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Planning Boards Survive a Decade 
of Change

pronounce its demise, but there is no
doubt that as communities become more
diverse, the power of a small elite is less-
ened. While in some cases it is being
replaced by a “good young boys” clique,
in many others, its influence is being
challenged or diminished by a wider
array of community activists. Planning
board members need to be cognizant of
all the voices in their community as they
make vital decisions.

an extra consideration in local planning.
Lay board people cannot expect to be the
“experts” on the rules; they should, how-
ever, be mindful and respectful of them
and seek the best possible advice before
making decisions.

Litigation. Attempts at SLAPP’s (stra-
tegic lawsuits against public participa-
tion), harassing lawsuits by private
interests to discourage public opposition
to proposed developments, are just one
of the many ways people are being pitted
against each other in an increasingly liti-
gious environment. Ex parte, de novo
and other legalisms have become com-
mon phrases to many planning boards as
they seek to operate within an increas-
ingly complex legal framework. Put trust
in your own sound judgment as a plan-
ning commissioner, while heeding the
advice of good legal counsel to help keep
out of trouble.

Client relations. An aspect of plan-
ning commission life that has not
changed is the continuing need to do
your best to serve the public, especially
in light of all the other factors noted
above. Yes, in many communities the
planning environment is more con-
tentious. It certainly is more complex.
But the need to be polite and attentive to
all affected by the work you do should
never go out of style.

Had enough yet? We hope not. 
Accept the challenge of being a plan-
ning commissioner in this dynamic
decade, and it should still be rewarding
and satisfying. ◆

Elaine Cogan, partner
in the Portland, Oregon,
planning and communica-
tions firm of Cogan Owens
Cogan, is a consultant to
many communities under-
taking strategic planning
or visioning processes. Her
column appears in each
issue of the PCJ.

When Wayne Senville first con-
tacted me about writing for the
Planning Commissioners Journal, 
neither of us envisioned we would be
beginning an editor/columnist relation-
ship that would span a decade and still
continue! Somehow, we have found a dif-
ferent message each issue, and gratefully,
most of our readers have responded pos-
itively, though with occasional spirited
rebuttals to some of our remarks.

One of the challenges of writing for
readers throughout the country is the
realization that there are distinct differ-
ences about how planning is perceived
and received in our different communi-
ties. Yet, there are some common issues,
and though some seem to remain the
same over time, others have changed
substantially in the last ten years.

Pluralism. There are few communi-
ties that are not being affected by new-
comers, with their variety of needs,
perceptions, and demands. In some
cases, it is the growing non-English
speaking population. In others, it is peo-
ple “escaping” from the city to the coun-
try or going the other direction. We have
many more lifestyle choices now, and
community leaders are expected to
respect them. Issues that were never even
thought of ten years ago are contentious
today. For example, one that has arisen
in some urban areas is the controversy
over how much parkland to dedicate to
allowing dogs to run at large. 

Planning is an aspect of civic life that
can respond positively to changing con-
ditions, though it may require rethinking
about such sacrosanct rules as those gov-
erning lot sizes and mixed uses in resi-
dential areas. Communities that accept
these new challenges may experience
some rocky times but generally, they will
find themselves enriched.

Dilution of the “Good Old Boys”
network. It probably is premature to 

by Elaine Cogan

ISSUES THAT WERE NEVER
EVEN THOUGHT OF TEN

YEARS AGO ARE
CONTENTIOUS TODAY.

Professionalism of planners. Unlike
architects and engineers, the majority of
practicing planners do not have profes-
sional credentials. That is, they have not
passed rigorous written tests or experien-
tial thresholds to obtain professional cer-
tification. Planning commissions or
other officials who do the hiring may be
faulted for neither requiring nor encour-
aging staff to take steps that lead to such
recognition. An absence of such stan-
dards may be a handicap when hiring a
planning director or managerial staff.

Rules! rules! rules! One could write
an entire column about the additional
rules and regulations affecting planning
that have been promulgated in the last
decade, especially on the federal level.
Certainly, environmental restrictions on
how we deal with natural resources and
animal species have increased markedly.
In many instances, additional state and
local laws have followed. Whether these
help or hinder sound planning can be
debated, but the fact of their existence is




