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When Is Enough Enough?
by Elaine Cogan

Are board members consistently
deferring to only one or two individuals
for guidance or direction? If Frank or
Francine have been on the planning
commission for more than ten years, one
would hope they are providing some rea-
soned or historical judgment others may
lack. Conversely, their very experience
may be holding the board back from con-
sidering new or innovative ideas. 

Another signal is inconsistent atten-
dance. In previous columns, we have dis-
cussed the importance of rules of
behavior for board members and the
need for an annual orientation. Lack of
attendance is a sure sign that the individ-
ual considers the planning commission
less important than other commitments.
The board cannot and should not allow
this to continue unaddressed.

There also are those who attend in
body only, obviously inattentive or disin-
terested most or all the time. Perhaps
they have not yet found their niche or
comfort zone. They may, however, never
find it, and there has to be a way to agree
mutually and amicably to a disengage-
ment.

The responsibility for recognizing the
signs that members have either served
too long or never will serve well rests 
primarily with the chair, but other com-
mission members should not be shy
about bringing this to the chair’s atten-
tion. Sometimes, the matter has to be 

discussed with the appointing authority,
such as the mayor. If the individual is a
crony or relative of the elected official,
you may have to put up with him. If not,
the person may be as dissatisfied as you
are and also wondering how to get out of
an obviously uncomfortable position. 

If board members are appointed, the
reappointment process provides an
opportunity for the mayor or council to
evaluate if the performance of planning
board members has met expectations. Of
course, it is important that the evaluation
be on substantive, not personal grounds.
Assuming this can be done, taking the
easy way out by simply “rubber stamp-
ing” reappointments does a disservice to
everyone.

But the most important duty is yours.
If you personally feel tired and burned
out, no matter how long or short a time
you have served, do yourself and others a
favor. Resign gracefully. If you know
someone who fits that description, but is
reluctant to seem to be a quitter, bring up
the subject, tactfully but firmly.

The good of the community, and
planning, deserves no less. �
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The notion of term limits, 
particularly for elected officials,
is gaining momentum across the
country. The distrust of the electorate’s
wisdom to vote undesirable people out of
office is being replaced by strictures on
how long they can serve. Most planning
boards, whether elected or appointed, do
not have term limits and in some com-
munities it is not unusual to have at least
some members who serve ten, fifteen
years or longer.

When is enough enough? Is it advan-
tageous to have formal term limits or are
there other ways to balance the need for
fresh ideas with wisdom and institutional
memory? 

I believe that term limits are an artifi-
cial and generally unsatisfactory answer
to a question that is commonly faced by
many planning bodies. 

People differ in the speed in which
they integrate into the board and learn
what planning is all about. Some catch
on rather quickly, or have professional or
other experience that gives them a basis
for understanding. Others without such
personal experience or training may
require more time to become fully famil-
iar with the duties and requirements. In
due but differing time, both types of peo-
ple can become valuable members of the
planning commission. Term limits may
artificially cut off some when they are
just beginning to be effective.

On the other hand, without term lim-
its, it is more difficult to remove people
who should leave. That challenge needs
to be met.

Look for signals that a change may be
needed. No one is indispensable and no
one who really is not interested in con-
tinuing should be coerced into remaining
on the commission. Cajoling someone
into agreeing to serve “just one more
year or term” may cause resentment and
grudging performance.

LACK OF ATTENDANCE IS
A SURE SIGN THAT THE
INDIVIDUAL CONSIDERS

THE PLANNING
COMMISSION LESS

IMPORTANT THAN OTHER
COMMITMENTS. 




