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Introduction           
 
So you have been appointed to the planning commission! Now what? 
 
You have been an active in your community organizations and causes. You are intelligent and 
enthusiastic. You have even attended some planning commission meetings, like that time there 
was a rezoning in your neighborhood. You know what planning is all about right? 
 
Then you get your first agenda packet and you discover there are a few things about planning 
you don’t know. 
 
The agenda and all its staff reports are written in a language you only partially understand. 
Common words seem to have different meanings and some words have no meaning to you: 
 

 “variance” 

 “findings” 

 “conditional uses” 

 “nonconforming” 

 “mitigation measures” 

 
Your role as a planning commissioner is important to the community, so give it the attention 
and energy it deserves. Good and early training will help you do this. Keep your sense of humor 
and perspective and remember, you volunteered for this, enjoy it! 
 
All across Florida, communities large and small rely on their planning commissions for guidance. 
But who guides the planning commissioners? The First Coast Section of the American Planning 
Association has prepared this comprehensive training course to help newly appointed 
commissioners off on the right foot and helps experienced commissioners navigate their roles. 
The Section’s professional planners have worked extensively with planning commissions for 
decades. They have watched commissioners scramble up a steep learning curve, sit in the hot 
seat of controversy, and strive to make sound decisions for the places they call home. The 
Section seeks a convenient, engaging and fun opportunity for planning commissioners from all 
across the regional to share ideas, insights, and information and help the commissioners 
succeed.  
 
This course will cover everything from the fundamentals of development applications, to the 
nuances of legal issues, to the part commissioners play in long-range planning. You will learn 
how to prepare for your first commission meeting, review a development application, invite 
constructive and helpful public input, and steer clear of ethical dilemmas. The course contains 
fundamentals such as a glossary of planning terms and the American Planning Association's 
Statement of Ethical Principles in Planning. 
 
The objective is to provide an overview of this important work and some basic survival skills for 
the planning commissioner. The goals of the course is for you to walk away with a much greater 
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understanding of planning and how you can play an effective role in shaping the future of your 
community. 
 
One of the unique things about America is the tradition of citizens serving in local government. 
In the United States, residents have been coming forward to give their time and common sense 
in unpaid service to their hometowns since 1620. Membership on planning commissions and 
other citizens’ advisory boards is a continuation of a tradition that began in the town meetings 
of the first settlers. 
 
Four central beliefs that support the American way of planning 
 

1. Citizen involvement: Goals are best set by public discussion, and government should be 

open and accountable to the public in every step of the planning process. In many 

instances the commission acts as a surrogate public, particularly on broad, long-range 

issues, where it conducts the public dialogue with full access to the pertinent 

information. 

2. Small is better: Americans believe in a series of little governments. We have been 

increasingly put off with big government in recent years, especially its bureaucratic 

complexity. We favor diversity in the establishment of local standards and a homegrown 

flavor in our communities. We also cherish the opportunity to fight City Hall when it 

might choose something we don’t like. Good commissioners know and can protect a 

community’s sense of place. They not only provide an arena for the fighters of city hall, 

but they also can give them commonsense responses. 

3. We live in a market rather than a centrally planned system: In the United States, the 

market system is supreme, and shortcomings in the system are corrected by regulation 

and reform rather than by revolution or repression. We ask that our governments 

encourage economic activity rather than establish or replace it. Ideally, commissioners 

should have some firsthand experience with the workings of the marketplace. If not, 

they should at least grasp the fundamentals of taking risks, borrowing funds, and other 

financial dealings so that they can balance public and private interests with fairness and 

common sense. 

4. Orderly growth: Planning in the United States has as one of its principal aims orderly, 

efficient, and timely development with the provision of adequate public services and 

facilities for it. Often this implies bargaining about allocations (e.g., zoning, permit 

approvals, sewer and water hookups and extensions) among conflicting groups. Our 

belief is that such arbitration is best done as close to home as possible by people we 

know and can trust. Good commissioners have public trust as arbiters of such conflicts 

by being able to afford the kind of impartiality and nonpartisanship that politicians by 

their very calling can never hope to achieve. 
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Section One 
What Am I Doing on the Planning Commission?   
 
This Section will provide you with a solid introduction to the process of long-range planning and 
an understanding of your role as a commissioner in that process. 
 
Perhaps you may recall feeling a little uncertain, thinking, “What do I know about planning and 
zoning laws and subdivisions and all that complex stuff they’re always writing up in the paper?”  
 
Perhaps the real reason you decide to sacrifice all those hours of time to your community is that 
planning is too important to be left to the professional planners. Someone with roots in the 
community and common sense had better be around to listen to people and help direct the 
community’s planning and growth toward where they want it to go. 

 
The definition of the good planning commissioner is someone who can serve the long-range 
interests of a community, unbound by election promises, political expediency, or narrow 
interests. For some time a number of the best and brightest professional critics of local 
government planning have concluded that you and your fellow lay-citizen planning 
commissioners are not only a waste of everyone’s time, but worse yet, a redundant obstacle to 
getting governmental action. 
 
In Florida, the existence of a planning commission is a matter of law. No law ensures that a 
planning commission is worthwhile. Only the people who become planning commissioners can 
do this. 
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Argument Against PC Counterarguments For PC 

 
 

The commission’s advice is 
merely lay opinion 
 
The local governing body not 

only has the final say but also 

has access to the same technical 

staff and will probably hear the 

same testimony from 

developers and the public; so 

why should planning matters 

suffer from duplicate 

deliberation and delay? 

 

The commission should be transmitting much more than lay 

opinions to the local governing body. 

 

A properly functioning commission serves in somewhat the 

same way as the legislative committees in Congress or 

Tallahassee in that it evaluates information from staff and 

testimony in hearings for the purpose of making 

recommendations to guide legislative action. 

 

In doing so, the commission acts as an extension of the local 

legislative body to conduct the necessary profound study and 

inquiry into various planning affairs for which a busy city 

council simply couldn’t find the time. 

 

The commission carrying out his function should serve as a 
feedback mechanism to inform the elected officials about 
what people feel and want in community planning and where 
the community’s best long-range interests lie. 

 
 

Argument Against PC Counterarguments For PC 

 

 

Commissions are an obsolete 

holdover to shield planners and 

planning from the heat of 

political controversy. 

 
This argument concludes the 

planning commission is just an 

anachronistic holdover from the 

reform days of the past when 

politicians were not to be 

trusted and planning affairs 

were to be kept untainted by 

politics. 

While there may have been some truth to this charge in the 

distant past, today most good planning commissioners are up 

to their hips in politics. 

 

There’s no way of appearing neutral when you have to make a 

decision on a controversial matter at least once in every 

meeting. 

 

The commission should not be the planner’s shield but the 

best indicator of how he’s performing his job, because it uses 

his products, sees him in action consistently, and is the first to 

know how he’s regarded in the community. 

 

Administrators, on the other hand, may be the planner’s 

bosses on an organizational chart; but typically an 

administrator is more interested in how a planner keeps 

house, prepares budgets, supervises personnel, and keeps the 

enemy out of the administrator’s camp. 
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Argument Against PC Counterarguments For PC 

 

 

The comprehensive plan, not 

the commission, should guide 

planning policy. 

 
Since the plan is a legally 
adopted document and the 
commissioners are merely 
appointed amateurs, following 
the plan rather than the 
commission comes closest to 
following the rules of law rather 
than the rules of men. 

It is generally agreed that the comprehensive plan has to be 

constantly restudied and revised in the light of changing 

conditions. 

 

The courts have been reacting adversely to ad hoc decision 

making with increasing vigor. 

 

Coupled with this is the environmental concern that demands 

a planning process that will select and build on those 

alternatives that are the least destructive to the environment. 

 

The comprehensive plan must be considered an impermanent 

constitution for the future growth of a city or county. 

 

It’s impermanent because this process requires continual 

effort to stay relevant. 

 

A local governing body is usually too busy to work long enough 

with a planning staff or consultant in the restudy, discussion, 

and hearings needed to do the job properly. 

 

In interpreting a plan, a planning director often can’t 

withstand the pressure brought by other department heads or 

the chief administrator, who want favorable findings (or 

silence) about their pet project’s conformity with the plan. 

 

Since the commission is not subordinate to these people, it is 

able to withstand the pressures that the planner may bend to 

and thus the commission can allow the planner to hand up 

professional advice in a safer climate. 

 

The commission can act more objectively than the building 

inspector, public works engineer, or whoever is responsible for 

the staff planning function. 
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A good planning commission has many other functions that justify its existence. A few of the 
most important are: 
 

1. A planning commission that is doing its job is looking into the impact that actions that 

may be taken will have on the future in contrast to most elected officials, whose long-

range concerns may not extend beyond the next election. A good commission should be 

and has been the community’s first line of defense against mindless visual pollution and 

destruction of the values of the past. 

 
2. The good commission, having no political axes to grind, can work toward consensus 

solutions for problems requiring a lot of technical study, and can send up an objective 

course of action that the more politicized elected officials might never evolve. 

 
3. When politically “hot” issues arise, the commission can and should act as a lightning rod 

to draw out and clarify the positions of people on all sides of a question. Once this is 

done, the elected officials can more safely and rationally make decisions. 

 
4. A good commission has the power to command public attention. Therefore the 

objective recommendations it sends up to the elected officials have the power to 

forestall arbitrary, capricious, and ad hoc decision making being covered up with 

rhetoric and double talk. It is extremely important to keep in mind that the 

commission’s one real source of power stems from the requirement that the legislative 

body must seek its advice. To the extent that this advice is logical, clear, and well 

thought out, it will bear witness in public against other actions that would allow 

expediency and special privilege to rule. 

 
Long-range planning, and in particular the comprehensive plan, is the indisputable centerpiece 
of the local planning process. It is critically important that you, as a planning commissioner, 
understand what your current plan contains and learn to rely on it as you make day-to-day 
decisions.  
 
As a planning commissioner one of your most important responsibilities is to focus on the long-
term view of your community. To address this imbalance, some planning commissions hold 
special meetings, perhaps quarterly, to focus on long-range planning topics. 
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1.1  WHY WE PLAN          
 
Planners are trained to think about how to address a broad range of issues over the long term in 
order to avoid the consequences of shortsighted, single-issue decisions. 
 
In order to determine how to take a long-term view, we develop plans that help determine how 
we as a community want to grow over time, to help inform the kinds of decisions that will take 
us there. 
 
We use our plans as a strategic tool to help us guide develop and investment decisions to 
achieve a healthy and balanced community. 
 
As a planning commissioner, you will always need to take the long-term view into consideration 
when acting on development applications, and a well-crafted community plan can serve as your 
guide. 
 

1. Prepare for the future of your community in a systematic way 
 

 Look at the current situation and thinking about the implications for the future can 

help bring solutions to light 

 
2. Come up with sound policies to address changes that occur in our community 

 
 Where should new housing go? 

 

 What will be the impact on downtown if we encourage an outlying shopping center? 

 

 A good plan will guide decisions about issues that the community is facing. 

 
3. Coordinate development projects with one another, ensuring that adequate roads and 

utilities are in place before things are built. 
 
4. Educate, involve, and inform the public, as well as public officials, and allow them to 

move forward with needed changes 
 

 A soundly reasoned plan, especially one where there has been good public 

participation throughout the process, can forestall opposition to implementing what 

might have otherwise been controversial policies or projects. 

 

 The planning process can also reveal the potential for change and improvement in a 

community to those who has never thought about such things before. 
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1.2 WHAT IS ACCOMPLISHED WHEN WE PLAN      
 
Communities throughout the country face a range of vital issues that are intimately related to 
land use, including economic development, transportation, housing, community revitalization, 
environmental protection, and provision of utilities, among others. 
 
We use long-range planning to address the challenges facing our communities in a strategic and 
coordinated way. 
 
Planning is not just about solving issues or managing problems – it is about achieving dreams. 
 
A well-crafted plan is the “top of the puzzle box”, a picture of what residents want their 
community to look and feel like in 20 to 30 years. 
 

 It should set its sights high and be based on a long-term vision for a community that 

focuses on the dreams of its residents. 

 

 Dreams drive planning, and planning focuses on how to achieve that future 

 

Through a comprehensive approach to planning that takes a long-range view, communities work 
with residents and other stakeholders to determine how they will address these issues and to 
define and articulate a vision for how they want their community to look and function in the 
future. 
 

 To help achieve this vision, communities establish goals to guide development, 

revitalization, and preservation, and they institute policies and priorities to 

implement the plan and to govern decision making 

 



 

 

 

Local Planning Agency Training 
                    How to Survive and Thrive 

9 

 

1.3 THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN        
 
The comprehensive plan is the primary planning document for your community and should be 
the central organizing umbrella under which other plans, regulations, and initiatives exist. 
 
Its purpose is to establish an overall vision for the community and to show how the different 
systems that support it (transportation, housing, economic development, open space, etc.) tie 
together. 
 
It is primarily a plan for the physical development, redevelopment and revitalization and 
preservation. 
 
Comprehensive plans should be tailored to fit the unique needs of your community and should 
not be based on a standard template. 
 
Comprehensive plans should be strategic and focus on the critical issues that are shaping your 
community over the next 20 to 30 years into the future. 
 
A comprehensive plan should be based on a solid, factual understanding of the trends and issues 
shaping the community but should also reflect the community’s values and desires as expressed 
through a strong community involvement process. 
 
The best plans are visionary and attainable, based on sound information as well as the heart and 
soul of the community. 
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1.4 YOUR ROLE IN LONG-RANGE PLANNING      
 
The Planning Commission has the responsibility for the preparation and maintenance of the 
comprehensive plan. 
 

 This does not mean that you as a commissioner will be directly involved in the actual 

writing of the plan or its update 

 

 Most planning commissions already have a full plate with their regular meeting 

schedule and responsibilities, and it is not realistic to expect that you will be able to 

take on a major planning effort, which can take 12 to 18 months or longer to 

complete 

 
More than likely, you will play an oversight role, where you are asked to participate in the 
formulation of the plan in a review and advisory capacity 

 

 The plan will likely be prepared by professional planning staff or by consultants, with 

periodic meetings of the planning commission to review their progress at key 

milestones during the process 

 
Regardless of how the plan was prepared, ultimately the planning commission will be 
responsible for it. 
 
It is important that you as a commissioner take your responsibility seriously, follow the plan’s 
progress, and participate in its development in accordance with the process that is established 
at the outset. 
 
By the time a plan is ready for consideration by the planning commission, you should be well 
versed in its contents and direction for the community. 
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1.5 WHAT PLANNERS WISH THEIR COMMISSIONERS KNEW    
 

1. The responsibilities and duties of being a planning commissioner 
 

 Commission involvement is not an appointment to accept for status or just to add to 

your resume 

 

 Planning commissioners are responsible for working together to ensure that the 

community grows and develops according to the vision established in the 

comprehensive plan 

 
2. Proper adoption of the zoning ordinance, map, and amendments is very important 

 

 Commissioners should be familiar with Florida’s procedures for how a zoning 

ordinance and/or map can be amended 

 
3. The relationship between the comprehensive plans and the zoning ordinance 

 

 The comprehensive plan is the critical guidance document for your community 

 

 The plan established the framework for decision-making and the public purpose for 

zoning regulations pertaining to land use 

 
4. The definition of “hardship” when granting a variance 

 

 Hardship does not relate to the financial well-being of the property owner, or 

whether the site could generate greater profit if a variance were granted 

 

 The courts have consistently held that a variance may not be granted solely on the 

ground that such relief will enable the applicant to make a greater profit 

 

 It is important to know the criteria in your ordinance for granting variances, and 

then make decisions in accordance with those criteria 

 
5. Politics is for politicians – not planning commissioners 

 
 You have an ethical obligation to remain in a position of objectivity and fairness 

 

 Any time you take a position at the urging of an elected official, you run the risk of 

tainting your credibility as an objective decision-maker 
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 Citizen planning commissions were put into that position to provide insights into the 

problems and potential of the community, and to provide leadership in the solution 

of problems before they arise 

 
6. “Health, safety, and welfare” 

 
 These three words are the foundation upon which a community’s comprehensive 

plan and land use ordinances are built 

 

 Planning commission decisions should be based on impacts on the health, safety 

and welfare of the community, not just on the welfare of any one individual or 

group 

 
7. Conflicts of interest 

 

 You are called upon to check your personal interests at the door of each meeting 

 

 It is critical that you keep the community’s best interests in focus, not how the 

proposal may impact your own business, property, or income 

 
8. The role of Staff 

 

 Staff should never direct you how to vote, and you should always independently 

evaluate the recommendations you receive, the material presented by the 

applicant, and any testimony or public comments you hear 

 
9. Site visits to subject properties are important 

 

 Looking at photos and maps just isn’t the same as seeing the subject property and 

observing the conditions that may be impacted by a proposed development 

 

 Site visits are fact-finding missions that are alright so as long as you restrict 

conversations to details of the permit request and do not stray into the area of 

discussing possible decisions 

 
10. Why avoiding ex parte communication is critical 

 

 Decisions must be made on the basis of fact – and in the light of day 
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 Information gathered should come through appropriate channels: the permit 

application; maps and photos that support it; what you observe on a site visit; 

clarifications provided by Staff  

 

 If your decision is based, even in part, on information you privately received from 

the applicant or from someone opposing a project, you are leaving yourself open for 

a court challenge 

 

 Your best bet is to refrain from any ex parte communication 
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Session Two 
Roles and Responsibilities        
 
The role of a planning commissioner is complex, and it is important that you take the time to 
clearly understand your responsibilities in the various aspects of local government planning. 
Many new appointees are surprised to learn that as a planning commissioner, you may be called 
on to wear many different hats. Your success will depend to a large degree on support from staff 
and relationships with a wide variety of stakeholders. 
 
This Section provides an overview of the various roles and responsibilities that you will assume 
as a planning commissioner as a precursor to more detailed descriptions of your various duties 
and responsibilities.  
 
It also introduces you the role of local government staff in the planning process and what you as 
a commissioner might expect from them in the course of carrying out your duties. 
 
It also describes various other stakeholders that you may encounter in the planning process – 
who they are, what they do, and how they relate to your job as a commissioner. 
 
 
 
While the most common and widely recognized role (and often the most contentious) is the 
review of development applications, other primary duties include long-range planning, such as 
helping craft your community’s comprehensive plan. 
 
You may also be called on to review items that are being prepared by other agencies and 
participate in activities related to implanting plans and policies, such as special planning studies 
or review of zoning and other regulatory changes. 
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2.1 IMAGINING THE FUTURE         
 
One of the most rewarding roles for many commissioners is participating in long-range planning 
for their community. 
 
In this capacity, you get to serve as a citizen planner, helping guide the preparation of the 
community’s comprehensive plan, an adopted policy document that establishes goals, policies, 
and strategies to guide the future development of your community. 
 
It is primarily a plan for the physical development of a community, with a focus on new 
development, redevelopment and revitalization, and preservation, but can also encompass 
many different related topics. 
 
Local and state regulations in your community will more specifically define your role in this 
endeavor, and it is important that you understand the specific duties and responsibilities you 
have in your community before you participate in plan making. 
 
 
 

2.2 DEVELOPMENT REVIEW         
 
One of your primary roles as a planning commissioner is to weigh in on development 
applications and land use issues, such as subdivision, zoning changes, and similar activities. 
 
Participating in the development review process is likely to be the most complex role that you 
will play as a planning commissioner. 
 
Development review can delve into complex technical areas 

 

 Transportation (traffic, pedestrian and bicycle facilities, parking) 

 Utilities (water, sewer, drainage, power) 

 Natural hazards (flooding, geologic conditions, earthquakes) 

 Legal topics (easements, procedural matters, vested rights) 

 
This is the one area where you should learn to work with and rely on planning staff as well as 
staff in other departments in your local government. 

 

 They will help you with the information and analysis you need to review and form a 

recommendation on each development application that comes before you. 

 
 
You will often get no respect from the public or the applicant and are likely to find yourself on 
occasion in a contentious position during the public hearing process. 
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2.3 SUPPORT STAFF          
 
Unless they are very small, most communities that have a planning commission will have 
professional staff to provide support to the commission as part of their duties. 
 
They likely will be responsible for the processing and technical review of development 
applications, sending notices for public hearings, preparing staff reports, taking care of planning 
commission meeting minutes and records, and providing other assistance on an as-needed 
basis. 
 
Planning or Building Department 
 
Most communities will have professional planning staff to carry various planning responsibilities.  
 

 Preparing plans 

 

 Serving as an educational resource for the community about planning issues 

 

 Processing development applications, including preparing Staff Reports for the 

planning commission and elected officials 

 

 Keeping records and maintaining zoning maps 

 

 Serving as support staff for the planning commission and other boards and 

commissions as needed 

 
Planning staff will also be knowledgeable about long-range plans for your community and will be 
heavily involved in any changes to your community’s comprehensive plan. 
 
Depending on the size of your community, it may also employ transportation planners who are 
responsible for all manners of transportation (streets, transit, and pedestrian and bicycle 
facilities). 
 
Public Works or Engineering Department 
 
Most local governments employ engineers and other personnel who are responsible for 
overseeing the provision of utilities (water, sewer, storm drainage). 
 
They are typically involved in development review and will help to prepare the Staff Report that 
you will receive as part of your planning commission meeting materials. 
 
Most public works departments also have their own plans for utilities that need to be 
coordinated with the comprehensive plan. 
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Legal Counsel 
 
Depending on your community, this can be a staff member employed by the local government 
or an outside counsel who is retained to advise the commission on procedural or substantive 
legal matters. 
 
Procedural and legal aspects of planning are very important. 
 
The basic rule about how to proceed legally is when in doubt, stop the procedural wheels until 
you can get a legal opinion. 
 
Counsel’s primary job is to ensure that the commission is acting in accordance with the law, 
whether it concerns proper notice for meetings, interpretation of a city code or ordinance, or 
helping to craft language for a recommendation. 
 
Other Departments 
 
There are a variety of other municipal groups that may be involved in the planning process, 
including parks and recreation departments, police, fire and emergency services providers; 
groups concerned about open space and natural resources; and others.  
 
Their involvement will usually occur during the development review process, when they will be 
asked to review and comment on development applications. They also play an important role in 
developing long-range plans. 
 
Consultants 
 
On occasion, local governments will engage consultants, adding their specialized expertise to 
the staff’s general knowledge of the community.  
 
Often a consultant will be responsible for preparing a comprehensive plan for the community or 
performing other specialized studies. 
 
Sometimes a community may not have full-time professional staff, and a consultant will serve in 
the support roles described above for planning, engineering, or technical review staff. 
 
In most instances, the selection of a consultant and the management of his or her contract will 
be the responsibility of local government staff. As a planning commissioner, you may be asked 
to help participate in the selection process or to provide input to the consultant during the 
course of his or her work. 
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2.4 ELECTED OFFICIALS         
 
Your community’s governing body may be referred to as a city or town council, county or city 
commission, board of supervisors, or something similar. 
 
Regardless of what they are called, elected officials in your community have local legislative 
authority. 
 
Because of this, they ultimately set the tone, approach, policies, and laws related to planning in 
your community, and they typically have the authority to do the following: 
 

 Adopt the comprehensive plan and other plans 

 Adopt zoning and subdivision regulations 

 Amend or make changes to plans or regulations 

 Approve development applications for rezoning, subdivisions, and other matters 

 Appoint members of boards and commissions, including the planning commission 

 Delegate at least some of their authority on planning and zoning decisions 

 
The most important thing to remember about your relationship to the elected officials in your 
community is that while your role is to prepare plans and review and advise the governing body 
on development applications, in most instances the planning commission does not have the 
authority to take action. 
 
Your elected officials have the ultimate authority for most planning decisions (including 
adoption of land use ordinances). 
 

 This means that they can decide what role planning will play in establishing their 

priorities, what planning goals to pursue, and whether to follow the 

recommendations of the planning commission 

 
Not having the final say is a hard thing for many commissioners to swallow 
 

 Why go on expending time and energy making recommendations to elected officials 

who may or may not follow them? 

 
 It is important to recognize that the commission exists to help the elected officials 

do a better job of acting on planning matters. 

 
 Your work will add an extra dimension to the deliberations of the legislators and 

provide them with good solid reasons for taking action on a development 

application or other planning matter. 
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Planning commissions that are most successful at their jobs are well informed about the role 
that they serve relative to the elected officials and work hard to communicate well with them to 
ensure that the relationship is productive for both groups. 
 
On the other hand, planning commissioners should expect that elected officials will similarly 
respect the role that the commission can play in long-range planning and development review 
and will take their advice and recommendations seriously. 
 
It is important that elected officials provide the leadership that ensures a fair, open planning 
process that recognizes both public and private interests and seeks to balance community 
development needs with conservation and resource needs. 
 
Many communities find it helpful to schedule periodic meetings between the elected officials 
and the planning commission to discuss land use policies, roles, and other topics as needed to 
ensure a productive relationship. 
 

 
 
2.5 BOARD OF ADJUSTMENT        
 
Sometimes known as the zoning appeals board, the board of adjustment has a much more 
limited role than the planning commission. While it is the responsibility varies by community, it 
typically has the following duties: 

 

 Hearing appeals of administrative decisions made by staff on planning and zoning 

matters 

 

 Considering requests for variances from the zoning and subdivision standards 

 

 Considering special exceptions or conditional uses not otherwise allowed by land 

use-use regulations 

 
The board of adjustment operates under a different category of decision making known as 
“quasi-judicial,” meaning that it decides how laws made by the elected officials will apply to 
specific circumstances 
 
It is quite possible, but relatively uncommon, for a matter that is before the planning 
commission to also be subject to a hearing before the board of adjustment. 
 
As an appeal board, the board of adjustment makes decisions that are final at the local 
government level; appeals to its decisions must be made in a court of law. 
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2.6 ADVISORY BODIES          
 
Many communities have other bodies that are appointed by the governing body to play a role in 
the planning process. 
 
Most of these have a singular focus, such as a historic preservation board, design review board, 
parks and recreation board, environmental quality, or senior advisory board. 
 
In some instances they can serve in a referral capacity, providing comments on plan changes or, 
less frequently, development projects. 
 
If so, their role is to provide informal input on possible changes to plan policies or on 
development projects. 
 
Many communities have adopted historic preservation regulations that control new 
construction, building modification, and demolition of buildings in areas deemed to have 
historic significance. 
 

 In these situations, the findings and recommendations of a design review board will 

be advisory only – that is, they are to be considered by the planning commission and 

governing body in their respective review capacity but are not binding. 

 

 Occasionally, the findings and recommendations of a design review board may be 

binding, such as in a designated historic district. 
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2.7 ADVOCACY GROUPS         
 
During the course of your time as a planning commissioner, you may encounter a variety of 
advocacy groups with a limited geographic focus, such as neighborhood organizations, historic 
preservation group, or home owners associations, which may participate when a nearby 
development project is proposed. 
 
It may also include special interest groups with a broader focus, such as local environmental 
organizations, bicycle advocates, chambers of commerce, the Board of Realtors, or others with a 
business or community focus. 
 
While such groups do not have a formal role in the planning process, it is important to recognize 
their right to provide comments and to participate in both long-range and current planning 
activities. 
 

 
 
2.8 APPLICANTS           
 
During the development review process, applicants (or their representatives) actively work with 
planning staff to guide the project through the review process. 
 
They are responsible for preparing the required application materials and responding to 
requests for changes or revisions to submitted plans. 
 
They will also appear before the planning commission and governing body at public hearings to 
present their proposal and respond to questions or requests for additional information. 
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Section Three 
Understanding the Language of Planning    
 
Pity the new commissioner listening in to the shoptalk of his or her colleagues and hearing 
something like this:  
 

“It was only an accessory use in an interim zone, so while 
it could have gone through administrative deviation 
procedures with the Zoning Administrator, we’re going to 
handle it as a nonconforming use because it violates the 
setback requirements and encroaches into the right-of-
way, and so we can require that it be removed by 
amortization of the use.” 

 
Some commissioners never recover from overhearing a conversation like this and retreat into 
their shells, never to emerge as participating members of the group. 
 
Many people who come into a group dealing with the terminology of planning are often as 
unable to handle the “language barrier” as a traveler in a foreign country. The following terms 
are among the commonly used in planning commission work. An understanding of their 
meaning should allow you to communicate effectively and intelligently.  
 
While reviewing and understanding the following planning terms will greatly help you in your 
work as a planning commissioner, you should also review and become familiar with the specific 
definitions and terminology used in your community’s regulations. 
 
These definitions are adapted from A Planners Dictionary, edited by Michael Davidson and Fay 
Dolnick (APA Planning Advisory Service, 2004). 
 
 

*          *          *         *          * 
 
 

Accessory use  A structure or use that: (1) is subordinate in area, extent, and purpose to the 
principal use; (2) contributes to the comfort, convenience, or necessity of the principal use; and 
(3) is located on the same lot as the principal use. 
 
AICP  American Institute of Certified Planners; the American Planning Association’s professional 
institute for planning professionals. 
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APA  American Planning Association; the professional organization in the United States that 
provides resources and education to those involved in or interested in improving communities 
through planning. 
 
Applicant  The party applying for approval from the commission. 
 
Buffer  A strip of land, fence, or landscaping, etc. between one use and another. 
 
Building elevation  The perimeter surface of a building; a flat scale drawing of the front, rear, or 
side of a building indicating the building design and materials. 
 
Capital improvement plan  A schedule of all future projects listed in order of construction 
priority together with cost estimates and the anticipated means of financing each project. 
 
Capital project planning  The process through which a government entity identifies need, 
establishes priority, and secures financing for capital projects; culminates with a capital 
improvement plan 
 
Certificate of appropriateness  A permit granting an applicant approval for alteration, change, 
demolition, relocation, excavation, or new construction within a historic district. 
 
Charrette  A public workshop in which designers, property owners, developers, public officials, 
environmentalists, citizens, and other persons or groups of people work together to design a 
specific project or plan. 
 
Complete streets  Roadways designed to safely and comfortably provide for the needs of all 
users, including but not limited to motorists, cyclists, pedestrians, transit and school bus riders, 
movers of commercial goods, persons with disabilities, seniors, and emergency users. 
 
Comprehensive plan  A plan for development of an area that recognizes the physical, economic, 
social, political, aesthetic, and related factors of the community involved; a guide for the future 
growth and development of a community that consists of a compilation of policy statements, 
goals, and objectives, standards, maps, and statistical data for the physical, social, and economic 
development of the community. 
 
Consolidated plan  A document describing the housing needs of low- and moderate-income 
residents, outlining strategies to meet those needs and listing all resources available to 
implement the strategies. These are required to receive Community Planning and Development 
funds from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). 
 
Corridor plan  A plan for development for an area of land, typically along a linear transportation 
route. 
 
Density  The number of dwelling units or the total square footage of commercial uses per acre 
of land. Typically calculated based on the net acreage of a site. Commercial density is often 
measured using floor are ratio (FAR). 
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Detention  The temporary on-site restraining of stromwater in order to release it at a controlled 
rate. Detention areas tend to drain completely in dry weather or occasionally may be fixed with 
a set maximum water elevation. 
 
Drip line  An imaginary vertical line that extends from the outermost branches of a tree’s 
canopy creating a circle on the ground around the tree. This area represents the surface from 
which the tree draws a significant portion of its nutrients. 
 
Easement  Authorization by a property owner for the use by another, and for a specified 
purpose, of a designated portion of the property. 
 
Economic development plan  A plan devised by a jurisdiction to attract development providing 
goods, services, or retail to generate financial gain. 
 
Environmental impact  A beneficial or detrimental impact on the environment. May include but 
is not limited to significant changes in an area’s air, water, and land resources. 
 
Euclidian zoning  Traditional as-of-right or self-executing zoning in which district regulations are 
explicit; residential, commercial, and industrial uses are segregated; districts are cumulative; 
and bulk and height controls are imposed. 
 
Ex parte contacts  Communication that occurs outside of the public forum between one party to 
a proceeding (such as an applicant) and a public official with some responsibility for making a 
decision affecting that proceeding, without the knowledge of the other parties involved in the 
decision-making process. 
 
Final development plan  The approved set of plans depicting site characteristics, development 
information, and site plans that will become part of the final zoning approval for the property. 
 
Floodplain  Land area susceptible to flooding; typically relatively flat or low land that adjoins a 
river, stream, lake, or other body of water. 
 
Floor area ratio (FAR)  The total floor area of all buildings or structures on a lot divided by the 
acreage of the lot. Net acreage, which excludes public right-of-way, is typically utilized. 
 
Focus-area plan  A development framework targeting a specific area (such as an exurban area 
with high predicted growth rates). 
 
Foot-candles  A measure of illumination on a surface used to indicate light levels on a 
development site. 
 
Form-based codes  An alternative to conventional zoning that uses physical form (rather than 
separation of uses) as the organizing principle for the code. Form-based codes typically include a 
regulating plan (a plan or map of the regulated areas designating the locations where different 
building form standards apply); public space standards (specifications for the elements within 
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the public realm such as sidewalks, travel lanes, on-street parking, street trees, street furniture, 
etc.); and building form standards (regulations controlling the configuration, features, and 
functions of buildings that define and shape the public realm). 
 
Grading plan  Drawings showing the proposed rise and fall of the topography of the land 
 
Green building  Structures that incorporate the principles of sustainable design, in which the 
impact of a building on the environment will be minimal over the lifetime of the building. 
 
Gross acreage  The entire area of a site, which includes public right-of-way. 
 
Gross floor area  The total area of a building measured by taking the outside dimensions at each 
floor level intended for occupation or storage. 
 
Growth management  The use by a community of a wide range of techniques to assist in the 
channeling of growth into designated areas and to determine amount, type, quality, timing, and 
rate of growth. 
 
Historic district  A geographical area possessing historical significance or a high concentration of 
historically significant structures, a defined by local, state, or national agencies. 
 
Housing plan  A plan for the establishment of housing and other facilities and services necessary 
or incidental to housing. Housing plans will often address affordable housing and housing 
diversity/choices. 
 
Impervious surface  Any hard-surfaced area that does not readily absorb water, including but 
not limited to building roofs, parking lots and driveways, sidewalks, and paved recreation areas. 
 
Infill development  Development of a vacant parcel located in a predominantly built-up area. 
 
Infrastructure  The basic facilities and services needed to sustain development and land use 
activities including but not limited to utility lines, streets, fire stations, parks, schools, and other 
public facilities. 
 
Intensity of use  Relative measure of development impact as defined by characteristics such as 
the number of dwelling units per acre, amount of traffic generated, and amount of site 
coverage. 
 
Intergovernmental agreement  A contractual agreement between or among multiple 
governmental entities to achieve coordinated goals for the areas adjacent to or overlapping 
jurisdiction boundaries. The agreements can, for example, define appropriate urban areas and 
establish standards and procedures for developing those areas. 
 
Land use  The use of land, wither existing or future. 
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Landscape plan  A plan, drawn to scale, showing the species, size, quantity, and placement of 
landscape materials. Planting and irrigation details may also be provided. 
 
Legal description of property  The written words that delineate, in a metes and bounds 
description, a specific piece of real property. Provides the exact boundaries and area of a parcel. 
 
Level of service  A measure of the relationship between service capacity and service demand for 
public facilities. 
 
Light level  The average illumination on a subject, area, or part thereof. 
 
Long-range planning  Planning that takes into account the future as a consequence of current 
and short-range events; typically refers to planning beyond five years into the future. 
 
Master plan  A comprehensive, long-range plan intended to guide the growth and development 
of a community or region. Master plans typically include analysis, recommendations, and 
proposals for the community’s economy, growth, transportation, land use, etc. May also be 
known as a comprehensive plan or general plan. 
 
Metes and bounds description  A system of describing the boundaries of a property using the 
physical features of the local geography, directions, and distances. 
 
Mixed use zoning  Use regulations that promote two or more uses in the same district or the 
same building. Mixed use areas generally include primary non-residential uses and primary 
residential uses on the same site. 
 
Mobility  The ability to move or be moved freely and easily between areas. 
 
Multimodal  Transportation via multiple modes, including access to and use of personal 
vehicles, commuter trains, public buses, bicycles and pedestrian facilities. 
 
Natural resource protection plan  A plan that identifies current and future strains on an area’s 
air, land, water, and other valued elements and preserves these resources for future use. 
 
Net acreage  Area of a site that excludes right-of-way. 
 
New urbanism  A planning philosophy that integrates components of modern life – housing, 
workplace, shopping, and recreation – into compact pedestrian-friendly, mixed use 
neighborhoods linked by transit. 
 
Nonconforming use or structure  A use or structure that, under the zoning regulations, is not 
permitted where it is located or does not conform to the current zoning regulations. Uses and 
structures typically enter a state of nonconformance due to adoption of new regulations, zoning 
text amendments, zoning changes, or other modifications to the zoning regulations or districts. 
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Open space plan  A plan outlining the provision and maintenance of public lands used for 
recreation or resource protection. 
 
Parks and recreation plan  A plan outlining the provision and maintenance of public land used 
for recreation, resource protection, amenity, or buffer yards. 
 
Pedestrian-oriented design  Development designed with an emphasis on street, sidewalk, and 
pedestrian access to the site and buildings, rather than automobile access and parking areas. 
 
Person of records / party of record  A person who makes an appearance before the commission 
in a proceeding through the submission of either written or verbal testimony. 
 
Photometric / lighting plan  A plan detailing the lighting of a specific site; typically plans include 
defined areas to be lit, the placement and details of lighting fixtures, measurement of light at 
property lines and throughout the site, and other information as required by local regulations. 
 
Planned unit development (PUD)  A tract of land developed as a unit under single ownership or 
unified control that includes one or more principal buildings or uses. PUD ordinances are 
established to provide for the more efficient, creative, and flexible development of land. 
 
Preliminary development plan  A site plan submitted as part of a planned development during 
the amendment process that indicates the approximate areas and arrangements of uses on the 
site. 
 
Public facilities plan  A plan detailing the provision or maintenance of buildings, utility systems, 
and other services funded by a governmental body. 
 
Public interest  A broad term typically used to describe planning actions that are meant to 
improve the community and generally represent the overall values and interests of the citizens. 
 
Quality of life  The attributes or amenities that combine to make an area a good place to live; 
the personal perception of the physical, economic, and emotional well-being that exists in the 
community. 
 
Record plat  A final map of a subdivision or site plan including all of the certificates of approval 
required by local and state ordinances and recorded in the local recorder’s office. 
 
Redevelopment plan  A plan detailing proposed expansion, addition, or changes to a building or 
area. 
 
Referral agency  An agency to which a plan or development application is sent for review and 
comment as part of an adoption process. 
 
Regional plan  Comprehensive and functional planning pertaining to an area at a scale greater 
than that of a single jurisdiction and affecting a broad geographic area. 
 



 

 

 

Local Planning Agency Training 
                    How to Survive and Thrive 

28 

 

Retention  The permanent on-site storage or maintenance of stromwater in a manner that is 
typically wet, such as in a pond. 
 
Right-of-way  A strip of land dedicated for use as a public way. Typically includes roadways, 
curbs, sidewalks, lighting, and drainage facilities. 
 
Screening  A method of visually shielding or obscuring the view of a use or structure from 
abutting properties or public ways by use of fencing, vegetation, walls, or berms. 
 
Sediment control  Instituting methods to prevent or contain solid matter carried by water, 
sewage, or other liquids. Typically implemented on construction sites to contain water and soil 
runoff from the site. 
 
Setback  The minimum distance by which any building, structure, or parking area must be 
separated from a street right-of-way or lot line. 
 
Sign  An device used for visual communication intended to attract the attention of the public 
and visible from public rights-of-way or other properties. 
 
Sign, awning  A sign incorporated in or attached to the awning or canopy of a building. 
 
Sign, building  A sign affixed to the wall of a building. 
 
Sign, directional  On-premise signage that includes information assisting the flow of pedestrian 
and vehicular traffic. May or may not include information other than direction. 
 
Sign, electronic message  A sign with a fixed or changing display/message composed of a series 
of lights that is changed through electronic means. 
 
Sign, freestanding  A sign that is not attached to any building and is anchored directly into the 
ground or supported by columns, posts, or other vertical structures. 
 
Sign, ground mounted  A sign supported by a base attached directly to the ground. Typically 
lower in height than a freestanding sign. 
 
Sign, projecting  A sign attached to a building or structure that protrudes from the structure as 
defined by regulations, typically by 12 to 18 inches. 
 
Sign, wall  A sign attached to or painted on an exterior wall of a building. 
 
Sign, window  A sign affixed to a window and exposed to public view 
 
Sign plan  Drawings detailing the existing and proposed site signage; typically includes 
dimensions, material details, lighting details, setbacks, and other information as required by 
regulations. 
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Site access  The means through which vehicular and pedestrian traffic enter a site and move 
throughout it. 
 
Site plan  A drawing, to scale, showing uses and structures proposed for a parcel of land as 
required by regulations. 
 
Special area plan  A development framework proposed for a specific area. These plans are 
typically intended to give communities an opportunity to define the identify, function, 
organization, and character of the area. 
 
Staff report  A written report submitted to the commission by staff regarding an application. 
Staff reports may include staff research, recommendations, an existing conditions report, or 
impact reports as deemed necessary and appropriate by staff and regulations. 
 
Stakeholder A person with a specific interest in decisions made by the government. 
Stakeholders may include citizens, large landholders, business owners, community service 
representatives, etc. 
 
Standard City Planning Enabling Act  A federal act, adopted in 1927, outlining the powers of 
municipal planning commissions and requiring the adoption of master plans by local governing 
bodies. 
 
Standard State Zoning Enabling Act  A federal act, adopted in 1924, granting the power to a 
legislative body to divide the government’s territory into zoning districts and providing 
procedures for adopting and amending zoning regulations. 
 
Stormwater management  The collecting, conveying, channeling, holding, retaining, detaining, 
infiltrating, diverting, treating, or filtering of surface water and runoff. 
 
Subdivision  The division or redivision of a parcel of land into two or more parcels or lots. 
 
Subdivision regulations  The ordinances and procedures pertaining to the control of the division 
of land by requiring development according to design standards. 
 
Sustainability plan  A plan that incorporates a framework for the environmentally, socially, and 
economically responsible future of a jurisdiction or organization. 
 
Thoroughfare plan  A document detailing the hierarchy of streets and plans for improvements, 
the priority and impact of these improvements, and their planned financing. 
 
Traffic impact analysis  An analysis of the effect of traffic generated by a development on the 
capacity, operations, and safety of public streets and highways. Recommendations for the 
mitigation of any negative impact are typically provided. 
 
Transit-oriented development  Moderate- or high-density housing concentrated in a mixed use 
environment that encourages the use of public transportation. 
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Transportation plan  The portion of the comprehensive plan indicating the general location and 
improvement recommendations for expressways, arterials, collectors, and local thoroughfares. 
 
Urban design  The attempt to give form, both aesthetic and functional, to selected urban areas 
or to whole cities; design concerned with the location, mass, and aesthetics of urban 
components. 
 
Utilities plan  A plan detailing the provision and maintenance of future and existing public 
services and utilities.  
 
Visioning  The process through which community members and stakeholders develop plans, 
goals, and visions for the future of their community to guide the process of comprehensive 
planning. 
 
Walkability  A measure of pedestrian connections, safety, and amenities and how friendly an 
area is to walking. 
 
Zoning  The division of an area by legislative regulations into zones that specify allowable uses 
for property and dimensional restrictions on buildings. 
 
Zoning code  An ordinance or resolution enacted by the approving body pursuant to state law 
that sets forth regulations and standards relating to land uses and use of structures.  
 
Zoning district  A district described in the zoning code and delineated on the zoning map with 
uniform development and use regulations. Typically , zoning districts are established for 
residential, commercial, industrial, and institutional uses with varying intensities of uses within. 
 
Zoning map  An adopted map that delineates the extent of each district established in the 
zoning code. 
 
Zoning text amendment  A change in the wording, context, or substance of a zoning ordinance. 
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Section Four 
Preparing for Your Role        
 
The information in this Section will help get you started and ensure that you will be a 
contributing member of the commission. Understanding what is expected of you in terms of 
commitments, time, and knowledge is fundamental to being an asset to your commission. 
Remember that your preparation and education never stop.  
 
After you have spent some time on the commission, go out and look at a development you 
reviewed and acted on. Was this how you imagined it would develop? Are there things you 
would do differently? Commission decisions and your community will be the better for the extra 
work that you put into your role as a commissioner. 
 
Knowing where to go for assistance and what sources are available to help you in your job will 
make it seem more manageable when you’re new to the world of planning. 
 
You have been selected by those who are charged with governing your community as someone 
who has something to bring to the planning commission: 

 

 Lifelong residence in the community 

 Legal or real estate background 

 Longtime interest in how your community has grown over the years 

 Fresh perspective that is currently missing from the commission 

 
Whatever that something is that you bring to the group, it is now time to focus on what more 
will be expected of you during your term as commissioner. 
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4.1 EXPECTATIONS OF COMMISSIONERS       
 
When you’re first appointed to the commission, the planning and zoning process may seem 
overwhelming and daunting.  
 
It is important to learn that you are only a single part of a larger process and to understand 
where you fit into the overall picture. 
 
As a member of the planning commission you are expected to make sound, well-informed, 
unbiased decisions.  
 
This means that when you are considering an issue you need to keep an open mind in order to 
make a just decision, one that is based on facts and that has been fairly considered throughout 
the hearing process. 
 
To be a fully contributing member of a planning commission, you cannot merely show up at 
meetings; you must prepare for and fully participate in them. 
 
This was, after all, why you were appointed, since it was believed that your participation in the 
process could add something that would result in better land use decisions for your community. 
 
To be an effective commissioner, you must listen to all the information presented: 

 

 Staff summary 

 Applicant’s presentation 

 Comments of those in attendance in favor and opposed 

 Thoughts and questions of your fellow commission members 

 
The overall conduct of the meeting is largely in the hands of the planning commission 
chairperson, but it is imperative that as a commission member you convey the professional, 
impartial impression that the commission must maintain. 
 
As a commission member, you are representing your community. This should be done in a 
professional manner, just as you would perform any act that has serious consequences for 
others.  
 
This means showing up for meetings on time, prepared, properly attired, and not chewing gum 
or eating your dinner during the meeting. 
 
It means paying attention to speakers, not texting someone, playing Words with Friends, or 
surfing on the Facebook while they are talking. 
 
It may mean missing part of a Jaguars game, spin class, or a family event rather than rushing 
through a meeting just to get it done. 
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Although it seems absurd to have to mention any of these breaches of meeting etiquette, they 
all unfortunately occur on a regular basis at planning commission meetings. 
 
It is also important to keep current on issues and trends that may have an impact on your 
decisions. 
 
This continued education can take many forms depending on where you live and what is 
available. 
 
You are one of a number of qualified individuals who have been asked to serve on the planning 
commission. 
 
Being a planning commission member does not necessarily mean that you get to see your 
community develop exactly how you would like it to, but you do get to play a part in 
determining how it can nest evolve for everyone who lives there. 
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4.2 EXPECTATIONS OF STAFF        
 
Staff’s role is to assist you with your orientation to the commission and provide professional 
review of the requests that come before you. 
 
They can also assist with opportunities for ongoing education in the areas of planning, zoning 
and land use. 
 
Staff should be your first point of contact to the commission itself. 
 
It is their job to educate you on the role and process of the commission. 

 

 What issues will you be considering? 

 What information will be provided to you? 

 What are you typically asked to consider? 

 How are commission meetings run? 

 What form does the commission action take? 

 
It’s Staff’s job to answer these questions at the onset of your commission experience. 
 
As you approach you first meeting, it will become clear that Staff’s function is much more than 
educating the commission members on their roles and responsibilities. 
 
They serve as the liaison and sometimes referee, between those who are applicants before the 
commission and those in the community who have an interest in a matter being heard by the 
commission. 
 
They work with both the planning commission and the elected officials on land use matters. 
 
Staff is the initial point of contact that an applicant will have with your community. 
 
Not only must they be familiar with the roles, policies and goals of the community, they must be 
able to communicate this information in an effective and unbiased manner than does not 
appear to support or oppose a particular request. 
 
It is Staff’s job to make sure than an applicant provides all the material that is required for the 
commission to conduct a thorough review. 
 
Staff is responsible for making sure that applications submitted follow the process and time 
frame prescribed by law. 
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During the review process, Staff will also be the point of contact for the general public regarding 
the application, review process, and comment opportunities. 
 
Although Staff answers to many, serving the planning commission is one of their largest roles. 

 

 It is up to Staff to create a meeting agenda, determine that there will be a quorum 

of commissioners for a meeting, prepare a researched Staff Report as well as a 

complete copy of the submission for each commissioner’s use, and provide 

commissioners with an organized packet in advance of the meeting. 

 

 In most communities, Staff will present information at the commission meeting and 

be able to answer questions that the commission, applicant, or audience may have. 

 

 They are also responsible for following up on items or issues that are raised at a 

meeting that may cause a request to be continued to another date. 

 

 Establishing a relationship with Staff can help commission members make more 

informed decisions. 
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COMMISSIONER EXPECTATIONS OF STAFF STAFF EXPECTATIONS OF COMMISSIONERS 

Be well organized and anticipate the type and 
kind of information the commission will need to 
perform its duties 

Prepare for meetings by reading all reports and 
by visiting each site on the agenda 

Respond to requests for information in a timely 
and professional manner 

Whenever possible, call Staff with our questions 
before the meeting, so answers can be 
researched and shared during the meeting 

Prepare accurate, well-documented, and well-
written reports that, where appropriate, lay out 
options for the commission to consider 

Examine all the facts on a given issue and make 
the best decision possible 

Leave personal or political bias out of reports 
Do not ridicule or make light of Staff in public; 
instead, provide criticism in private 

Provide exhibits, illustrations, and/or pictures to 
help commissioners visualize the location or 
layout of proposals 

Do not assume Staff is wrong and citizen is right 
when there is a disagreement 

Help orient new commissioners, and provide 
educational opportunities for all members 

Compliment Staff when and where appropriate 

Be accessible to all commissioners, whether in 
person, at meetings, or over the phone 

Trust and respect Staff 

Keep all commissioners equally informed; do not 
show favoritism 

If the commission disagrees with a Staff 
recommendation, explain your reasoning 

Make the commission decision work after it is 
made 

Do not hold a grudge if you disagree with a Staff 
recommendation 

Act in a fair, ethical, and consistent manner Act in a fair, ethical, and consistent manner 
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4.3 EXPECTATIONS OF APPLICANT        
 
It is reasonable to expect the applicant to start with Staff. 

 

 They should schedule a preliminary meeting with the Staff to get a good 

understanding of submittal requirements, timing, process, and what will be 

expected of them as they progress through the review. 

 

 Any submittal made by an applicant should be complete and well documented and 

should not require staff’s time to chase down missing documents. 

 

 
 
4.4 STARTING OFF ON THE RIGHT FOOT       
 
So someone in your community asked if you had plans for the first and third Thursday of each 
month and you said no. Now you have plans to serve as a commissioner, but you sense the 
position entails more than just showing up. Here’s what you should do to get started. 
 
Meet the Staff 
 
Start with scheduling an orientation meeting with the planning staff in your community. 

 

 Although it may require missing some work time, go to their offices and meet the 

individuals you will be working with in the years to come. 

 

 Ask them to review the role of the commission with you and where it fits into the 

planning process. 

 

 Have Staff give you an overview of how the meetings are conducted. 

 

 Does the Staff Report come first or does the applicant address the commission first? 

 

 Are there time limits for speakers and when is it appropriate for commission 

members to ask questions? 

 

 Have the Staff review schedules with you. 

 

 Ask when you can expect to receive your commission packet and how far in advance 

Staff needs to know if you are unable to make a meeting. 
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 Ask Staff to review a typical commission packet with you. 

 

 It should include the meeting agenda, minutes from the last meeting, information 

on the requests to be considered, and other information staff feel is beneficial (such 

as planning articles, notices of upcoming training, etc.). 

 

 Have Staff review one of their previous reports and a past submission made by an 

applicant so you know what to expect. 

 

 Be sure to ask if you are responsible for picking up your packet or if it will be 

delivered or mailed to your home. 

 

 When meeting with the Staff, ask them to take you into the room used by the 

commission for hearings. 

 

 Ask where you will be sitting, how the microphone system works, if there is a 

process to request acknowledgement from the Chair, and if there are individual 

monitors to view from, etc. 

 
Knowing these details in advance will make your first commission meeting easier for everyone. 
 
Obtain and Review Relevant Documents 
 
Some commission members are fortunate to serve in a community that provides orientation 
packets. 

 

 These packets include a variety of articles about becoming a commission member 

and what to expect. 

 

 They may also include copies of relevant community documents that a 

commissioner should be familiar with. 

 

 These may include the zoning code and map, comprehensive plan, bylaws of the 

commission, and other relevant documents. 

 

 All of these documents will be utilized by staff in their review and analysis of 

applications, and as a commission member you should have at least some 

understanding of what these documents contain and their relevance to your role. 
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Get to Know How the Commission Functions 
 
To get an understanding of how a commission meeting is run and how the commission members 
interact, plan on attending a few meetings prior to starting your term. 

 

 Another option available in many communities is to watch a commission meeting on 

the local cable channel (i.e., Comcast Channel 99) from the comfort of your own 

home. 

 

 If neither of these options is possible, you may want to review the minutes or tapes 

of the last few meetings. 

 

 Pay attention to who makes motions and how they are made, how the procedural 

aspects of the meeting are conducted (for example, are there roll call votes?), and 

how structured the meeting is. If possible, a quick call or meeting with the Chair of 

the commission is always a good introduction and makes attending the first meeting 

a little less stressful. 

 
Your First Planning Commission Meeting 
 
You have met with Staff, perused the zoning code, comprehensive plan, and other documents, 
read a few articles on being a planning commissioner, and familiarized yourself with how your 
commission works. Now what? 
 
The big day has arrived and your first planning commission packet has been delivered.  

 

 Nothing brings terror to an applicant’s heart faster than having a commissioner 

enter the meeting room followed by the sound of a manila envelope being opened 

for the very first time. 

 

 Seems unlikely, but in fact some longtime commissioners feel that they have “been 

there, done that,” so no need to open the packet early. 

 

 They are wrong! Commission packets need to be opened and reviewed prior to 

going to the meeting. 

 

 The agenda for the meeting will be your first clue as to what you are being asked to 

consider.  

 

 It should list the cases and procedures for each application, indicating which require 

public hearings 
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 Some staffs will include a cover memo for each case that summarizes what will be 

transpiring at the meeting. 

 

 The agenda will also tell you if there are other items such as a plan referral or a 

discussion about a long-range planning topic. 

 
You are ready to consider your first case, which likely appears as a large, neat pack of papers 
and folded plans bound by a rubber band. The Staff Report is likely to be on top and should 
contain the following elements: 
 

 Summary of the request and the history of the case 

 

 Property owner / applicant information 

 

 Property location and size 

 

 Zoning for the subject property and surrounding parcels 

 

 Existing use of the subject property and surrounding parcels 

 

 Details of the proposed request 

 

 Analysis of the request relative to compliance with other adopted plans 

 

 Summary of other agency reviews and comments, including: 

 Engineering 
 Transportation 
 Concurrency / Mobility Office 
 Public Works 
 Parks and Recreation 
 Environmental Planning 
 Police and Fire Department 

 

 Recommendation or comments from neighborhood associations or other 

stakeholders 

 
Attached to the Staff Report will likely be copies of any additional components received about 
the request. 
 
Your Staff Report may or may not contain a recommendation of approval or denial and may 
provide conditions for the commission’s consideration in making a motion. 
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Each commission/Staff relationship is different, and there is no right or wrong concerning the 
inclusion of a recommendation in a Staff Report. 
 
All too often planning commission members waste hours checking plans, scaling setbacks, and 
counting trees or parking spaces. 

 

 Unless you have a reason to suspect there is an error, assume that Staff has done 

their job correctly. 

 

Staff Reports or submittals may contain an aerial photograph of the site and vicinity, which is 
extremely helpful in reviewing an application, as not all areas of a site are always accessible. 

 

 If you are not provided with an aerial, do your own research on Google Earth or Bing 

Maps and ask staff to include an aerial photograph with future submittals. 

 

 In the event that you supply your own aerial view, be sure to bring a copy to the 

commission meeting so that all members have access to the same information you 

have viewed for decision-making purposes. 

 
Having spent some time reviewing the application on paper, it’s now time to take to the road. 
 
Nothing can substitute for visiting the site and surrounding vicinity to gain a better 
understanding of existing conditions and any impact the application may have on the area. 
 

 Site visits can be tricky. Experience says that if you can do your viewing without 

leaving your car, so much the better, as you avoid the potential of being confronted 

by the applicant as you or adjacent property owners. 

 

 If you have specific concerns about certain aspects of the site (such as peak hour 

traffic in the area, glare from adjacent lights, etc.), try to visit at a time when 

relevant observations can be made. 

 

 Once at the commission meeting, share what you have observed with other 

commission members during the discussions phase of the meeting. 

 
Since there is often a time gap between when a review is completed or a site visited and the 
actual commission meeting, it is helpful to list questions or comments as you go. 
 
By putting your questions in categories for Staff or the applicant you will be able to have them 
addressed at the appropriate time. 
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4.5 SKILLS OF A GOOD PLANNING COMMISSIONER 
 
 

The ability to define what’s at issue on any matter requiring a decision 

 

It’s vital to know beforehand what it is you have to decide. A good planner will 

give you guidance on what the main issues are on any matter and the options 

before you in making a decision. 

 
 

The ability to assemble information from both written and oral testimony and to apply it to 

the making of meaningful recommendations for the people you advise 

 

Recommendations should rely more on adopted plans and policies than on 

personal values. 

 
 

The ability to take an initiative in policy issues 

 

Good commissioners should be able to do more for their communities than 

react to what’s placed before them on the regular meeting agenda. 

 
 

The ability to keep the long view 

 

Good commissioners will develop a sense of how things that are done now will 

affect the future of the community, especially the people who will one day be 

residents but haven’t arrived yet. These people are the special constituency of 

planning commissioners. 
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Ways to Build a Better Commission 
 

1. Develop and adopt bylaws and procedures, and stick to them. 

 

2. Prepare and maintain an adequate comprehensive plan, refer to it, and make decisions 

that are consistent with its policies and also implement them. 

 

3. Annually re-examine what you are doing as a commission, how well you are doing it, 

and how to do it better. 

 

4. Outline a year’s work on active planning and stick to it. Don’t confuse development 

permit processing (reactive planning or plan review) with real planning. 

 

5. Meet periodically with your elected officials to exchange ideas and to assess your 

mutual objectives. 

 

6. Tell Staff what you want, how you want material presented to you, etc. Don’t be a 

passive commission that wants for “the experts” to tell you what to do next. 

 

7. Attend some short courses and APA-sponsored programs on new planning techniques 

or the latest land use law. 

 

8. Appoint a commission representative to appear before the local governing body when it 

is necessary to explain or sell an action. Don’t expect staff to do your job. 

 

9. Lobby for good planning. If you don’t, who will? 

 

10. Take time to orient new commissioners to the job. Remember how tough it was to get 

the hang of it when you were a new member of your commission. 
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Section Five 
Ethics are Important         
 
This Section will outline ethical issues as they apply to planning. An awareness of these ethical 
principles will help ensure that your processes are fair and your position is respected by the 
public. 
 
The challenge you are faced with is to recognize potential ethical issues and controversies and 
learn to handle them appropriately. 
 
As one of the aspects of government, citizens have the right to expect and demand that 
planning occur in a fair, open, and transparent manner. 

 

 As a planning commissioner, it is your responsibility to help provide a forum 

conducive to these expectations and demands. 

 

 You should be aware of and become familiar with ethical principles and use them to 

guide not only your behavior, but to ensure that every participant in the planning 

processes experiences the fair, open, and transparent forum to which he or she is 

entitled. 

 
Ethical behavior does not just mean behavior that is legally defensible. Acting legally is critical, 
but it is just the starting point.   

 

 Planning commissioners must follow the law, but beyond legal requirements lies a 

universe of behavioral expectations designed to uphold and protect the integrity of 

the government. 

 

 This is the realm of ethics in planning, an inherently subjective topic that involves 

not just legal and illegal, but also right and wrong. 

 
As a planning commissioner, it is important to understand not only that ethics protect the 
integrity of the government but that ethical principles are in place to help uphold public 
perception of the integrity of government and, in turn, the perception of the integrity of your 
position on the planning commission. 
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5.1 ETHICAL PRINCIPLES IN PLANNING       
 
APA provides a Statement of Ethical Principles that serves as a good foundation and starting 
point for your understanding of ethical issues. 
 
These principles are intended as guidelines for planning commissioners and other citizens 
involved in planning, not as rules. 
 

The planning process must continuously pursue and faithfully serve the 
public interest.  
 
Planning commissioners should: 

1. Recognize the rights of citizens to participate in planning decisions; 

2. Strive to give citizens (including those who lack formal organization or influence) full, 
clear and accurate information on planning issues and the opportunity to have a 
meaningful role in the development of plans and programs; 

3. Strive to expand choice and opportunity for all persons, recognizing a special 
responsibility to plan for the needs of disadvantaged groups and persons; 

4. Assist in the clarification of community goals, objectives and policies in plan-making; 

5. Ensure that reports, records and any other non-confidential information which is, or will 
be, available to decision makers is made available to the public in a convenient format 
and sufficiently in advance of any decision; 

6. Strive to protect the integrity of the natural environment and the heritage of the built 
environment; 

7. Pay special attention to the interrelatedness of decisions and the long range 
consequences of present actions. 

 

Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high 
standards of integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the 
planning process will be maintained.  
 
Planning commissioners should: 
 

1. Exercise fair, honest and independent judgment in their roles as decision makers and 
advisors;  

2. Make public disclosure of all "personal interests" they may have regarding any decision 
to be made in the planning process in which they serve, or are requested to serve, as 
advisor or decision maker.  
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3. Define "personal interest" broadly to include any actual or potential benefits or 
advantages that they, a spouse, family member or person living in their household 
might directly or indirectly obtain from a planning decision;  

4. Abstain completely from direct or indirect participation as an advisor or decision maker 
in any matter in which they have a personal interest, and leave any chamber in which 
such a matter is under deliberation, unless their personal interest has been made a 
matter of public record; their employer, if any, has given approval; and the public 
official, public agency or court with jurisdiction to rule on ethics matters has expressly 
authorized their participation;  

5. Seek no gifts or favors, nor offer any, under circumstances in which it might reasonably 
be inferred that the gifts or favors were intended or expected to influence a 
participant's objectivity as an advisor or decision maker in the planning process;  

6. Not participate as an advisor or decision maker on any plan or project in which they 
have previously participated as an advocate;  

7. Serve as advocates only when the client's objectives are legal and consistent with the 
public interest.  

8. Not participate as an advocate on any aspect of a plan or program on which they have 
previously served as advisor or decision maker unless their role as advocate is 
authorized by applicable law, agency regulation, or ruling of an ethics officer or agency; 
such participation as an advocate should be allowed only after prior disclosure to, and 
approval by, their affected client or employer; under no circumstance should such 
participation commence earlier than one year following termination of the role as 
advisor or decision maker;  

9. Not use confidential information acquired in the course of their duties to further a 
personal interest;  

10. Not disclose confidential information acquired in the course of their duties except when 
required by law, to prevent a clear violation of law or to prevent substantial injury to 
third persons; provided that disclosure in the latter two situations may not be made 
until after verification of the facts and issues involved and consultation with other 
planning process participants to obtain their separate opinions;  

11. Not misrepresent facts or distort information for the purpose of achieving a desired 
outcome;  

12. Not participate in any matter unless adequately prepared and sufficiently capacitated to 
render thorough and diligent service;  

13. Respect the rights of all persons and not improperly discriminate against or harass 
others based on characteristics which are protected under civil rights laws and 
regulations.  
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5.2 INDEPENDENT AND INFORMED       
 
Imagine that your commission has a member who regularly attends meetings unprepared. As a 
result, the member displays little depth of thought on matters before the planning commission. 
 

 He may appear to always “rubber stamp” the position of Staff, or repeatedly ask 

questions that have no bearing on the application or were addressed in the 

information provided. 

 

 Obviously, this is not an independent and informed commissioner. 

 
 A central function of a planning commission is to provide an objective and 

independent voice on matters relating to a community’s long-range development. 

 
 Planning commissioners were put in that position not to execute administrative 

chores for the local governing body, but to provide insights into the problems and 

potential of the community, and to provide leadership in the solution of problems 

before they arise. 

 
Some basics to ensuring that you are well-informed and capable of exercising independent 
judgment: 

 

 Be sure to open you meeting packet before the meeting 

 Review the Staff Report and/or application carefully 

 There is no substitute for viewing the subject property and the surrounding area 

 Review the zoning code and comprehensive plan provisions that are relevant to a 

particular request 

 
Always remember that your decision must ultimately be based upon evidence in the public 
record. 
 
Planning commissions should take full advantage of Staff’s expertise in making decisions; 
however, remember that Staff’s analysis usually occurs prior to the public having the 
opportunity to testify. 

 

 The commission may very well hear testimony that leads to a conclusion or 

interpretation different from that which Staff has articulated. 

 
It can take time and effort for commissioners to be well-informed about matters before them, 
and be capable of exercising independent judgment, but it is an investment that must be made. 
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5.3 THE ETHICS OF BIAS         
 

Webster’s Dictionary defines bias as including “a temperamental or emotional leaning to one 
side…” or to be “prejudiced in opinion [or] judgment.”  

 
Should your values or philosophies go too far and influence your ability to be fair, then there is 
reason for concern. 

 
You should ask yourself whether your personal values are such that you can fairly consider 
requests that come before you – or whether your personal values might cause you to be 
prejudiced or emotional in your opinions. 

 
Keep in mind that when considering applications or requests, you are operating within a 
prescribed set of procedures and standards, as set out in your local regulations. 

 

 When someone appears before you, the question is not whether or not you “like” 

their proposal, but whether or not it complies with the regulations. 
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5.4 CONFLICTS OF INTEREST         
 
Conflicts of interest, and particularly the more common issue of perceived conflicts of interest, 
continue to be one of the more tricky problems facing local planning commissions. 

 

 Unlike jurors who are selected on the basis of lack of knowledge about a subject, 

planning commission members are often selected based upon having knowledge of 

the community. 

 

 This often means that commissioners are involved in local planning and 

development issues in one form or another. 

 
The issue is particularly acute when a planning board member has an interest in developable 
real estate. While none like to think that we have given up some right by agreeing to serve on 
the planning commission, the most sensitive ethical area involves a perception that a planning 
commissioner is acting in a way to advance his own interests in private property development. 
 
You are a public official. 

 

 Your actions are sure to be under scrutiny by members of the public and by your 

local media. 

 

 The slightest tumble in how you deal with ethical issues has the potential to flare up 

into controversy. 

 
If you believe that you have a conflict of interest or a situation that could create the impression 
of a conflict of interest, the safest route is to disclose the nature of your concerns to the 
planning commission. Be sure to make this disclosure before beginning discussion of the item. 
 



 

 

 

Local Planning Agency Training 
                    How to Survive and Thrive 

50 

 

5.5 EX PARTE CONTACTS         
 
Ex Parte contacts are a bad idea and ought to be avoided, not so much for legal reasons, but for 

“good government” reasons. 

 

 Ex parte contacts are those that that occur outside the public forum. 

 

 Make sure you understand the legal issues based on advice from your legal counsel, 

but recognize that just because something might be legal does not mean it is a good 

idea. 

 

 The simplest, clearest, and best policy is for a commission to agree not to engage in 

ex parte contacts. 

 

 This means telling people who contact you that you cannot talk to them about a 

matter pending before the commission, while encouraging them to come to the 

commission meeting to ask their questions or five their opinion. 

 

 Remember that your job is to make decisions or recommendations based on the 

evidence presented to you during the public review process, and that the public has 

a right to know what information you use as the basis for your decision. 

 

 Gaining information outside the public process threatens this principle. 

 

 It runs the risk of creating the impression of a “good ol’ boy” system. 

 

 Simply disclosing the nature and content of the contact at a commission meeting 

does not solve the problem, no matter how complete your disclosure, it is unlikely 

to convey the full extent of the ex parte discussion. 
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5.6 SITE VISITS, NECESSARY BUT TRICKY       
 
Site visits are a form of ex parte contact, in that they occur outside the public forum. On the 
other hand, they are a unique type of ex parte contact, for several reasons. 

 

 Any reasonable person would agree that in order to make an intelligent decision 

about a particular property, a commissioner must not only view the subject 

property, but the surrounding area as well. 

 

 Maps and photos cannot supplant the personal experience of a site visit. 

 

 The issue becomes how to conduct site visits while respecting the sensitivities of ex 

parte contacts. 

 

 The most straightforward approach is to conduct your own site visit alone. 

 
 It can be done from the public right-of-way (i.e., from car or sidewalk) 

 
 No need to take a guided tour by a resident or property owner 

 
 If you walk the area and are approached by the applicant or neighbors, 

handle it in the same manner suggested for any other ex parte contact: 
politely explain that you are not able to discuss a matter pending before 
the commission and encourage them to appear before the commission 
or submit correspondence to express their viewpoint. 

 
 Take a moment at your meeting to disclose for the record that you made a site visit. 

It makes you look that much more prepared. 

 

 In those cases where the size or features of the subject property, or the nature of 

the use makes it necessary to go onto the property, have Staff make arrangements 

for a site visit. They should accompany you without the owner/applicant. 

 

 A group site visit would be considered a public meeting that is subject to public 

notice. 
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Section Six 
Tools That Make the Process Work 
 
Serving on a planning commission is a serious responsibility. Fortunately, there is a substantial 
amount of information available to you that will allow you to be a better commission member 
and make more informed decisions. You may need to review some of this information only once 
or simply know that it exists, while other items will need to be reviewed prior to consideration 
and action on a particular application. The commitment to be current and educated on relevant 
information is one of the largest responsibilities of the planning commission member. 
 
There is a wealth of information available to you for guidance in decision making and to enhance 
your experience as a commission member. At times, however, the sheer amount of information, 
combined with documents filled with technical jargon and exhibits, can be daunting. This 
Section will break down the information you’re likely to receive so that you can understand 
what is available and how best to use it. 
 

6.1 GENERAL PLANNING AND ZONING INFORMATION    
 
Nearly every community will have adopted some basic references related to its planning and 
zoning functions. In order to be an effective planning commissioner, you should have at least a 
working knowledge of these documents. 
 
Commission Bylaws 
 
This document spells out the rules that the commission must follow and typically will include the 
following: 

 
 Composition of the commission: How many members a commission has, who 

appoints them, how long commission terms are, if there are term limits, what 

happens in the event of an unfilled appointment, etc. 

 

 Commission officers: Who the officers of the commission are (i.e., Chair, Vice Chair, 

Secretary), how and when they are elected, and what their responsibilities are. 

 

 Commission meetings: When meetings are to be held, what the requirements are 

for holding a special meeting, what constitutes a quorum of the commission, and 

who keeps the meeting minutes. 

 

 Rules of procedure of the commission: Typically, this is a reference that meetings 

shall be conducted consistent with Robert’s Rules of Order. 

 

 Amendments to bylaws: Provides for how and when the bylaws can be amended. 
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Additional information contained in the bylaws may include provisions for how and when 
testimony is heard by the commission, provisions for a commission to have an executive 
director, and provisions for commission committees. 
 
Planning commission bylaws typically set out the order of business at regular meetings (Roll Call, 
Approval of Agenda, Approval of Minutes of Previous Meetings, Unfinished Business, New 
Business, Adjournment) 
 
Zoning Ordinance and Zoning Map 
 
Zoning is the most common tool used by communities to regulate land use activities. 

 

 It typically divides the community into zones where specific land uses are permitted. 

 

 The zoning ordinance, sometimes called the zoning code, also include standards that 

apply to different uses and sets forth the procedures by which development is 

approved in various zoning districts. 

 
Upon appointment to the commission, you should be given a copy of the current zoning code, as 
well as any subsequent amendments to the zoning text. These regulations will typically set forth 
the following: 

 

 Purpose and authority: This section sets forth the authority under which the zoning 

is enacted. 

 

 Administration: Defines the roles and duties of the various players such as the 

zoning administrator, board of zoning appeals, planning commission, and others. 

This section may also set forth the process and standards for obtaining variances, 

conditional uses, and the provisions for nonconforming uses, annexations, and any 

statutory exemptions. 

 

 Enforcement/permitting: Documents when and what permits are required. 

 

 Districts: Districts are the categories (i.e., residential, commercial, industrial, public 

facilities, etc.) that land uses are divided into in order to control their development. 

Depending on the size and composition of the community, a variety of zoning 

districts will be provided that dictate permitted uses and site design criteria such as 

lot size, building setbacks, building height, and so on. Some codes will contain 

overlay districts that, when added to base districts, will address specific issues 

affecting portions of your community such as downtown area or historic area. 
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 Zoning Map: This is a map of your entire community that divides it into the various 

zoning districts established within the zoning code. The map is updated whenever a 

zoning map amendment is adopted by the community. 

 

 Parking: These regulations control how many parking spaces are required for any 

use, how big the spaces and drive aisles must be, how the parking area must be 

illuminated, where the parking areas can be located, how the perimeter and interior 

of the parking areas must be landscaped, loading space requirements, and 

construction requirements. 

 

 Signs: This section specifies the number, type, size, height, and location of 

permitted signage in various districts. Additional information may include design 

requirements, illumination standards, and so on. 

 

 Landscaping: Requirements for streetscapes, buffer yards, building landscaping, and 

other landscape requirements are found in this section. 

 

 General development standards: This section tends to be a catchall for standards 

related to such things as waste enclosures, seasonal sales, fences and walls, 

accessory structures, and other miscellaneous items. 

 

 Definitions: Definitions for key terms used in the code will be provided in this 

section. 

 
While this is a general summary of zoning code contents, new forms of zoning such a mixed use 
districts and form-based codes are emerging that take a different approach to regulating land 
use. If these are used in your community, make sure you ask your planning staff for an 
orientation on them. 
 
Comprehensive Plan 
 
This document is designed to guide the future growth and land use decisions of a community.  

 

 Unlike zoning regulations, the comprehensive plan is a policy document that is 

usually advisory rather than regulatory, but in Florida the plans are binding. 

 

 It is a long-range plan that typically will focus on land use, transportation, economic 

and fiscal development, housing, recreation, community facilities, and natural 

resources as well as community visioning. 
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From the planning commission’s perspective, this document is significant on two levels. 
 

 First, the planning commission is frequently charged with creating and maintaining 

the comprehensive plan, so as a commissioner you may get to participate in the 

development or update of your community’s plan. 

 

 Second, the comprehensive plan should be an integral part of your decision-making 

process when you review development applications, to determine if what is being 

proposed is consistent with the community’s long-term vision. 

 

 The comprehensive plan represents your community’s goals and visions for the 

future and, as a commission member, you are charged with helping to both create 

and implement them. 

 
Special Area Plans 
 
These plans provide a more in-depth study for a specific area of your community and frequently 
result in detailed recommendations for land use, access, and even design provisions. 
 
Sometimes these plans designate major roadways into categories by type and volume of use. 
These categories are sometimes cross-referenced in zoning codes because of standards 
pertaining to setbacks, signage, etc. Additionally, these plans can have implications for 
determining road right-of-way widths, which in turn can have a significant impact on the 
development of a site. 
 
Design Standards and Guidelines 
 
These criteria are established to improve or maintain the aesthetic appearance or character of 
an area. They often include criteria related to site design principles, building design 
requirements, and other design parameters that promote the physical character of the area. 
Topics frequently addressed include architectural design, building materials and colors, 
viewshed preservation, building heights, and other topics. 
 
Subdivision Regulations 
 
In addition to zoning, subdivision regulations are the other primary tools used to control the use 
of land in your community. They regulate how and when a parcel of land may be divided to 
create multiple parcels that can be separately owned and built upon. Subdivision regulations 
frequently contain standards for public improvements such as streets and sidewalks. 
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6.2 DEVELOPMENT APPLICATION INFORMATION     
 
Each time and application for a land use approval is submitted to your community, a certain 
amount of information is prepared for review by staff, the planning commission, and the 
governing body. This information typically comes from three sources: the applicant, staff, and 
public comment. It is the job of the commissioner to review and consider all of this information 
when deciding a case. 
 
Applicant Information 
 
Your community will have established a set of submittal requirements for a land use action. 
Typically, the requirements are online or available from staff in the form of a checklist or 
application guide. While the actual requirements may vary depending on the type of action that 
is requested, in most instances an applicant’s information package will include: 
 

 Application form: A standard form to provide owner information, parcel and 

address information, action requested, and the signature of the applicant/property 

owner indicating his or her consent to proceed with the request. 

 

 Project Description/Justification/Statement: A narrative that offers a statement 

about why it is appropriate in the context of adjacent properties, the surrounding 

area, and any adopted community plans. 

 

 Legal description: A legal description of the property provides an exact description 

of the parcel under consideration along with its precise acreage. 

 

 Development plans: Typically this will be a set of drawings that may include the 

existing conditions, proposed site plan, grading plan, utility plan, stormwater 

management/sedimentation control plan, landscape plan, lighting plan, building 

elevations, and sign details for a site. 

 

 Traffic impact analysis: This report assesses existing conditions on adjacent 

roadways and intersections, provides how many new trips will be generated by a 

proposed development, and determined what other traffic impacts the proposed 

development will have. 

 
Staff Report 
 
Once an applicant has submitted his or her request, it is Staff’s responsibility to review the 
package and determine if it is complete. Staff then reviews the application for compliance with 
the applicable regulations and plans to summarize their findings in a report to the commission. 
A typical Staff Report should include the following information: 
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 Request summary: What is the commission being asked to do? The summary of the 

request will be helpful in the preparation of a motion. 

 

 Purpose statement: A concise summary of what the applicant is seeking approval 

for. 

 

 Applicant/property location information: Who are the applicants or owners? 

Where is the property located? 

 

 Site description: How large is the parcel? How much frontage does it have? What is 

the topography? Is there any existing development on the site? 

 

 Surrounding conditions: What are surrounding properties zoned and used for? 

 

 Zoning history: A summary of the history of zoning for the subject property and 

surrounding properties. 

 

 Proposed development: A more detailed description of the development proposed 

for the site. 

 

 Plan analysis: Review of the proposed request for consistency with adopted 

community plans. 

 

 Summary of agency review comments: Applications are typically referred by staff 

to other city departments and agencies for review. Other agencies typically 

commenting on land use issues include engineering, public works, fire and police 

departments, health department, soil conservation service, sewer and water 

departments, and other groups. 

 

 Other items: Issues that may require additional information are identified and 

addressed. 

 

 Findings: This section contains Staff’s conclusions and summary relative to the 

community’s adopted regulations and plans. 

 

 Recommendations/conditions: If appropriate in your community, the Staff Report 

will include a recommendation for approval, denial, or approval with suggested 

conditions. Although it is often included, many commissions prefer not to have staff 

make a recommendation on the request. 
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Public Comment 
 
As part of the development review process, most communities require that a notification be 
sent to residents and property owners near the proposed development (usually within 300-350 
feet of the subject property). This can generate a great deal of interest from nearby residents.  

 

 Many times, nearby residents will attend the planning commission meeting to listen 

and express their support or concerns in person, but some will submit written 

comments. 

 

 These should be provided to you in your planning commission packet, for you to 

review prior to the meeting. 

 

 There are times when an item that is before the commission is very controversial, 

and you may receive community input at your home or by e-mail from the general 

public. 

 

 Typically, Staff will not give out commissioners’ personal information, but in this age 

of technology there are few secrets. 

 

 If you receive such a communication, notify staff and provide them with a copy. 

That way it can be shared with the entire commission for consideration. 
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Section Seven 
Conducting Successful Public Meetings     
 
The purpose of this Section is to discuss the various aspects of running a good meeting. Running 
a good meeting requires commissioners to have many skills. They must recognize their jobs as 
fact-based and standard-based decision makers or advisers. They must be aware of the subtle 
signals they exude in the manner in which they conduct themselves. They must be guided by 
wise, fair, and effective leadership. They must keep their cool under extreme pressure. But 
above all, they must treat all participants with respect and genuine care to produce the best 
chance of people walking out of the meeting feeling good about their local government. 
 
There are many things that go into the job of the planning commissioner, including 
understanding your legal role, doing the homework to prepare to do your job, and having at 
least a working knowledge base about planning. However, at some point, the gavel must drop 
and meetings must actually be conducted, and conducted well. 

 

 They must be run in such a way that the principles that will be discussed in Section 

Eight are respected, citizens are treated fairly, and the credibility and integrity of the 

commission (and by reflection the local government) are protected. 

 

 They must also be conducted in such a way that the ethical principles that were 

discussed in Section Five are respected.  

 

 Most important, they must be conducted in such a way that good decisions are 

made and documented. 

 
Quite often commissioners go into meetings well prepared and with the best of intentions but 
then let the meeting slip into a sloppy mix of public and individual commission member 
discussion, negotiation, deal making, and confusing conclusions. 

 

 This can have the unfortunate effect of people walking out of the meetings asking, 

“What did they just do?” 

 
How do we avoid that scenario? How do we conduct meetings that have people walking out 
after a meeting saying, “They did a nice job of running that meeting”? 

 

 Given how complicated and controversial zoning decisions can be, how do we run 

efficient and fair meetings with decisions that legitimately reflect the balancing of 

private property rights and the public interest that is the essence of good planning 

and zoning? 
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This Section provides the tools you need to manage the meeting process, including ideas and 
tips used effectively over the years in various communities. Before you decide whether and how 
to incorporate these ideas into your decision-making process, we’d like to offer several cautions 
first: 
 

 Different communities have different laws and rules of procedure that set 

requirements that you may or may not be able to modify. You need to work with 

your Staff to understand what rules are already in place. 

 

 Depending on your community, different types of decisions may have different 

procedural requirements. For example, the rules that apply to a commission acting 

in a purely advisory capacity, such as zoning changes, may be different than when 

the commission is acting in a final decision-making capacity, such as on final plan 

approvals. 

 

 This Section focuses on procedures involving applications for development 

approvals of one form or another. Planning commissioners may have other types of 

meetings, such as general planning meetings or educational meetings, but when 

there is an application process involved, requirements for due process kick in. This 

creates the need to be very careful about the different kinds of procedural 

requirements that are discussed in this Section. 

 

 The way in which you conduct a meeting may depend on other factors such as how 

controversial a matter is or how much you have on your agenda. While the same 

laws and rules apply to everyone, common sense would suggest that a meeting with 

two people in attendance may have a different tone than a meeting with two 

hundred people in attendance. Many of the ideas in this Section are most helpful in 

running large contentious meetings where emotions are running high. 

 

 If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Many commissions have procedures that are effective, 

efficient, legally defensible, and have worked well for years. The ideas in this Section 

may cause you to rethink how you run meetings, or they may provide reassurance 

that your meeting procedures are in good shape as is. 

 

 Treat all parties equally. The ideas and tips discussed in this Section apply to 

applicants, proponents, opponents, and neutral parties. While certain matters such 

as time limits might vary depending on whether one is an applicant or not, the 

process should not favor one side or another. 

 

 Finally, we suggest a balancing of formality with user-friendliness. On the one hand, 

these meetings are serious business with real consequences for the community and 
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for citizens. On the other hand, planning commissions are citizen-based boards, and 

we expect citizen-based boards to be user-friendly. As you think about how to 

formalize certain procedures for the sake of efficiency and effectiveness, do not lose 

sight of the need to make people welcome in the process, especially those who 

might be intimidated by public meetings that are entirely new to them. 

 
With that background, the following are some tips and ideas for running great meetings. 
 

7.1 KNOW YOU JOB          
 
Probably the single most important thing to keep in mind as a commissioner acting on 
applications that come before you is this: it is not your job to hear applications and decide 
whether you like them or think they are a good idea. 

 

 Your job is to consider the application, hear fact-based public testimony and 

comments, and make a determination as to whether relevant standards and policies 

are met by that application. 

 

 This means that you must understand what those relevant standards that you must 

understand what those relevant standards and policies are, and you must structure 

your meeting to get relevant information. 

 

 If you can keep these two ideas in mind – standards and facts that are relevant to 

those standards – then your meetings can be much more purposeful. 

 

 With that core purpose in mind, the following ideas about everything from logistics 

to substance should fall into place. 

 

7.2 ROOM LAYOUT          
 
Let’s start with the physical space. Everyone has to work with the space that is available, but 
there are some things to think about in order to project the right image. 

 

 The meeting should be perceived as an official government meeting with an official 

function. 

 

 Meeting participants must clearly see that this is official and serious business, not 

just an informal meeting where people are just going to chat and discuss. 

 

 Having a room that reflects the seriousness of the function is important. 
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 Certain signifiers of formality, such as the local government seal and city, state, and 

U.S. flags, can help to project a sense of official business. 

 

 For most communities this simply means using the space that the elected officials 

use, but for other communities, especially smaller or rural communities, there is not 

good space to work with and more creativity is needed to create an official-looking 

environment. 

 
It is also important to think about how the applicant and public are going to interact with the 
commission and what that means in terms of space. 

 

 Specifically, it is important that there be a clear place where applicants and the 

public will come to speak. 

 

 Having a formal place, such as a podium with a microphone, is necessary as a way to 

manage testimony, as we’ll discuss further below. 

 

7.3 FIRST IMPRESSIONS         
 
Keep in mind that many people who come to a commission meeting are there for the first time 
and have little idea about how the meeting will be run. 

 

 It is important that their first exposure to the meeting signal how things will be 

handled. 

 

 Before or as they enter the room, there should be a place where they can sign in. 

 

 A sign-in sheet can serve several functions. 

 

 First, it is obviously a record of who is in attendance. 

 

 Second, it can be used as a tool to notify people of future events – letting people 

know that by signing in they will notified of future meetings is citizen friendly and 

shows that the commission is going above and beyond legal requirements to keep 

people informed. 

 

 Finally, the sign-in sheet can be used as a meeting management tool; having a place 

where attendees indicate whether they intend to speak or not can be used by the 

Chair to help manage time. 
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Copies of the meeting agenda and any Staff Report should also be available for the public as 
they sign in. 

 It is also a good idea to have a meeting guide that explains how the meetings are 

conducted. 

 

 The information can be included on the agenda, so that everyone in attendance has 

a basic idea of what to expect. 

 

7.4 THE ROLE OF THE CHAIR         
 
The Chair is critical to running a strong and effective meeting. There are several things to think 
about this position, starting with the philosophic approach to being a chairperson. 
 
The tone of the Chair should balance the need for firm meeting management with a welcoming 
attitude. 

 

 There should be no doubt that the Chair is in control of the meeting, and a firm 

hand must be demonstrated to keep the meeting in control. 

 

 At the same time, we want citizens to feel welcome in the process and we do not 

want people to be intimidated to the point that they are afraid to talk. 

 
This need to manage a meeting effectively raises a more general question about the role of the 
Chair. Specifically, the commission and the Chair should the question of whether by agreeing to 
serve in this leadership position the Chair agrees to focus more on running and effective meting 
and less on influencing the outcome. 
 

 Many chairpersons approach their job as facilitators of fair and effective decision 

making and deliberately avoid taking substantive positions on matters before them. 

 

 They go out of their way to avoid using the Chair position as a bully pulpit and focus 

more on making sure that procedures are followed, the public comment is well 

managed, and that decisions are deliberated fairly. 

 

 This approach to “chairperson as meeting manager” can be a great help in 

protecting the integrity of the process. 

 

 Chairs who also advocate for pro or con positions have a difficult time projecting the 

image of a neutral facilitator. 
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 In any case, we urge your commission to discuss the role of the Chair relative to 

substantive positions and make a deliberate decision about how the Chair should 

approach his or her role. 

 

 Just to be clear, this does not mean that the Chair does not get to vote on matters 

before the commission – he or she will still serve as a full member but will typically 

focus more on ensuring that the meeting is running smoothly than on participating 

in discussions. 

 

7.5 OPENING THE MEETING         
 
The opening of the meeting should set the tone for how it will be conducted. As mentioned, the 
public should understand that planning commission meetings are official business, but they 
should also be made to feel welcome and an important part of the process. 
 
One way to start the meeting off on the right foot is to say the Pledge of Allegiance. This is a 
subtle but powerful way to set an official tone while also creating some sense of commonality 
and community. 
 
Depending on the size and complexity of the meeting, the Chair should have a prepared opening 
that explains how the meeting be run. 

 

 Anxious citizens can be reassured about how they will have an opportunity to 

comment and participate. 

 
Finally, there should be a clear sense of how the commission will progress through the agenda. 
The last thing the public needs to witness is a commission fumbling around about how to move 
through its business. 
 

7.6 COMPORTMENT AND ATTENTIVENESS      
 
Planning commissioners should be aware of the image that they project during a meeting. 
People are watching, and they pick up on cues that form their impressions of meetings. 

 

 So the way you conduct yourself during a meeting is important. 

 

 The following ideas are based on commonsense courtesy but are worth noting: 

o Think about how you dress for a meeting. Most people no longer have the 
expectation of seeing commissioners in suits, but we don’t expect to see them 
in jeans and T-shirts. 
 

o Think about body language and eye contact. Meetings can be long and trying, 
but each person who speaks has the right to expect that you are listening. 
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o Avoid side conversations. When you are whispering to another commissioner, 

the signal to the audience is that you are not listening to them, and they 
naturally wonder what the secret is. 

 

7.7 FACT FINDING AND DELIBERATION       
 
The way in which meetings should flow on any given application is discussed below, but as a 
general matter, it is important to distinguish between the fact-finding portion of an application 
and the deliberative stage. 
 

 During the period of the meeting where Staff, the applicant, and other interested 

parties are presenting comments, the commission should be in a neutral fact-finding 

mind-set. 

 

 Clarifying questions by the commission during or after Staff, the applicant, or citizen 

comments are appropriate, but they should be just that – clarifying questions. 

 

 Commissioners should avoid stating or taking positions or offering compromises and 

certainly should not be negotiating at this stage. 

 

 Commissioners should keep and demonstrate an open mind until the last person 

has had a chance to comment. 

 

 It is terribly frustrating for citizens to feel that by the time they had a chance to talk, 

the commission has made up its mind. 

 

 As the meeting progresses through staff, applicant, and citizen comment as 

described below, commissioners should work hard to keep an open mind and to 

demonstrate an unbiased attitude to the audience. 

 

 The commission will have a chance for full deliberation and discussion at the 

appropriate time. 

 
Step 1: Staff Presentation 
 
For those commissions that have the benefit of professional planning staff, it is important to 
think carefully about how best to use Staff during the meeting, especially on individual 
applications. 
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In most communities Staff prepares written reports, and having staff present oral summaries of 
these reports can be a great way to set the stage for the discussion. The Staff presentations 
should focus on several things: 

 

 Basic facts about the proposed application, the subject property, and the 

surrounding area 

 

 Relevant provisions in the land use regulations, especially the standards that apply 

to the application 

 

 Relevant planning policies that apply to the application, such as comprehensive plan 

provisions 

 

 Any recommendations for the planning commission to consider 

 

 Any additional information that staff suggest the commission seek during the public 

comment period 

 
Step 2: Applicant Presentation 
 
Once the Staff presentation is complete, it is typical for the commission to then hear from the 
applicant. This is where meeting management is important. 
 
Many commissions allow applicants to represent their application with no time limit in the 
interest of being through. This often results in a multi-hour parade of experts including 
architects, civil engineers, traffic engineers, landscape architects, designers, planners, real estate 
experts, and attorneys. 
 
While commissions need and deserve to have a full understanding of the application, it is also 
important to set an expectation of how the applicant is going to present the application. 

 

 This can and should include reasonable time limits. 

 

 While it is reasonable to give the applicants a longer period of time to present than 

is provided to other interested parties, this does not mean that you simply turn the 

meeting over to the applicant. 

 
One way to manage this part of the agenda is to make sure that the applicant is presenting and 
focusing on things that are relevant to the decision-making process. 
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 The applicant should not be making a purely marketing presentation; rather, the 

applicant (and the commission) should be focusing on the standards in the code and 

on the relevant planning policy in the community plans. 

 
As discussed, it is not just reasonable but essential for the commission to be able to ask 
clarifying questions of the applicant. 

 

 It is important, however, to frame those questions within the context of the 

applicable standards. 

 

 It is natural for commissioners to be curious and ask questions about a wide range 

of things, but the more focused they can be on what is relevant and needed for the 

decision, the more efficient the meeting can be. 

 
Another matter to be considered is how the commission deals with expert comments. The 
commission often hears technical presentations dealing with traffic impacts, stormwater 
management, landscape design, and others. 
 

 However, the commission should not be intimidated by technical testimony. 

 

 In particular, it should not defer to applicant experts just because they have the 

training and credentials. 

 

 Good experts who are used to working with planning commissions are comfortable 

communicating in educated layperson terms, and commissioners have the right to 

expect that these experts can answer their questions in a way that they understand 

and find to be credible and believable. 

 
Step 3: Public Comment 
 
Now the fun begins. Let us assume that there is a large crowds present and that they have 
strong feeling and opinions. How does the commission manage this portion of the agenda? How 
do you keep it from getting out of control?  
 

 Most important, no one speaks who is not recognized by the Chair. This goes for 

other commissioners and staff, as well as the applicant and members of the public. 

 

 Require people to get up and come to a place such as a podium, where they give 

their name and address. Allow no anonymous comments from the audience. 
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 Encourage people to present fact-based comments related to standards. Public 

comments that are limited to expressing general opposition are not especially 

helpful commissions. 

 

 Encourage people to explain why they are opposed and encourage them to link 

their comments to particular standards. 

 

 Set reasonable time limits. Use the sign-in sheet or speaker cards to designate 

speaking preferences, set time limits that are fair and reasonable, and explain to the 

public why you are setting those time limits – as a way to ensure that everyone has 

a right to be heard within a reasonable period of time. 

 

 Discourage duplicative testimony. 

 

 Encourage group spokespersons and reward such spokespersons with extra time. 

 

 Prohibit vexatious testimony. Personal attacks are simply out of bounds and should 

not be tolerated. 

 

 Be helpful, to a limit. When people do make comments that have no basis or are 

irrelevant, it is fine to gently ask questions that encourage them to explain the 

reasons for their opinions or that focus them on relevant considerations. 

 
 Most citizens are not skilled in public speaking, are nervous, and simply do not 

understand how the process works. 

 

 But many people still have important things to say and want to feel like the 

commission cares about their opinion. 

 

 For example, when people say that they think a proposal is a bad idea, ask them 

why they think that; when they say that traffic is already congested, ask them to 

explain that further; when they say there is a history of flooding, ask them to be 

specific. 

 
Step 4: Commission Deliberation 
 
It is important to keep the fact-finding phase separate from the deliberative phase. Up until the 
last person has spoken, it is important that the commission present an unbiased image. 
 

 Once that last person has spoken, it is then necessary to enter into the deliberative 

phase. 
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 In some cases this means closing the public hearing portion of the meeting; in other 

cases it is simply making clear that the commission is moving into the deliberative 

phase. 

 

 It should be apparent to the audience that their comment period is complete and 

that they are watching quietly, unless the commission requests further clarifications 

(which should occur only in limited instances). 

 
Depending on the application, the deliberative phase of the meeting can be very short and 
simple, or it can be very difficult. This is the “sausage making” phase, it can be messy looking, 
but it should have a purposeful approach. The following are some ideas to consider: 
 

 Unless your commission is truly bound by rules of procedures (such as Robert’s 

Rules of Order) that require a motion to be on the floor before discussion can occur 

(which we think is a bad idea), allow some time for commissioners to give 

preliminary reactions and comments about what they heard during the meeting, 

including what they think is the most relevant and credible information. 

 

 This is a “feeling out” process: the objective is to arrive at least at a majority 

consensus, and allowing time for commissioners to share impressions is helpful. It 

may be apparent very quickly that there is consensus, or it may be apparent that 

more deliberative work is needed. 

 

 Make sure that all commissioners have a chance to ask questions and express their 

thoughts. We’ve all been in groups where a few people can dominate the 

conversation – make sure that person is not you! 

 

 This is a deliberative process, not a negotiation. One of the reasons to keep the 

deliberative phase separate from the fact-finding phase is that it helps to avoid the 

tendency to turn this into a negotiation with the applicant. While it is certainly 

understandable and appropriate to apply a certain amount of problem solving into 

the process – to try to explore and find solutions that can satisfy all parties – 

ultimately the job of the commission is to advise or decide. Avoid falling into the 

trap of negotiating deals. If you find yourself asking one party or another if a 

particular approach or condition is acceptable, it can be a sign that you are getting 

off track. 

 

 Keep an open mind, and remember that it is okay to change your mind. Avoid 

staking out positions and then digging in your heels and simply defending your 
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position. Part of the deliberative process is recognizing that other commissioners 

may have heard something differently or picked up on something that you missed. 

 

 Having said that, a unanimous decision is nice but not needed. Some commissions 

feel like they need to work a decision to the point that they all agree, but this can 

result in unnecessary conflict and a watered-down decision that no one likes. 

Commissions should have enough respect among members that they can agree on 

some matters and disagree on others. 

 

 At some point, one of the commissioners should try to frame a motion, supported 

by findings and proposed conditions, that they think represents at least a majority 

position. Think in terms of making a commission motion, not your own individual 

motion. 

 

 Once a motion is on the floor, with factual findings and proposed conditions, let the 

commission have the opportunity to refine the motion, working within any 

procedural requirements. The skills of a good chairperson are important in bringing 

the discussion to a timely and fair decision; this is the primary role of the Chair is to 

facilitate the process, not to try to control the outcome. 

 

 Take care with conditions. Most commissions have the ability to add conditions of 

approval, but do so judiciously. Keep in mind that someone has to enforce 

conditions, and consider the staff resource implications of imposing them. In 

particular, avoid the tendency to “overcondition” approvals simply to make them 

look more palatable to opponents. 

 

 Finally, make sure that the motion is clearly restated prior to voting. Last minute 

snafus about exactly what is being voted on are easy to run into. 
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Section Eight 
How to Be Fair          
 
If you have an understanding of the principles described in this Section, you will make wiser 
decisions. You will also likely make more legally defensible decisions, but remember it is the job 
of your legal counsel to be your final advisor on such matters. Understanding these set of values 
designed to promote fundamental fairness will make you a better planning commissioner.  
 
Planning commissions are subject to an array of laws and rules. They are guided by local laws, 
such as zoning and subdivision regulations. They are guided by state laws such as Florida 
constitution and Community Planning Act that enable local zoning and subdivision regulations. 
They are guided by the U.S. Constitution and federal laws that relate to the ability to regulate 
religious or adult entertainment uses. And of course they are subject to a mix of federal, state, 
and local court decisions. 
 
Within this legal patchwork quilt, how can we expect citizen-based planning commissions to 
understand, let alone follow, the law? 

 

 One obvious answer is to take full advantage of your planning commission’s legal 

counsel. 

 

 When in doubt, seek legal guidance. 

 

 However, lawyers do not, and should not, direct planning commissions. 

 

 Their job is to help commissions avoid legal problems – the commissioners 

themselves must run the actual meetings. 

 
Everything you need to know about planning commissions you learned in civic class. 

 

 Behind the complex laws that guide planning commissions are a series of underlying 

principles that set the foundation for those laws. 

 

 The good news for planning commissions is that these principles are very 

straightforward and easy to understand. 

 

 They are based on what most people would consider to be fundamental principles 

of fairness. 
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 There is close consistency between commonsense notions of fairness and the law; if 

you understand some basic ideas about how this relates to planning and zoning, 

your planning commission can be much more effective. 

 
This Section focuses on those principles that guide the commission’s decision-making process. 
More specifically, it provides a layperson’s guide to understanding the legal concept of due 
process and applies it to practical decision-making situations. 
 

8.1 WHY THIS IS IMPORTANT        
 
Many commissions work hard to run efficient meetings, which is clearly important. However, it 
is easy to overlook the bigger picture of why it is important to run good meetings. 

 

 It is not just a matter of getting through an agenda in a timely manner or making 

decisions. 

 

 It is about building in protections and safeguards that result in a credible and 

defensible decision-making process that reflects well on your local government. 

 

 And it is about making wise decisions that are in the best interest of the public. 

 
When you are acting as a planning commission on development requests (i.e., zoning changes, 
planned unit developments, conditional or special uses, or subdivisions), you are engaging in 
activities that truly affect the lives and rights of people, including applicants and other 
interested citizens. 

 

 You are making decisions that in many cases affect the value of property and 

people’s quality of life. 

 

 You are, in fact, acting as part of the government. 

 

 You may only be serving as a commissioner for a few hours a month, but during that 

time, you are the government in the eyes of the public. 

 
Legal Foundations 
 
There is a solid legal foundation to guide you in your work. Your legal authority and limitations 
come from many different sources. 
 

 First, the U.S. Constitution, as interpreted and adjudicated by federal district courts, 

the U.S. courts of appeal, and the U.S. Supreme Court, provides the ultimate test of 

legality. 
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 However, there are 50 different state constitutions and state statutes along with a 

myriad state court systems, including trial courts, providing guidance to you. 

 

 These statutory schemes vary widely from state to state, and each interacts with the 

U.S. Constitution in its own unique way. 

 

 Last, but certainly not least, your own community provides you with the actual legal 

tools of your office, such as zoning and subdivision regulations. 

 
Understanding the complexities of law related to local planning can be intimidating and 
overwhelming, causing you to throw in the towel in exasperation. 

 

 But that is not an option – in order to act as a responsible planning commission 

member you must have some basic understanding of the law. 

 

 Supreme Court Justice William Brennan once said, “If a policeman must know the 

Constitution so must a planner.” 

 

 The complexity of the law should not prevent you from having a solid understanding 

of some of its underlying principles. 

 

 Planning commissioners are not expected to be lawyers, but you should have a solid 

grasp of the principles that guide you. 

 
This Section provides an overview of decision-making principles that planning commissioners 
should be familiar with. 
 

 It is not intended to provide an authoritative legal treatise on the subject but will 

give you the knowledge you need to understand when you are treading on thin ice. 

 

 Ultimately there is no substitute for sound legal advice, and we urge you to do 

everything you can to make sure you have access to legal counsel familiar with local 

planning law. 

 
But there is another reason why planning commissioners should understand the principles in 
this Section that goes beyond legal compliance. 
 

 Understanding and applying these principles will not only help your decisions be 

more defensible (which is the purview of your legal counsel), but it will result in 

better decisions that are more likely to be respected by the public. 
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 That is because the principles discussed in this Session are not just based on the law; 

they also reflect a deeper set of values that promote fundamental notions of 

fairness. 

 

 There is a difference between making decision that are legally defensible and 

making wise decisions that the public respects. 

 

 Certainly it is important to make legally sound decisions, but that is the minimum 

standard. 

 

 Making wise decisions is a higher standard to which you should aspire. 

 

 Just because something is legally defensible does not make it good government. 

 

8.2 DUE PROCESS          
 
People whose rights may be affected by a decision have a right to certain decision-making 
behavior from you. They are literally “due” a certain “process.” 

 

 Your job is not just to listen intently to people in public meetings and then decide if 

you like a proposal or think it is a good idea; your job is to hear fact-based 

information in a fair public process to determine whether certain public standards, 

criteria, or policies are met. 

 

 If you understand this and you understand the concept and implications of due 

process, you can likely avoid much of the angst that planning commissions 

encounter. 

 
There are two dimensions of due process, which lawyers refer to as procedural due process and 
substantive due process. 

 

 Procedural due process is just what it sounds like – it deals with the procedural way 

in which decisions are made. 

 

 Procedural due process principles are hard to argue with. 

 

 They involve letting people know what you are considering; providing them with an 

opportunity to have their say; sharing information that you are considering in 

making your decision; being open-minded, fair, and unbiased in your decisions; 
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making timely decisions; and explaining in a clear way why you decided the way you 

did. 

 

 Substantive due process relates to subject matter issues such as whether a decision 

is advancing a legitimate public interest; whether it is doing so in a reasonable 

manner; whether it appropriately balances the public interest and private property 

rights; and whether people are being treated fairly and equally. 

 
If you understand and embrace these procedural and subject matter principles, and can 
recognize where some of the traps and red flags are, you will be a better decision maker. 
 
Procedural Due Process 
 
The procedural aspects of due process include proper notice; opportunity to be heard; full 
disclosure; unbiased and timely decisions; and findings of fact. 
 
Notice 
 
When you are considering a decision that could affect the rights of individuals, they have a right 
to know that you are considering that decision. 
 

 Notice should be adequate and timely. 

 

 It should inform interested parties of the proposed action and afford them an 

opportunity to present their opinions. 

 

 The average person must be able to understand the notice, and it must allow 

sufficient time for him to prepare. 

 
There are several different aspects of the notice issue. 
 

 First, there are certain legal requirements for notification. 

 

 These may be spelled out in your local laws such as the zoning code, or they may be 

contained in your state statutes. 

 

 Failure to meet these legal requirements could result in your decision being 

overturned on that basis alone. 

 

 Virtually all commissions are obligated to meet certain legally prescribed 

requirements for notice, usually consisting of some variation of mail and newspaper 

notices. 
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 Typically, most communities do an adequate job of meeting the legal requirements 

of notice. 

 
On the other hand, the legal requirements for notification are minimum requirements. 
 

 Good public policy and practice suggest that the minimum legal requirements may 

not be enough to avoid the non-legal problems associated with notice. 

 

 Many commissioners have been in situations where the legal requirements for 

notification have been met, but they still see people show up late in the process and 

complain because they did not know about the proceedings. 

 

 When this happens, it frankly does not help to be able to demonstrate that the legal 

requirements were met. 

 

 Many people are naturally distrustful of government, and it does not take much to 

make them suspicious. 

 

 While it is tempting to point out, “Well, you are here, so you obviously found out 

about the meeting,” this will not help. 

 

 What does help is being able to show them how the commission went above and 

beyond the legal requirements to make public notice. 

 
For this reason, consider ways of providing notice that exceed minimum requirements. 
 

 For example, a simple requirement that applicants for a zoning change must post a 

sign on the property is a very effective way of providing notification. 

 

 Using your community website to publish notices is another effective way to 

provide extra notice. 

 

 Keeping mailing lists of organized community groups and other interested parties is 

helpful. 

 

 Staff may also encourage applicants to contact and meet with surrounding property 

owners prior to initiating a formal process with the planning commission. 

 

 Using sign-in sheets as a tool for collecting names of people to notify about future 

meetings and hearings is also very effective. 
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When people know that you have gone out of your way to make them aware of something, you 
can often avoid initial missteps in the process. One note of caution: when considering extra 
efforts to provide notice, do so consistently; do not single out only certain applications for extra 
notice. 
 
Opportunity to Be Heard 
 
In order for notification to be of value, parties interested in a proposed action must have the 
opportunity to be heard and present evidence to support their position. 

 

 People whose rights may be affected by your action have a right to be heard. 

 

 This has several implications. 

 
Hearings must be open to the public. There may be some narrow exceptions in some states that 
allow executive sessions, but any such nonpublic meeting should be cleared with your legal 
counsel. 
 
Within the public meetings, a meaningful opportunity to be heard must be provided. 

 

 This is especially challenging for cases with large crowds or for contentious 

meetings. 

 

 Contrary to the way many planning commissions operate, this does not mean that 

everyone should have an unlimited amount of time to speak. 

 

 We believe that uncontrolled time limits on meetings may, in fact, result in lower-

quality discussions and decisions. 

 

 After a certain amount of time and a certain hour of the evening, people either have 

to leave or planning commission members are no longer able to give meaningful 

attention to what is being said. 

 

 Therefore, it is recommended the development or reasonable rules for governing 

public hearings. 

 
In your efforts to manage the meeting process efficiently, do not lose sight of the fact that the 
real reason for the meeting is for you to hear what people are saying. 
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 Some commissions that have become so concerned with running an efficient 

meeting that they give the impression to the public that they are more interested in 

keeping to a time schedule than they are in hearing what people have to say. 

 

 Thus, when you exercise time limits, do not cut people off in the middle of a 

sentence. 

 

 Let them complete their thoughts. 

 

 Let them request additional time if they so desire. 

 

 Be firm, but gentle. 

 
Full Disclosure 
 
Having provided notification and an opportunity to be heard, it is also important for interested 
parties to have access to information that they need to understand fully what you are 
considering. 

 

 All parties must have full access to reports, statements, and evidence that will be 

relied upon by decision makers. 

 

 Any information that you as a planning commissioner will use in making a decision 

should be available to all parties who are interested in the proceedings. 

 

 There are several particular issues associated with this principle: 

 
Completeness of Information 
 
Most local ordinances require applications to contain certain information and be submitted by a 
certain date. This is done so that individuals who receive notice and are interested have the 
opportunity to review the application in its entirety in order to determine potential impact on 
their property. 

 
Ex Parte Communications 
 
In simple terms, this means communication that occurs between an interested party in a 
decision-making process, such as an applicant, and yourself as a planning commissioner that is 
not on the public record. This can introduce an element of bias in a decision0making process. 

 
Whenever you have contact with someone on a matter pending before the planning 
commission outside of the public hearing process, you are engaging in ex parte communication. 
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This is a difficult issue for many commission members to deal with, particularly in small 
communities where it is difficult to avoid discussions outside of the planning commission 
process. 

 
However, you should understand that by engaging in such discussions, you are reviewing 
receiving information or opinions that the general public and others on the commission are not 
privy to. 

 
You are running the risk of violating the principle of full disclosure. Many commission members 
will respond to this by trying to disclose what they’ve heard in ex parte contacts during the 
public meeting. Certainly this is better than not disclosing it. However, the most appropriate 
policy is simply not to engage in ex parte contacts.  

 
If someone contacts you, or if you happen to see someone in a social setting who wishes to 
discuss an item pending before the planning commission, the simplest approach is to indicate 
that you are not able to discuss the matter and to encourage them to come to the meeting to 
share their opinions publicly. If it becomes known in your community that this is your policy, 
many of the contacts will cease to occur. 

 
Unbiased Decisions 
 
As a decision maker, you should be clear of bias or prejudice. Individuals whose rights may be 
affected have a right to a fair and impartial decision maker. 

 
The issues that most threaten this principle are conflicts of interest and the perception of 
conflicts. Conflicts of interest are often regulated by local ordinance. You should understand 
whether there are such requirements applicable to your community. 

 
Conflicts of interest typically involve instances where you or an immediate family member has a 
financial interest in the outcome of a particular item before the commission. These situations 
are often regulated by local law. Clearly, if you have a conflict of interest you should not 
participate in the deliberation. Your legal counsel may provide guidance to you in terms of 
whether or not a particular situation involves a conflict of interest. 

 
Beyond the question of whether you have a legal conflict of interest is the problem associated 
with perceptions of conflicts of interest. A perception of an impropriety can be as damaging to 
the credibility of you and your commission as an actual act of impropriety. 

 
To think through the problem, it’s helpful to ask three questions when considering potential 
conflicts of interest or biasing situations: 

 
1. Do I have an actual conflict of interest? Legal counsel should be consulted on this point. 

 
2. Even if I do not have a legal conflict, am I biased one way or the other due to a 

relationship with an interested party? Answering this question may take some soul 
searching, but it should be addressed honestly. 
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3. Even if I believe I can be unbiased, would the average reasonable person perceive this as 

a biasing circumstance? Not the reference to a “reasonable person”, not someone who 
might try to manipulate facts for his or her self-interest. 
 

If the answer to any of these questions is in the affirmative, you should disclose the existence of 
a conflict, ask to be excused, and then leave the room. 

 

 It presents a poor public impression to remain silently with the commission or even 

to go into the audience to observe. 

 
Timely Decisions 
 
Another element of procedural due process is the right to a timely decision. While this is rarely a 
problem, there are several pitfalls that should be recognized and avoided. 

 

 One occurs when a planning commission appears to have all necessary testimony 

and information that it needs to make a decision but fails to arrive at a decision for 

no particular reason. 

 

 While it is often appropriate to delay decisions, commissioners should be careful to 

delay without a reason. 

 

 It is often difficult or inconvenient for members of the public to come to planning 

commission meetings. 

 

 Applicants will argue legitimately that time is money and that delay is costly. 

 

 The worst instance is where a commission simply appears to lack the courage to 

make a decision in front of a large group of people on a controversial issue. 

 

 When a commission tables a matter for no particular reason, may people are often 

suspicious that backroom meetings and discussions will continue to be held on the 

item during the interim period. 

 

 Timely decisions are an important part in maintaining faith in government actions. 

 
Findings of Fact 
 
Findings of fact are the legal footprints that should be left to explain how the decision maker 
progressed from the facts through the established policies to the decision. 
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 Many communities explicitly require findings of fact to be made. 

 

 Findings are a valuable decision-making tool even if they are not legally required. 

 

 The bottom line is that if you cannot state a factual basis for your decision, then you 

probably have not done your job well. 

 
There are several principles to keep in mind when making findings: 

 

 Commissions are not “committees of compassion.” Your decision should not be 

based upon whether or not you feel sorry for someone, but rather whether or not 

actual evidence is submitted to support standards. 

 

 The burden of proof is on applicants to demonstrate that they meet the standards. 

 

 You do not have to believe everything you hear. Weighing the evidence is your 

responsibility. Just because someone presents what he or she considers to be 

factual testimony does not mean that you have to consider it as a relevant and 

believable fact. 

 

 On the other hand, you must be very careful not to dismiss information because you 

don’t agree with it personally. If it is factual, you must accept it as such and consider 

it as part of your deliberations. 

 

 Opinions without factual basis are without merit. Opinions that are supported by 

facts can be a relevant basis for your decisions. Whether those opinions are being 

expressed by an expert or a layperson, a factual basis is still required. 

 

 Public sentiment is not a basis for decisions. The number of people who come to a 

meeting has no bearing on your opinion – what matters is the quality of the factual 

information they present. 

 

 You can rely upon personal knowledge that you have about a particular situation or 

property, but make it a part of the public record so others can either agree or 

disagree with it. 

 

 Use the application process as a beginning point in the findings process. Your 

application forms should explicitly set out the standards and criteria and request 

that the applicant address in writing the factual support for the determination of 

compliance with the standards. 
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 For those commissions that have professional staff, have your Staff Report 

structured in such a way that they can be a starting point for the findings. 

 

 Keep the standards in front of you during the course of the meeting. Ask questions 

of witnesses designed to get evidence related to the standards. During the public 

hearing portion of the meeting, ask questions designed to elicit factual testimony, 

but confine yourself to such questions. Do not express opinions at that point. 

 

 Before making a decision, openly deliberate the factual testimony and compliance 

with the standards. Assess compliance with each relevant standard explicitly. 

 

 Make carefully worded motions with stated factual reasons supporting the motion. 

Make sure that your motions contain the words “because” or “on the basis of.” 

 

 Use your minutes carefully to record the factual testimony, motions, and the basis 

for the decision. 

 

 Make sure that when a decision is complete you can produce a package of 

application, Staff Report, motion, and minutes that demonstrates a clean record, 

the relevant factual testimony, and the standards for your decisions. It should 

reflect a weighing of the evidence and a determination of compliance, and it should 

clearly state the decision with any conditions you are imposing. 

 
Substantive Due Process 
 
It is not enough simply to comply with principles of procedural due process. It is also necessary 
to be aware of the substance of your decisions. The following series of questions may serve as a 
helpful checklist to test your decisions from a substantive viewpoint: 
 

1. Does the regulation policy advance a legitimate public interest? Everything that you do 
must be justifiable on the basis of advancing a public interest. You exist for no reason 
other than to act in the public interest. 
 
Examples of legitimate public interests on which to base decisions are: 

 

 Promoting safe and efficient patterns of land uses 

 

 Regulating potentially incompatible land uses sin relationship to one another 

 

 Avoiding and eliminating traffic congestion and other unsafe traffic conditions 
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 Providing for safe and adequate infrastructure service patterns 

 

 Promoting fiscally responsible growth and development  

 

 Encouraging certain levels of community aesthetics and character through design 

review, sign regulations, site plan review, and landscaping and buffering 

requirements 

 
Examples of bases for decisions that would not promote legitimate public interests are 
the following: 

 

 Regulations that impinge on freedom of speech 

 

 Regulations that impinge upon religious expression 

 

 Regulations that attempt to ensure certain socioeconomic goals related to income 

or ethnicity 

 
2. Is the regulation a reasonable way to accomplish the legitimate public interest? There 

may be many ways to accomplish a certain objective, but one must balance public and 
private interest. The particular regulatory approach should be reasonable in light of this 
balancing.  

 

 A regulatory body should understand how the particular regulation advances the 

public interest. 

 

 This is best accomplished by ensuring that zoning decisions are made in accordance 

with an adopted plan and that there are clear findings to document this 

relationship. 

 
3. Can the relationship between the regulation and the public interests be documented? A 

regulatory body should understand how the particular regulation advances the public 
interest. Typically it is best accomplished by ensuring that zoning decisions are made in 
accordance with an adopted plan and that there are clear findings to document this 
relationship. 

 

 The Supreme Court has concluded that there does not have to a precise scientific 

analysis to demonstrate a relationship, but that enough evidence is needed to be 

able to demonstrate that the nature of the condition of approval is roughly 

proportional to the impact of the expanded development. 
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4. Does the regulation allow a reasonable economic use of the property? 
 

 If a regulation deprives a property owner of all value of his or her property, a taking 

may be found by the courts. 

 

 Do not allow yourself to be bullied or intimidated by property owners or legal 

counsel for property owners who claim that the takings law entitles them to 

compensation simply because you have reduced the value of their property. 

 

 It has been clear for many years that you may regulate private property in such a 

way that the value of the property is reduced if you are doing so for a legitimate 

public purpose. 

 
5. Is the regulation applied fairly? 

 

 The legal concept of equal protection provides that people have a right to be 

treated the same as other people in similar circumstances. 

 

 You may not apply a regulation one way for one individual and another way for 

another individual when the circumstances are the same. 

 

8.3 WHAT COUNTS MOST         
 
There are many important attributes to a planning commissioner. There’s the need to 
understand planning terms; to be neutral and fair; to pay attention at meetings; and other such 
important matters. 
 
When pressed to name the three most important aspects of the job, there is the Three P’s:  
patience, persistence, and passion. This triad of traits can be the basis of a truly effective 
planning commissioner. 
 
Patience is an essential attribute if you are to be an effective decision maker, especially in the 
contentious situations that often confront the planning commission. 

 

 You need to exercise patience over your own desire to rush to judgment after a 

cursory review of the facts as they are presented by Staff or the applicant. 

 

 You also need to be patient with other commissioners who may have a different 

perspective or be slower to grasp complicated concepts. 
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 Most importantly, you must be patient with the public at the public hearing. Though 

citizens often care deeply about a subject, they may become excited and emotional 

or express themselves in less than perfect grammar or syntax. 

 

 This is not to excuse rude or disruptive behavior, which must, of course, be 

controlled. However, do not exhibit your impatience. 

 

 Have patience with the planning process, and with the citizens with whom it is 

important, and you may be surprised how often the quality of your final product is 

improved. 

 
Persistence may seem to be the reverse of patience, because it connotes a willingness to keep 
espousing a point of view despite opposition. 
 

 But, whereas patience is a commodity that cannot be overused, persistence should 

be used sparingly. 

 

 A commissioner who is stubborn and entrenched can quickly become ineffective. 

 

 There may be times when you have weighed all the information, listened patiently 

to the public, and come to a conclusion that still is not popular or supported by the 

majority. 

 

 If your colleagues respect you, they will respect your persistence. 

 

 You may even win them over. 

 
In your striving to be objective, fair and open, it is easy to dismiss passion, but they are not the 
same. 

 

 Yes, you must always be an active listener to different points of view, but this should 

not mitigate having a real passion for planning as a vital contribution to your 

community’s livability and future. 

 

 Planning commissioners should be advocates for an orderly process that has the 

best interests of the community at its overriding goal. 

 

 They also should be passionate about the values that make their community a 

special place. 
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