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“What do you mean we need to plan? What we need is to act!” Discussions like this undoubtedly occur in city council meetings in small towns across the state when there are multiple significant issues in need of immediate attention, and there is no consensus on how public funds should be directed. Some want to evaluate the town’s needs, while others want to act. The municipality may have received the quarterly sales tax check from the state, and some members of the elected body are ready to spend it. After all, they are the elected officials, and they were elected to act! Conversely, if the municipality had a community-based plan, it would have a guide to make informed decisions allocating limited resources — funding, people, and facilities — without the ever-present acrimony.

From Autocratic Planning to Consensus Planning

In the past, municipal planning that involved spending funds for infrastructure and public services was, more often than not, primarily a budgetary planning process. A select few would determine the need, budget for that need, and act. Some may say that planning by the few for the community’s common good is the only way to get anything done quickly. But in the U.S. that type of autocratic planning is no longer acceptable, and consensus planning is what an informed public demands. Plans can no longer be developed without public input or criticism. A planning processes that involves a broad cross section of citizens to be impacted by the resultant plans makes a powerful statement that government really does want citizen input. More and more we see processes involving government, neighborhoods and business stakeholders involved in private-public consensus processes. The increased openness, or democratization, of decision-making in public affairs is the result of the American public’s demand for a greater voice in public policy planning. Where government fails to provide sufficient opportunities for civic engagement, the public has a lower interest and influence on their local government.

One may ask who has won in this change from autocratic to consensus planning — the autocrats or the democrats. Some communities that in the past were led by strong willed officials and business people may mourn the excruciatingly difficult and exorbitantly long time it may take to get any planning done. Others counter that a democratically developed plan, regardless of its potential pitfalls and acrimonious process, is better than master planning by a few autocratic leaders. Which way of planning is more likely to better serve the community’s common good? Going back to the New Deal era, one can say that the planning from Washington did not always take into consideration the public’s welfare for there was little, if any, public involvement in planning major projects. Master planners did not have to justify what they were doing. Others will disagree by pointing to the many major projects built during that period, and the number of jobs created when the jobs were needed most. 

Building large public projects using our current planning processes is more difficult today with the increase in the complexity of the process. Could we have build Hoover Dam or the interstate highway system of the 1950s with our current planning civic engagement requirements? Hydroelectric dams and highways had social and environmental costs that were not adequately considered.

Take for example I-35 running through Austin that has created a physical, social, and emotional barrier between the areas it bisects. There was no civic engagement to speak of in that project’s planning process. The state department of transportation has now been convinced by the public that its physical divisiveness has been detrimental to the Austin community, and it has agreed to consider a citizen’s design idea of depressing the highway through the urban area similar to the North Central Expressway in Dallas. By all accounts, the Dallas community is pleased with the results. San Francisco has eliminated the Embarcadero Highway, and Boston is in the process of tunneling the Central Artery/Tunnel Project, or as it is better know, “The Big Dig,” to free up to 27 acres of ground space for urban uses. Citizens in these two cities were dissatisfied with these roadways, called for and got the changes they desired. These are but three communities that are responding in the affirmative, and the outcomes are much more beneficial to the impacted communities. It is interesting that in all three examples, the projects involved deconstruction of highways. One might imagine that should there have been better civic engagement in the initial planning of these projects, expenditure of public dollars and a great amount of inconvenience could have been avoided.

The newly found strength of citizens in civic engagement has also meant that the private sector, the market, no longer has a free reign in staying in or developing where the residents do not want them. For example, a cluster of gigantic gasoline storage tanks in a Hispanic single-family residential area in East Austin was forced to relocate when this minority community learned of leakages polluting the ground water around it. The democratic characteristics of urban planning have strengthened our public planning processes in spite of them taking longer to complete, and in all cases, the outcomes have been better products. After all, public agencies exist to serve the public’s general welfare.

Planning Strategically

The first essential step in community-based planning is identification and training of potential community leaders. Communities should not rest on their current leaders’ laurels. A truly benevolent community leader working for the community’s common good, while not uncommon, will not be at the helm forever. Communities should always plan for the eventual transfer of the leadership baton for the leadership relay never ends. Failure to plan will be detrimental for the community.

While a community can undertake one of several available leadership training programs, those receiving the training should feel that their involvement will count for something— that there will a product in the end. A community-based planning process is a wonderful opportunity for the current community leaders to introduce others to the topic of the community’s needs, and the trials and tribulations civic leaders undergo to solve these needs. There is no better way to inform and educate the citizenry than to present to them the challenge of planning for their community’s future. Therefore, a leadership training initiative should be rolled into a community-based planning process. Once the identified community participants are on board, the community-based planning process can begin.

What is a Community-Based Plan?

A community that may already have a comprehensive plan might ask why it needs a second plan— a community-based plan. The question is then, how does a community-based plan differ from a comprehensive plan. What is a community-based plan? 

A community-based plan is an action plan designed to make the community more effective, efficient, and able to design action steps because it better understands its situation. In the context of community planning, a community-based plan is a well thought out process that collectively involves all sectors of the community to deal with all the significant, or strategic issues facing the community, and generates a consensus on how those issues will be addressed. Bringing together all the community’s organizations and groups to collectively focus on its issues is in itself a powerful realization that working collaboratively no problem is insurmountable. Each community will consider many issues needing attention, and each community will have different high-ranking issues. These high-ranking issues will become the significant, or strategic issues.

Comprehensive plans, on the other hand, are typically undertaken only by municipalities, and since some services needed by and provided to the community do not fall under the authority of municipalities in Texas, comprehensive plans do not address all issues impacting the community. Such services may include health and human services including short— and long—term medical care, emergency medical services, alcohol and drug abuse prevention and treatment, senior citizen nutrition and home health services, transit, business services, and education, to name a few. They may also exclude economic development planning to create and attract more and better jobs to retain the youth and attract new families. Often, if economic development planning is performed at all, it is done directly by private non-profit economic development corporations and not municipalities. Since small communities’ greatest export to metropolitan areas are their youth, excluding planning to foster the employment of the current workforce and new incoming families is short sighted. 

A comprehensive plan, as defined by the planning profession, is not comprehensive inherently due to municipalities’ authority limitations. An example is public education. Comprehensive plans are a set of plans within a broader plan containing basic planning elements including transportation, sanitary sewer, water, storm sewers, open space, parks, and a few selected municipal services such as historic preservation. While there is no state mandate for municipal comprehensive planning in Texas, as in other states, some large and small Texas cities have undertaken comprehensive plans, sometimes referred to as master or general plans. 

No community can successfully plan to serve the needs of all its citizens without considering all of the community’s needs. I should note that all municipalities, large and small, should plan their development with the use of a municipal comprehensive plan. My belief as a professional planner is that a community needs more than a comprehensive plan. Needed too is a community-based plan, often called a strategic plan, for the entire community, and not just for the municipality.

Therefore, by definition of plan scope, a well-structured community-based plan is truly a community plan, not just a municipal plan, because it will include all of the community’s services provided by the city and county governments, the school district, the business community, economic development corporations, the ecclesiastical community, and the social services agencies familiar with the needs of the those in greatest need. A community does not stop at the municipal city limits, and neither does the need for services of all types. A well-structured community-based plan goes well beyond the physical municipal city limits and service functions. To achieve this goal, the entire community’s government, economic, educational, and social infrastructure should participate in developing the community-based plan. The more inclusive, the better the plan will be. 

Properly facilitated by a professional community-based planner/facilitator, the planner/facilitator will mitigate potential turfism among the participants, and in the end, the community-based plan will be truly comprehensive. It is highly recommended that a community-based planner/facilitator assist the community in this planning for several reasons. First, the planner/facilitator should not be a local stakeholder so as not to be perceived as being biased. Secondly, the planner’s role is to inform and educate the community leaders participating in the community-based planning process on the planning techniques and processes. When the process is completed, the community will self-manage the plan’s implementation. Subsequently, when plan updates are required, the community will have the skills required to repeat the planning process on its own. In essence, the expert community-based planner/facilitator’s role is to make himself/herself expendable as quickly as possible. Naturally, the planner/facilitator should be available, if needed.
Staff, Time, and Cost to Perform Community-Based Plans and Comprehensive Plans

Another distinct difference between community-based and comprehensive planning is that comprehensive plans are technical, requiring the involvement of technically trained municipal staff and consultants, they take a longer to complete, and are relatively expensive because of these cost and time factors. Fortunately, for small towns there is some federal assistance available via the states to help fund comprehensive planning, but those funds are limited.

Compared to comprehensive or master plans, community-based plans can be completed in much shorter time frames and require less resources — funds, time, and staff. The key resource needed to complete a community strategic plan is its residents. Supplemented by assistance from a strategic planning/facilitator consultant, community-based planning is relatively inexpensive and not too time consuming. The cost and time required will vary accordingly based on the readiness of the community to undertake the community-based planning process. While some states help facilitate community-based planning for small communities, unfortunately, no similar program exists in Texas.

Specifics of the Community-Based Planning Process

One may ask how a community without the in-depth technical assistance of consultants could prepare a community-based plan, and expeditiously too. The answer is that in a community-based planning process, the community is planning at a different level of detail— at the policy level. A community-based plan asks, “Who and what is the community, what does it do now, and why? What does it want to be in the future, and why? How does the community get from its present state to its preferred state in the future?” In other words, what is the community’s vision for the future? How it proposes to achieve its vision would be detailed in the plan’s ranked strategies and implementation steps as would persons, groups, organizations that would be responsible to carry out the strategies and implementation steps. These parties would be the champions taking ownership or responsibility for the plan — their plan. 

The planner/facilitator’s role, besides that of overall planning and meeting facilitation, would vary depending on the availability of local and regional assistance. For example, if the local government and/or the council of government had demographic, economic, and other planning capabilities, these would be used in the process. The planner/facilitator would help identify these and other planning tools to achieve the steps. These tools would include university and public, private and non-profit expertise identified nationwide. The planner/facilitator could identify and collect information and data needed to describe the status quo, and help monitor the plan’s progress and long-term impact, if requested. The planning process would not undertake technical engineering studies such as detailing street improvements and costing them out. Nevertheless, the participants would rank the street improvements against all other identified community needs.

Implementing a Community-Based Plan

Another major difference between comprehensive and community-based plans is that municipalities adopt comprehensive plans by ordinance. Community-based plans, on the other hand, are policy plans, and not adopted by ordinance, primarily because a community-based plan includes implementation steps beyond the authority of a municipality. “Who,” one might ask, “is going to implement this community-based plan, and by what authority?” Adopting a community-based plan developed by a broad cross section of the community will carry substantial influence in the entire community, and would therefore call for adherence to it. The recommendations resulting from the community-based planning process will carry the authority given to them by the participating entities. So, if the chamber of commerce and the private non-profit economic development corporation, and the municipality’s planning and/or economic development department concur on an economic development strategy, that strategy would then become the responsibility of this group. And maybe for the first time ever, these entities would be working in concert for the overall community’s common good. Other strategies would be implemented by similar collections of implementing parties.

It is often said that community-based planning is very difficult to achieve in communities for its very nature of bridging governmental jurisdictions and turfs of all other local organizations. One possible solution to this dilemma is to create either a private non-profit umbrella organization comprising all the local organizations— all local governmental entities, the business community, and all other private non-profit organizations. Creating such an entity and empowering its board to see to it that the interests of the individual member entities’ become secondary to the interests of the overall community would be a great implementation asset. The board would then see to it that an implementation strategy falling under the purview of the municipal government, for example, would be championed by the city staff. Education strategies would appropriately be assigned to the local school board, and so on. The success of such a private non-profit, not an official committee of any individual entity in the community, is wholly dependent on the willingness of all the parties involved to help implement the plan.

Potential Relationship Between A Community-Based Plan and a Comprehensive Plan

One of the outcomes of a community-based plan could be the identification of the need of a more detailed comprehensive plan, if none existed. Having gone through a community-based planning process, the community would have identified all the strategic issues confronting the community, and would have ranked the need of a comprehensive plan among all the other community needs. If the need of a comprehensive plan were to be ranked highly, individuals would have stepped forward agreeing to pursue this initiative, and the community-based plan would have documented the steps to achieve it. Therefore, even before starting, the proposed comprehensive plan would have a strategic planning basis, a community-wide consensus, as its guide.

If, on the other hand, the community had an adopted comprehensive plan, the community-based planning process could be aided by the goals and objectives found within it. It is also possible that upon reviewing the comprehensive plan, it would need to be revised to fit the overall and current vision of the community, and not just the municipality. That revision would, of course, be the responsibility and authority of the municipality.

Benefits of Community-Based Planning to Elected Officials

From the perspective of the city, county, and school board elected official, having the assistance of constituents in decision-making will lead to improved governance. It would make the life of the elected official easier because the community-based plan developed by community consensus would rank all priorities on which all local units of government should invest their resources. The planning process would have informed and educated the residents on rural issues, and prepared them to take the leadership reins in the future. Municipal and other boards and commissions should be stepping-stones leading to positions on local elected bodies. The champions, now better informed of their community’s needs, would be natural choices to assist the elected bodies in the performance of their public functions.

Planning, almost by definition, is contentious for if done right, it engages representatives from a broad spectrum of the community. Collaboration between divergent organizations takes into account different perspectives, thereby spanning bridges between people of different perspectives, and helping to build a democracy in the community. After undertaking and successfully completing a community-based planning process, participants understand their role in the community. They understand that their town’s success hinges on all the residents pulling together for the common good of their community.

Community-based planning can assist small, rural towns in Texas retain or regain their vitality. It behooves elected officials, business people, and residents of small Texas towns to develop community-based plans for their communities. Given the opportunity, an informed and engaged citizenry can help ensure the community’s future.
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