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Comprehensive planning has long held preeminence as a “best practice” among local governments seeking a core strategy that can guide community development over the long term (Irvin and Stansbury 2004). The American Planning Association (APA)’s ethical principles for planning calls for planners to “recognize the comprehensive and long-range nature of planning decisions” and to incorporate comprehensive planning into their daily approach to planning problems and decision making (Lucy 2003). Planning theorists and scholars posit an integrative (“comprehensive”) approach to planning as the most conducive to meeting the seemingly contradictory goals of economic growth, social equity and environmental sustainability (Campbell 2003, van den Berg et. al 2003). The comprehensive planning exercise is attractive to elected and appointed officials because it appears to integrate a number of widely-held objectives: (1) to exercise and demonstrate civic leadership, (2) to create a documented development strategy that can guide and legitimate daily decision making, and (3) to build community consensus for development by promoting citizen participation in decision-making. Because of the dual promise comprehensive planning makes as an administrative and political tool, local government officials across a wide range of jurisdictions perceive it as the “silver bullet” that can help them address their governance and development challenges. Since comprehensive planning is a process, not a blueprint, it appears to empower local actors to make decisions that reflect the local context and produce viable results. Yet despite the widespread use of comprehensive planning, inadequate attention is paid to the ways in which the institutional context of local governance places significant constraints on the planning process. Neo-institutional analysis of political systems, including urban governance, suggests that institutions can both constrain and
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enable certain outcomes to the decision-making process (Coaffey and Healey 2003, Toonen 1998). Because comprehensive planning involves making critical decisions regarding the allocation of local resources over the long term, it is a deeply political – and highly politicized – process. Political analysis thus offers substantial insights into the comprehensive planning process as a governance practice. The key institutional factors in local governance – including organizational structures, professional incentives, leadership styles, and relations with external actors – are critical to understanding the constraints and opportunities that exist in the comprehensive planning process. This paper will use a case study approach to examine the institutional factors at play in the comprehensive planning process. The case has been chosen as representing a fairly typical set of development and political problems facing smaller American cities – which continue to make up the vast majority of local government units in the U.S. These problems include rapidly growing population fed by a housing construction boom, annexation pressure on surrounding rural areas, a priority on economic development due to declining city revenues, and frictions with other revenue-collecting local governance units (including the school district and the county). Because the study is confined to a single jurisdiction, it is intended primarily as an illustrative exploration of the institutional issues in comprehensive planning. However, the study does suggest that neo-institutional political analysis offers a useful tool for improving comprehensive planning processes by matching them more closely with their institutional contexts. The Literature The urban planning literature on comprehensive planning relies on certain key assumptions to predict its value for the desired outcomes of economic growth, social
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equity and environmental sustainability. First, there is an assumption that the institutions within which the planning process occurs are either an absent or a minor factor in the process and its outcomes. Even where the planning literature acknowledges these institutions, it tends to place the planner outside them, as in Marcuse’s 1976 discussion of bureaucracies as the planner’s “client” and Hoffman’s 1989 prescription for planners to work outside the limitations of the institutions that house them. The planner is thus seen as an independent actor unaffected by the organizational structures and processes within which he is placed. Yet in reality, certified urban planners are more likely to be employed by public agencies than by any other type of organization (APA 2004). Since public agencies in the U.S. are primarily bureaucratic, they promote and reinforce the organizational principles of hierarchy and levels of graded authority, and specialization of function (Weber 1922). Yet planners assigned the role of facilitating creation of a comprehensive plan will by necessity become involved in all the functions of the urban bureaucracy, transgressing the normal organizational lines of specialization and hierarchy. The degree to which planners are able to navigate the idiosyncratic characteristics of their particular bureaucratic context will thus play a significant role in their success in bridging the gaps that bureaucracies create (England 2003). Lacking adequate political analysis of these institutions, students of urban planning risk failure as planners because of their incapacity either to understand or manipulate those institutions effectively. Second, the planner is depicted as entirely motivated by the altruism of the plan’s objectives (eg, economic growth, social equity, environmental sustainability), rather than by the incentive structure of his/her profession and place in public administration. Yet
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decades of public administration research have demonstrated that administrators at all levels of governance – including city planners – practice specific types of decisionmaking based on the incentive structures of their profession, including the desire to achieve a high professional stature and increase remuneration (through positive performance appraisals and recognition among their professional peers), to conform to organizational goals and norms, and to promote their organizations’ vitality (Downs 1967, Fox and Shirkey 1991, Ingraham 1991, Kauffman 1960, Simon 1997). In addition, the individual planner assigned a leadership role in comprehensive planning will be located at a specific point on the trajectory of his/her professional career. Those planners nearing retirement, who were likely educated under more traditional urban planning curricula, will take a very different approach and attitude to the task than the young professional seeking a “trademark” product through which to market him/herself to the next jurisdiction. Third, the planner’s role as facilitator of a comprehensive planning process assumes a specific leadership capacity within the planner both as an institutional role and as an individual person. Dubbed “collaborative leadership” (Chrislip and Larson 1994) or “facilitative leadership” (Svara 1988), this form of leadership can only be actuated by a planner operating within certain institutional arrangements (eg, a strong mayor system in which the mayor publicly delegates full authority and responsibility of community facilitation to the planner, or a council-manager form of government characterized by strong, cooperative relationships between legislative and executive actors that empower administrative leadership at all levels). Facilitative leadership also demands certain skills, though the current scholarship’s focus on descriptive analysis of this leadership
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style raises doubts as to the degree to which these skills can be effectively transferred to professionals (Svara 1994). Perhaps most importantly, the planning literature pays scant attention to the political resources available to planners as leaders; yet, political analysis has demonstrated the degree to which these resources overdetermine governance outcomes (Dahl 1961). Finally, active citizen participation is either assumed or subsumed under the planner’s role at community facilitator. Citizen participation has been empirically demonstrated as a necessary precursor to the quality and adaptability of comprehensive plans (Brody 2003), and indeed has been mandated by some state governments (Brody et al. 2003). Current theory places the planner at the locus of equitable representation into the planning process (Healey, Krumholz). Citizens representing the broad base of society, including marginalized groups, are assumed to have both desire and skills to engage in the comprehensive planning process, because of the inherent nature of the process itself: “with the ideal comprehensive plan, it is presumed that the objective, technocratic merits of a perfected . . . development scheme will ensure society’s acceptance” (Campbell 448 in PT). Yet a somewhat ironic “decline in cooperation” has been identified in local governments attempting to adopt more participatory forms of decision-making such as the comprehensive plan (Svara 1988: 220). This decline can be traced in turn to the problems facing community-based organizations, which are best placed to represent specific constituent groups. Institutional barriers such as lack of access to financial resources, inadequate internal organization, and lack of attention to coalition-building have been found to obstruct the capacity of CBOs to engage in strategic planning facilitated by city planners (Silverman 2003).
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As mentioned earlier, citizen participation in the planning process is considered theoretically beneficial. Empirical evidence has suggested that citizen participation is essential to creating a comprehensive plan that does more than “gather dust on government shelves” (Burby 2003). While most planners agree that there is need for public participation in planning, the literature has not suggested that planners as professionals are steeped in methods for creating a strategy for effective integration of public participation. Furthermore, many ideas or interests that are affected by the decisions embodied in a comprehensive plan may lack publics to represent them. Even if there were an effective method of public participation it would not solve the problems of absent publics. Lastly, while participation is commonly seen as “good” it can also activate “latent publics who work to see that the planners’ preferred policies are quashed” (Ibid). In sum, participation takes many forms and is not as ubiquitous as it may seem at first glance. The method or process of incorporating public participation in the comprehensive planning process is as meaningful as public participation itself. Planners may associate public participation with higher costs of producing a plan in a timely and efficient manner if a great deal of participation is sought. Public information sessions, surveys, and conferences are associated with additional costs, including the time it takes to deliver a final plan.1 The additional costs of creating public participation may be enough alone to prevent a small municipality from seeking public 1



The City of Austin, Texas undertook a massive citizen participation project for the creation of comprehensive plan; the project was named Austinplan. The process included the use of citizen surveys and the establishing of a citizen steering committee of 94 persons. The projected evolved over the course of 4 years and is estimated to have directly involved (not including surveys) over 1,000 citizens. The plan, created at substantial cost and effort of the commissions and citizens, was forwarded to council for adoption, but has never been accepted (Beatly and Brower 1994). This case bears mentioning here because even after the substantial effort and tedious incorporation of the public in the process it never achieved fruition in the form of comprehensive plan. This is not to say Austinplan was a failure in respect what we can learn about public participation – it should inform us to pitfalls of incorporating public participation in the comprehensive planning process.
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input. It is difficult to say whether it is that public input is considered of less value than the costs of attaining it or that any additional costs are prohibitive. In small communities budgetary constraints (and other resource constraints such as personnel) are real and immediate, but the literature does not address the costs of producing a plan and there is no analysis of cost effective processes for participation. The beginnings of public participation methodology can be found in federal and state requirements for participation. They have regulated a minimal amount of participation or, at the very least, prevent the public from being excluded from the process. In Ohio, this takes the form of a “Sunshine Laws” which establish the public’s right to attend any meetings except executive sessions. Under Ohio Law even administrative staff meetings are open to the public, yet it is highly unlikely anyone would attend. This regulation does not ensure that the public can interact in a meaningful manner in terms of decision-making. There is little guidance for local planners in creating a process of public participation. Indeed, there is no one-size-fits-all method. Nor is there any other silver bullet for creating a method for planning. Planning is “perhaps no less complex than those of military strategy, strategic importance, or space exploration” (Fagence 1977). With all the complexities and considerations of planning there are an equal number and types of methods to address them; yet planning remains “…a messy operation at best” (Ibid). The method employed for the creation of the plan and integration of public participation in City X most closely resembles the Chicago Model. Fagence describes the model in detail:
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The Chicago programme was conceived in three distinct phases: the first was initiation, which involved preparatory work on publications and development of an organization to accommodate citizen participation; the second was dialogue, a continuing process of premeditated, serious and valid exchanges between all participants to the plan-making operation; and finally, feedback, the response participants at critical stages in the ongoing process of decision-making (Fagence 1977). [Graph of City Plan and Chicago Model] The model explained here is close in format to the suggested format of City X’s planning process. This is not to say that all of the stages have been fulfilled or were ever intended to be by City X. This review of the literature demonstrates that in general, the field of urban planning has failed to absorb the lessons of political scholarship, particularly with regards to the structure and functions of public administration. The purpose of this paper is to initiate the project of integrating public administration scholarship more fully into the field of urban planning. Through a case study of one local jurisdiction undertaking the comprehensive planning process, we use a public administration framework to demonstrate the degree to which institutional contexts matter in urban planning. Drawing on studies of governance practices in similar institutional settings, we are able to achieve a degree of predictive analysis as to the likely outcomes of this particular comprehensive planning exercise. Beyond this particular case, however, the study is intended to suggest areas for further empirical research that will contribute to enhanced understanding of the comprehensive planning process as a local governance practice, with the ultimate goal of improving the capacity of urban planners to work with and within their institutional settings.
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Case Study We chose City X for this study because it represents the typical environment in which urban planners work, and because our familiarity with the city government through our previous service to the city gave us access to the organizational and personality factors we are analyzing in this study. We refer to the city as X due to current sensitivities in its comprehensive planning process. City X has a population of 10,000, is located in Southwestern Ohio, and is primarily a bedroom community for a neighboring medium-sized city dominated by a single steel manufacturer (which is the primary employer for the workers of City X). Small cities, particularly in the Midwest, are a predominant site for urban planning issues and initiatives. We looked at APA website salary survey but could not find disaggregated data on number of planners working in cities of 10,000 or less – if you’re a member of APA you might be able to get into it, otherwise, we could just drop it or put it in here as a marker to try to get the data later. According to the 2000 census, 87 % of US cities have populations of 10,000 or less (Brennan and Hoene 2003). Through the 1990s, small cities grew at a significantly (18%) faster rate than medium or large jurisdictions, and in the Midwest, the 34% growth rate of small cities far outstripped the overall average regional growth rate of eight percent. The demographic makeup of small cities is also shifting, albeit less dramatically than in large jurisdictions where the white population has typically become the minority. In the decade from 1990 – 2000, the white share of population decreased from 83% in 1990 to 75% in 2000. Much of this drop is due to increases in Black and Hispanic populations in small cities (Ibid.).
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These statistics obviate the need for planning to address the dramatic changes in infrastructure, service and financial needs of the growing population in small cities. City X is no exception, since its population has doubled in the past decade. Housing Starts for 2003 numbered XXX, a typical year over the past decade. Annexation of XXX acres over the past XXX years (representing XXX % increase in city acres) has facilitated the population growth, but it has not been matched with the commercial or industrial growth that would ease the taxation burden on residents while assuring adequate revenues for service delivery. The ensuing budget crisis led the Council to rescind a tax credit on personal income, which in turn led to a citizen revolt in the form of a charter amendment petition. Public anger over the issue has become very evident the tax credit was rescinded but allegations of intentionally confusing ballot language have emerged. Further, four – a majority of council persons including the mayor – have tentatively agreed to not stand for reelection in 2005. However, it has been the case in the past that the decisions to run for reelection are been last minute; during the last election the mayor waited to the last day to be placed on the ballot. Meanwhile, a citizen survey conducted in 2003 identified a number of issues and preferences among the existing population. The vast majority of respondents expressed anxiety over the housing growth and its potential impact on the quality of life, including traffic flow, services, and reductions in open space surrounding the city. Respondents stated that they want City X to retain its small-town atmosphere, and to attract better opportunities for shopping, entertainment and recreation. Respondents overwhelmingly rated public services as excellent, but the City was facing the need to cut services due to the budget shortfall. Anticipating the likely opposition to service cuts, and
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acknowledging the growing political resistance to the City’s continued approval of housing permit applications, the newly-hired City Manager suggested to Council that the 1995 Master Plan be revisited and reformulated into a Comprehensive Plan that would address the variety of social, economic and infrastructure issues facing the city. Council agreed to the initiative, and to contracting out the facilitation process to the OhioKentucky-Indiana (OKI) regional governing body, whose consulting arm provides support for city planning in the region. City X’s government is organized in council-manager structure, with a sevenmember council elected at-large. In keeping with the jurisdiction’s size, the city’s management staff is small. Under the City Manager is a Director of Planning/Zoning Administration (with no staff), a Director of Public Works (with five staff performing public maintenance duties), an IT specialist (with no staff), a Police Chief with fourteen officers, and a Clerk of Council who also acts as administrative assistant to the entire city staff. The City’s Finance Director reports directly to the mayor and is housed on the opposite side of the city’s civic hall, but he has a collegial (one could say, “old-boysnetwork” style) relationship with the City Manager. All staff are male, with the exception of the Clerk of Council. The City Manager is the most recent addition to the staff, having been brought in from the outside over the Director of Planning/Zoning Administration, who also applied to the job. The Director of Planning/Zoning Administration has been employed by the City for his entire professional career, having worked his way up from an entry-level professional position with the Public Works Department. He now has six years before reaching retirement eligibility.
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The City’s planner, therefore, can best be characterized as an unwilling participant in the comprehensive planning process. With intimate knowledge of the traditional city leaders and citizens, the planner has not welcomed the changes either in the city’s demographics or in its government. So close to retirement, he is resistant to changing the traditional governance practices of the smaller city, where decisions are reached cooperatively among the small circle of council members and administrators with minimal participation from the public. The planner is also resentful of council’s decision not to hire him as manager, and has singled out a number of council members as responsible for his inability to finish his career at the pinnacle of the professional ladder. More significantly, the Planner is an unwilling participant in planning itself, perceiving his primary and sole role as administrator of existing zoning ordinances. Where council members demonstrate that they do not fully understand the planning or zoning process, the Planner is unwilling or unable to engage them constructively in building their capacity to make decisions. As one example, the Planner refused to develop a council presentation on the current development review process, delegating the task to an intern under the guise of not being adequately familiar with Power Point. The Planner attempted to opt out of the presentation itself, but the City Manager forced him to attend the Council retreat where the presentation was made. As a form of passive resistance, the Planner proceeded to make the presentation but botched the power point, with the result that the presentation did not coherently explain the current development review process or the need to revise it through a comprehensive planning process. As a result of this performance, the City Manager gradually excluded the Planner from the comprehensive planning process, except to perform mundane support tasks for the
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initiative (eg, preparing the contract for OKI’s facilitation services). The Planner was forced to attend all Comprehensive Planning meetings, but made little to no substantive contribution to the meetings in regards to either process or product.2 The City Manager, therefore, became the de facto planner, involved in all aspects of the comprehensive planning process. In part, this evolution of the project’s responsibilities was a consequence of the CM’s management style, which is very handson, detail-oriented and top-down. But in addition, his dual role as City Manager and Planner enabled the CM to use the bureaucratic principle of hierarchy to transcend the potential turf wars that a comprehensive planning process could entail. Because the CM consistently positions himself as the ultimate and final decision-maker, no individual department head could object to his facilitating a planning process in which decisions are made as to their specific priorities and operations. The nominal Planner would likely have encountered just such turf wars, and – given his personality and his general lack of interest – would likely have encountered significant difficulty getting other departments to “sign on” to the comprehensive plan. The CM, however, faced his own set of challenges, not least of which was a troubled relationship with Council. Two of the seven council members were openly hostile to the CM due to personnel decisions he had made early on in his tenure that cost the jobs of one council-member and the spouse of another. While the remaining five council members had participated in the decision to hire the CM and generally supported his decisions and performance, four of the five members were up for reelection (and what looks to be retirement) after the Comprehensive Planning process began. The uncertainty



2



During the first public meeting neither the City Planner nor City Manager made a comment. The meeting was developed and coordinated by OKI exclusively.
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introduced into the CM’s professional tenure in City X led him to be much more passive and tentative in his “leadership” of the comprehensive planning process. The CM had undertaken this process in part as a strategy to “trademark” his performance as a professional manager, so that he would become attractive to jurisdictions wishing to undergo a similar exercise. But within the context of City X’s politics – which were centering on a deep budget crisis and public tensions with the local private rescue squad – the comprehensive planning process took a lower priority among other competing and more short-term issues. The CM’s need to cultivate Council support for his positions on these other issues led him to acquiesce to certain Council decisions with regard to the comprehensive planning process. Specifically, the CM agreed to Eliminate land use from the elements to be included in the comprehensive plan. Council considered this element to be too politically sensitive, given the wide-scale discontent over the city’s seemingly pro-development policies. Clearly, however, a comprehensive plan that does not address land use will have limited value for ongoing decision-making. Limit OKI’s role to data gathering and report-writing, with the result that there was no clear facilitator identified for the public meetings. Council used budgetary considerations as a justification for this change in OKI’s role, but the result of this decision was to position the five Planning Commissioners as the facilitators. The CM, again needing to cultivate a positive relationship with Commission members (most of whom also served on Council), was reticent to insert himself into the facilitation role, despite the obvious drawbacks of having five facilitators.
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Un-invite certain community members from participating in the comprehensive planning process, despite the published advertisement indicating that all participants were welcome. Council used “conflict of interest” arguments to strike from the list of citizen participants certain individuals whose positions did not conform with the majority preference of the Council members. The final list of citizen participants did not include any representatives from the development community, nor were any ethnic minorities represented, despite a significant jump in Hispanic population (from 0 in 1990 to 12% in 2000), and a steadily growing African-American population (from 0.2 % in 1990 to 12% in 2000). No effort was made to reach out to any community-based organizations or other interest groups – eg, environmental groups active at the county or regional level – to improve the balance of representation. The CM-as-Planner agreed to these stipulations in the comprehensive planning process precisely because of his position within the local governing institutions. In the CouncilManager form of governance, the CM serves at the pleasure of Council and therefore is constantly cultivating Council support for his position (read, his job) and his agenda. While this structure is the result of progressive-era attempts to separate politics (and corruption) from the administration of public policy, it can produce stalemate or less than optimal policy as CMs – despite their expertise and access to professional best practices - are unwilling to “get out in front of” the Council members who hired them (Loveridge 1971). Lacking any political resources outside of his relationship with the members of



Hockaday and Smith-Heimbrock



Page 16



Council, the CM had no recourse to conforming to the wishes of a Council that does not have experience with or access to good information about comprehensive planning. The lack of political resources also helps explain why the CM was unable or unwilling to introduce into the comprehensive planning process any of the more progressive elements of urban planning, including garnering participation among marginalized groups or assuring that environmental concerns are address. Given the total domination of white citizens in the city’s legislative and executive governance, and the openly conservative and/or racist attitudes of several members of the city’s legislature and executive branch, promoting an agenda of inclusiveness and environmental conservation would entail significant risk-taking for any individual. A CM lacking in political resources would have to demonstrate significant skills and abilities as a facilitative or collaborative leader in order to bring a recalcitrant body of representatives and citizens around to recognizing the need for social and environmental justice. The CM in City X repeatedly demonstrated a general lack in these types of leadership skills. Instead, within the typology of leadership, the CM appears to favor “positional leadership,” which is associated with those holding positions at the top of a functional structure. The positional leader “sets goals, organizes activities, motivates and rewards” (Chrislip and Larson 128). What the positional leader does not do that a facilitative or collaborative leader must is to focus on process – concern him/herself with who is at the table, whether all voices have equal power in the debate, whether the items in the agenda represent the broad base of societal interests, etc. The CM repeatedly demonstrated that he is more comfortable in the leadership role that is “built in” to his position in the
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administrative hierarchy of local government, rather than any more community-oriented and inclusive leadership. But perhaps an even more significant barrier to the inclusion of these principles in City X’s comprehensive planning process was the lack of these resources in the community. In a small city like X, marginalized groups like ethnic minorities are unlikely to organize in order to assure their representation. These groups, whose members tend to be lower income workers with less economic security than average, lack the resources, experience and political will needed to organize. Their precarious social and economic position in the small community where they reside renders them less risktaking and hence less able to capitalize on any opportunities for organizing that may arise. Environmental organizations encounter the same problems in communities like City X. Lacking grassroots organizing within the community itself, environmental concerns are less likely to be on the agenda for those involved in the comprehensive planning process. Indeed, within City X the only environmental issue that we ever heard arising was stormwater runoff, and this only became an issue as a result of Federal and State legislation requiring stormwater mitigation measures at the local level. In response, the CM appointed his IT specialist to “direct” the stormwater effort – despite the specialist’s total lack of training or experience in this policy arena. Compliance with orders from above generates a far different approach to policy than response to local concerns. While environmental organizations are active in the OKI region, their limited resources do not enable them to insert themselves effectively into a local effort such as Trenton’s comprehensive plan. Either they remain unaware of the initiative until citizen
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participants have already been chosen (if then), or they are unable to devote the resources needed to attend meetings and navigate the local politics in order to build political support for incorporating their concerns and positions into the comprehensive plan. Lacking a pressure or interest group, members of Council are unlikely to adopt a proactive stance on environmental issues, unless there is an anomaly – which in case of City X, there is not.



Analysis As this case study has demonstrated, the comprehensive planning process in City X has encountered significant obstacles caused by the institutional context within which it is taking place. These obstacles include: The nominal Planner’s inability to fulfill his role, due to the particularities of his place on the professional trajectory The place of the comprehensive planning initiative among a number of other, more pressing policy issues facing the local government The Council-Manager form of government’s constraints on the CM-as-Planner’s creativity and risk-taking for progressive policy promotion The CM’s lack of alternative political resources (eg, external organizations) that could enable him to promote a more progressive agenda The CM’s lack of facilitative/collaborative leadership skills, and institutional inability to use them, that would promote broader citizen participation The disadvantaged groups’ lack of resources or political will to organize in order to represent their interests and needs in the comprehensive plan
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The lack of environmental organizations at the grassroot levels, and the inadequate resources available to regional organizations that might have contributed to City X’s deliberations. These significant institutional barriers preclude development of a comprehensive plan that is either progressive or even truly comprehensive. For comprehensive planning to achieve the laudable goals established by scholars such as Healey, Campbell or Krumholz, planners must take better account of the institutional environment within which they are working. Given that the majority of small cities in the US have adopted the council-manager form of government, the restraints this governing structure places on the city manager and/or his appointed planner must be incorporated into the planner’s strategy for facilitating a positive process and outcome. Planners must find practical solutions to the challenges of garnering support for progressive approaches to planning among a recalcitrant Council and potentially resistant City staff; fostering the participation of marginalized groups by helping them access resources and skills to represent their interests; and assuring that comprehensive planning is placed at the top of the policy agenda. Only through accurate identification of the institutional barriers confronting them, and skilled manipulation of their institutional context, can planners in small cities hope to achieve the promise of comprehensive planning as an integrative strategy for inclusive community development.
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