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leading development towards the future.
However, they have never been formal-
ized through a public participation
process, nor have they been legitimized
by the endorsement of elected officials.

The approach we have taken, howev-
er, raises a serious problem endemic to
“little” plans. What happens when one
plan calls for one action and another
calls for the opposite? For example, what
if the traffic plan calls for the widening of
Main Street and the revitalization plan
calls for a pedestrian-friendly scale? 

This is where developing a compre-
hensive plan can be especially useful. It
can provide a forum in which citizens
and officials discuss conflicting policies
and develop a way of resolving them. A
good comprehensive plan acts, in a
sense, as a “tiebreaker” between compet-
ing policies or factions. It can also serve
to integrate a number of otherwise scat-
tered policies into a more unified whole.
On a more pragmatic level, by setting out
the community’s vision and policies in a
single document, interested citizens and
officials will not have to dig through piles
of documents to figure out what the
community has in mind.

On the other hand, developing a
comprehensive plan can involve lengthy
battles between different interests, and
may not be respected by all when it is
completed. It is a continuing challenge in
the planning field to provide public par-
ticipation that engages everyone in a

community, not just those who have the
interest and the luxury of spending
another evening in the dreary municipal
building. And there also needs to be a
leap of faith, where disparate elements of
the community learn that they will not
get everything they want. All good plans
involve compromises.

There is another legitimate concern
about developing a comprehensive plan:
the cost. Don’t begin a comprehensive
planning process unless you have the
funding secured to do it right! That
means money for staff (or consultants),
for needed research, and for involving
the public.

A comprehensive plan can be of great
value for a city, town, county, or region.
But it is important to look before you
leap, and make sure that everyone is on
board. In the meantime, it is not a waste
of time to develop “little” plans. They
help get a community thinking about
planning, and can address specific prob-
lems or areas of the community. ◆
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Planning Without 
A Comprehensive Plan

by Jeffrey R. Levine, AICP 

Where I work, in the urban
city of Somerville, Massachu-
setts, we have for many years 
planned without a comprehensive plan.
There, I’ve admitted it. Although I would
prefer to be able to say that we have
relied on a well-designed, frequently-
updated comprehensive plan, it’s not the
end of the world to do planning without
one. And in the real world, it happens a
lot more than some would like. So what
do you do if you don’t have a compre-
hensive plan you can rely upon?

Sometimes a community will have
targeted “area plans” that focus on a par-
ticular part of town, such as downtown
or an industrial park. Other times there
may be a transportation plan for a road
or area where traffic has been a concern.
More recently there has been a trend
towards “policy” plans and “strategic”
plans that focus on implementation
rather than a final vision. 

All of these plans can be well-
designed documents that serve their pur-
poses well. They often focus on the heart
of the planning debate in a community,
whether it is traffic or a failing down-
town or loss of agricultural lands. Expe-
rience has taught me that it is possible,
and even desirable, to start with smaller
planning efforts to convince a communi-
ty of the value of planning. Even if you
never raise the stakes and develop a
“comprehensive plan,” you’ve done your
community a service by beginning to
outline its aspirations and how to
achieve them.

In Somerville, in lieu of a comprehen-
sive plan, we have (over time) developed
a series of guidelines that serve as an
informal “policy plan” guiding develop-
ment. These guidelines are based on
avoiding the mistakes of the past, and on

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN
ONE PLAN CALLS FOR ONE

ACTION AND ANOTHER
CALLS FOR THE OPPOSITE?




