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given an extension, but it should be at
members’ request and for good reason.

Reporting system. A written record
of the committee’s deliberations and final
recommendations must be kept. Mem-
bers can be encouraged to report infor-
mally as their work progresses, especially
if it extends over some time and is a mat-
ter of interest to the community. While
staff can provide secretarial or duplicat-
ing assistance, it is essential that the
committee’s work not be censored or
rewritten by staff or the board.

Wrapping up. Just as you had an
orderly process for appointing the com-
mittee, you should have an orderly way
to conclude its work. The best time is at
an open meeting when you receive their
report. The planning commission chair
can thank committee members for their
diligent work and possibly present each
with a certificate or other evidence of
your appreciation.

Evaluation. The most obvious mea-
sure of a committee’s success is if the
commission is able to move forward on
the matter without undue delay. But even
if all the decisions cannot yet be made, or
the results are not universally favored,
the fact that an evenhanded committee
deliberated will add credibility to the
process. If the committee has only added
to the confusion or delay, you know that
it has not worked. However, do not give
up on the committee system. You may
have to invent another camel someday!
�
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It is said that the camel was
designed by committee. That is
certainly not a ringing endorse-
ment of what a small group can do, but
the metaphor may be appropriate. Com-
mittees can get in the way, or even do
harm to your planning process — or be
very useful in advancing the work of an
over-burdened and over-worked plan-
ning board.

The focus of this column is on ad hoc
or special purpose committees formed to
deal with a particular issue, such as a
housing dispute or an internal board
matter, rather than standing committees
that are part of municipal government or
part of the planning board’s permanent
structure (such as executive or ordinance
committees).

Purpose. Does this sound familiar:
The planning board is at an impasse,
having spent an unusual amount of time
on one issue without reaching a conclu-
sion. Though you realize this is an
important matter, you also are frustrated
because your ordinary work is piling up.
Moreover, citizens are beginning to com-
plain of your inaction to the mayor and
your local newspaper. This is the ideal
time to appoint a committee! But it will
be successful only with the “right” peo-
ple and a clear focus and mission.

Composition. You have some choic-
es: you can choose a committee com-
posed only of planning commissioners
(in effect a subcommittee of the board);
or a committee comprised only of citi-
zens; or one combining planning com-
missioners and citizens. Though there is
no right way, the number and kind of
people should be the best configuration
to carry out the committee’s mission.

The first choice works best when a
few members have the trust of the full
board and the subject is internal to the
board. For matters that affect the com-
munity, a combination of planning board

T H E  E F F E C T I V E  P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R

Consider the Committee
by Elaine Cogan

members and citizens is usually desir-
able. In certain circumstances, however,
it may be important to maintain a “hands
off” approach by appointing a committee
comprised only of citizens (though in
that case, care needs to be taken to make
sure there is representation from all sides
of the issue).

If a citizen committee is appointed, it
should be clearly understood that the
planning board has the final say, subject
to whatever other local approval is
required. Remember, however, that the
process can be undermined and suspect
if the board overrules all the committee’s
recommendations. Just as it is inappro-
priate to be a rubber stamp, it also is
demoralizing to second guess everything
the committee suggests. You need to find
the appropriate balance.

Leadership. Look for a strong chair
who has the requisite leadership skills
and the confidence of the planning
board, other committee members, and
the community. For controversial issues,
it may be valuable to draw in a well-
respected member of the community. But
make sure that person has the time and
commitment and will not be merely a fig-
urehead.

Staff assistance. Committees work
best if they are free to do analysis and
deliberation with staff support for mat-
ters such as  logistics and taking minutes.
Staff should not attempt to lead the com-
mittee to recommendations or conclu-
sions. If your planning department is
shorthanded, your local college may be
able to provide an intern to staff the com-
mittee.

Schedule/deadline. All committees
should have a specific charge and a
schedule for completing their work. You
are more likely to get busy citizens to
serve if the time is somewhat short —
two or three months — rather than inde-
terminate. The committee can always be




