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Independent and Informed
by C. Gregory Dale, AICP

Imagine that your commission
has a member who regularly
attends meetings unprepared. 
(For some of you, this may not be much
of a stretch to imagine.) As a result, the
member displays little depth of thought
on matters before the planning commis-
sion. He may appear to always “rubber
stamp” the position of staff, or repeatedly
ask questions that have no bearing on 
the application or were addressed in 
the information provided. Obviously, this
is not an independent and informed
commissioner.

But is there an obligation for plan-
ning commissioners to exercise indepen-
dent and informed judgment in review-
ing matters? The answer is yes. 

A central function of a planning com-
mission is to provide an objective, and
independent, voice on matters relating to
a community’s long-term development.
This is especially important since local
governing bodies are (quite naturally)
more sensitive to public opinion and the
demands of various special interests. 

Planning historian Larry Gerckens
has noted that “it is worth recalling that
citizen planning commissioners were put
in that position not to execute adminis-
trative chores for city council, but to pro-
vide insights into the problems and
potential of the community, and to pro-
vide leadership in the solution of prob-
lems before they arise” (from
“Community Leadership & the Cincin-
nati Planning Commission,” PCJ #18,
Spring 1995). Moreover, the American
Planning Association’s “Statement of
Ethical Principles in Planning” includes
the following: “Planning process partici-
pants should exercise fair, honest and
independent judgment in their roles as
decision makers and advisors” (emphasis
added).

What are some of the basics to ensur-
ing that you, as a commissioner, are 

well-informed, and capable of exercising
independent judgment?

First, be sure to open your meeting
packet before the meeting! OK, maybe
that is too basic, but many commission-
ers have cringed to hear the sound of a
fellow board member tearing the enve-
lope open at the meeting. 

If you have a professional staff you
should obviously review the staff report
carefully. If not, then you should review
the application itself. Also, there is no
substitute for viewing the subject site
and the surrounding area. Reviewing
previous staff reports or minutes may
help provide you with some historic per-
spective on the application at hand. It is
also helpful to review the zoning code
and comprehensive plan provisions that
are relevant to a particular request. 

Do not confuse independent judg-
ment with personal bias. The compre-
hensive plan and the regulations that
implement that plan represent the poli-
cies and laws that you are bound to
uphold, regardless of your own personal
biases. 

Can one do too much to prepare?
Always remember that your decision
must ultimately be based upon evidence
in the public record. Many commission-
ers, in their well-placed enthusiasm to be
as prepared as possible, engage in inde-
pendent investigation that involves dis-
cussing pending cases before the
commission with interested parties to

that application. Such ex parte contacts
are improper and should be avoided 
(see my column, “Ex-Parte Contacts” in
PCJ #2, Jan/Feb. 1992). 

Another aspect of this issue has to do
with the relationship between the com-
mission and staff. Professional planning
staff have the training and ability to 
provide the commission with valuable
information and insights. Many commis-
sions actually request that staff provide 
a recommendation for action. 

Planning commissions should take
full advantage of staff expertise in mak-
ing decisions. However, both commis-
sion and staff should recognize the
obligation of the commission to act in an
independent manner. Remember also
that staff’s analysis usually occurs prior
to the public having the opportunity to
testify. The commission may very well
hear testimony that leads to a conclusion
or interpretation different from that
which staff has articulated. 

It can take time and effort for com-
missioners to be well-informed about
matters before them, and be capable of
exercising independent judgment. But it
is an investment that must be made. �
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A collection of all of Greg Dale’s “Ethics 
& the Planning Commission” columns 
is now available. Contact the PCJ office 
or order from the PlannersWeb at: 
www.plannersweb.com 

BOTH COMMISSION AND
STAFF SHOULD RECOGNIZE
THE OBLIGATION OF THE
COMMISSION TO ACT IN

AN INDEPENDENT
MANNER. 
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