there are
underlying ones, and an active, open
process of listening will help you discern
the difference.

Be proactive with the media. Trying
to respond immediately to a hostile ques-
tion when the local television reporter
sticks a microphone in your face is a har-
rowing and usually unsatisfying experi-
ence. Deal with controversy actively by
giving the story to the media — newspa-
per, TV, and radio — on your own terms
before the event. Be available for back-
ground interviews, while bearing in
mind that you cannot discuss a specific
project while your board is reviewing it.
Accept or seek opportunities to be inter-
viewed on radio talk shows as a good
way to reach a segment of the communi-
ty that may not participate in public
meetings. 

Keep your perspective. Your ulti-
mate challenge when dealing with any
controversy is to feel comfortable with
your decision, even if it is unpopular, and
then, to do all you can to ensure that ani-
mosities and disagreements do not linger
once the decision is made. �
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Planning is the local govern-
mental function that touches
more lives than nearly any other, 
with the exception of law enforcement. It
should be scant wonder, then, that con-
troversies arise. How you deal with them,
not the controversies themselves, is an
important measure of your effectiveness.

Stay tuned in to community priori-
ties. The larger the community, the more
difficult it is to know just what the “hot
buttons”’ may be. Still, if the planning
board is to deal with issues effectively, it
is very important not to be surprised that
an action or potential action may be con-
troversial. For example, it is common
sense to realize that proposing a road
through a well-used natural area will stir
up people who have been enjoying it for
years and want no change. In other situa-
tions, the opposition may be less easy to
predict. Read the local newspaper, listen
to the radio talk shows, and consult with
staff and the other commissioners to help
you keep in touch with the planning
issues that concern people. 

Another way to monitor the pulse of
your community is to hold quarterly
meetings where citizens can come to air
their gripes and concerns. This is best
done when you are not dealing with a
specific controversy. Make sure that all
segments of the community are invited
to participate, even if that requires adver-
tising in your local newspaper.

Be willing to re-examine the status
quo. The field of planning has changed
over the years. In some communities,
even zoning, the near-sacrosanct method
of separating land uses, is coming under
scrutiny as proponents of “mixed use”
gain adherents. Being open to change
does not mean bending with the wind of
every new idea, but it does show you are
aware of the dynamics of how communi-
ties grow and flourish and are open to
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considering change that is in the collec-
tive best interest. 

Deal with controversial issues early.
If it is appropriate to the issue, meet with
citizens in informal sessions at the neigh-
borhood level, or have open meetings at
City Hall or the town library. Encourage
staff to get out into the community. Ask
the League of Women Voters or another
recognized nonpartisan group to sponsor
a community forum. Request your local
newspaper to print a simple, mail-back
questionnaire. Give citizens many oppor-
tunities to air their views in non-con-
frontational ways. 

If the controversy involves a project
subject to the Commission’s formal
review, you are likely limited in allowable
“ex parte” contacts with the applicant
and the other interested parties. Your
staff, however, is not subject to these
restrictions on “ex parte” contacts, and
can meet informally during the review
process. Encourage them to be as open as
possible to all.

Respect all sides. You may have to
agree to disagree with opponents, but do
it politely and respectfully, and insist that
everyone else do the same. Cheering,
booing, yelling, and screaming at any
public meeting should not be tolerated,
and decorum should be insisted upon
and enforced. Set the scene by your own
behavior and most people will follow.

THERE ARE IMMEDIATE
ISSUES AND THERE ARE

UNDERLYING ONES, 
AND AN ACTIVE, OPEN
PROCESS OF LISTENING

WILL HELP YOU DISCERN
THE DIFFERENCE.




