F E AT U R E

The Comprehensive Plan
and Land Development Regulations:
PUTTING WORDS INTO ACTION
In this article, we’ll explore the
relationship between the comprehensive plan and its imple-

by Wendy Grey, AICP

menting regulations and some strategies
for improving how these documents
work together. We’ll also discuss the
local planning process as a “feedback
loop” – that is, the need for the plan and
regulations to be refined and improved
on a regular basis as a result of practical
experience and ongoing evaluation.

THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
1. Sections of the Plan
As its name implies, the comprehensive plan is the broadest document guiding development. The plan typically
contains sections (sometimes called “elements”) that address the major subjects
influencing the community’s development. The sections will generally include
land use, transportation, environmental
resource protection, infrastructure, housing, and economic development. Other
sections may include sustainability,
historic preservation, community character, and public safety (e.g., disaster preparedness).
Taken together, the sections of the
plan should provide a picture of what the
community will look like at the end of
the selected planning horizon.1
Some plans contain a vision statement
or pictures that provide a succinct summary of what the comprehensive plan is
intended to accomplish. The benefit of
such an overview is that it shows how
the key objectives within each section fit
together to achieve the community
vision.
2. “Mini” Comprehensive Plans
While the comprehensive plan
1 The planning horizon used in comprehensive plans
can range anywhere from 10 to 50 years.

addresses the community as a whole,
some planning departments also prepare
plans that apply only to a specific geographic area. These “mini” comprehensive plans (often called “special area”
plans) are usually prepared in response
to a condition or need within an area that
is not adequately addressed by the comprehensive plan.
Consider a city that has recently
annexed a large amount of vacant land
under single ownership. The city wants
to encourage the use of innovative planning techniques such as transit-oriented
development, but there are policies
throughout the comprehensive plan that
impede this. The city does not want to
make wholesale changes to the plan
since current policies work well for the
rest of the city, which is largely built out.
In this situation, a more focused mini
plan that applies only to the newly
annexed area would likely be a good
solution.
Similar to special area plans are neighborhood and district plans. A neighbor-

hood plan addresses the needs of a particular neighborhood and typically is
adopted either to protect its existing
character or promote sensitive revitalization. A district plan usually addresses a
commercial area or several neighborhoods and has the same purpose as a
neighborhood plan. Since the conditions
that the plan addresses are unique to the
area in question, it is appropriate to have
a set of policies that apply only to it.
3. Providing a Vision for the
Community’s Future
The comprehensive plan is the overarching policy document for the community. It should establish a long-term
vision, set priorities, and provide direction for how the vision will be achieved.
While the plan should be specific
enough to accomplish these objectives, it
should not be so detailed that it needs
frequent amending. If the plan is constantly being revised, it can devalue the
perception of the plan as the guide to the
community’s long-term development.
Let’s take some examples. A city has a
long-term goal of promoting residential
development while preserving the historic character of its downtown. There
are several ways this goal can be
expressed in the comprehensive plan.
One approach is to be very prescriptive –
that is, for the plan to mandate development standards. The plan might have
language such as this:
Goal 1: The City shall promote redevelopment within the Downtown Future Land Use
District.
Objective 1.1: Ensure the creation of new
residential development.
– Policy 1.1.1: All new development in
excess of 5,000 square feet must include at least
one residential dwelling unit.
Objective 2.1: Development and redevelopment in the Downtown Future Land Use District shall comply with the following standards:
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– Policy 1.2.1: No development may exceed
30 feet in height.
– Policy 1.2.1: No on-site parking is
allowed in the Downtown Future Land Use Category.
– Policy 1.2.3: At least 70 percent of ground
floor building facades must be windows.

Alternatively, the plan can state the
city’s intent and provide guidance for
implementation. In this case, the plan
includes an explanation of what the city
is trying to achieve and why. This intent
language forms the basis for the scope
and standards to be included in the
implementing regulations.
This approach also provides for some
flexibility in the regulations to allow for
unique or unanticipated circumstances.
For example, the code may limit building
heights in general, but allow for taller
structures under specific circumstances
(e.g., as part of an incentive program, or
at gateways into the downtown). Using
this approach, the plan may have language somewhat like the following:
Goal 1: The City shall increase the economic vitality of the Downtown Future Land Use
District.
Objective 1.1: Support local businesses by
creating a 24-hour downtown.
– Policy 1.1.1: The City shall adopt land
development regulations that provide incentives
for the development of housing in the Downtown Future Land Use District. These incentives may include, but are not limited to, height
bonuses and fee waivers.
Objective 1.2: Enhance Downtown’s role as
a popular tourist destination.
– Policy 1.2.1: The City shall adopt design
standards to maintain vernacular architecture.
These standards shall address, but are not limited to: building height, building setbacks,
ground floor fenestration, parking standards
and the location of parking, balconies, overhangs and awnings, and building material.
– Policy 1.2.2: The City shall provide
incentives for maintaining and rehabilitating
historic structures. These incentives may
include, but are not be limited to, expedited
permitting and reduced parking standards.
– Policy 1.2.3: Through the capital budget
process, the City shall fund streetscape
improvements in the Downtown to improve
pedestrian safety and comfort.

This second example provides more
flexibility for the standards in the land
development regulations. Sometimes, a
value is so strong that the community
wants a clear mandate in the plan: “No
buildings in the Downtown shall be
taller that the Capitol building.” So, a

plan can provide flexibility in some
cases while being prescriptive in others.
The main point here is these should be
conscious policy decisions.

TRANSLATING THE
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN INTO
IMPLEMENTING REGULATIONS
1. The Plan as a Policy Document
In some states, comprehensive plans
are binding and land development regulations must be consistent with the plan.

In other states, the plan is an advisory
document. Your planning staff can
explain the legal status of your plan.
Regardless of whether the comprehensive plan is binding or advisory, it
should be considered the key policy document that guides: local land development regulations; the approval of
development permits/orders; and the
municipal budget to achieve the vision
set forth in the plan.
The Capital Plan.
Where the plan is prescriptive, it is a
fairly straightforward exercise to incorporate the plan policies into land development regulations. I have seen plans
where the regulations are virtually a
“copy and paste” of the comprehensive
plan. Where the plan provides intent, the
development of the regulations is generally more challenging.
Regardless of the degree of specificity
in the plan, implementation occurs
through a variety of local ordinances:
• Zoning codes address uses, building
setbacks and heights, density and intensity, parking standards, and loading zone

The Capital Plan
Planning commissions
do not always review the
capital budget or capital plan. It should
be remembered, however, that the
capital plan and budget can and should
be important tools for implementing
the comprehensive plan.
For example, if the comprehensive
plan emphasizes walking and biking as
alternatives to the car, the capital budget should reflect this by providing
adequate funds for sidewalk and bike
lane improvements. The capital plan
(usually a five year plan) should also
reflect the need for infrastructure to
meet the needs of the current and
future population.

requirements. Some other standards,
such as site planning, historic preservation, or signage, may be included in the
zoning code or in separate ordinances.
• Subdivision ordinances regulate the
subdivision of land.
• Landscaping and/or environmental
ordinances address protection of natural
resources, mitigation for impacted
resources, and landscaping requirements.
• Adequate public facility ordinances
ensure the availability of facilities needed
to accommodate new development.
These may include roads, potable water,
sewer, schools, libraries, and emergency
services.
Often, all these ordinances are located
in one section of the community’s code of
ordinances and are referred to as the land
development code or the land development regulations.
The standards in each of these ordinances should reflect the direction established in the comprehensive plan. With
so many implementing regulations, and
with a variety of departments responsible
for some aspect of the regulations, it can
be very difficult to ensure that the plan’s
vision is properly incorporated. Section 3
below describes some ways to achieve
this integration. First, however, let’s discuss the relationship between the plan
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continued on next page

The Comprehensive Plan…
continued from previous page

and the implementing regulations in a bit
more detail.
2. Consistency Between the Plan and
Its Implementing Regulations
The term for the evaluation of the
relationship between the plan and its
implementing regulations is usually
referred to as a “finding of consistency.”
In other words, is the proposed land
development regulation consistent with
the comprehensive plan? The following
criteria provide guidance for making
such a finding:
• Do the land development regulations
address all the relevant policies in the plan?
All policies requiring implementation
through the land development regulations should be included.
• Are the any conflicts between the comprehensive plan and the land development
regulations? For example, if the comprehensive plan establishes a low-density
residential future land use category with
a maximum density of three units per
acre, the zoning districts that implement
that category should not allow densities
higher than three units per acre.
• Do the land development regulations
further the implementation of the comprehensive plan? This criterion has a more
qualitative aspect. It is an evaluation of
how well the regulations will help realize
the plan’s goals.
Let’s say the plan requires that new
development be compatible with adjoining existing residential development and
the regulations include standards for
assessing compatibility. To determine
whether the regulations further the
intent of the plan, one would assess
whether the standards can be expected to
result in compatibility. To make this
assessment, one would consider what
aspects of development have been
included in the compatibility standards
(height, density, buffering) and whether
the standards are sufficient (e.g., will the
2 This observation holds true for the public. Having
key stakeholders meaningfully involved in developing
and implementing policy lays the groundwork for
success.

size of the buffer adequately mitigate
visual impact.)
3. Going Beyond the Planning
Department
A key strategy for promoting consistency is for planning staff to work with
staff from all departments responsible for
the implementing regulations (as I earlier noted, comprehensive plans typically
call for a variety of implementation measures, not just zoning or subdivision regulations). For example, if public works,
engineering, housing, or environmental
staff are involved in the development (or
evaluation) of the comprehensive plan
itself, they can provide input into how
plan policies can best be implemented by
their departments.
This is beneficial for a number of reasons. First, the plan may call for a substantially new pattern of development.
(Consider, for example, the special area
plan for the newly annexed area discussed earlier.) This means that staff
needs to develop new regulations, work
through the implementation of these regulations, and educate the development
community. This kind of change is usually difficult and can meet resistance. However, if the staff responsible for the new
standards is involved in policy development, there is likely to be less resistance.2
Another reason to have broad staff
involvement is that by working collaboratively under the general guidance
of the comprehensive plan, staff can
identify and attempt to minimize the

inconsistencies that sometimes appear in
the comprehensive plan and development regulations.
Take, for example, a comprehensive
plan that calls for more pedestrian and
transit-oriented development. Planners
may want to limit on-site parking for
new development, especially in more
mixed-use areas, seeing it as an impediment to pedestrian-friendly design. But
staff from the public works or transportation department may have concerns that
limiting on-site parking will increase the
likelihood of illegal parking on city
streets. By working together, planners
and engineers can try to come up with
regulations or other solutions that meet
the intent of the comprehensive plan and
are workable.
4. Keeping the Plan’s Overall
Objectives in Mind
As a planning commissioner, you
have a major responsibility to reinforce
the consistency between the comprehensive plan and its implementing regulations. Once staff have drafted regulations
to implement the plan, the commission
will review them for consistency. A finding of “consistency” is not always
straightforward. Some inconsistencies
between the plan and land development
regulations may remain unresolved.
Often at a public hearing you will
hear opponents and proponents of a regulation citing individual plan policies to
support their point of view. Here is when
you will need to rely on your knowledge
of the plan. Going back to the definition
of consistency presented earlier, remember that it is helpful to keep in mind the
overall objectives of the plan and not just
one or two specific policies.

THE FEEDBACK LOOP
At the beginning of this article, I
described the relationship between the
comprehensive plan and land development regulations as a “feedback loop.”
We’ve looked at the importance of making sure that the intent of the plan
informs the development of the regulations and the value of having the people
who are responsible for implementing
the regulations involved in developing
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• Is the landscaping adequate to provide a comfortable and attractive environment?
• Are there too many curb cuts and
driveways serving commercial development, creating congestion and unsafe
conditions?
If you see these trends, the best solution is to change your regulations or policies, rather than try to fix the problem
through negotiations on a case-by-case
basis.

policy. Another key piece of the feedback
loop is evaluating the effectiveness of the
plan and land development regulations
on a scheduled basis.
1. What Does the Data Show?
It is important to measure the success
your community is having in achieving
its goals and to understand the reasons
for success (or lack thereof). With this
information, your community can have a
discussion about what needs to be
improved.
If the plan, for example, promotes the
use of transit as a form of mobility, data
should be collected that shows the trend
of transit use. If transit ridership is not
going up, the next question is “Why
not?”
If the comprehensive plan’s policies or
the implementing regulations are found
to be contributing to the problem, the
next question is “What needs to change
in the comprehensive plan and land
development regulations?” Should the
plan be amended to include a new higher
density mixed-use land use category
along transit lines? Should the regulations incorporate more pedestrianfriendly standards for development along
these routes?
2. Evaluating Approved Projects
Another source of information is a
review of site plans and subdivisions that
have been approved under the current
plan and regulations.
• How well is development matching
the community’s long-term goals?

3. Looking at Your Development
Review Process
A third area of evaluation is how well
the development review process is working to further community goals.
• Are items on the planning commission agenda frequently delayed? If so, is
it because of inter-agency conflicts
regarding rules?
• Is the public works staff at odds
with the environmental review staff over
how to apply the regulations? If so,
explore what changes need to be made to
reduce internal inconsistency or conflict.
Once you have identified areas for
improvement, forward your recommendations on how to improve the plan or
regulations to the elected officials.

SUMMING UP:
Having a clear understanding of the
relationship between your comprehensive plan and land development regulations will give you a good framework for
improving the effectiveness of these documents. Remember that neither the plan
nor the regulations are static. They need
to be evaluated independently and in
relation to each other to be good tools for
guiding community development.◆
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Short articles focusing on key ethical
situations planning commissioners,
zoning board members, and others
involved with land use development
often encounter.
• Setting the Stage. Commissioners
play an important role as decisionmakers, weighing the often conflicting
interests of those who appear before
the commission.
• Personal Responsibility. Commissioners must always strive to maintain
the highest personal standards of
conduct.
• The Community. Planning commissioners have an obligation to consider
the implications of their decisions on
the broader community.
• Public Perception. Citizens must
have every confidence that the commission has acted fairly and without
improper influence.
Written in jargon-free language for
citizen planners, this collection of articles from the Planning Commissioners
Journal will be useful to both new and
experienced members of planning
commissions and zoning boards.
Attractively bound, and delivered by
first-class mail, you’ll receive this 42
page booklet within a few days.
For details and to order, call us at:
802-864-9083. or go to:
www.plannersweb.com/ethics.html
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