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The Role for Planning in Sustainable Communities
by Elaine Cogan

Not coincidentally, we also are cited
as the most bicycle-friendly city in the
country, with many who use this non-
motorized means to commute to and
from work every day. Although there are
conflicts between motorists and bicy-
clists, most would agree that the latter
contribute to our sustainability by not
using precious fossil resources to fuel
their journeys. 

of more efficient, sustainable vehicles?
When you plan for new or replace-

ment street lights, do you require the
most efficient, low energy fixtures? 

These are just some of the many ways
the planning commission and staff can
take sustainability practices into consid-
eration as you make decisions.

Our planning and communications
consulting firm is engaged in an increas-
ing amount of work helping communi-
ties and organizations become more
sustainable. We have facilitated the work
of “Green Ribbon” committees, bringing
together businesses and local govern-
ments to discuss how they can collabo-
rate to attract sustainable industries. We
also have consulted with city agencies to
recommend strategies to substitute local
green building products for imported
items and encourage energy efficient
transportation alternatives. We see a
growing awareness that sustainability is a
goal all sectors of the community are
eager to embrace.

If sustainability is of interest to you
and others on your planning board, you
and your staff can be the leaders in such
initiatives. It is not hyperbole to note that
few other governmental bodies affect the
lives and livelihoods of neighborhoods,
businesses, environmentalists, commu-
nity leaders, and others … the many
entities important to the well-being of
their communities.

All will benefit if you are willing to
take the lead in creating the sustainabili-
ty vision and acting on it. ◆

Elaine Cogan, partner in
the Portland, Oregon, plan-
ning and communications
firm of Cogan Owens
Cogan LLC, has worked
for more than thirty years
with communities under-
taking strategic planning
and visioning processes. 

Communities throughout the
country are witnessing an onrush
of citizen interest and support for 
the concept of sustainable development.
People have an almost intuitive under-
standing that our profligate ways of
using our land, water, air, and human
resources need to be reconsidered.

Although there is not a single, univer-
sally accepted definition of sustainable
development, a good description is that
it is a way of life that provides benefits to
the economy, environment, and commu-
nity livability without sacrificing one for
the other. Achieving energy efficiency
and utilizing green technology are com-
mon goals.

Planning, and the strategies, ordi-
nances, rules, and regulations that carry
out planning initiatives, can be among
the most effective ways to create a sus-
tainable community.

Regulatory reform is a major issue in
many communities as they consider
being more sustainable. Planners can
contribute to that effort by reviewing
their building and zoning codes to ascer-
tain any unreasonable barriers to archi-
tects and developers interested in using
the latest green techniques in building
design, materials, and systems. Small tur-
bine wind systems, eco-roofs, solar pan-
els, and rainwater retention are just some
of the many ways new and remodeled
buildings can be more sustainable. When
reexamining your rules and regulations,
ask yourselves, “Do we reward or punish
designers and developers who bring
these and other new ideas to the permit
counter?”

I live and work in Portland, Oregon, a
city that has been called by some one of
the most sustainable in the U.S. As a sure
signal of our aspirations, the name and
function of our planning department has
recently been changed to the Bureau of
Planning and Sustainability. 

SUSTAINABILITY IS A GOAL
ALL SECTORS OF THE

COMMUNITY ARE EAGER
TO EMBRACE.

To encourage this sustainable activity,
Portland’s transit system has racks for
bikes, the city provides bicycle storage
bins on sidewalks, and many businesses
do the same in their buildings. We have
special bicycle lanes on major thorough-
fares, though proponents say we should
have more and some motorists are
annoyed we have so many. Planners are
considering creating bike boulevards,
providing less-traveled streets with a
combination of traffic calming, intersec-
tion treatments, and signage that slow
traffic while encouraging bicycling.

If your community seems to agree
that encouraging alternative transporta-
tion is a worthwhile, sustainable goal,
planners can aid that effort by champi-
oning public transit and considering how
bicycles can be accommodated more
readily on your existing street system. In
addition, you can consider providing
transit passes to employees to encourage
them to leave their cars at home. 

What types of vehicles do you have in
your planning department fleet? Are they
hybrids? Electric? Can the planning
department be the proponent for city use
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