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context, planning board meetings are
likely to be prolonged affairs where citi-
zens and commissioners have carte
blanche to speak as long as they like, and
it is difficult for board members to know
when they have heard enough to make a
decision. Moreover, commissions that

consider themselves a citizen voice may
have difficulty determining which “citi-
zens” they represent. For example, does
an individual who has lived in the com-
munity all his life but is now a controver-
sial developer lose his “citizen status” to
newcomers who represent today’s politi-
cally correct neighborhood or environ-
mental interests?

Is your planning commission pri-
marily an advocacy group? Of the three,
this implies the most active role for a
planning board. As advocates, commis-
sioners make tough decisions based an
strongly held beliefs or points of view.
Advocacy also implies a willingness to
speak out in other forums... newspaper
opinion columns, speeches to community
groups ... and to try to convince others.
At meetings, commissioners may tolerate
and be polite to staff or citizen views that
differ from their own, but the commis-
sioners’ own opinions are stated clearly
and difficult to change. Advocates take a
high profile, and their victories — as well
as their defeats — are well known in the 
community.

Which of these most accurately
defines your commission’s situation? 
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Just What Is Your Planning Commission’s Role? 
by Elaine Cogan

If you are a defender of the status quo,
are you confident that your current zon-
ing regulations and plan policies ade-
quately meet your community’s needs for
the future? 

As a citizen voice, do you try to find
out how most people might be affected by
matters before you and take that into con-
sideration as you make decisions?

Or as an advocate, are there lines you
will not cross, principles you will not 
violate, even in the face of determined
opposition?

You and your commission need not
take on one of the above roles to the exclu-
sion of others. But taking the time to exam-
ine what unique combination of these
attributes makes the most sense in your
community may be a valuable exercise. �
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Though planning processes
vary among communities, the
commonality we probably share 
is the belief that government has a role in
planning and managing orderly growth.
The difference is in the details. How do
planning commissions and commission-
ers view their roles in the process?

This is more than an esoteric issue, for
how you perceive yourselves individually
and as a unit underlies how and why you
make decisions. It also can be a basis for
explaining your actions to elected offi-
cials and citizens. 

One way of looking at the question is
to ask whether you view your role pri-
marily as that of: (1) a defender of the sta-
tus quo; (2) a citizen voice in the
planning process; or (3) an advocate for
planning principles or a particular plan-
ning style? Assuming that most of you
would answer you are “a little bit of this
and a little bit of that,” the question still is
relevant: what are you most of the time?

While painted with a broad brush, the
following descriptions may help you and
your fellow commissioners think about
your basic philosophical underpinnings.

Is your planning commission a
defender of the status quo? Are you
reluctant to break new ground or consid-
er new ideas? You can judge if this “shoe
fits” if you view your role as administer-
ing the community’s zoning code —leav-
ing policy matters (including changes in
land use policy) to others. Such commis-
sions often serve principally as develop-
ment review boards, concentrating their
time and energy to review how projects
conform to existing zoning standards.

Is your planning commission pri-
marily a voice for citizens in your com-
munity? Planning commissions that see
themselves in this role tend to believe
that any rules or regulations that may
impede access or services for citizens can
and should be changed. Within this 

ADVOCATES TAKE A HIGH
PROFILE, AND THEIR

VICTORIES — AS WELL AS
THEIR DEFEATS — ARE
WELL KNOWN IN THE

COMMUNITY.




