
“What’s a 
Tree Worth?”

Garland, Texas, a fast growing city in
the Dallas metro area, is one of a

number of communities asking this ques-
tion. To find out, Garland retained the
non-profit American Forests organization
to conduct an “urban ecosystems analy-
sis.” The study estimated the value of Gar-
land’s existing canopy of trees – which
covers 10.6 percent of the city’s surface
area – to be worth $5.3 million per year. 

This valuation was
based on costs the
city and its residents
would have otherwise
incurred (without the
trees) for stormwater
retention facilities, air
pollutant removal,
and energy use.

To understand
how this can be, it’s necessary to think
about what trees do. Tree canopies sub-
stantially slow down the rate of run-off
during rainstorms by intercepting rainfall

on leaves, branches, and trunks, allowing
more time for the ground to absorb the
water. This reduces demand on the city’s
stormwater system, saving rate payers
money. Trees also yield energy savings
through shading and indirect cooling
(from evapotranspiration), while storing
and sequestering atmospheric carbon
(reducing citywide carbon emissions) and
removing air pollutants.

To better maintain and enhance its
inventory of trees, Garland has adopted a
tree preservation ordinance. As stormwa-
ter manager Philip Welsch reports, “there

4

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  6 1  /  W I N T E R  2 0 0 6

Don’t Stop,
Thinking

About Tomorrow 1

What if your community were on the
cover of Time magazine as the best

place to live in the U.S.? Can you picture
it? How did it happen?

That’s the very question put to a
diverse group of Sussex County, Dela-
ware, citizens (including developers,
farmers, bankers, environmentalists, plan-
ners, and elected officials) this past Sep-
tember during a three-day workshop
about the future of their county. 

The question was designed to elicit a
sort of “reverse engineering.” As Michael
DiPaolo, Executive Director of The Lewes
Historical Society (a 1,000 member non-
profit that served as the local sponsor of
the workshop) explains, by envisioning
what would make Sussex County worthy
of Time magazine honors, interesting and
productive discussions ensued on what it
might take to get to there.

Sussex County makes up the southern
third of the state of Delaware. According
to DiPaolo, the county is experiencing
“tremendous growth and tremendous
pressure on its infrastructure, including
its transportation system.” The Lewes

Historical Society, which has long focused
on preservation issues, recognized that
the point had come where a shared vision
for the county’s future was essential. 
That led to contacts
with the national
Your Town Citizens’
Institute on Rural
Design, which works
with four rural com-
munities or regions
each year, helping
organize workshops
and providing design
assistance.2

As Shelley Mas-
tran, co-director of
Your Town notes,
the program looks for places facing espe-
cially challenging issues. “We try to come
in at a time when it can make a difference
to the community.” Sussex County was in
that situation. The Your Town workshop
was designed to bring together key com-
munity leaders and “stakeholders” to help
them get a better handle on how to man-
age growth, while preserving the area’s
environmental amenities and natural
beauty.

National experts spoke the first day,

providing their insights on growth and
development. This was followed by a
series of group exercises. By the third day,
to the surprise of many (given the diverse

viewpoints of those
attending), consen-
sus had begun to
emerge on several
key points, includ-
ing the need for the
county seat of
Georgetown to play
a major role as the
region’s transporta-
tion hub.

A steering com-
mittee was formed
to ensure follow-up.

One of the keys to success over the
three days, DiPaolo recounts, is the fact
that the sessions “never became ‘us
against them’ … everyone was always
looking for common ground.” Also vital
was the fact that the program was well-
organized and well-run. Having a highly
respected organization such as The Lewes
Historical Society as the lead local sponsor
gave the workshops the credibility needed
to help convince 33 busy people it was
worth their time to attend. ◆

For more information, contact Michael DiPaolo
at: mike@historiclewes.org; Shelley Mastran
at: shellmast@Comcast.net. More information
about the Your Town program can be found at:
<www.nationaltrust.org/your_town/>.

A mapping exercise during the Sussex County,
Delaware, workshop.

1 Some “baby boomer” readers may recognize this
from Fleetwood Mac’s popular 1977 song written by
Christine McVie.

2 The Your Town program is funded by the National
Endowment for the Arts and was developed by the
National Trust for Historic Preservation and the Fac-
ulty of Landscape Architecture at SUNY Syracuse.
Since 1991, Your Town has sponsored workshops in
43 rural communities.

1

2

F E AT U R E :  Bright Ideas by Wayne Senville
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Workforce
Housing

Take the following 
ingredients:

· A metro area of 125,000 people, 
with a 1.7 percent annual growth rate.

· Rapidly rising housing prices.
· Relatively little new housing construction.
· Less than a one percent rental vacancy rate.
· A major employer with a staff of over
24,000.

Sounds like a recipe for disaster when
it comes to affordable housing for even
middle-class families. And it was just 
that for Rochester, Minnesota, during the
1990s. Yet over the past six years the
Rochester area has made enormous
strides in providing affordable housing for
the region’s workforce.

“Workforce housing” is the term
increasingly being used to describe the
housing needs of middle-income people
who fill jobs in fields as diverse as teach-
ing, law enforcement, and health care,
especially at entry-level salaries. Providing
adequate affordable housing for people so
they don’t have to expend huge portions
of their income on housing (or spend
hours commuting) is a challenge facing
many communities across the country.

As Sean Allen, Executive Director of
First Homes (an arm of the non-profit
Rochester Area Foundation) describes it,
Rochester was facing a housing crisis in
the late 1990s. New housing had failed to
keep pace with job growth. The Chamber
of Commerce and the Rochester Area

Foundation decided to do
something dramatic by launch-
ing what they called the “First
Homes” program. Their ambi-
tious goal was to build 600 sin-
gle-family homes and 275 rental
townhomes – a goal that has
almost been reached. 

Since 1999 a total of $14 mil-
lion has been raised, including
over $7 million from the Mayo
Clinic ($3 million of which was
pledged to match other commu-
nity contributions) and $3 mil-
lion from the Minnesota
Housing Finance Agency. 

The First Homes program
has provided low-interest fi-
nancing to homebuyers. For a 
family of four, qualifying annual
family income needs to be
under $54,000 – 80 percent of
the state median income. First Homes has
also worked closely with area developers,
and provided financial support for the
provision of rental housing. Some of the
single-family homes were built as part of
First Home’s community land trust pro-
gram, where First Homes retains owner-
ship of the land in order to keep housing
costs low.1

Allen, a former planning commission

chairman (in Northfield, Minnesota), rec-
ognizes that helping provide affordable
“workforce housing” is more than just
doing good for people. It is also key to the
Rochester area’s ability to continue to
attract and retain a strong workforce, vital
to long-term economic health.◆

For more information, visit
<www.firsthomes.org>, or contact Sean Allen
at: sean@firsthomes.org.

The Minnesota Housing Partnership has prepared a series of
posters highlighting the importance of workforce housing.

1 In this financing option, buyers purchase and receive a deed to the home and receive a 99-year, renewable lease
to the lot on which their home is built. By not paying for the land, the homebuyer receives a benefit of at least
$30,000, making the homes more affordable. When the homeowner chooses to sell the home, First Homes Com-
munity Land Trust has the first option to purchase it. Homeowners receive all the equity they have earned 
and half the appreciation in value of the home. The remainder of the appreciation is used by the Land Trust to
help ensure a permanent supply of starter homes in the Rochester area. Editor’s note: for more on community
land trusts, see “Community Land Trusts: An Introduction” in PCJ #23 (available to order/download at: 
plannersweb.com/wfiles/w162.html).
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is more tree canopy in Garland now than
five years ago even with additional new
development,” adding that “if a tree is
taken down, it’s replaced.”

Another organization interested in the
economic and environmental value of
trees to communities is the U.S. Forest
Service. The Service’s Northeastern Re-
search Station in Syracuse, New York, has
developed a program called “UFORE”
(Urban Forest Effects), which examines
field data on trees, and then extrapolates
the results and quantifies citywide
impacts. 

In a typical UFORE application, data is
collected on trees in randomly selected
plots of land. Information gathered in-
cludes variables such as tree diameter,
species, width of the tree’s crown, and
general condition. This information is
then combined with local climate and 
pollution data to generate estimates of 
the quantity of pollutants (such as sulfur
dioxide and nitrogen oxide) the city’s 
trees are removing from the atmosphere
and the amount of carbon the trees are
storing.

The calculated environmental benefits

are given a dollar value. As the Forest 
Service explains, by way of example, “if a
forest removes two tons of air pollution
per year, and the external cost (e.g., esti-
mated health impact) of a ton of pollu-
tion is $5,000, then forest air pollution
removal value is estimated at $10,000 per
year.” Many are coming to appreciate that
trees can be fiscal, as well as environmen-
tal, champions.◆

For more information about UFORE <www.
ufore.org>. For details on American Forests’
urban ecosystems analysis: <www.american
forests.org/resources/urbanforests/>.



Art Transforms 
a Street

Sandwiched between two cultural des-
tinations – the George Eastman House

museum and the Memorial Art Gallery –
Rochester, New York’s University Avenue
neighborhood went largely unnoticed.
Large expanses of pavement and difficult-
to-cross intersections made the five 
blocks between the gallery and museum
unsafe for near-
by residents
and unattrac-
tive for neigh-
borhood retail
establishments.

When the city slated University Avenue
for reconstruction in 1998, residents wor-
ried that the city’s plans would allow for
faster traffic, making walking and biking
even more dangerous. On the other hand,
city traffic planners feared that reduced

speeds would result in increased conges-
tion. Months of meetings led to consensus
on a novel approach that would involve
not just a redesigned roadway, but a way of
reinvigorating the neighborhood. 

The results: a street that incorporates
design features such as corner bump-outs,
medians, and new crosswalks, and a
pedestrian environment that provides a
vibrant and distinctive link between the
museum and gallery.

The five block stretch of University
Avenue has become the site for a number
of distinctively designed amenities,
including mosaic lamp posts, unique
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Communities 
on Camera

They put faces on issues,” says Larry
Nielsen in explaining why commu-

nity videos can be so effective.
Nielsen, city manager of Bangor,

Michigan (population 1,933), describes
how making a community video helped
involve many residents in the local plan-
ning process as the city began developing
a new five-year plan. A steering commit-
tee took the lead role in putting the video
together. But everyone in town was invit-
ed to participate, and 54 people were
interviewed. As Nielsen observes, “many
people are more comfortable speaking to a
video camera than at a public meeting.”

The video highlights Bangor’s history,
while conveying residents’ views of what
they want for the future. A number of
concerns and ideas emerged: housing
needs, cleaning up the mill pond, reuse of
the rail depot, and employment opportu-
nities, to name a few.

Since the steering committee wanted
the video to show “neighbors talking to
neighbors,” no job titles are displayed in
the video, just people’s names. Another
fundamental decision, says Nielsen, was
to develop the video “to help address
community issues, and resist making it as
a marketing tool.”

Students from nearby Western Michi-
gan University helped with production

and editing. Fifty hours of tape
were trimmed to just 27 minutes.
The video premiered at a big ice-
cream social. Since then it has been
shown throughout the community and on
the local television station. Nielsen notes
that the video has also been useful when
submitting grant applications, as evidence
of community interest in planning.

In rural Grundy County, Illinois (west
of Joliet), a community video has focused
on growth issues, including impacts on
education and the county’s road system.
According to Julie Buck of the local Mor-
ris Community Foundation, over 180
people attended its debut at the down-
town theater. Buck notes that the video
includes “some blunt comments about
local issues.” But her sense is that “people
viewing the video are glad to hear candid
remarks.” The video has served as a
springboard for community discussions of
the issues raised.

The Orton Family Foundation initiat-
ed the community video concept in 1998. 

Working with the American Planning
Association, it has published a manual,
Lights, Camera, Community Video (avail-
able from APA’s Planners Book Service).

As Helen Whyte, Senior Project Direc-
tor with Orton explains, “producing a
video provides a way to engage citizens in
planning and develop a citizen-inspired
set of priorities.” Videos, adds Whyte,
need not be costly, and can be developed
on budgets in the $3,000 to $9,000 range.
Assistance (and equipment) is often avail-
able from community access TV stations
or, as in Bangor, area colleges. Most
importantly, by involving the whole com-
munity, producing the video can energize
the planning process.◆

For more information, contact: Larry Nielsen
at: bangormi@btc-bci.com; Julie Buck at:
julie@morriscommunityfoundation.com; Helen
Whyte at: hwhyte@orton.org. The Bangor
video can be viewed at: <http://ci.bangor.mi.us/
Community%20Video/main.htm>

Filming a community video is not a
“Hollywood” production.

ARTWalk has made University Avenue a focal
point for activities that draw people of all ages.
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“Shh! 
Shh!”

Many of us aren’t that polite when
responding to pulsating boom

boxes, ear-rattling jet skis, middle-of-the
night party animals, and what can some-
times feel like approaching armies of lawn
mowers.

Is this a necessary price of progress?
For Les Blomberg of The Noise Pollution
Clearinghouse, the answer is clearly “no.”
Set up in 1996, the Clearinghouse is a
repository of hundreds of local noise con-
trol ordinances, as well as papers on how
to cope with the growing cacophony of
noise sources.

In the “old days” of zoning, noise con-
trol focused on big targets such as indus-
trial plants and manufacturing operations.
While these can still cause problems,
Blomberg says that noise has been “subur-
banized.” Ironically, he relates, “quiet has
been one of the top reasons people have
chosen to live in the suburbs.” Yet noise
has increasingly found a home in residen-
tial suburbs.

According to Blomberg, one big fac-
tor is the growing number of cars and 
highways. But an array of lawn care equip-
ment – riding mowers, weed wackers, 
leaf blowers, trimmers – are also major
culprits.

High noise levels have been found 
to cause health problems. Noise is a 

biological stressor that can contribute to 
elevated blood pressure. As many parents
recognize (and as researchers have docu-
mented), noise can also affect children’s
performance in school. And for the 28
million Americans who have hearing loss,
noise makes communication even more
difficult and frustrating.

While many suburbs are ratcheting up
their efforts to control noise, Blomberg
finds that many ordinances set allowable
noise levels too high. In his experience
maximum noise levels for different kinds
of land uses work best, with time controls
for certain activities (for example, pro-
hibiting lawnmowing during hours when
it can be most disruptive to neighbors). 

Noise is not just a concern for suburbs.
Many cities are trying to promote living 
in more densely populated neighbor-
hoods. One essential part of this strategy
is to keep noise levels down. As Blomberg
points out, “a nice home in a noisy 
neighborhood is not what most people are
looking for.”

Rural areas also face challenging noise
issues. San Juan County, Washington,
which encompasses several islands in
Puget Sound, decided that the quality of
life for many residents and visitors was
being adversely affected by personal
watercraft such as jet skis. 

The County documented a long list of
problems related to personal watercraft.
Besides noise, they included hazardous
operational characteristics; high speed
and shallow drafts harmful to shoreline
wildlife and marine life; and dangers to
swimmers and divers. As a result, the
County, in 1997, adopted an ordinance
banning the use of personal watercraft
(with limited exceptions, such as when
used for scientific research purposes). The
Washington State Supreme Court has
upheld the County’s ordinance as a valid
exercise of the police power. 

While noise control regulations are
important, Blomberg feels the most pow-
erful approach to controlling noise is
through developing a strong sense of
community. One piece of advice he offers:
hold block parties to get to know one’s
neighbors. While Blomberg admits that
using parties to control noise may sound
ironic, he stresses that the most effective
way to control noise is when neighbors
care about their impacts on each other.
Sometimes, saying “Shh!” isn’t even nec-
essary.◆

For more information, contact Les Blomberg at:
npc@nonoise.org, or visit The Noise Pollution
Clearinghouse at: <www.nonoise.org>.

Jet skis are facing increased local regulation.
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benches, and outdoor sculpture. The
commercial spaces that line the sidewalks
of what is now called “ARTWalk” have
started to house gallery space, shops, and
cozy eateries. A mothballed fire station

has become a writing center, complete
with an eye-catching pencil sculpture.

Doug Rice, ARTWalk’s executive 
director, is given credit by many as the
driving force behind
transforming the
once nondescript
thoroughfare, while
encouraging neigh-
borhood participa-
tion at every step of
the process. 

Most ARTWalk
projects are devel-
oped through an
“open call” and are
selected by commu-

nity residents and art professionals in a
jury process. Others are created with the
help of community members and local
artists, including more than 300 helpers
for the mosaic lamp-posts. “I envision
ARTWalk as a place where everything,
including functional objects such as signs,
bus shelters, and trash cans, are all one-
of-a-kind works of art,” says Rice. 

While federal money has been used for
roadway improvements, the city has cov-
ered the cost of many of the sidewalk
amenities. Other funding sources include
grants and donations. ◆

For more information on ARTWalk, contact
Doug Rice at: ARTWalk@rochesterartwalk.org;
or go to <www.rochesterartwalk.org>.
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Walkable
Neighborhoods

How do you get from one part of your
neighborhood to another? Can you

do it on foot, or are there too many 
barriers in your way? Which route is most
direct? Which is safest? Which most
attractive?

These are basic questions facing plan-
ners as they try to make cities and neigh-
borhoods more “walkable.”

Why the interest in making our cities
easier on pedestrians? As Kansas City,
Missouri’s planners report: “The number
one method of human transport is walk-
ing. This may seem obvious, but this fact
has often been overlooked in the planning
and development of our communities. …
One major reason why individuals choose
to walk is for psychological and physical
health. Individuals and families can also
save financial resources through reduc-
tion in motor vehicle use. … [Another]
reason to plan for better pedestrian mobil-
ity is by reducing the number of traffic
accidents involving pedestrians, people
will feel safer walking about their commu-
nities.”1

Kansas City’s Walkability Plan, adop-
ted by the City Council in 2003, reflects 
a thoughtful – and comprehensive –
approach to improving the environment
for walkers throughout the city. It also
starts with an acknowledgement that
Kansas City ranks third from the bottom
of major metropolitan areas in terms of
number of commuters who walk to work.

Two key components of the walkabili-
ty plan are its neighborhood focus and its
incorporation into the development
review process of walking needs.

The City Planning and Development
Department has prepared a survey form
that allows residents to evaluate the walk-
ability of their own neighborhood. It
includes mapping instructions for identi-
fying the neighborhood’s strengths and
weaknesses for walking. For example, res-
idents are asked to evaluate sidewalks in
terms of their completeness and condi-
tion, while street crossings are to be con-
sidered in terms of ease to cross. Other
items residents are asked to map include
barriers to direct walking connections;
areas where they feel unsafe walking; and
physical features that make walking more
(or less) pleasant. 

According to Gerald Williams, a long-
range planner who has worked on walka-
bility issues, the neighborhood surveys
have been useful in prioritizing needed
sidewalk and other
pedestrian-related im-
provements. Neighbor-
hoods which have
completed the survey
are also at an advantage
in competing for pub-
lic improvement funds
(generated in Kansas
City by a 1/4 percent
sales tax). The neighbor-
hood surveys, in con-
junction with a citywide
analysis, have also helped
city planners in identify-
ing which destinations
people feel are most

important to be able to reach by foot.
The City Council has also adopted the

Walkability Plan’s recommendation that
pedestrian impacts be considered during
project review whenever a traffic study is
required. The walkability study is to focus
on basic pedestrian “level-of-service”
measurements (for example, can the
pedestrian safely cross streets). Staff can
waive the walkability study requirement
for specific projects if it is deemed unnec-
essary.

As Williams explains, doing a walka-
bility (or “pedestrian impact”) study has
led to some modest adjustments to site
plans. For example, some building foot-
prints have been shifted slightly to 
provide better pedestrian/sidewalk con-
nections. Williams adds that city planners
are cognizant of the City Council’s con-
cern that walkability studies not slow
down the review process or be burden-
some. As he notes, “you shouldn’t need an
engineer to complete it.”◆

For more information, contact Gerald Williams
at: Gerald_Williams@kcmo.org. The Kansas
City Walkability Plan, along with the
Neighborhood Walking Survey, is available
online at: <www.kcmo.org/planning.nsf/plnpres/
walkability>.

1 From “Kansas City Walkability Plan,” pp. 2-5.
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From Kansas City’s
Neighborhood
Walking Survey.
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Aging 
in Place

Not all seniors are wanderers seeking
to relocate to retirement com-

munuties or sun-drenched beach havens.
In fact, the majority of older Americans
want to continue living in the communi-
ties they’ve long called home – an out-
come that’s referred to by planners as
“aging in place.”

Unfortunately, many of our communi-
ties, with vast areas of single-family-only
residential housing and high housing
prices (and corresponding property taxes)
are not as well-suited as they could be to
accommodating aging residents – espe-
cially as these residents come to need
more specialized housing and health care
services. 

Compounding the problem for many
seniors is a dispersed pattern of develop-
ment that requires driving to meet day-
to-day needs, such as grocery shopping
and visits to friends and family. Yet the
aging process and the invariable loss of
visual acuity and other health problems
often make driving a challenge, if not
impossible.

One organization that has
become a strong advocate of
“elder friendly” communities is
the Visiting Nurse Service of
New York (VNSNY). In re-
sponding to the question of
why – of all organizations
– a nurses group would
be involved in land use
planning concerns, re-
search associate Mia
Oberlink points to Lil-
lian Wald, founder of the
New York’s Henry Street
Settlement House in
1893 and public health
nursing. As Oberlink
notes, the heritage Lillian

Wald left is that “if you want people to 
be healthy, you need the community to be
healthy.”

VNSNY has developed what it calls
“the AdvantAge Initiative” program. 
One component has been a detailed sur-
vey, focusing on 33 indicators of a com-
munity’s elder-friendliness. The survey
has been given in 20 communities
(including places as diverse as Yonkers,

New York, and Puyallup, Washing-
ton) and also to a national sample.1

Indicators are grouped in four 
categories: 

• how well basic needs such as
affordable housing and neigh-

borhood safety are met;2

• levels of social and civic
engagement (including the

extent to which seniors say
they are involved in com-

munity life); 
• physical and mental health

and well-being (such as
access to medical and social
services); and 
• capacity for independent

living (including indicators

such as accessible transportation and
resources to facilitate living at home).

The local questionnaire asks seniors
about their own experiences and percep-
tions of their community. As Oberlink
notes, “this creates a snapshot of older
people’s status in the community.”

The survey results have provided use-
ful insights. For example, the Puyallup
survey indicated that 20 percent of seniors
did not know where to call for informa-
tion about supportive services, despite a
presumably well-advertised information
hotline. In Parsippany, New Jersey, find-
ings that many seniors needed to keep
working led to the community partnering
with an employment firm to provide job-
related guidance and access to jobs for
seniors.

One of the most striking findings from
the national survey, which was echoed in
all of the local surveys, is the very high
proportion of seniors (an average of 93
percent) who want to continue living in
their own homes, in their own communi-
ties, for as long as possible.◆

For more information, contact Mia Oberlink at:
mia.oberlink@vnsny.org. 

The AdvantAge Initiative has also published
“Best Practices: Lessons for Communities in
Supporting the Health, Well-Being, and
Independence of Older People,” available at:
<www.vnsny.org/advantage/tools/Advantage_
best.pdf>.

Lillian Wald as a young nurse in 1893. Besides
helping found public health nursing, Wald played
a leading role in many important causes, including
factory reform, women’s suffrage, the trade union
movement, and health care and nutrition for
school children.

1 The approximately half-hour long telephone sur-
veys were conducted by Westat, a national survey
research firm. The 33 indicators are listed at:
<www.vnsny.org/advantage/chart.html>.

2 For example, one of the basic needs questions was:
“In the last 12 months, did [you/you or other adults in
your household] ever cut the size of your meals or
skip meals because there wasn’t enough money for
food?”
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Hidden 
Tech

Planners in Western Massachusetts
have been focusing on a sector of the

economy that’s been largely under the
radar. It’s being called “hidden tech.” As
Tim Brennan, Executive Director of the
Pioneer Valley Planning Commission
explains, “we were increasingly hearing
from folks like local builders about more
people moving into our region, people
who were working out of their homes or
very small offices, but were still working
for big firms in New York City and else-
where.”

Amy Zuckerman, an international
market researcher who works out of her
Amherst home has reported on this trend

(in fact, she coined the term, hidden tech,
in 2002).1 As Zuckerman points out, the
growing number of “virtual companies,”
where business is being done over the
internet, has become “a driving force in
the region’s economy.”

Interestingly, Zuckerman reports that
many hidden tech workers have a quite
entrepreneurial mindset. A 2002 survey of
hidden tech businesses in the Pioneer Val-
ley region found that “almost 70 percent
favored growing their company or busi-
ness … only 20 percent are opposed to
growth.”

Zuckerman also notes that “it’s impor-

tant to recognize that many virtual work-
ers are not home-based.” Nearly one-third
rent small office space in office buildings,
industrial parks, and other locations.

As a planner especially interested in
economic development, Tim Brennan
feels hidden tech “is something to pay
attention to, and not a temporary aberra-
tion.” As he adds, “there are huge changes

10

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  6 1  /  W I N T E R  2 0 0 6

“Our Feature
Speaker Is …”

Many planning departments will
sponsor an occasional lecture or

talk about some planning-related issue of
particular concern to the community. But
few match the breadth of the lecture series
regularly sponsored by the City of Farm-
ers Branch, Texas, Planning & Zoning
Commission. Just this past Spring and
Summer, for example, you could have
heard talks by business leaders, health
professionals, academics, and others on:
• multifamily marketing trends;
• excellence in devel-
opment;
• consumer shopping
and spending;
• public health care;
• the Trans Texas 
Corridor highway; and
• retail targeting.

As Kaizer Rangwala,
Farmers Branch’s planning
director, relates, “the lec-
ture series was developed
out of adversity, as travel
and training funds had
been slashed.” But it was
soon realized that offering
lectures would allow not

just planning commissioners to learn, but
other community residents as well.

According to Rangwala, it’s not that dif-
ficult to organize a lecture series. As he
modestly puts it, “anyone can do it!” All it

takes is “a little time, effort,
and creativity.”

A key step in developing
a lecture series is assessing
your community’s needs.
This will lead to relevant
topics for the series. When
trying to pin down speak-
ers, Rangwala stresses that 
it is important to “contact
them personally.” Rangwala
has found that most people
approached about speaking
are honored by the invita-
tion, and don’t seek a fee.

After the speakers have been sched-
uled, the next step is, as Rangwala empha-
sizes, “advertise!” Farmers Branch plan-
ners design attractive lecture series
posters for posting and distribution at 
various city facilities and at public events.
Planners also work with the city’s commu-
nications director to get the word out. 
In addition, information on the lecture
series and speakers is posted on the city’s
website; broadcast via the Farmers Branch
information radio and city television 
station; and distributed via an e-mail list–
serve. “And don’t forget press releases 
to local media,” Rangwala adds.

The Farmers Branch lectures are open
to anyone in the community, at no cost.
The cost to the city, Rangwala reports, is
modest – besides the cost of the posters, a
small amount of money for a thank-you
gift to each speaker. 

Audiences have generally ranged
between 15 and 20 people, often includ-
ing elected officials. The talks are also
videotaped and made available to those
unable to attend.◆

If you’re in the Dallas area, try to catch one of
the talks. The schedule’s posted at:
<www.farmersbranch.info/Planning/>.

For more information, 
contact Kaizer Rangwala at:
Kaizer.Rangwala@farmersbranch.info

A talk by Lucilo Pena, President of Development
for the Billingsley Company in April 2004. 

Poster for this Winter’s lecture
series.
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1 See “Tracking and Leveraging the Hidden Tech Pop-
ulation to Promote Economic Development and Build
Social Capital,” by Amy Zuckerman and Mike Levin
(Northeast Utilities, 2003); available online at:
<www.a-zinternational.com>.
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Foundations
for Planning

Across the country, private non-profit 
foundations are increasingly sup-

porting local and regional planning
efforts. Some are national foundations like
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,
which has developed the “Active Living
by Design” program, sponsoring local
projects that promote better health. But
even more common are regional and com-
munity foundations that provide financial
support and staff assistance for fundamen-
tal planning tasks, like developing a com-
prehensive plan.

One such group which has made a big
difference across central Minnesota is the
Initiative Foundation.1 Based in the small
city of Little Falls, the Foundation has
developed a “Healthy Communities Part-
nership” (HCP) program. Its goal: “to
develop the capacity of citizens to create a
locally shared vision and plan – and to
mobilize local and regional assets to
implement that plan.”

Karl Samp, the Foundation’s Vice Pres-
ident for Community Initiatives, stresses
that the heart of the HCP program is
“equipping citizen leaders to manage
change,” while “teaching them how to
engage the broader community in devel-

oping and implementing the com-
munity plan.” 

Each year, HCP works with
teams of between 12 and 20 citi-
zens from four to eight different
communities. The teams receive
training in several areas, includ-
ing: community development;
team building; visioning; iden-
tifying community resources; and plan-
ning and project implementation. In
addition to the initial planning grant,
once a team completes its training, it
receives priority consideration for imple-
mentation grants of up to $10,000.

John Sumption, Director of Environ-
mental Services for Cass County, Min-
nesota, in the heart of the state’s lakes
region, has found the Initiative Founda-
tion’s program “most valuable.” The five
day-long training sessions were attended
by planning commissioners, members of
the board of adjustment, department staff,
county commissioners, and several other
county residents. 

As Sumption relates, the focus on lead-
ership skills allowed the group to take a
lead role in organizing community vision-
ing sessions and then the rewrite of the
county’s 12 year old comprehensive plan.
“Instead of needing to find outside con-
sultants, we were able to develop our own

plan,” Sumption observes.
Similar kudos are given by Anita Ras-

mussen, City Planner for Sartell, Min-
nesota, a rapidly growing small city of
13,000 adjacent to St. Cloud. The strength
of the HCP program, as she puts it, “is
building at the grassroots level.” She also
sees the Initiative Foundation’s ability to
provide a “one-stop shop” for just about
any question as especially valuable for a
small community such as Sartell.◆

For more information, contact Karl Samp at:
ksamp@ifound.org, or visit: <www.ifound.org>.

1 The Initiative Foundation receives financial support
from The McKnight Foundation, as well as from other
state and national foundations, public and private
organizations, and individual donors.

going on in the economy. As the economy
is being revolutionized, so is our approach
to economic development planning.”

One lesson Brennan has drawn for his
region is that “it’s more important to chase
brain power than smoke stacks.” The
Pioneer Valley Planning Commission has
been actively involved in a variety of efforts
to support the hidden tech economy.

Brennan co-chaired a recently com-
pleted overhaul of the region’s economic
development plan, the Plan for Progress.
As the new Plan notes: “The importance
of capitalizing on technology to boost the
full spectrum of the Pioneer Valley’s eco-
nomic development efforts cannot be
overstated. At the heart of the Plan for
Progress is technology-based economic
development policies, programs, and
actions that enable the region to 

foster growth in technology industries,
facilitate transfer of technologies that
improve the competitiveness of Pioneer
Valley firms, improve worker productivity,
and raise the standard of living for all 
the region’s residents.”

One key area is to ensure the provision
of high speed broadband, something
Brennan considers an integral part of the
region’s infrastructure. The Plan for
Progress includes a series of benchmarks
for ensuring the implementation of wide-
spread internet access (for example, in
classrooms and libraries) and other ser-
vices important to technology-based busi-
nesses.

Brennan also stresses the importance
of actively involving educational institu-
tions. In recruiting individuals to help
develop the Plan for Progress, Brennan

specifically (and successfully) sought out
representatives from the region’s many
schools and colleges. This only makes
sense, he observes, given “the critically
important role that educational institu-
tions play in regional economic develop-
ment, and in training tomorrow’s
workforce.”

For Amy Zuckerman, support services
and the ability of virtual workers to share
business tips, find resources, create
alliances, and learn business skills are
essential. As such, she helped found Hid-
den Tech, an organization that has quickly
attracted 1,000 members: <www.hidden
tech.net>.◆

For more information, contact Tim Brennan at:
tbrenna@pvpc.org; Amy Zuckerman at: az@a-
zinternational.com. For more on the Plan for
Progress: <www.planforprogress.org>.
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Through
the efforts of a local citizens
group (assisted by the Initiative Foundation),
the historic Reichert Hotel – in the heart of down-
town Long Prairie, Minnesota – was saved from
demolition and converted into 17 housing units.
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Making
Connections

Because they are pieced together incre-
mentally, they’re often overlooked.

But go to places like Raleigh, North Car-
olina; Lawrence Township, New Jersey;
Allen, Texas; Davis, California; Scottsdale,
Arizona; and dozens of other communi-
ties across the U.S. and Canada. When
you get there, take a step back. What
you’ll see are remarkable networks of
trails, bikeways, and walking paths. And
they’re all the more remarkable because
they often represent a linkage between
public and privately owned lands.

Scottsdale has developed a 300 mile
network of graded but unpaved (and non-
motorized) trails, which link many of the
city’s major residential developments. The
trails also provide access to the 12,060
acre city-owned McDowell Sonoran Pre-
serve. See photo below.

The Scottsdale Trails Master Plan pin-
points desired trail locations. As trails
planner Scott Hamilton notes, “the trail
plan is like an official map,” so everyone
knows in advance where the city is look-
ing to provide trails. City staff work with
developers – typically first meeting when
a conceptual site plan is submitted – to go
over (among other things) the city’s trail
specifications and requirements. Details of

trail locations and easements are ham-
mered out. Trails often follow wash corri-
dors or power line routes, so they have
limited impact on readily developable
land.

But isn’t it a burden when developers
are called on to provide trail corridors
through their property? In Hamilton’s
experience, most developers recognize
that connections to the trails system are a
major selling point. Residents value this
easy access to the area’s natural land-
scapes. 

Some neighborhood groups have
raised concerns about trails facilitating
access for criminals. But the city has used
its GIS system to map out crime reports
and trail locations and has found no cor-
relation. “And once a trail is built, this

concern invariably disappears,” Hamilton
reports.

In Davis, California, greenbelt corri-
dors have been part of the city’s general
plan since 1987. Plan policies call for ten
percent of a proposed residential subdivi-
sion to be dedicated for greenbelts. All
greenbelts include bicycle paths, designed
to be connected to a citywide network.
According to Community Development
Administrator Katherine Hess, the city
will waive the greenbelt requirement for
smaller developments where there is
nothing to connect to and the greenbelt
requirement doesn’t make sense.

Over time, the Davis greenbelt system
has grown to more than 150 acres, includ-
ing 53 miles of bike paths. But these bike
paths are just one component of a much
more extensive bike network, which also
includes more than 52 miles of on-street
bike lanes. In fact, Davis can boast that
more than 80 percent of all its collector
and arterial streets have bike lanes or adja-
cent bike paths. Not bad for a 10.5 square
mile city of 64,000 people.◆
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Hikers in Scottsdale’s McDowell Sonoran Preserve. Trails are linked to
the city’s residential neighborhoods. See trail system map right.

Many Davis, California, residents make use of the
city’s extensive network of bike paths.
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For more information, contact Scott Hamilton
at: shamilton@ScottsdaleAZ.gov; Katherine
Hess at: Khess@ci.davis.ca.us. 

Information on the Scottsdale Trails Plan can be
found at: <www.scottsdaleaz.gov/trails/plan/>,
while details on Davis’ Bike Plan are at:
<www.city.davis.ca.us/topic/bicycles.cfm>.
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Leading 
the Way

Just two or three years ago, few plan-
ning commissioners would have heard

of the LEED Green Building Rating Sys-
tem.™ But LEED is catching on as a way
of evaluating buildings for their environ-
mental benefits.

LEED (which stands for Leadership in
Energy & Environmental Design) has
been developed by the U.S. Green Build-
ing Council (USGBC), a national non-
profit with more than 6,000 members,
including businesses, government agen-
cies, and other non-profits. The LEED rat-
ing system for new commercial and
institutional buildings (officially
referred to as LEED-NC) was first
released in 2000. Since then over
2,300 buildings have been regis-
tered with the USGBC, the first 
step in the voluntary certification
process.1

What does LEED do? Essentially,
it provides a way of ensuring that
new buildings are built in an ener-
gy-efficient, environmentally con-
scious way – what many call “green
building.” LEED includes a check-
list of various measures buildings
can incorporate – ranging from features
which reduce adverse environmental
impacts to those which optimize energy
efficiency or  improve indoor air quality. 

The checklist offers a variety of ways
in which buildings can earn “credits.” The
goal is to gain enough credits to be “LEED
certified.” Additional credits above the
threshold allow buildings to be touted as
LEED Silver, Gold, or Platinum – just like
your credit card!

Why would builders want to make
special efforts in the design and construc-
tion of their buildings to receive LEED
certification? 

One reason is that green buildings can
yield major cost savings. The USGBC, for
example, points to studies which show

that an additional two 
percent spent upfront to
achieve green building
design can result in five to
ten times that investment in
life cycle savings. Green
buildings, through various
design features, can also
lead to better employee
health and productivity (for
example, through improved
ventilation).

LEED has also caught on
as a marketing tool. Poten-
tial tenants, including both
businesses and government
agencies, are increasingly

looking for LEED certification in potential
office space. This reflects both the finan-
cial and environmental benefits of green
building. In addition, the certification
process provides validation by an inde-
pendent reviewer that the building has
been built as designed and in accordance
with LEED criteria.

Some communities are going one step
further. They are incorporating LEED cri-
teria into the local permitting process.
Pleasanton, California, for example, has
adopted a green building ordinance that
requires most new commercial develop-
ments to “meet a minimum LEED ‘certi-
fied’ rating.”2

According to Jerry Iserson, Pleasan-
ton’s Director of Planning and Commu-
nity Development, 15 commercial and
civic buildings have been reviewed and
approved so far under the green building

ordinance. He notes that “the
city worked with the busi-
ness community in developing
the ordinance,” but acknowl-
edges that some would have
preferred the program be 
voluntary. 

In Iserson’s view, the ordi-
nance has worked because of
“flexibility in how it has been
administered.” However, he
cautions that “using experts
familiar with the nuts and bolts
of construction techniques and
building systems has been
essential to making the ordi-
nance work.” The city has been
able to take advantage of exper-
tise from the Alameda County
Waste Management Authority
in reviewing development

plans. Iserson adds that city staff work
with developers so that meeting the green
building criteria “is made as easy as pos-
sible.”

For the Green Building Council next
in the works is “LEED-Homes,” a rating
system currently in its pilot phase that
hopes to accomplish for residential hous-
ing what LEED-NC has done for commer-
cial buildings. 

The USGBC is also making progress on
another major rating system, “LEED-ND”
(the ND standing for neighborhood devel-
opment). LEED-ND is being designed to
integrate smart growth and green building
principles. As Jennifer Henry, program man-
ager for LEED-ND, describes, the criteria
will focus on “location, density, proximity
to transit, street design, and other new
urbanist and environmental factors.”◆

For more information, contact Jerry Iserson at:
Jiserson@ci.pleasanton.ca.us. For more on the
LEED program: <www.usgbc.org>.

The Chesapeake Bay
Foundation’s Philip Merrill
Environmental Center,
located in Annapolis,
Maryland, is the first
building to receive LEED
“platinum” certification.
The interior of the 32,000
square foot structure uses
materials made from
renewable resources. For
more details: <http://leed-
casestudies.usgbc.org/>.
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1 Even with its growth, LEED rated buildings still
account for a relatively small portion of new commer-
cial construction. Other “green building rating sys-
tems” have also emerged, such as the National
Association of Home Builders’ “Model Green Home
Building Guidelines.”

2 The ordinance does provide for hardship or infeasi-
bility exemptions.
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Data, in
Graphic Form

Most commission members dread
meetings where developers are 

pitted against citizens in an emotionally
charged debate. 

But making available the data on
which decisions need to be based in a
graphic, easy-to-follow format, can help
reduce the emotion and enhance the dis-
cussion of the issues involved. That’s the
aim of Travis Miller, planning director for
Dearborn County, Indiana.

Dearborn County (population just
under 50,000) is located in southeast
Indiana, within the Greater Cincinnati
metropolitan area. The county is experi-
encing rapid development. As a result, the
county plan commission’s monthly agen-
das are often full. Residents are frequently
at the podium during public meetings
demanding that the plan commission give
close scrutiny to proposed development
projects.
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“We Want
Public

Participation”
That’s the message the Montgomery

County, Virginia, board of supervisors
conveyed to the planning commission.
“And that’s what we gave them,” says
Meghan Dorsett, the county’s comprehen-
sive planner. However, as Dorsett re-
counts, the process for revising the
county’s long-range plan didn’t quite start
out that way.

Montgomery County, which covers
360 square miles in rural southwestern
Virginia, has a population of 86,000. Yet as
the process for updating the plan got
underway, it was “the same ten or twenty
people who were showing up at our public
meetings.” As Dorsett admits, “the public

participation process was fail-
ing miserably.”

Instead of throwing in
the towel, the planning

In Dearborn County, Indiana, the regular use of
photos and video footage make for more productive
meetings.
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commission embarked on what Dorsett
terms “evangelical planning.” They decid-
ed to pull out all the stops and go out and
get as many county residents as possible
involved in the planning process.

The first step, as Dorsett relates, was 
to make sure “every possible group or
organization heard about the planning
process.” That meant contacting not just
neighborhood organizations, but service
clubs, churches, African-American orga-
nizations, women’s groups, public
schools, and even bowling leagues.

Second, each group was asked if they’d
be willing to distribute a survey, and dis-
cuss community issues, at one of their
organization’s own meetings.

But to make the process work, one
more key step was taken. Dorsett asked
each group to designate one of their own
members to serve as their meeting’s facili-
tator – and invited each “community facil-
itator” to first attend a training session on
the planning process.

Eighty-eight groups ended up partici-
pating. While a volunteer facilitator ran

each meeting, Dorsett also
attended many of the meet-
ings, making herself avail-
able to reply to questions
that came up. “This meant a
lot of work and travel,” she
acknowledges. The results,
however, were remarkable:
826 adults (and 516 stu-

dents) completed the
planning survey form.1

The tabulated results 

– which included a priority ranking of
issues facing the county – turned into the
framework for the comprehensive plan.
For example, Dorsett notes, one chapter
of the plan is on health and human ser-
vices, “because so many comments raised
hospital and health care issues.”

As the plan was being developed,
many of the facilitators continued to
actively participate by serving on one of
the eight workgroups set up to draft the
plan. A planning commissioner or board
of zoning appeals member chaired each of
the workgroups.

The Board of Supervisors adopted the
new plan in October 2004. As Dorsett
looks back, she sees an enormous long-
term benefit to the county in having
involved people “from all economic strata
and ethnic and racial groups.” A citi-
zens advisory group is being formed to 
monitor the plan’s implementation. 
One last fringe benefit: three newly
appointed planning commissioners got
their first taste of planning as community
facilitators. ◆

For more information contact Meghan Dorsett
at: mcplan@naxs.net. The Montgomery County
Comprehensive Plan is available at:
<www.montva.com/departments/plan/cpfiles/
compplan.php>.

1 Meghan Dorsett reports that while planners had just
intended for the survey to be distributed to high
school students, the superintendent’s office distrib-
uted the surveys to all schools. Among the intriguing
suggestions, move Scooby Doo to Montgomery Coun-
ty (from second graders) and build Quiddich fields
(from fourth graders under the influence of Harry
Potter).
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Getting to
Business

Principle #1: Local businesses appreci-
ate older customers.

Principle #2: Older residents want nearby
places to shop.

But sometimes these two principles
have a hard time matching up.

That’s a challenge facing Boston, Mass-
achusetts, along with many cities and
towns across the country. Two years ago
Boston Mayor Thomas Menino asked how
the city could help make its neighborhood
business districts more accessible to
seniors. Menino, working with the Boston
Partnership for Older Adults, invited 32
business owners to meet and help design
a process for improving the situation.

The first step has involved a pilot pro-
ject in Boston’s Mission Hill neighbor-
hood. Mission Hill was selected, in part,
because it has a large and diverse elderly
population, and also a wide variety of
businesses. Also important: Mis-
sion Hill’s active Main Street pro-
gram was willing to work on this
initiative.

As Maureen Flynn of the
Boston Partnership describes the
process, a 22 member local steering
committee was formed, included
seniors, business owners, and rep-
resentatives from a range of organi-
zations and agencies (local
hospitals; city departments; the
public transit agency; area cab 

companies). Maggie Cohn, Director of
Mission Hill Main Streets, notes that at the
very outset of the process four focus group
meetings were held at senior centers to
make sure residents were aware of the pro-
ject. This also helped get several seniors
involved on the steering committee. 

Over the course of several meetings, a
number of concerns were identified.
Pedestrian safety was a top priority. Points
raised included not having enough time
to navigate crosswalks; street lighting not
being regularly replaced; snow shoveling
not always being done; and risks caused by
illegally parked cars blocking bus stops. 

As Flynn recounts, “one thing came
out loud and clear, seniors love grocery
shopping. But they felt the transportation
system didn’t always work for them.” One
interesting finding was that many seniors
were not aware of available services, such
as the fact that cab companies could pro-
vide wheelchair equipped cabs.

A number of positive results have
already emerged, some big, some small.

The City has begun major repairs to
neighborhood sidewalks – especially
important since many of the sidewalks are
brick. Street lamps have been cleaned.
And businesses have taken steps to
improve accessibility. The local Shop &
Stop grocery has instituted a delivery ser-
vice. Several businesses have changed
interior light levels so that seniors can
more easily see merchandise. The Steering
Committee is also continuing to meet to
follow-up on a range of ideas.

Maureen Flynn makes one more point:
“if something is good for an elder, you can
almost guarantee it will also be good for
everyone else.” Think about that next
time you’re trying to race across that
crosswalk.◆

For more information, contact Maureen Flynn
at: mflynn@bostonolderadults.org; Maggie
Cohn at: maggie@missionhillmainstreets.org. 

The planning staff’s goal is to provide
objective information regarding proposed
developments to help ensure that the plan
commission can make unbiased and
informed decisions. Increased use of com-
puter technology has made this easier 
to do.

Before each scheduled meeting the
members of the plan commission are
given a technical report, enhanced by
visuals to illustrate the important features
of particular projects and proposed devel-
opments, such as acreage, surrounding
land uses, and traffic volumes. 

At the public meeting, Miller verbally
presents the packet material using a slide-
show presentation, with digital pho-
tographs of the site and surrounding area.
These presentations often include video
footage (which was created by a recent
transportation assessment study of all the
roads in the county). As Miller explains,
“video footage allows the plan commis-
sion and the citizens to see the actual
roadway, as driven, to assess visibility
issues, access and egress points, and other
safety considerations.” 

The Dearborn County Council last

year approved funding to enhance the use
of digital mapping data through GIS (geo-
graphic information systems), as well as
provide for the hiring of a GIS coordinator
to regularly update the data. The planning
department will soon be able to use GIS in
more “data layers,” increasing the county’s
database for current planning decisions,
future land use, and economic develop-
ment. This, in turn, will allow for even
better informed decisions by the plan
commission.◆

For more information, contact Travis Miller at:
tmiller@dearborncounty.in.gov.
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Tremont Street, the Mission Hills neighborhood’s
main street, is home to a wide variety of business.
But it can be hard to cross in places.
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Context
Sensitive

Solutions
More land than the State of Georgia,”

says transportation planner David
Burwell, “that’s how much public space
the nation’s roads and highways take up.”
Given that fact alone, Burwell feels it is
essential for planners and planning com-
missioners to pay close attention to our
transportation system. 

But Burwell, who works on transporta-
tion policy issues for the Project for Public
Spaces’ “context sensitive solutions” pro-
ject, also stresses that land use and trans-
portation are inextricably linked, “two
sides of the same coin,” as he puts it.

Context sensitive solutions (CSS) rep-
resents one of those (too rare) concepts
that draws support from groups typically
viewed as being in opposition. In this
case, those who support highway and
road building, as well as those seeking to
reduce auto usage.

As Burwell recounts, CSS first emerged
at a major national transportation confer-
ence held at the University of Maryland in
1998. The conference, titled “Thinking
Beyond the Pavement,” included chief
engineers, senior designers, and planners
from 29 state departments of transporta-
tion, plus representatives from a broad
range of other organizations. 

State transportation departments were
growing increasingly frustrated by the
delays encountered in getting road projects

built – often because of intense communi-
ty opposition. Both the Federal Highway
Administration and AASHTO (the Ameri-
can Association of State Highway &
Transportation Officials) were also com-
ing to realize that past ways of doing busi-
ness were not working.

The characteristics of a “context sensi-
tive” transportation project that emerged
from the Maryland conference – and that
still define the process today – include:
• the project satisfies the purpose and
needs as agreed to by a full range of stake-
holders.
• the project is a safe facility for both the
user and the community.
• the project is in harmony with the com-
munity, and preserves environmental,
scenic, aesthetic, historic, and natural
resource values of the area.
• the project exceeds the expectations of
both designers and stakeholders and
achieves a level of excellence in people’s
minds.
• the project involves efficient and effec-
tive use of the resources of all involved
parties.
• the project is designed and built with
minimal disruption to the community.
• the project is seen as having added last-
ing value to the community.

Considering the land use and environ-
mental context does not mean “no road-
ways,” says Burwell. Rather, it means
“right sizing the project from the begin-
ning.” The goal, he explains, is “to first
identify common community aspirations;
then the type of transportation solutions

that will work best can emerge collabora-
tively.”

CSS can also save money. Burwell
likens it to a wellness program. Smaller
scale transportation solutions are often
found, allowing more costly improve-
ments to be put off, or sometimes even
eliminated. 

Jennifer Gavin, AASHTO’s deputy
director of communications, offers several
pointers for communities interested in
following a “context sensitive” approach:
develop a shared vision for the project; let
the community know something’s in the
works early on; be flexible and remember
that every project has its own special con-
ditions; keep evaluating the project as it is
being constructed and make refinements
if needed; and keep in mind livability and
environmental concerns.

Gavin also notes that her organization
has partnered with others to support the
Project for Public Spaces’ development
(for the Federal Highway Administration)
of a comprehensive web site on CSS:
<www.contextsensitivesolutions.org>.
The site provides information on CSS
principles, and on projects from just
about every state. Significantly, the Feder-
al Highway Administration has adopted
the goal of integrating context sensitive
solutions into project planning, develop-
ment, and implementation in all 50 states
by September 2007.◆

For more information, contact David Burwell
at: dgburwell@comcast.net; Jennifer Gavin at:
jgavin@aashto.org.

Roundabouts are one kind of “context sensitive solution.” They can increase roadway capacity (sometimes avoiding the need for road widenings), while fitting
nicely within developed areas. Above left, Hilton Head Island, South Carolina. Highways can also be designed to fit better with their surroundings. Above right,
the recently completed Paris Pike, near Lexington Kentucky.
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Family Housing,
Downtown

Adream of many planners and down-
town boosters – in cities large and

small – is to draw more people into living
downtown. To a surprising degree, and in
sometimes unexpected places, this is hap-
pening. The Brookings Institution, for
example, has reported on quite large per-
centage increases in the downtown popu-
lation of a number of major cities.1

In part, this trend is being driven by
the increased housing and transportation
costs suburbanites face. But even more of
a factor relates to “lifestyle” preferences of
aging empty-nesters and young urban
professionals.

But how solid a base can be built on
these two ends of the demographic spec-
trum? A gaping hole is the broad swath of
families with children – especially school-
age children – who are rarely found living
in our downtowns.2

One city that has directly addressed
this challenge is Vancouver, British

Columbia. Through a series of specific
planning and development policies, the
city has made it much more realistic for
families to consider living downtown.

Ann McAfee, Co-Director of Planning
for Vancouver, acknowledges that “hous-
ing families in inner-city high density
areas is not easy.” Yet between 1996 and
2001, the number of families with chil-
dren living in Vancouver’s 2.2 square mile
downtown increased from 2,545 to 5,680.

What has made this work in Vancou-
ver? As McAfee tells it: “We researched
experiences of families living in apart-
ments. To our surprise, we found that the
size (number of units) of a family project
is more important than the density (units
per acre).” Moreover, she continues, “den-
sity can be mitigated by factors such as
location close to daycare, schools, shop-
ping, and transit, as well as by project
design that includes open space and play
areas.” But McAfee cautions that knowing
how to build livable family housing is
only the first step, the second “is to ensure
developments include housing suitable
for families.”

Vancouver has approached this second
step in two ways. First, for larger develop-
ments the city requires, as a condition of
approval, that 25 percent of all units be
designed to be suitable for households
with children.3 Larger developments must
also provide services for families includ-

ing parks, daycare, and school sites.
Smaller developments pay a cash develop-
ment charge which goes to finance non-
market affordable housing, parks, and
other community services.

McAfee acknowledges that Vancou-
ver’s “buoyant economy” helps allow for
the imposition of these kind of develop-
ment conditions and charges.

The other key element in providing
housing suitable for families is found in
the “point block tower” form of Vancou-
ver’s typical downtown housing. All new
residential towers are located in the center
of the site and are surrounded, at street
level, by two to three story “town homes.”
These two to three bedroom town homes,
each with individual access to the side-
walk, are designed as family housing.

While Vancouver’s approach to devel-
oping downtown family housing may be
too demanding for some cities to follow, it
does seem to be working. It also reflects
an understanding of the need to have in
place the “infrastructure” of schools,
parks, groceries, and daycare facilities
essential to accommodating family living
downtown.◆

For more information, contact Ann McAfee at:
ann.mcafee@vancouver.ca. For details on
Vancouver’s planning process: <www.vancouver.
ca/commsvcs/planning/>. The city’s guidelines
for housing families at high density are
available at: <www.vancouver.ca/commsvcs/
guidelines/H004.pdf>.

Vancouver’s approach to 
downtown housing focuses on
having family-oriented town
homes surrounding residential
towers. Parks and play areas
for kids are integral to new
development.
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1 See “A Rise in Downtown Living” <www.brook
ings.edu/metro/publications/livingdowntown.htm>.
While recent percentage increases are high, absolute
numbers are still fairly low.

2 See “Who Lives Downtown” <www.brookings.edu/
metro/pubs/20051115_Birch.pdf>, which reports that
in 2000, families with children made up just 10 per-
cent of all downtown households.

3 In addition, 20 percent of all
units are to be available for lower
income households through
cooperative and other affordable
non-market rental programs;
half of these lower income units
must be designed for families
with children.
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Bridging the
Generations

What are you – a baby-boomer? a
gen-Xer? part of the World War II-

era “greatest” generation? a member of
the post-War “silent generation”?

Generations define much of American
life, with each having its own characteris-
tics and shared values. Unfortunately, gen-
erational “divides” have also been part of
our culture, with people in different age
groups typically having a much clearer
picture of the needs and priorities of their
own generation.

Efforts are increasingly being made,
however, to bridge these divides. For
planners this has included promoting
such things as multi-generational housing
and facilities designed to be shared by dif-
ferent generations – for example, places

where day care and seniors programs
share space.

“Generations United” (GU) is a
national non-profit that focuses on inter-
generational issues. According to Donna

Butts, GU’s Executive Director, it is in our
communities’ best interests to bring gen-
erations together. As Butts puts it, “if we
isolate generations, there will be growing
battles over resources.”

This past year GU, supported by a
grant from the MetLife Foundation,

The McClure Multigenerational Center in Burling-
ton, Vermont, is home both to a senior center and a
child care program. While each has its own space,
seniors often enjoy time with the young children.

19

On the Air 
and Online

As a planning commissioner, how do 
you keep informed about what’s

going on in the world of planning – that
is, besides what you’re doing right 
now, reading the Planning Commissioners
Journal?

Perhaps you attend an annual training
workshop or conference. Maybe you read
a book on some planning-related topic of
interest. But what if you’re sitting next to
your radio, your computer, or – for those
of you in touch with the latest technology
– your iPod?

One great option is to tune in to Smart
City Radio, a lively weekly broadcast on
issues affecting cities. Carol Coletta, who
founded and hosts the Smart City show,
has wide-ranging experience in public
affairs and journalism (and recently was a
Knight Fellow in Community Building at
the University of Miami’s School of Archi-
tecture). Her aim is to highlight creative
ideas and ways of thinking. As she puts it,
“cities that succeed today are the ones
that can adapt and are innovative … and
the basis for that is creativity.”

Listening to her interviews, you’ll
encounter some of the most interesting

public officials, planners, business lead-
ers, and citizens from across the country.
Take Ryan Gravel, who as a planning
graduate student came up with the idea of
developing what may turn out to be
America’s most remarkable 21st century
network of bike trails, transit ways, parks,
and economic development opportunities
– the Atlanta Beltline. Coletta conducted a
fascinating interview of Gravel this past
July.1 Or tune in to discussions of topics
ranging from improving public schools to

how business and labor can
work together.

While Coletta’s show is
broadcast on a number of radio
stations, it may be easier to lis-
ten at your convenience on your
computer, or by downloading
her shows to your iPod. You can
also access dozens of past broad-
casts. All you need to know is:
<www.smartcityradio.com>.

Another excellent resource is
a web site called Planetizen. Run
by Urban Insight, a consulting
firm specializing in the applica-
tion of internet technologies to

urban planning and related fields, Planeti-
zen offers up-to-date news and commen-
tary on an array of planning issues. The
web site also posts announcements and
job listings. 

Planetizen’s staff bring substantial
expertise to what they do. Chris Steins, 
a graduate of the USC School of Policy,
Planning, and Development, worked 
as executive director of a Los Angeles

20

1 Listen to her July 9, 2005 broadcast. More details on
the Atlanta Beltline project are also available at:
<www.beltline.org>.
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Commissioners 
On Tour

Every year members and staff of the
Bowling Green-Warren County,

Kentucky, Planning Commission get
aboard a bus and either drive off to see
what they can learn from development
elsewhere (as was the case
with a visit to see new
urbanism projects in Nash-
ville) or take a tour of 
projects they previously
approved.

“It’s really good to see
projects all the way
through,” explains Velma
Runner, Chairwoman of
the Planning Commission.
“It gives commissioners
more confidence to see the
results,” she adds.

According to Andy Gillies, the Com-
mission’s Executive Director, the annual
bus tours are now in their fifth year. The
bus outing usually runs two to three
hours long, stopping by nine or ten
sites. As Gillies observes, it’s helpful to
actually go out as a group and see how
the project looks as built. “For exam-
ple,” he notes, “a project some commis-
sioners thought was really dense, didn’t
seem as dense actually seeing it on the
ground.” 

Velma Runner’s final thought on the
annual bus tour, “as planning commis-
sioners, we really enjoy it!” ◆

For more information, contact Andy Gillies
at: Andy.Gillies@bgky.org.

released a fascinating report, “Under One
Roof: A Guide to Starting and Strengthen-
ing Intergenerational Shared Site Pro-
grams” on how local programs can
provide for intergenerational activities at
shared sites. The goal is to meet the needs
of youth and seniors while breaking down
“spatial and conceptual barriers that have
the potential to inhibit interaction
between younger and older people.” The
report contains advice on topics ranging
from conducting a community needs
assessment and finding funding sources,
to design considerations in planning a
shared facility.

In addition to shared site programs,
there is growing interest in housing types

that can better accommodate multiple
generations.1 This includes a variety of
forms, ranging from accessory units for
grandparents and other relatives to flexi-
ble “accordion” houses where the basic
structure can be expanded with add-on
components.

Butts attributes the interest in multi-
generational housing to a combination of
factors: higher home ownership costs
(making it more economical for multiple
generations of a family to share housing);
increased immigration from countries
where multi-generational households are
common; and care-giving needs (allowing
elderly family members to be cared for in
the home of one of their children, grand-
children, or other close relative). 

Another interesting twist on intergen-
erational housing is found in the fact that
more than 2.4 million grandparents are
now raising their grandchildren. 

GU, working with Congressional lead-
ers such as Massachusetts Representative
Mike Capuano, Michigan Senator Debbie
Stabenow, and Louisiana Senator Mary
Landrieu, helped develop the LEGACY
Intergenerational Housing bill, which was
incorporated into the American Dream
Downpayment Act signed into law in
2004. The provisions include authoriza-
tion for the funding of demonstration
intergenerational housing projects for
low-income families ($4 million was
appropriated this past November). 

While modest in scope, the LEGACY
bill is one indicator of the growing recog-
nition of the role multi-generational
households are playing in America ◆

For more information about Generations
United, contact Sheri Steinig at:
ssteinig@gu.org. The “Under One Roof” report
is available online at: http://ipath.gu.org/
documents/A0/OneRoofComplete.pdf

community development corporation,
and edited news magazines covering
urban planning, real estate development,
and environmental regulation. Abhijeet
Chavan, with a Masters in Architecture
and Landscape Architecture from the Uni-
versity of Illinois, Urbana, has consider-
able experience with geographic systems
applications and data visualization.

As Steins relates, “Since we launched
in 2000 we have published news stories
every single day. We haven’t spent a lot of
resources on marketing, our growth has
been largely word-of-mouth.” Chavan
adds, “We often hear how architects,
urban planners, transportation experts,
economists, and others need to work
together. Planning issues are multi-disci-
plinary in nature. With Planetizen we try
to bring them all together on the same
page.”

Planetizen has certainly carved out a
niche as a key resource for both profes-
sional and citizen planners. Steins notes
that on an average weekday, the website
has over 17,000 visitors. Several major
planning websites also carry Planetizen’s
news headlines.2 If you haven’t visited, it’s
at: <www.planetizen.com>.◆

Planning 
commissioners
hit the road 
in Bowling
Green, 
Kentucky.
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1 The 2000 Census, which for the first time collected
data on multi-generational households (defined as
three or more generations of parents and their chil-
dren), found 3.9 million such households, nearly four
percent of all U.S. households.

2 Editor’s Note: Our PlannersWeb site carries Planeti-
zen news headlines, with links to the full stories.
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Civic
Design

As planning historian Laurence C. 
Gerckens recounts, aesthetics played

a central role in the emergence of city
planning in America.1 Following the
remarkable World’s Fair of 1893 (the
Columbian Exposition), “thousands of
visitors left Chicago with the belief that
things could be made better back home …
Led by major businessmen, unofficial City
Plan Committees undertook to raise the
quality of the public environment to make
physical America a fitting subject for pub-
lic-spirited support and patriotic respect.” 

Citizens in communities across the
country began focusing on civic improve-
ments, such as metropolitan park sys-
tems, tree-lined boulevards, railroad
stations, civic centers, and well-designed
amenities such as public benches and
street lights.

As the Twentieth Century progressed,
planning seemed to lose sight of its aes-
thetic roots. Attention shifted to other
concerns: zoning, transportation systems,
suburban development, environmental
pollutants, and natural resource protec-
tion.

In more recent years, however, there
has been renewed interest in civic design.
While true beauty may well be in the eye
of the beholder, planners have recognized
that citizens value an attractive and har-
monious built environment. Moreover,
through techniques such as “visual prefer-
ence surveys,”2 they have found ways of
measuring the public’s aesthetic likes and
dislikes. This has helped shape local com-
prehensive plan policies, as well as design

guidelines and criteria.
New value has also been placed on the

design of public buildings and infrastruc-
ture. This has even included facilities typ-
ically built in nondescript styles, without
much consideration to how they look.

The City of Geneva, Illinois, west of
Chicago, plans on constructing a new
water treatment plant, to provide in-
creased capacity and meet water quality
regulations. A large vacant parcel (a for-
mer borrow pit), located on the city’s
western boundary, will be the site. As John
Donahue, the city’s Superintendent of
Water & Wastewater, describes, “from the
beginning of the project it was apparent a
traditional industrial looking structure
would be inappropriate at the new site.”
The city decided the facility’s design
should be consistent with the rural char-
acter of the area. The result: use of a barn
style architecture. 

When built, the facility will feature a
gambrel roof and a silo. Donahue notes
that the silo “will actually be a functional
component of the drinking water treat-
ment process.” The window proportions,
roof overhangs, exterior wall details and
building materials will also be barn style
design elements. Donahue believes that
by building an architecturally attractive
facility, the city will “raise the bar” for
future private developments in the area.

Can good design also be found in
something as mundane as a bus shelter? A
number of communities are saying “yes.”
The City of Madison, Wisconsin, for one,
sponsored a design competition for new
bus shelters planned for its downtown
State Street. The idea for the competition

grew out of the city’s inability to find “off-
the-shelf” bus shelters that fit its needs.
William Fruhling, a planner for the city
who worked on the project, explains that
“there were some models that were well
built and attractively designed, but pro-
vided by advertising companies.” This
meant, Fruhling continues, that “the shel-
ters would have large advertising boards,
which our decision makers did not want.”

The design competition drew a good
response. Five finalists had their designs
displayed in the Municipal Building,
where the public was invited to comment.
While the design of the seven new bus
shelters has been widely applauded, some
have felt the cost too high (about $55,000
per shelter). Fruhling feels that the long-
term maintenance savings from use of
higher quality, but more expensive, mate-
rials were not adequately explained to the
public. For other communities consider-
ing a design competition, Fruhling sug-
gests “getting a consensus on what you
are looking for in the design on as many
aspects as possible – including the cost –
before announcing the competition.” �

For more information, contact: John Donahue at:
jdonahue@geneva.il.us; William Fruhling at:
bfruhling@cityofmadison.com.

F E AT U R E :  More Bright Ideas by Wayne Senville
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Rendering of Geneva’s planned water facility.

One of Madison’s new bus shelters. The capitol
building is in the background. 

1 Laurence C. Gerckens, “Community Aesthetics and
Planning,” PCJ #7; available to order & download:
<www.plannersweb.com/wfiles/w461.html>.

2 Visual preference surveys consist of photographic
images and evaluation techniques which allow those
surveyed to rate the spatial and visual features they
would prefer in their community. For more, see
“Understanding & Making Use of People’s Visual
Preferences,” by Anton Nelessen & James Constan-
tine in PCJ #9.
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Out of the
Pressure Cooker

Think of a planning commission or
local governing body hearing on a big

controversial project. The room can be
like a pressure cooker, with angry
neighborhood residents and on-edge
developers trying to make
their case before decision-
makers caught in the glare
of TV cameras.

“Public hearings on contro-
versial projects are not settings
conducive for compromise,”
notes California attorney
Julian Gross. Many planning
commissioners would con-
cur. But is there any way of
avoiding this all-too-common
scenario?

24

To Your 
Health

One of the most striking developments
in the field of planning the past few

years has been a revived interest in public
health. We say “revived” because when
comprehensive plans and zoning ordi-
nances were first introduced in the U.S. in
the early 20th century, public health con-
cerns were very much front and center.1

In early 20th century America public
health focused largely on sanitation issues
and providing adequate light and air into
densely populated city centers. Today, the
intersection between health and planning
often relates to the health impacts of our 
built environment (especially suburban
development), and the needs of an aging
population.

Public health professionals have
increasingly allied themselves with local
planners in promoting “active living” by
encouraging more walking, bicycling, and
other outdoor activities. Strategies range

23

1 For a look back at the early link between public
health and planning, see historian Laurence Gerckens’
“Public Health & Safety” in Planning ABC’s (Planning
Commissioners Journal 2003).

benefit agreement, or ‘CBA,’ is a legally
enforceable contract, signed by communi-
ty groups and by a developer, setting forth
a range of community benefits that the 
developer agrees to provide as part of a
development project.” 

“Yes” says Gross, who with others has
been exploring the use of “community
benefit agreements” to resolve controver-
sial development proposals.

What’s a “community benefit agree-
ment”? As Gross explains, “a community

from developing bike and trail networks
to encouraging mixed-use developments,
where driving is not essential for meeting
everyday needs.

Marya Morris, a senior research associ-
ate for the American Planning Associa-
tion, points to the value of having doctors,
nurses, and public health officials
involved in the local comprehensive plan-
ning process. The APA has helped orga-
nize workshops for those in the public
health field on the basics of planning and
what role they can play. 

The growth in the number of older
Americans has also heightened awareness
of the links between health and planning.
Questions center on the impact land
development patterns
can have on quality of
life, especially when
health problems such as
visual impairment and
difficulty walking occur.

One positive devel-
opment has been the
increasing prominence
of public health topics
in local planning. Some
cities are experimenting
with preparing “health

impact assessments” when reviewing
major projects or zoning changes. 

In San Francisco, the city’s health
department and planning commission are 
taking a close look at the health-related
impacts of a major proposed rezoning. As
Dr. Rajiv Bhatia, San Francisco’s environ-
mental health director, notes “arguments
based on health grounds can be powerful
in shaping planning.” Bhatia also takes a
broad view of what makes for a healthy
environment. “It isn’t just about toxics, it’s
also about good parks, good jobs, and
good land use.” �

For more information, contact Marya Morris at:
mmorris@planning.org; Dr. Rajiv Bhatia at:
Rajiv.Bhatia@sfdph.org.
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Getting to the CBA, Gross continues,
involves “a negotiation process between
the developer and organized representa-
tives of the affected communities, in
which the developer agrees to shape the
development in certain ways or provide
specified community benefits.” The quid-
pro-quo is that the “community groups
promise to support the proposed project
before government bodies that provide
the necessary permits.” The end result is a
project that can move forward quicker –
and without a cloud of threatened litiga-
tion hanging over it.

CBAs have primarily been used in Cal-
ifornia, but communities in several other
states have begun to employ them. Given
the time and expense that can be involved
in negotiating and drafting the CBA (and,
with their legally binding nature, the need 
to have attorneys involved), they make

most sense for dealing with larger, more
controversial projects.

CBAs can deal with a wide range of
community concerns. For example, a
CBA negotiated for a proposed 33-acre
industrial park in the Sun Valley section of
Los Angeles includes, among other
things: limitations on truck traffic; space
for a youth center; a financial contribu-
tion by the developer (matched by the
city) to a neighborhood improvement
fund; and a goal that 70 percent of the
jobs in the development be at a “living
wage.”1

Gross has detailed the CBA process in
a recent report (co-authored with Greg
LeRoy and Madeline Janis-Aparicio),
“Community Benefits Agreements: Mak-
ing Development Projects Accountable”

(available to download from: <www.good
jobsfirst.org>; search “cba”). The report
includes an assessment of the pros and
cons of CBAs, and examples of how
they’ve been used to resolve several major
projects.

Having an agreed-upon CBA does not
avoid the need to comply with public
hearing requirements. Indeed, Gross
advises that it is essential for developers
and community representatives, as they
negotiate the CBA, to keep city staff
informed and make sure the project (as
negotiated) will be acceptable and meet
municipal requirements. However, as he
not surprisingly adds, “if the developer
and community groups are happy, the city
usually will be.” �

For more information, contact Julian Gross at:
julian@juliangross.net; or Greg LeRoy, of Good
Jobs First at: goodjobs@ctj.org.

Taking a
“Village Walk”

For small towns developing a zoning
ordinance, it may seem logical to copy

from what’s on the books in other com-
munities. After all, how different can one
zoning code be from another? Indeed,
over the years many towns have done just
this, basing their zoning on what they’ve
found in other communities’ ordinances.

However, that wasn’t the approach
taken by David Umling, former planning
director for the East Alabama Regional
Planning & Development Commission
(EARPDC), when the town of Cedar Bluff
(population 1,500) sought assistance in
formulating its first zoning ordinance.

Drawing on Allan Jacob’s idea of
“urban walks,”1 Umling suggested that
Cedar Bluff ’s planning commissioners
take group walks through several different
neighborhoods in the town. He asked
them to focus on “areas that have gone
bad,” as well as “patterns that work and
reflect the character of the community.” 

The idea was to develop a zoning code
that would address problem issues, while

having standards that promote more of
what was already working well. Observa-
tions from the field trips were compiled in
a summary narrative to help frame discus-
sions on desired zoning standards.

The “village walks” were supplemented
by a review of aerial photos and tax maps,
to evaluate lot sizes, setbacks, and street
widths. EARPDC staff then worked with
the planning commission to develop spe-
cific dimensional requirements for each
proposed zoning district. Other key issues
addressed in the ordinance included
stormwater management, flood control,
and manufactured housing. In addition,
the commission sought community feed-
back on the proposed regulations. 

One of the most significant benefits of
having the planning commission so
involved in developing the zoning ordi-
nance, says Umling, is that “they under-
stood the logic of what went into it, and
the zoning standards actually meant
something for them.” When the ordi-
nance came up for adoption, they were
there to explain it, not an outside plan-
ning consultant. As Umling recalls, “it
was a proud moment for them. They
knew it was their ordinance; they had put
it together.”

Umling feels the process used in Cedar
Bluff can also work when revising existing
zoning codes, and in larger communities.
The key is for planning commissioners
(and other citizens) to take ownership of
the ordinance and make sure it is actually
addressing their own community’s needs.
And, yes, this sometimes means pulling
on your shoes and taking a walk! �

For more information, contact David Umling at:
UmlingD@charlescounty.org.

1 For more information about living wages:
<www.livingwagecampaign.org>.

1 See Allan Jacobs’ Great Streets (MIT Press 1995).
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