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 CITY OF WASILLA 

PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING AGENDA 
WASILLA CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS 

Wasilla City Hall, 290 E. Herning Avenue, Wasilla, AK 99654 / 907-373-9020 phone 
               
REGULAR MEETING 7 P.M.  SEPTEMBER 27, 2011 
 
I. CALL TO ORDER 
 
II. ROLL CALL 
  
III. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
 
IV. APPROVAL OF AGENDA  
 
V. REPORTS 
  

A. City Attorney 
 B. City Council 
 C. City Planner 
 D. City Public Works Director 
 E. City Deputy Administrator 
 
VI. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION (five minutes per person, for items not scheduled for 

public hearing) 
 
VII. CONSENT AGENDA 
 

A. Minutes of September 13, 2011, regular meeting. 
 
VIII. NEW BUSINESS (five minutes per person) 
 

A. Public Hearing 
1. Resolution Serial No. 11-13:  Recommending that the Wasilla City 

Council adopt the proposed City of Wasilla Parks Master Plan. 
 

MAYOR  CITY PLANNER
Verne E. Rupright   Tina Crawford 
 
WASILLA PLANNING COMMISSION 
Vacant, Seat A 
Daniel Kelly Jr., Seat B 
Steven DeHart, Seat C 
Doug Miller, Seat D 
Glenda Ledford, Seat E 
Clark Buswell, Seat F 
Robert Webb, Seat G 
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B. Planning Commission training 
  

IX. UNFINISHED BUSINESS 
 
X. COMMUNICATIONS 
  
 A. Permit Information 
 B. Enforcement Log 

 
XI.   AUDIENCE COMMENTS 
 
XII. STAFF COMMENTS 
 
XIII. COMMISSION COMMENTS 
 
XIV. ADJOURNMENT 
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WASILLA PLANNING COMMISSION  REGULAR MEETING MINUTES 
 TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 2011 
 
I. CALL TO ORDER 
 
The regular meeting of the Wasilla Planning Commission was called to order at 7:00 PM 
on Tuesday, September 13, 2011, in Council Chambers of City Hall, Wasilla, Alaska by  
A.C. Buswell, III, Chairman.   
 
II. ROLL CALL   
 
Commissioners present and establishing a quorum were:     

Vacant, Seat A 
Mr. Daniel Kelly, Jr., Seat B  
Mr. Steven DeHart, Seat C 
Mr. Doug Miller, Seat D 
Ms. Glenda Ledford, Seat E  
Mr. Clark Buswell, Seat F 
Mr. Robert Webb, Seat G 
 

Staff in attendance were: 
Mr. Archie Giddings, Public Works Director 

 Ms. Tina Crawford, City Planner  
Ms. Tahirih Klein, Planning Clerk        

      
III. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
 
A.  Commissioner Webb led the Pledge of Allegiance.   
 
IV. APPROVAL OF AGENDA 
 
GENERAL CONSENT: The agenda was approved as presented.  
 
V. REPORTS 
 
A. City Attorney  
No report given. 
 
B. City Council   
Mr. Giddings: 
• stated that the City Council approved the sign code variance ordinance; 
• stated that a resolution was passed supporting Mat Su Services for Children and 

Adults, a non-profit organization that is community service oriented;  
• stated that a Council member has requested adoption of a City ethics code; and 
• stated that the City is finishing up paving projects within the City. 
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C. City Planner 
No report given   
 
D. City Public Works Director  
Mr. Giddings: 
• stated that the project to get the pioneer road to the airport and the work at two 

railroad crossings are almost completed; 
• stated that work on Swanson Road is moving along and should be done in 

September; and  
• stated that the Transportation Fair is September 15 in Raven Hall at the Alaska 

State Fairgrounds. 
 
E. City Deputy Administrator 
No report given 
 
VI. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION (five minutes per person, for items not scheduled for 

public hearing) 
No one present 
 
VII. CONSENT AGENDA 

  
A. Minutes of August 23, 2011, meeting.  
 
GENERAL CONSENT: Minutes were approved as amended. 
 
VIII. NEW BUSINESS (five minutes per person) 
 
A. Committee of the Whole 
 
MOTION: Commissioner DeHart moved to enter into the Committee of the Whole at  

7:09 PM. 
 
VOTE: The motion to enter into the Committee of the Whole passed unanimously. 
 
1. Parks Master Plan (review and discuss updated plan) 
2. Title 16 revisions (identify and discuss potential code revisions) 
 
MOTION: Commissioner Kelly moved to exit the Committee of the Whole at  

8:02 PM. 
 
VOTE: The motion to exit into the Committee of the Whole passed unanimously. 
 
X. UNFINISHED BUSINESS    
There was no unfinished business. 
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IX. COMMUNICATIONS 
No statements made regarding the following items. 
 
A. Permit Information 
B. Enforcement Log 
 
X. AUDIENCE COMMENTS 
Mr. Richard Bay stated he appreciated the time of the meeting as it makes it easier to 
attend. 
 
XII. STAFF COMMENTS 
Ms. Crawford stated she has been working with Commissioner DeHart about Planning 
Commissioner duties, and has ordered some training tools and would like to schedule 
training on the next agenda. 
 
Discussion moved to the Commission and all were in agreement about the training 
materials and stated they are interested in having it at the next meeting. 
 
XII. COMMISSION COMMENTS 

 
Commissioner Ledford stated she is looking forward to the Planning Commission 
training materials. 
 
Commissioner Webb stated it was good to hear about the Fern Street project. 
 
Commissioner Kelly stated he discovered the small business bureau and how they 
stated they would be interested in attending a meeting to discuss what needs to be 
done to start a business in the City. 
 
Chair Buswell stated he looks forward to future meeting to discuss annexation and how 
rules and regulations maybe an issue for small businesses. 
 
XIII. ADJOURNMENT 
 
The regular meeting adjourned at 8:20 PM. 
  
      
ATTEST:             
       A.C. BUSWELL, III, Chairman 
 
       
TAHIRIH KLEIN, Planning Clerk 
 
Adopted by the Wasilla Planning Commission -, 2011. 
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RESOLUTION SERIAL NO. 11-13:  A Resolution of the Wasilla Planning Commission 
recommending that the Wasilla City Council adopt the proposed City of Wasilla Parks 
Master Plan.   
 
 
Agenda of:  September 27, 2011 Date:  September 19, 2011 
Originator:  Planning Department 
 
Attachments:  Proposed Resolution Serial No. 11-13 (2 pp) 
 Exhibit A to Resolution Serial No. 11-13 (36 pp) 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
SUMMARY STATEMENT:  Over the past few years, the Parks and Recreation 
Commission, a citizen’s advisory group, and a private consultant, Tryck Nyman Hayes 
(now URS) conducted numerous meetings, workshops, and public hearings to prepare 
a draft Parks Master Plan.  In addition, a joint meeting with the Parks and Recreation 
Commission and the Planning Commission was held on August 9, 2011 to discuss the 
draft Plan.   
 
The recommendations and suggestions provided at the August 9, 2011 joint meeting 
have been incorporated into a final draft Plan.  The final draft Plan was reviewed by the 
Planning Commission on September 13, 2011 and by the Parks and Recreation 
meeting on September 14, 2011.  Both commissions indicated support of the final draft 
Plan with a few minor revisions.   
 
Included in this packet is a version showing the recommended additions and deletions 
in a strikethrough/underline format.  Exhibit A to Resolution Serial No. 11-13 contains a 
clean version incorporating all of the edits.   
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION:  Staff is recommending that the Planning Commission 
adopt Resolution Serial No. 11-13, which recommends that the City Council adopt the 
draft Parks Master Plan.   
 
 

CITY OF WASILLA 
LEGISLATION STAFF REPORT 
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PARKS AND TRAILS 
MASTER PLAN 

 
 

Draft 
August 9, 2011 
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Project Team: 
 
Archie Giddings  agiddings@ci.wasilla.ak.us  
Jim Holycross   jholycross@ci.wasilla.ak.us 
Bruce Urban   burban@ci.wasilla.ak.us  
Sandra Garley  sgarley@ci.wasilla.ak.us 
Norm Gutcher  normg@tnh-inc.com 
Jill Kovalsky   jillk@tnh-inc.com 
Burt Lent   burtl@tnh-inc.com  g3d@gci.net 
Randy Lyons   randyl@tnh-inc.com 
 
 
Permanent Citizen Advisory Group (CAG) Members: 
 
Kristi Shea   shea628@mtaonline.net 
Don Shiesl   sshiesl@gci.net 
Vickie Wehe   wehe2go@alaska.com 
Dave Tuttle   tuttle@mtaonline.net  
Colleen Sullivan-Leonard csleonard@hotmail.com  
Joan Matthews  joanandmatt@hotmail.com  
Rob Sande   aksande@mtaonline.net  
Dan Feltz   daniel@mtaonline.net 
John Haley   john_f_haley@akd.uscourts.gov 
 
 
“As Needed” Members 
 
Pete Powell Barbara Peryam Janice Williams Jim Hayes Brenda Carr John Luster 
 
 
“Resource” Parties 
 
Diane Keller 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 

 
The City of Wasilla contracted with Tryck Nyman Hayes, Inc. landscape 
architects to prepare a comprehensive master plan that will create a long-term 
plan for existing and future citywide parks, greenbelts and trails. This plan serves 
as a long range vision (5 to 20 year time frame) for future development and 
programming. 

 
1.2 Scope and Objectives 

 
The objective of this project is to inventory existing facilities within the City of 
Wasilla limits and engage the public in developing the future needs of the 
community. 

 
• Conduct an inventory of the City of Wasilla parks and trails 

 
o Develop, distribute and summarize a Wasilla parks questionnaire 
o Organize a Citizen Advisory Group (CAG) and conduct meetings to 

discuss the project 
o Develop a project website informing the public about the project and the 

public process 
o Organize a public welcoming event to gather public information about 

parks and trails 
o Prepare a needs assessment for the City of Wasilla parks and trails 
o Consult National Recreation and Park Association Guidelines for Parks 

and Recreation Facilities 
o Consult City of Wasilla census information for estimated population counts 

 
• Prepare a program for the City of Wasilla parks and trails 

 
o Consult the Matanuska-Susitna Borough Asset Management Plan - “Park, 

Recreation and Open Space Plan” 
o Consult the 1999 Trails Plan and the 1996 Comprehensive Plan 

 
• Prepare schematic designs for future parks and greenbelts (ongoing) 

 
• Prepare a comprehensive citywide master plan 

 
o Prepare a concept level cost analysis (will happen after the schematic 

designs are prepared) 
o Recommend an implementation plan (will happen after the schematic 

designs are prepared) 
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2.0 Methods 
 
2.1 Inventory and Assessment 
 
During this inventory and assessment, the design team used a variety of methods, 
which are highlighted below: 
 
• Project website 
• Project questionnaire 
• Field observation 
• Collection of draft plans:  Iditapark, Curtis D. Menard Memorial Sports Center 

and Bumpus Recreational Area 
• Aerial photography and topography 
• Site parcel / platting information within the City of Wasilla limits 
 
Recognizing that the public was an essential part of the needs and assessment, a 
Citizen Advisory Group (CAG) was organized. Several CAG meetings were held 
throughout the process. A public welcoming event at the Sports Center included the 
public in the planning effort. A project questionnaire was mailed to all of the residents 
within the City limits to gather input on the current use of the existing parks and trails 
and future needs for park and trail facilities. The project website was updated to 
maintain public awareness of the project status and contact information. 
 
A list of 20 sites within the City limits was developed and approved by the CAG. A 
checklist identifying existing facilities at these sites was developed prior to the field 
observations. Each site was photographed to document the current conditions of the 
existing facilities. These checklists are included in Appendix B.  However, the list of 
sites was condensed down to only include the sites owned by the City.  A chart listing 
these sites and identifying the amenities within each park is included in Appendix B. 
 
The design team and the CAG recognized a number of existing recreational facilities 
and Matanuska-Susitna Borough schools just outside of the City limits that needed to be 
accounted for in the assessment.  These schools and Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
recreational facilities within two miles of the City limits were surveyed by interviewing 
school personnel and utilizing plans and aerial photography to identify existing facilities. 
These facilities have been listed in the a separate chart titled “Existing Athletic Facilities 
(Not City owned),” but have not been included in the “Projected Facility Requirement” 
chart because they are not currently owned by the City. 
 
The latest park, recreation, open space and greenway guidelines released by the 
National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) appear to have been based on a new 
philosophy, with a “systems approach” to community facility planning. The new 
approach reconsiders the old notion of a national standard of 10 acres of park land for 
every 1,000 people, which has been in place since 1981 and is generally recognized as 
deficient in today’s recreation and open space environment.  
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The new NRPA “systems approach” addresses the following trends: 
 
• Need to accommodate different cultures 
• Need to include public opinion 
• Identification of the wellness movement 
• Establishment of level of service standards 
• Recognition that the residents of each community should be given the right to 

determine the size and use of land set aside for parks and recreation facilities 
 
2.1.1 Project Website 
 
A project web page was established at the beginning of the project. This web page was 
linked to the City of Wasilla website under the heading of “What’s Up Today”.  The link 
to the web page was posted on the public questionnaire and handed out at the public 
meetings. Throughout the project, the web page was updated with the most current 
project data and meeting dates. A screenshot has been included in Appendix A. 
 
2.1.2 Public Questionnaire 
 
The public questionnaire included the project goal, the project team, and eight questions 
about citywide parks, trails and right-of-way acquisition. A copy of the questionnaire is in 
Appendix A. There was also a place for respondents to write in their comments. It was 
mailed to all residents living within the City limits. The City received 101 completed 
questionnaires by June 30, 2007 and the responses are included in Appendix C.   
 
2.1.3 Public meetings 
 
The initial CAG meeting was held on June 25, 2007, and Dave Tuttle was elected as the 
chairperson. The CAG approved the list of sites to be inventoried by the design team. 
They also gave the design team their input as to what was needed within the City of 
Wasilla. 
 
The public welcoming event on September 5, 2007, was advertised in the Frontiersman. 
The sports user groups were invited to attend. The design team had two interactive 
tables at the event; one for parks and one for trails and greenbelts. The public was 
invited to move back and forth between the two tables and provide input. The CAG 
meeting agenda and the public welcoming event agenda are in Appendix A. 
 
2.2 Review of Existing Information 
 
The following items were reviewed prior to this event and assessment: 
 
• “Wasilla Parks and Recreation Commission, Survey 1, April 1995”, prepared by 

City of Wasilla Parks & Recreation Commission 
• Parks, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines, James D. Mertes, 

Ph.D., CLP and James R. Hall, CLP 
• Matanuska-Susitna Borough Asset Management Plan, assembly adopted June 

2001, prepared by Land Design North 
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• Wasilla Trails Plan 1999 City Amendment, prepared by Trails advisory 
subcommittee, Parks and Recreation Commission, City of Wasilla 

• Wasilla Comprehensive Plan Chapter 5- Parks and Recreation Plan, April 1996 
• Site visits to all twenty sites  
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3.0 Findings 
 
3.1 Public Questionnaire Results 
 
The public questionnaire was mailed to each property owner within the City limits, and a 
total of 101 questionnaires were returned. The data was recorded to show the actual 
number of people responding to each question. A summary of comments shows 
additional comments that were written in to the eight questions on the questionnaire. 
The design team has posted the total comments provided by the respondents. These 
results are included in Appendix C. The results show 57 percent of respondents use city 
trails, 81 percent support government funding of parks, and 24 percent regularly use 
park and recreation facilities. 
 
3.2 Existing Athletic Facilities 
 
The City owns 30 athletic facilities ranging from indoor ice rink to outdoor MBX track for 
bicycles. The twenty existing sites specific to the parks master plan were inventoried to 
review the number of existing fields and courts. Sites owned by the City and sites not 
owned by the City were noted. The ten schools in the surrounding area were inventoried 
by phone to develop a list of facilities provided at each school. Because this information 
was taken over the phone, the information was included without field verification. The 
existing athletic facilities chart can be found in Appendix C. 
 
3.3 Proposed Athletic Facilities 
 
The City plans to review the existing athletic facilities on an annual basis to identify 
needed improvements or additional facilities. on adding 16 new athletic facilities over 
the next 20 years as funding becomes available that Additional facilities may include 
soccer and softball fields. Several approved master plans illustrating proposed facilities 
have not been constructed. These proposed facilities are listed and categorized by 
parks owned and parks not owned by the City. The proposed athletic facilities chart can 
be found in Appendix C. 
 
3.4 Projected Facility Requirements 
 
The results show in general that the number of existing facilities is adequate to serve 
the City greater Wasilla area, but as the population grows, additional facilities will may 
be needed. The projected facility requirements chart uses the National Recreation and 
Parks Association (NRPA) Standards and the revised local standards from the South 
Davis master plan for the Fairbanks North Star Borough completed by PDC, Inc. in 
June, 1999. Both sets of standards can be used as a guide for determining the number 
of facilities that are needed based on population counts for an area. The future growth 
for the City was projected using a 5 three percent growth factor. This factor was 
determined by taking the median of the past 2000 and 2005 growth, which was six to 
eight percent, and the standard projected growth factor of three to three and one-half 
percent. This chart is included in Appendix C. 
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3.5 Recommended Classification System for Local and Recreational Open Space 
 
A classification system for local and recreational open space from the Park, Recreation, 
Open Space and Greenway Guidelines, written by James D. Mertes and James R. Hall 
has been included in Appendix C. This classification system includes a description, 
location criteria, and size criteria for each open space classification. 
 
3.6 Park Area Analysis 
 
The City currently has seven parks and a boat launch facility.  A brief description and 
history of each City park is listed below along with proposed future improvements.  
Additionally, a chart was created that This chart includes the classification and acreage 
for each of the twenty sites that were inventoried and the ten schools that were 
analyzed in our study. The sites are separated into two categories: parks owned by the 
City and parks not owned by the City. The chart also recommends the total acres of 
park area required for the City based on the original NRPA standard of 6.25 to 10.5 
acres per 1,000 people. This chart can be found in Appendix C. 
 

• Iditapark is located at the old Wasilla Airport site on 28 acres along Nelson 
Avenue between Lucille Street and Weber Drive. Over the last 10 years, the park 
has slowly been built-out. Wonderland Park was constructed with volunteers in 
the community as the first park improvement at this site. Since then, the area has 
been improved with the Skate Board Park, Honor Garden, Garden of Reflection, 
tennis courts, basketball courts, volley ball sand pits, amphitheater stage, 
sledding hill, trails and pavilions. The park also includes a series of ponds and 
creek that treat storm water from the downtown area and provide habitat for birds 
and ducks in the summer. This park complex has reached a level of completion 
but needs future improvements as follows: 

 
o Large pavilion structure over Amphitheater stage 
o Complete paving pathways 
o Provide lighting for winter time use along path ways 
o Add pavilions 
 

• Nunley Park is located across the street from City Hall between Herning Avenue 
and Swanson Avenue. This park is named after Leo M. Nunley, a former Mayor 
of Wasilla. This park takes up about three-quarters of a city block and it is 
designed to be used by families with small children. It has new playground 
equipment and a full size railroad caboose for viewing.  Future improvements 
include: 
 

o One or two pavilions 
o Pave east parking lot 
o Improve pathways 
o Improve/add new playground equipment  
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• Carter Park is located at the east end of Lake Lucille and it provides lake access 
for swimming and canoeing. Carter Park is named after the Carter family who 
homesteaded on Lake Lucille and they donated the property for the park. This is 
a small park with new playground equipment for small children and it has areas 
for picnics. 
 

• Newcomb Park is located at the west end of Wasilla Lake along the Parks 
Highway. This park is named after Harold Newcomb, a former Mayor of Wasilla. 
This park is very popular in the summer for swimming with a sandy beach area 
and lake access for canoeing. This park is great for picnics and it has one 
pavilion. It also provides winter time recreation where the City maintains an ice 
skating rink on the lake.  Future improvements  include : 
 

o New playground equipment for small children 
o Improved lighting for ice skating area 

 
• Lake Lucille Park was originally built by the Matanuska-Susitna Borough in 1986 

along the south side of Lake Lucille on 80 acres. This park has a large 
campground, trails and access to the lake for canoeing. This park has pavilions, 
soccer fields and playground equipment for small children. The City is in the 
process of obtaining the park from the Borough. Continued master planning is 
needed to determine the full build-out potential of the park. 
 

• Bumpus Ballfields is located along Mystery Avenue in the north part of town. This 
park is named after Charlie Bumpus, a former Mayor of Wasilla. Bumpus 
Ballfields contains 120 acres of land dedicated for ballfields and trails. This area 
is approximately 50 percent built-out with four softball fields, one baseball field 
and one soccer field. These fields have been built by volunteer organizations 
who in two cases, lease the land from the City and make the fields available to 
the public when they are not in use. An equestrian trail is also present within the 
120 acre park that is available for all non-motorized uses. Continued master 
planning is needed to determine the full build-out potential of the park. 
 

• Cottonwood Creek Park was recently acquired by the City.  It contains nine acres 
along Cottonwood Creek next to the Parks Highway. This area is planned for a 
nature trail to support viewing of the creek. Additional property acquisition could 
lead to a trail head on the opposite side of the creek and a pedestrian bridge over 
the creek. Master planning is needed for this park as no improvements currently 
exist. 
 

• Susitna Avenue Boat Launch is located near Carter Park at the east end of Lake 
Lucille. It provides the only public access for boat launching on either lake in the 
City. This facility has parking one block away for vehicles and boat trailers. The 
boat launch has a simply gravel approach into the lake.  Future improvements 
include: 
 

o Paved or concrete apron into the lake 
o Improved dock tie-down area  
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4.0 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
A prioritized list of recommendations for parks and trails and greenways was developed 
for the City of Wasilla to implement.  According to the Wasilla Park Master Plan 
questionnaire, the respondents believe that city government should provide money for 
community parks.  The primary goal of the Parks Master Plan is to identify ways to 
enhance recreational opportunities within the City limits.  This includes enhancing 
existing parks and trails as well as improving trail connectivity and creating new parks, 
as needed.  Recommended actions to implement this goal are outlined below:   
 
4.1 Program for Parks and Recreation facilities Recommended Actions 
 

• Creation of a Volunteer System.  The Wasilla Parks Master Plan questionnaire 
reported that people believe city government should provide money for 
community parks, but the average person visited the existing parks one to five 
times within the last year. TNH recommends the City establish a design 
vocabulary for site furnishings for its parks to promote continuity. We also 
recommend The City develop a volunteer system to help with maintenance of the 
parks and trails. Excellent examples are the “Adopt a Park” and “Adopt a Trail” 
volunteer programs. 

 
• Install Welcome Signs at City Gateways.  A Decorative “Welcome to the City 

of Wasilla” signs should be installed at two four locations within the City limits 
should be created. The City already owns the Gateway site at the northeast 
corner of Wasilla Fishhook Road. This site would be an ideal location for a 
decorative sign. A second The first recommended location for a decorative 
“Welcome to the City of Wasilla” sign would be at the western entrance on the 
Parks Highway. It appears this corner parcel is currently owned by the Alaska 
Department of Transportation and Public Facilities. A third The second location 
would be on a private parcel at the eastern entrance of the Parks Highway. This 
parcel is indicated on the City of Wasilla context map in Appendix C. The fourth 
location would be on Knik Goose Bay Road within the ADOT & PF right-of-way at 
the southwest entrance into the City. 

 
• Creation of Individual Conceptual Park Plans.  We propose that New 

conceptual site plans should be created for Nunley and Newcomb Bumpus, Lake 
Lucille and Cottonwood Creek parks. The second future opportunity would be the 
acquisition of adjacent lands to the Lake Lucille Camper Park for development 
into a Sports Complex park focusing more on fields that accommodate the 
specific needs of user groups; for example, soccer, softball and Little League. 
The third opportunity would be the acquisition of a privately owned greenbelt in 
the southeast corner of the City limits. This greenbelt connects Cottonwood 
Creek and Fairview Loop Road providing open space for residents in the 
southeast quadrant of the City. Acquisition of lands adjacent to Cottonwood 
Creek and Lucille Creek would allow for a continuous trail for cross country 
skiing, biking, walking and running - similar to the Coastal Trail in Anchorage. 
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• Park Improvements.  The City will continue to identify ways to add 
improvements to existing parks.  Listed below are recommended improvements: 

 
Iditapark: 

• Large pavilion structure over amphitheater stage 
• Pave all pathways 
• Provide lighting for wintertime use along pathways 
• Add pavilions 

 
Nunley Park: 

• Add pavilions 
• Pave east parking lot 
• Improve pathways 
• Improve/add new playground equipment 

 
Newcomb Park: 

• New playground equipment for small children 
• Improve lighting for ice skating area on lake 

 
Susitna Avenue Boat Launch: 

• Create paved or concrete apron into Lake Lucille 
• Improve dock tie-down area 

 
Cottonwood Creek: 

• Create parking area accessible from Bogard 
• Install bridge to cross Cottonwood Creek 
• Create trail through park 

 
• Trail Connectivity /Greenways.  A network of city trails has been designed to 

link existing and future neighborhoods, parks, and common open spaces.  This 
trail system aims to separate vehicular and pedestrian traffic promoting safe 
pedestrian movement. In formulating this network, the Matanuska-Susitna 
Borough Asset Management Plan - Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan was 
analyzed. Existing trails from this plan, as well as proposed trails and pathways 
specifically linking the City to other outlying areas, were recorded. The Wasilla 
Trails Plan 1999 City Amendment and the Wasilla Comprehensive Plan 1996 
were also reviewed.  The Wasilla Trails Plan 1999 City Amendment will be used 
to address the trail systems within the City limits and will be updated as needed.  
In addition to the adopted Trails Plan, the a trails inventory was conducted as 
part of this plan, which noted the existing trails as well as proposed trails 
throughout the City limits. 

 
From the Wasilla parks master plan questionnaire it was determined that 57 of 92 
people currently use the city trails and want the trails to be designed for multi-
modal use. A public welcoming event gathered public opinion for future trail 
connections throughout the city limits. Thirteen future connecting trail 
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opportunities are listed below, and are ranked in order of importance. These trails 
are also on the Trails Map in Appendix D. 
 

1. Downtown 
2. Lucas Road 
3. Southwest Wasilla 
4. Lake to Lake 
5. West Holiday Drive 
6. North Beck 
7. Denali Street 
8. Riley Avenue 
9. Cottonwood Creek Greenbelt 
10. Lucille Creek Greenbelt 
11. Bumpus Connector 
12. South Thomas Street 
13. Bumpus Equestrian 

 
1. Downtown Trails  6.  North Beck Trail 11.  Bumpus Connector Trail 
2. Lucas Road Trail 7.  Denali Street Trail 12.  South Thomas Street Trail 
3. Southwest Wasilla Trails 8.  Riley Avenue Trail 13.  Bumpus Equestrian Trail 
4. Lake to Lake Trail 9. Cottonwood Creek Greenbelt 

Trail 
 

5. West Holiday Drive Trail 10. Lucille Creek Greenbelt Trail  
 
4.2 Recommended Classification System for Local and Recreational Open Space 
 
The design team has included a classification system for Local and Regional 
Recreational Trails from the Parks, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines 
by James D. Mertes, Ph.D., CLP and James R. Hall, CLP. This classification system 
can be found in Appendix D. 
 
4.4 Trail Descriptions in order of importance 
 
The design team has made recommendations for twelve new trails within the City limits. 
The descriptions for these trails can be found in Appendix D and are listed in order of 
importance. 
 
4.5 Greenways 

 
A separate recommendation by the design team is for the City to acquire property 
adjacent to the Cottonwood Creek, Lucille Creek and the greenbelt in the southeast 
corner of the City. This acquisition should begin immediately, but generally should be 
contained within the current 75 foot setback for clearing adjacent to these creeks. 
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Citizen’s Advisory Group Meeting Agenda 
Wasilla Parks and Trails Master Plan 
Wasilla Multi-Use Sports Complex 7:00 PM, June 26, 2007 
 
 
1. Introductions 

Citizen’s Advisory Group (CAG) Organization 
Select Chairperson 

 
2. Description of Project 

Intent 
Scope of Services 

 
3. Distribute Handout – Binder-Notebook Containing: Minutes, Start-Up Meetings 

Public Involvement Plan 
Project Web Page 
Questionnaire 
List of Sites and Site Inventories 

 
4. Update of Activities to date: 

Two Initial Kick-off Meetings 
Inventory/Photography 
Questionnaire 
Web Page 
Data Base Map(s), (these are to be mounted on wall): 
Aerial Map including vegetation and existing conditions 
Lots and Roadway Rights of Way 
Topography 

 
5. Questions and Input from the CAG Members 
 
6. Future Events: Public Welcoming Event (September 5, 2007) 
 
7. Input from Audience – 3 minute limit 
 
8. Adjournment 
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Public Welcoming Event Agenda 
Wasilla Parks and Trails Master Plan 
Wasilla Multi-Use Sports Complex 7:00 PM, September 5, 2007 
 
 
1. Introductions 

Project Description and Goal of tonight’s meeting 
Project Website: www.cityofwasilla.com 
Project E-mail: LA@tnh-inc.com 

 
2. Progress to date 

Public Questionaire 
First CAG Meeting 
Inventory of Existing Park Sites 
Assessment Charts including Matsu Schools: Cottonwood Creek Elementary 
Iditarod Elementary 
Larson Elementary 
Snowshoe Elementary Tanaina Elementary Teeland Middle School Wasilla Jr. 
Middle School Burchell High School Wasilla High School 
Mat-Su Career & Technical High School 

 
3. Two Interactive Tables 

Parks Master Plan  Randy Lyons 
Trails Map                     Eric Morey 
Invite the public to stop by each table and designate areas where additional 
parks and trails are necessary. 

 
4. What’s Next: 

Project Assessment 
Project Program 
Second CAG meeting 
Public Open House- develop a preferred alternative 
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Citizen’s Advisory Group Meeting Agenda 
Wasilla Parks and Trails Master Plan 
Wasilla Multi-Use Sports Complex 6:30 PM, December 13, 2007 
 
 
1. Purpose of tonight’s meeting: 

Review and Comment on the Wasilla Parks Master Plan Draft Report 
 
2. Distribute Handout – Draft Report: dated 11-12-2007 
 
3. Review Report Findings: 

Four “Welcome to the City of Wasilla” signs 
New Schematic Concept Plans for Nunley, Newcomb and Carter Parks 
Twelve future connecting trail opportunities 

 
4. Questions and Input from the CAG Members 
 
5. Future Events: Third CAG meeting, mid-February 
 
6. Adjournment 
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List of Sites: Wasilla Parks Master Plan 
Updated August 1, 2011 
 
 
Parks: 
 

 
 
 
Additional Recreational Facilities: 
 
1. Susitna Avenue Boat Launch 1.25 acres 
   
 
 
  

  Approximate 
Acreage 

1. Bumpus Recreation Area 120 acres 
2. Carter Park at Lake Lucille .65 acres 
3. Iditapark 28 acres 
4. Newcomb Park at Wasilla Lake 5.4 acres 
5. Nunley Park (opposite City Hall) 2.25 acres 
6. Cottonwood Creek Park (proposed) 9 acres
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Major League Baseball ‐ 90°  1                      
Little League Baseball ‐ 60°                         
Softball  4                      
Soccer  1           2          
Campsites              57          
Multi‐purpose Fields        1                
Tennis        2                
Volleyball        3                
Full Basketball Court        4                
Indoor Skating Rink                         
Outdoor Skating Rink        1  1             
Children's Play Equipment*     X  X  X  X        X 
Swimming            X             
Skateboard Park        X                
BMX Track        X                
Running Track/Staking Oval                         
Equestrian Trails  X                      
Trails  X     X     X          
Parking   X  X  X  X  X  X     X 
Boat Launch                     X    
Picnic Shelters        2  1  3          
Picnic Tables     X  X  X  X        X 
Drinking Fountain        X                
Grills     X  X  X  X        X 
Showers                         
Vending Machines                         
Restrooms  X  X  X  X  X        X 
Garbage Cans  X  X  X  X  X        X 
Benches        X                
Lights        X  X             
Flagpole        X                
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Existing Athletic Facilities 
Updated August 1, 2011 

 
 

 
 

Facility Total Facilities owned by the City 
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Major League Baseball- 90' 1        1 

Little League Baseball- 60' 0        0 

Softball 4        4 

Soccer 1      2  3 

Football         0 

Multi- Purpose Fields   3      3 

Tennis   2  
1

   3 

Volleyball   3      3 

Full Basketball Court   4      4 

Indoor Skating Rink         1 

Outdoor Skating Rink    1     1 

Children's Play Equipment *  1 1 1 1  1  5 

Rope Course         0 

Community Center *   1      1 

Skateboard Park   1      1 

BMX Track   1      1 

Running Track / Staking Oval         0 

Swimming Pool         0 
 

 
* Children's Play Equipment: Typical playground area; may consist of multiple pieces of play equipment. 
* Community Center: A meeting place used by members of a community for social, cultural, or recreational 
purposes. 
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Proposed Athletic Facilities 
Updated August 1, 2011 

 
 

Facility 
 

Parks owned by the City of Wasilla 
Total Facilities 

owned 
by the City 

 

 B
um

pu
s 

R
ec

re
at

io
n 

A
re

a 
 C

ar
te

r P
ar

k 
 Id

ita
pa

rk
 

 N
ew

co
m

b 
P

ar
k 

 N
un

le
y 

P
ar

k 

S
us

itn
a 

A
ve

nu
e 

B
oa

t L
au

nc
h 

&
 

P
ar

ki
ng

 L
ot

 
La

ke
 L

uc
ille

 P
ar

k 
an

d 
 

C
am

pg
ro

un
d 

 C
ot

to
nw

oo
d 

C
re

ek
 P

ar
k 

 
(p

ro
po

se
d)

 

 

Major League Baseball- 90'         0 

Little League Baseball- 60' 2        2 

Softball 4        4 

Soccer 4        4 

Football         1 

Multi- Purpose Fields         0 

Tennis         0 

Volleyball         0 

Full Basketball Court         0 

Indoor Skating Rink         0 

Outdoor Skating Rink         0 

Children's Play Equipment *    1 1    1 

Rope Coarse         0 

Community Center *         0 

Skateboard Park         0 

BMX Track         0 

Running Track / Staking Oval         0 

Swimming Pool         0 
 

 
* Children's Play Equipment: Typical playground area; may consist of multiple pieces of play equipment. 
* Community Center:  A meeting place used by members of a community for social, cultural, or recreational 
purposes 
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Projected Facility Requirements 
Updated August 1, 2011 
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Major League Baseball- 90' 

 
1/5,000 1/20,000 0 1 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

 
0.39 0.44 0.60 0.82

 
Little League Baseball- 60' 

 
1/5,000 1/4,000 1 2 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

 
1.96 2.21 3.00 4.07

 
Softball 

 
1/5,000 1/3,500 4 4 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

 
2.24 2.53 3.43 4.66

 
Soccer 

 
1/10,000 1/4,000 1 5 0.78 0.89 1.20 

 
1.63 

 
1.96 2.21 3.00 4.07

 
Football 

 
1/20,000 1/15,000 0 1 0.39 0.44 0.60 

 
0.82 

 
0.52 0.59 0.80 1.09

 
Multi- Purpose Fields 

 
No Req. No Req. 4 0 

               
 
Tennis 

 
1/2,000 1/6,500 3 0 3.92 4.42 6.00 

 
8.15 

 
1.21 1.36 1.85 2.51

 
Volleyball 

 
1/5,000 No Req. 3 0 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

       
 
Full Basketball Court 

 
1/5,000 No Req. 4 0 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

       
 
Ice Hockey, Indoors 

 
No Req. 1/20,000 1 0 

         
0.39 0.44 0.60 0.82

 
Ice Hockey / Skating Rink, Outdoors 

 
No Req. 1/3,000 1 0 

         
2.61 2.95 4.00 5.43

 
Children's Play Equipment * 

 
No Req. No Req. 4 1 

 
 

     
 

   
 
Rope Coarse 

 
No Req. No Req. 0 0 

               
 
Community Center * 

 
No Req. No Req. 2 0 

               
 
Skateboard Park 

 
No Req. No Req. 1 0 

               
 
BMX Track 

 
No Req. 1/30,000 1 0 

         
0.26 0.30 0.40 0.54 

 
Running Track / Staking Oval 

 
No Req. 1/15,000 0 1 

         
0.52 0.59 0.80 1.09

 
Swimming Pool 

 
1/20,000 No Req. 0 0 0.39 0.44 0.60 

 
0.82 

       
 

 
* Children's Play Equipment: Typical playground area; may consist of multiple pieces of play equipment. 
* Community Center: A meeting place used by members of a community for social, cultural, or recreational 

purposes. 
** National Recreation and Park Association "Recreation, Park and Open Space Standards and Guidelines" (The standards should be used 
as a guide for short and long term facility planning. The actual quantity of facilities will vary as the needs of the community change.) 
 
^  Projected population rates are based on a 3.1% factor.  Census information was obtained from http://factfinder2.census.gov. 
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Park Area Analysis 
 

 

Parks owned by the City 
of Wasilla 

 
Park 

Classification 

 
Approximate 

Existing Acreage 
2011 

 
Bumpus Recreation Area 

 
Sports Complex 

 
120 

 
Carter Park 

 
Mini Park 

 
0.65 

 
Iditapark 

 
Community Park 

 
28 

 
Newcomb Park 

 
Neighborhood Park 

 
5.4 

 
Nunley Park 

 
Mini Park 

 
2.25 

Cottonwood Creek Park (proposed) TBD 9 

 
Susitna Avenue Boat Launch & 

Parking Lot 
 

Mini Park 
 

1.25 

 

TOTAL  166.55 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Projected Population uses a 3.1% growth factor 
 
*Acreages are approximate 
**National Recreation and Park Association "Recreation, Park and Open Space Standards and Guidelines" recommends 6.25 to 10.5 

acres per 1,000 population. In 1996, NRPA guidelines were revised to include a Level of Service Standard. 

  

 
City of Wasilla 

Population 
Recommended  Total Park Area ** (Acres) 

7,831  (2010) 49 to 82 

 8,848  (2014) 55 to 93 

12,007 (2024) 75 to 126 

16,294 (2034) 102 to 171 
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UPDATED TRAILS MAP  
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City of Wasilla Resolution Serial No. 11-13 
Page 1 of 2 

By:  Planning 
   Public Hearing: 09/27/11  
 Adopted:  

 
WASILLA PLANNING COMMISSION 

RESOLUTION SERIAL NO. 11-13 
 
A RESOLUTION OF THE WASILLA PLANNING COMMISSION RECOMMENDING 
THAT THE WASILLA CITY COUNCIL ADOPT THE PROPOSED CITY OF WASILLA 
PARKS MASTER PLAN.   
 
 WHEREAS, the City of Wasilla and the Parks and Recreation Commission have 

been considering the creation of a Parks Master Plan since June 2007; and 

WHEREAS, the City employed qualified planning consultants to assist the 

Wasilla Parks and Recreation Commission and staff in the process of creating the Parks 

Master Plan through a number of public workshops and discussions held periodically at 

regular Wasilla Parks and Recreation Commission and Planning Commission meetings 

and joint meetings since the beginning of the planning process; and 

WHEREAS, it was recognized that public input is an essential part of the needs 

and assessments, a Citizens Advisory Group was organized and held several meetings 

throughout the process; and 

 WHEREAS, comments received through the public process have been 

incorporated into the Parks Master Plan, to the greatest extent possible so that it is 

representative of the needs, wishes, and desires of Wasilla residents; and 

 WHEREAS, the Wasilla Planning Commission now believes that the final draft is 

complete and ready for review and adoption by the Wasilla City Council.  

 NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED, that the Wasilla Planning Commission, 

after due consideration of the proposed Parks Master Plan, public testimony, and other 

pertinent information brought before them, hereby recommend that the Wasilla City 
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City of Wasilla Resolution Serial No. 11-13 
Page 2 of 2 

Council adopt the proposed Parks Master Plan, attached hereto as Exhibit A and 

incorporate by reference the 1999 Trails Plan originally adopted as part of the 1996 

Comprehensive Plan in November 1998 and also adopted as part of the 2011 

Comprehensive Plan in June 2011.  

ADOPTED by the Wasilla Planning Commission on -, 2011. 

 
 
              
       A. C. Buswell, III, Chairman 
 
ATTEST: 
 
 
       
Tina Crawford, City Planner 
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Sandra Garley  sgarley@ci.wasilla.ak.us 
Norm Gutcher  normg@tnh-inc.com 
Jill Kovalsky   jillk@tnh-inc.com 
Burt Lent   burtl@tnh-inc.com  g3d@gci.net 
Randy Lyons   randyl@tnh-inc.com 
 
 
Permanent Citizen Advisory Group (CAG) Members: 
 
Kristi Shea   shea628@mtaonline.net 
Don Shiesl   sshiesl@gci.net 
Vickie Wehe   wehe2go@alaska.com 
Dave Tuttle   tuttle@mtaonline.net  
Colleen Sullivan-Leonard csleonard@hotmail.com  
Joan Matthews  joanandmatt@hotmail.com  
Rob Sande   aksande@mtaonline.net  
Dan Feltz   daniel@mtaonline.net 
John Haley   john_f_haley@akd.uscourts.gov 
 
 
“As Needed” Members 
 
Pete Powell Barbara Peryam Janice Williams Jim Hayes Brenda Carr John Luster 
 
 
“Resource” Parties 
 
Diane Keller 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 

 
The City of Wasilla contracted with Tryck Nyman Hayes, Inc. landscape 
architects to prepare a comprehensive master plan that will create a long-term 
plan for existing and future citywide parks, greenbelts and trails. This plan serves 
as a long range vision (5 to 20 year time frame) for future development and 
programming. 

 
1.2 Scope and Objectives 

 
The objective of this project is to inventory existing facilities within the City of 
Wasilla limits and engage the public in developing the future needs of the 
community. 

 
• Conduct an inventory of the City of Wasilla parks and trails 

 
o Develop, distribute and summarize a Wasilla parks questionnaire 
o Organize a Citizen Advisory Group (CAG) and conduct meetings to 

discuss the project 
o Develop a project website informing the public about the project and the 

public process 
o Organize a public welcoming event to gather public information about 

parks and trails 
o Prepare a needs assessment for the City of Wasilla parks and trails 
o Consult National Recreation and Park Association Guidelines for Parks 

and Recreation Facilities 
o Consult City of Wasilla census information for estimated population counts 

 
• Prepare a program for the City of Wasilla parks and trails 

 
o Consult the Matanuska-Susitna Borough Asset Management Plan - “Park, 

Recreation and Open Space Plan” 
o Consult the 1999 Trails Plan and the 1996 Comprehensive Plan 

 
• Prepare schematic designs for future parks and greenbelts (ongoing) 

 
• Prepare a comprehensive citywide master plan 

 
o Prepare a concept level cost analysis (will happen after the schematic 

designs are prepared) 
o Recommend an implementation plan (will happen after the schematic 

designs are prepared) 
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2.0 Methods 
 
2.1 Inventory and Assessment 
 
During this inventory and assessment, the design team used a variety of methods, 
which are highlighted below: 
 
• Project website 
• Project questionnaire 
• Field observation 
• Collection of draft plans:  Iditapark, Curtis D. Menard Memorial Sports Center 

and Bumpus Recreational Area 
• Aerial photography and topography 
• Site parcel / platting information within the City of Wasilla limits 
 
Recognizing that the public was an essential part of the needs and assessment, a 
Citizen Advisory Group (CAG) was organized. Several CAG meetings were held 
throughout the process. A public welcoming event at the Sports Center included the 
public in the planning effort. A project questionnaire was mailed to all of the residents 
within the City limits to gather input on the current use of the existing parks and trails 
and future needs for park and trail facilities. The project website was updated to 
maintain public awareness of the project status and contact information. 
 
A list of 20 sites within the City limits was developed and approved by the CAG. A 
checklist identifying existing facilities at these sites was developed prior to the field 
observations. Each site was photographed to document the current conditions of the 
existing facilities. However, the list of sites was condensed down to only include the 
sites owned by the City.  A chart listing these sites and identifying the amenities within 
each park is included in Appendix B. 
 
The design team and the CAG recognized a number of existing recreational facilities 
and Matanuska-Susitna Borough schools just outside of the City limits that needed to be 
accounted for in the assessment.  These schools and Matanuska-Susitna Borough 
recreational facilities within two miles of the City limits were surveyed by interviewing 
school personnel and utilizing plans and aerial photography to identify existing facilities. 
These facilities have been listed in a separate chart titled “Existing Athletic Facilities 
(Not City owned),” but have not been included in the “Projected Facility Requirement” 
chart because they are not currently owned by the City. 
 
The latest park, recreation, open space and greenway guidelines released by the 
National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) appear to have been based on a new 
philosophy, with a “systems approach” to community facility planning. The new 
approach reconsiders the old notion of a national standard of 10 acres of park land for 
every 1,000 people, which has been in place since 1981 and is generally recognized as 
deficient in today’s recreation and open space environment.  
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The new NRPA “systems approach” addresses the following trends: 
• Need to accommodate different cultures 
• Need to include public opinion 
• Identification of the wellness movement 
• Establishment of level of service standards 
• Recognition that the residents of each community should be given the right to 

determine the size and use of land set aside for parks and recreation facilities 
 
2.1.1 Project Website 
 
A project web page was established at the beginning of the project. This web page was 
linked to the City of Wasilla website under the heading of “What’s Up Today”.  The link 
to the web page was posted on the public questionnaire and handed out at the public 
meetings. Throughout the project, the web page was updated with the most current 
project data and meeting dates. A screenshot has been included in Appendix A. 
 
2.1.2 Public Questionnaire 
 
The public questionnaire included the project goal, the project team, and eight questions 
about citywide parks, trails and right-of-way acquisition. A copy of the questionnaire is in 
Appendix A. There was also a place for respondents to write in their comments. It was 
mailed to all residents living within the City limits. The City received 101 completed 
questionnaires by June 30, 2007 and the responses are included in Appendix C.   
 
2.1.3 Public meetings 
 
The initial CAG meeting was held on June 25, 2007, and Dave Tuttle was elected as the 
chairperson. The CAG approved the list of sites to be inventoried by the design team. 
They also gave the design team their input as to what was needed within the City of 
Wasilla. 
 
The public welcoming event on September 5, 2007, was advertised in the Frontiersman. 
The sports user groups were invited to attend. The design team had two interactive 
tables at the event; one for parks and one for trails and greenbelts. The public was 
invited to move back and forth between the two tables and provide input. The CAG 
meeting agenda and the public welcoming event agenda are in Appendix A. 
 
2.2 Review of Existing Information 
 
The following items were reviewed prior to this event and assessment: 
• “Wasilla Parks and Recreation Commission, Survey 1, April 1995”, prepared by 

City of Wasilla Parks & Recreation Commission 
• Parks, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines, James D. Mertes, 

Ph.D., CLP and James R. Hall, CLP 
• Matanuska-Susitna Borough Asset Management Plan, assembly adopted June 

2001, prepared by Land Design North 
• Wasilla Trails Plan 1999 City Amendment, prepared by Trails advisory 

subcommittee, Parks and Recreation Commission, City of Wasilla 
• Wasilla Comprehensive Plan Chapter 5- Parks and Recreation Plan, April 1996 
• Site visits to all twenty sites   
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3.0 Findings 
 
3.1 Public Questionnaire Results 
 
The public questionnaire was mailed to each property owner within the City limits, and a 
total of 101 questionnaires were returned. The data was recorded to show the actual 
number of people responding to each question. A summary of comments shows 
additional comments that were written in to the eight questions on the questionnaire. 
The design team has posted the total comments provided by the respondents. These 
results are included in Appendix C. The results show 57 percent of respondents use city 
trails, 81 percent support government funding of parks, and 24 percent regularly use 
park and recreation facilities. 
 
3.2 Existing Athletic Facilities 
 
The City owns 30 athletic facilities ranging from indoor ice rink to outdoor MBX track for 
bicycles. The twenty existing sites specific to the parks master plan were inventoried to 
review the number of existing fields and courts. Sites owned by the City and sites not 
owned by the City were noted. The ten schools in the surrounding area were inventoried 
by phone to develop a list of facilities provided at each school. Because this information 
was taken over the phone, the information was included without field verification. The 
existing athletic facilities chart can be found in Appendix C. 
 
3.3 Proposed Athletic Facilities 
 
The City plans to review the existing athletic facilities on an annual basis to identify 
needed improvements or additional facilities.  Additional facilities may include soccer 
and softball fields. Several approved master plans illustrating proposed facilities have 
not been constructed. These proposed facilities are listed and categorized by parks 
owned and parks not owned by the City. The proposed athletic facilities chart can be 
found in Appendix C. 
 
3.4 Projected Facility Requirements 
 
The results show in general that the number of existing facilities is adequate to serve 
the City, but as the population grows, additional facilities may be needed. The projected 
facility requirements chart uses the National Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA) 
Standards and the revised local standards from the South Davis master plan for the 
Fairbanks North Star Borough completed by PDC, Inc. in June, 1999. Both sets of 
standards can be used as a guide for determining the number of facilities that are 
needed based on population counts for an area. The future growth for the City was 
projected using a three percent growth factor.  This chart is included in Appendix C. 
 
 
3.5 Recommended Classification System for Local and Recreational Open Space 
 
A classification system for local and recreational open space from the Park, Recreation, 
Open Space and Greenway Guidelines, written by James D. Mertes and James R. Hall 
has been included in Appendix C. This classification system includes a description, 
location criteria, and size criteria for each open space classification. 
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3.6 Park Area Analysis 
 
The City currently has seven parks and a boat launch facility.  A brief description and 
history of each City park is listed below along with proposed future improvements.  
Additionally, a chart was created that includes the classification and acreage for each of 
the sites.  The chart also recommends the total acres of park area required for the City 
based on the original NRPA standard of 6.25 to 10.5 acres per 1,000 people. This chart 
can be found in Appendix C. 
 

• Iditapark is located at the old Wasilla Airport site on 28 acres along Nelson 
Avenue between Lucille Street and Weber Drive. Over the last 10 years, the park 
has slowly been built-out. Wonderland Park was constructed with volunteers in 
the community as the first park improvement at this site. Since then, the area has 
been improved with the Skate Board Park, Honor Garden, Garden of Reflection, 
tennis courts, basketball courts, volley ball sand pits, amphitheater stage, 
sledding hill, trails and pavilions. The park also includes a series of ponds and 
creek that treat storm water from the downtown area and provide habitat for birds 
and ducks in the summer. This park complex has reached a level of completion 
but needs future improvements as follows: 

 
o Large pavilion structure over Amphitheater stage 
o Complete paving pathways 
o Provide lighting for winter time use along path ways 
o Add pavilions 
 

• Nunley Park is located across the street from City Hall between Herning Avenue 
and Swanson Avenue. This park is named after Leo M. Nunley, a former Mayor 
of Wasilla. This park takes up about three-quarters of a city block and it is 
designed to be used by families with small children. It has new playground 
equipment and a full size railroad caboose for viewing.  Future improvements 
include: 
 

o One or two pavilions 
o Pave east parking lot 
o Improve pathways 
o Improve/add new playground equipment  

 
• Carter Park is located at the east end of Lake Lucille and it provides lake access 

for swimming and canoeing. Carter Park is named after the Carter family who 
homesteaded on Lake Lucille and they donated the property for the park. This is 
a small park with new playground equipment for small children and it has areas 
for picnics. 
 

  

58 of 125



• Newcomb Park is located at the west end of Wasilla Lake along the Parks 
Highway. This park is named after Harold Newcomb, a former Mayor of Wasilla. 
This park is very popular in the summer for swimming with a sandy beach area 
and lake access for canoeing. This park is great for picnics and it has one 
pavilion. It also provides winter time recreation where the City maintains an ice 
skating rink on the lake.  Future improvements  include: 
 

o New playground equipment for small children 
o Improved lighting for ice skating area 

 
• Lake Lucille Park was originally built by the Matanuska-Susitna Borough in 1986 

along the south side of Lake Lucille on 80 acres. This park has a large 
campground, trails and access to the lake for canoeing. This park has pavilions, 
soccer fields and playground equipment for small children. The City is in the 
process of obtaining the park from the Borough. Continued master planning is 
needed to determine the full build-out potential of the park. 
 

• Bumpus Ballfields is located along Mystery Avenue in the north part of town. This 
park is named after Charlie Bumpus, a former Mayor of Wasilla. Bumpus 
Ballfields contains 120 acres of land dedicated for ballfields and trails. This area 
is approximately 50 percent built-out with four softball fields, one baseball field 
and one soccer field. These fields have been built by volunteer organizations 
who in two cases, lease the land from the City and make the fields available to 
the public when they are not in use. An equestrian trail is also present within the 
120 acre park that is available for all non-motorized uses. Continued master 
planning is needed to determine the full build-out potential of the park. 
 

• Cottonwood Creek Park was recently acquired by the City.  It contains nine acres 
along Cottonwood Creek next to the Parks Highway. This area is planned for a 
nature trail to support viewing of the creek. Additional property acquisition could 
lead to a trail head on the opposite side of the creek and a pedestrian bridge over 
the creek. Master planning is needed for this park as no improvements currently 
exist. 
 

• Susitna Avenue Boat Launch is located near Carter Park at the east end of Lake 
Lucille. It provides the only public access for boat launching on either lake in the 
City. This facility has parking one block away for vehicles and boat trailers. The 
boat launch has a simply gravel approach into the lake.  Future improvements 
include: 
 

o Paved or concrete apron into the lake 
o Improved dock tie-down area  
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4.0 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
According to the Wasilla Park Master Plan questionnaire, the respondents believe that 
city government should provide money for community parks.  The primary goal of the 
Parks Master Plan is to identify ways to enhance recreational opportunities within the 
City limits.  This includes enhancing existing parks and trails as well as improving trail 
connectivity and creating new parks, as needed.  Recommended actions to implement 
this goal are outlined below:   
 
4.1 Recommended Actions 
 

• Creation of a Volunteer System.  The City develop a volunteer system to help 
with maintenance of the parks and trails. Excellent examples are the “Adopt a 
Park” and “Adopt a Trail” volunteer programs. 

 
• Install Welcome Signs at City Gateways.  Decorative “Welcome to the City of 

Wasilla” signs should be installed at two locations within the City limits.  The first 
recommended location would be at the western entrance on the Parks Highway. 
The second location would be on a private parcel at the eastern entrance of the 
Parks Highway.  
 

• Creation of Individual Conceptual Park Plans.  New conceptual site plans 
should be created for Bumpus, Lake Lucille and Cottonwood Creek parks.  
Acquisition of lands adjacent to Cottonwood Creek and Lucille Creek would allow 
for a continuous trail for cross country skiing, biking, walking and running - similar 
to the Coastal Trail in Anchorage. 

 
• Park Improvements.  The City will continue to identify ways to add 

improvements to existing parks.  Listed below are recommended improvements: 
 

Iditapark: 
• Large pavilion structure over amphitheater stage 
• Pave all pathways 
• Provide lighting for wintertime use along pathways 
• Add pavilions 

 
Nunley Park: 

• Add pavilions 
• Pave east parking lot 
• Improve pathways 
• Improve/add new playground equipment 

 
Newcomb Park: 

• New playground equipment for small children 
• Improve lighting for ice skating area on lake 

 
Susitna Avenue Boat Launch: 

• Create paved or concrete apron into Lake Lucille 
• Improve dock tie-down area 
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Cottonwood Creek: 

• Create parking area accessible from Bogard 
• Install bridge to cross Cottonwood Creek 
• Create trail through park 

 
• Trail Connectivity.  A network of city trails has been designed to link existing 

and future neighborhoods, parks, and common open spaces.  This trail system 
aims to separate vehicular and pedestrian traffic promoting safe pedestrian 
movement. In formulating this network, the Matanuska-Susitna Borough Asset 
Management Plan - Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan was analyzed. 
Existing trails from this plan, as well as proposed trails and pathways specifically 
linking the City to other outlying areas, were recorded. The Wasilla Trails Plan 
1999 City Amendment and the Wasilla Comprehensive Plan 1996 were also 
reviewed.  The Wasilla Trails Plan 1999 City Amendment will be used to address 
the trail systems within the City limits and will be updated as needed.  In addition 
to the adopted Trails Plan, a trails inventory was conducted as part of this plan, 
which noted the existing trails as well as proposed trails throughout the City 
limits. 

 
From the Wasilla parks master plan questionnaire it was determined that 57 of 92 
people currently use the city trails and want the trails to be designed for multi-
modal use. A public welcoming event gathered public opinion for future trail 
connections throughout the city limits. Thirteen future connecting trail 
opportunities are listed below, and are ranked in order of importance. These trails 
are also on the Trails Map in Appendix D. 
 

1. Downtown 
2. Lucas Road 
3. Southwest Wasilla 
4. Lake to Lake 
5. West Holiday Drive 
6. North Beck 
7. Denali Street 
8. Riley Avenue 
9. Cottonwood Creek Greenbelt 
10. Lucille Creek Greenbelt 
11. Bumpus Connector 
12. South Thomas Street 
13. Bumpus Equestrian 

 
4.2 Recommended Classification System for Local and Recreational Open Space 
 
The design team has included a classification system for Local and Regional 
Recreational Trails from the Parks, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines 
by James D. Mertes, Ph.D., CLP and James R. Hall, CLP. This classification system 
can be found in Appendix D.  
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Citizen’s Advisory Group Meeting Agenda 
Wasilla Parks and Trails Master Plan 
Wasilla Multi-Use Sports Complex 7:00 PM, June 26, 2007 
 
 
1. Introductions 

Citizen’s Advisory Group (CAG) Organization 
Select Chairperson 

 
2. Description of Project 

Intent 
Scope of Services 

 
3. Distribute Handout – Binder-Notebook Containing: Minutes, Start-Up Meetings 

Public Involvement Plan 
Project Web Page 
Questionnaire 
List of Sites and Site Inventories 

 
4. Update of Activities to date: 

Two Initial Kick-off Meetings 
Inventory/Photography 
Questionnaire 
Web Page 
Data Base Map(s), (these are to be mounted on wall): 
Aerial Map including vegetation and existing conditions 
Lots and Roadway Rights of Way 
Topography 

 
5. Questions and Input from the CAG Members 
 
6. Future Events: Public Welcoming Event (September 5, 2007) 
 
7. Input from Audience – 3 minute limit 
 
8. Adjournment 
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Citizen’s Advisory Group Meeting Agenda 
Wasilla Parks and Trails Master Plan 
Wasilla Multi-Use Sports Complex 6:30 PM, December 13, 2007 
 
 
1. Purpose of tonight’s meeting: 

Review and Comment on the Wasilla Parks Master Plan Draft Report 
 
2. Distribute Handout – Draft Report: dated 11-12-2007 
 
3. Review Report Findings: 

Four “Welcome to the City of Wasilla” signs 
New Schematic Concept Plans for Nunley, Newcomb and Carter Parks 
Twelve future connecting trail opportunities 

 
4. Questions and Input from the CAG Members 
 
5. Future Events: Third CAG meeting, mid-February 
 
6. Adjournment 
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Public Welcoming Event Agenda 
Wasilla Parks and Trails Master Plan 
Wasilla Multi-Use Sports Complex 7:00 PM, September 5, 2007 
 
 
1. Introductions 

Project Description and Goal of tonight’s meeting 
Project Website: www.cityofwasilla.com 
Project E-mail: LA@tnh-inc.com 

 
2. Progress to date 

Public Questionaire 
First CAG Meeting 
Inventory of Existing Park Sites 
Assessment Charts including Matsu Schools: Cottonwood Creek Elementary 
Iditarod Elementary 
Larson Elementary 
Snowshoe Elementary Tanaina Elementary Teeland Middle School Wasilla Jr. 
Middle School Burchell High School Wasilla High School 
Mat-Su Career & Technical High School 

 
3. Two Interactive Tables 

Parks Master Plan  Randy Lyons 
Trails Map                     Eric Morey 
Invite the public to stop by each table and designate areas where additional 
parks and trails are necessary. 

 
4. What’s Next: 

Project Assessment 
Project Program 
Second CAG meeting 
Public Open House- develop a preferred alternative 
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List of Sites: Wasilla Parks Master Plan 
Updated August 1, 2011 
 
 
Parks: 
 

 
 
 
Additional Recreational Facilities: 
 
1. Susitna Avenue Boat Launch 1.25 acres 
   
 
 
  

  Approximate 
Acreage 

1. Bumpus Recreation Area 120 acres 
2. Carter Park at Lake Lucille .65 acres 
3. Iditapark 28 acres 
4. Newcomb Park at Wasilla Lake 5.4 acres 
5. Nunley Park (opposite City Hall) 2.25 acres 
6. Cottonwood Creek Park (proposed) 9 acres
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Major League Baseball ‐ 90°  1                      
Little League Baseball ‐ 60°                         
Softball  4                      
Soccer  1           2          
Campsites              57          
Multi‐purpose Fields        1                
Tennis        2                
Volleyball        3                
Full Basketball Court        4                
Indoor Skating Rink                         
Outdoor Skating Rink        1  1             
Children's Play Equipment*     X  X  X  X        X 
Swimming            X             
Skateboard Park        X                
BMX Track        X                
Running Track/Staking Oval                         
Equestrian Trails  X                      
Trails  X     X     X          
Parking   X  X  X  X  X  X     X 
Boat Launch                     X    
Picnic Shelters        2  1  3          
Picnic Tables     X  X  X  X        X 
Drinking Fountain        X                
Grills     X  X  X  X        X 
Showers                         
Vending Machines                         
Restrooms  X  X  X  X  X        X 
Garbage Cans  X  X  X  X  X        X 
Benches        X                
Lights        X  X             
Flagpole        X                
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Existing Athletic Facilities 
Updated August 1, 2011 

 
 

 
 

Facility Total Facilities owned by the City 
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Major League Baseball- 90' 1        1 

Little League Baseball- 60' 0        0 

Softball 4        4 

Soccer 1      2  3 

Football         0 

Multi- Purpose Fields   3      3 

Tennis   2  
1

   3 

Volleyball   3      3 

Full Basketball Court   4      4 

Indoor Skating Rink         1 

Outdoor Skating Rink    1     1 

Children's Play Equipment *  1 1 1 1  1  5 

Rope Course         0 

Community Center *   1      1 

Skateboard Park   1      1 

BMX Track   1      1 

Running Track / Staking Oval         0 

Swimming Pool         0 
 

 
* Children's Play Equipment: Typical playground area; may consist of multiple pieces of play equipment. 
* Community Center: A meeting place used by members of a community for social, cultural, or recreational 
purposes. 
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Alaska Museum of 
Transportation & 
Industry 
 
Snyder Park 

Smith Little League Ball 
Fields 

 
Railroad Park 

Lake Lucille Camper 
Park 

Alcantra Recreational 
Area 

Cottonwood Creek 
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Iditarod Elementary 
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Proposed Athletic Facilities 

Updated August 1, 2011 
 

 

Facility 
 

Parks owned by the City of Wasilla 
Total Facilities 

owned 
by the City 
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Major League Baseball- 90'         0 

Little League Baseball- 60' 2        2 

Softball 4        4 

Soccer 4        4 

Football         1 

Multi- Purpose Fields         0 

Tennis         0 

Volleyball         0 

Full Basketball Court         0 

Indoor Skating Rink         0 

Outdoor Skating Rink         0 

Children's Play Equipment *    1 1    1 

Rope Coarse         0 

Community Center *         0 

Skateboard Park         0 

BMX Track         0 

Running Track / Staking Oval         0 

Swimming Pool         0 
 

 
* Children's Play Equipment: Typical playground area; may consist of multiple pieces of play equipment. 
* Community Center:  A meeting place used by members of a community for social, cultural, or recreational 
purposes 
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Projected Facility Requirements 
Updated August 1, 2011 
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Major League Baseball- 90' 

 
1/5,000 1/20,000 0 1 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

 
0.39 0.44 0.60 0.82

 
Little League Baseball- 60' 

 
1/5,000 1/4,000 1 2 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

 
1.96 2.21 3.00 4.07

 
Softball 

 
1/5,000 1/3,500 4 4 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

 
2.24 2.53 3.43 4.66

 
Soccer 

 
1/10,000 1/4,000 1 5 0.78 0.89 1.20 

 
1.63 

 
1.96 2.21 3.00 4.07

 
Football 

 
1/20,000 1/15,000 0 1 0.39 0.44 0.60 

 
0.82 

 
0.52 0.59 0.80 1.09

 
Multi- Purpose Fields 

 
No Req. No Req. 4 0 

               
 
Tennis 

 
1/2,000 1/6,500 3 0 3.92 4.42 6.00 

 
8.15 

 
1.21 1.36 1.85 2.51

 
Volleyball 

 
1/5,000 No Req. 3 0 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

       
 
Full Basketball Court 

 
1/5,000 No Req. 4 0 1.57 1.77 2.40 

 
3.26 

       
 
Ice Hockey, Indoors 

 
No Req. 1/20,000 1 0 

         
0.39 0.44 0.60 0.82

 
Ice Hockey / Skating Rink, Outdoors 

 
No Req. 1/3,000 1 0 

         
2.61 2.95 4.00 5.43

 
Children's Play Equipment * 

 
No Req. No Req. 4 1 

 
 

     
 

   
 
Rope Coarse 

 
No Req. No Req. 0 0 

               
 
Community Center * 

 
No Req. No Req. 2 0 

               
 
Skateboard Park 

 
No Req. No Req. 1 0 

               
 
BMX Track 

 
No Req. 1/30,000 1 0 

         
0.26 0.30 0.40 0.54 

 
Running Track / Staking Oval 

 
No Req. 1/15,000 0 1 

         
0.52 0.59 0.80 1.09

 
Swimming Pool 

 
1/20,000 No Req. 0 0 0.39 0.44 0.60 

 
0.82 

       
 

 
* Children's Play Equipment: Typical playground area; may consist of multiple pieces of play equipment. 
* Community Center: A meeting place used by members of a community for social, cultural, or recreational 

purposes. 
** National Recreation and Park Association "Recreation, Park and Open Space Standards and Guidelines" (The standards should be used 
as a guide for short and long term facility planning. The actual quantity of facilities will vary as the needs of the community change.) 
 
^  Projected population rates are based on a 3.1% factor.  Census information was obtained from http://factfinder2.census.gov. 
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Park Area Analysis 
 

 

Parks owned by the City 
of Wasilla 

 
Park 

Classification 

 
Approximate 

Existing Acreage 
2011 

 
Bumpus Recreation Area 

 
Sports Complex 

 
120 

 
Carter Park 

 
Mini Park 

 
0.65 

 
Iditapark 

 
Community Park 

 
28 

 
Newcomb Park 

 
Neighborhood Park 

 
5.4 

 
Nunley Park 

 
Mini Park 

 
2.25 

Cottonwood Creek Park (proposed) TBD 9 

 
Susitna Avenue Boat Launch & 

Parking Lot 
 

Mini Park 
 

1.25 

 

TOTAL  166.55 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Projected Population uses a 3.1% growth factor 
 
*Acreages are approximate 
**National Recreation and Park Association "Recreation, Park and Open Space Standards and Guidelines" recommends 6.25 to 10.5 

acres per 1,000 population. In 1996, NRPA guidelines were revised to include a Level of Service Standard. 

  

 
City of Wasilla 

Population 
Recommended  Total Park Area ** (Acres) 

7,831  (2010) 49 to 82 

 8,848  (2014) 55 to 93 

12,007 (2024) 75 to 126 

16,294 (2034) 102 to 171 
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CITY OF WASILLA 

• P l a n n i n g  O f f i c e •  
290 East Herning Avenue • Wasilla • Alaska • 99654·7091 

• Telephone 907·373·9020 •  
 

 
 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
DATE: September 19, 2011 
 
TO:  City of Wasilla Planning Commission 
 
FROM: Tina Crawford, City Planner  
 
RE: Planning Commissioner Training – September 27, 2011 
   
 

As discussed at the last Planning Commission meeting, staff has scheduled a training 
session to discuss the role of the planning commissioner at the September 27, 2011 
meeting.  The training materials were prepared by the American Planning Association 
and consist of a narrated PowerPoint presentation, several technical briefs, and a local 
module to answer questions and address issues specific to the City.   
 
There are two parts to the training and each part takes approximately two hours with an 
additional hour set aside as a local module.  Review of Part I is scheduled for 
September 27, 2011 and the local module will be scheduled for the next available 
meeting.  Copies of the training agenda and technical briefs for Part I have been 
included in the packet for your review prior to the meeting.  Copies of the slides, with 
room for notes, will be provided at the meeting for your use and future reference. 
 
I hope that you will find the information helpful in fulfilling your responsibilities as a 
Planning Commission member! 
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American Planning Association and Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 

 present 

 
Introduction to the Planning Commission  

Part One 
Audio/Web Conference 

January 18, 2006 

Conference Agenda 

Introduction to the Concept of Planning  

1.      Planning principles 

2.      The vision 

3.      Who does planning  

4.      Legal context  

5.      Roles of the planning commission  

The Comprehensive Plan and Planning at Different Levels  

1.      The comprehensive plan 

2.      Elements of the comprehensive plan  

3.      State-mandated planning  

4.      Legal foundation of the plan  

5.      Levels of planning  

a.      Topical 

b.      Geographical 

c.      Special or specific plans 

d.      Regional and federal plans  

The Tools of Planning  

1.      Legal framework for the tools 

2.      Zoning 

file://D:\agenda.HTM
92 of 125



  

3.      Ordinances 

4.      Development review 

5.      Site plan review 

6.      Growth management 

7.      CIP  

Decision Making by the Planning Commission  

1.      Legal framework for commission decisions 

2.      Ethics 

3.      Meeting conduct 

4.      Staff reports, testimony, findings of fact, recording decisions  

  

  

Return to Main Menu 
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American Planning Association and Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 

 present 

 
Introduction to the Planning Commission  

Part One 
Audio/Web Conference 

January 18, 2006 

 

Supplemental Local Module (1 hour)  
Use this outline to structure your local training after the conference. 

          Answer questions concerning the two-hour audio/web conference program  

          The U.S. Constitution as foundation for planning  

          State legislative authority for planning and the planning commission  

          How planning commissions are organized and what they are authorized to do in 
your state and community  

          State laws that relate to planning, such as impact fees  

          Review of administrative rules and adopted ethics statements  

          Review of comprehensive plan example  

          Review of special plan example  

          Review of the land use map plan  

          Review of subdivision regulations, design standards, and checklists  

Recommended Trainers  

The people conducting the local module or program should include an attorney 
knowledgeable in planning and land-use law and a planning director, senior staff planner, or 
experienced planning commission trainer.  

Worth Noting  

If the attendees at this program are from different communities, select one community as 
an example. Direct commissioners to follow up with their own planning staff to obtain the 
proper handouts and orientation to their community.  

Handout Materials  

file://D:\localmodule.HTM
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          U.S. Constitution. Call attention to the First, Fifth, and Fourteenth Amendments. 
Available online at 
www.archives.gov/national_archives_experience/charters/constitution.html.  

          State Enabling Statutes or Summary of Statutes  

          State Enabling Statutes as Pertains to Impact Fees (if relevant)  

          (Your Community's) Comprehensive Plan  

          Strategic Plans (if relevant)  

          Administrative Rules for Meeting Conduct (if they exist)  

          Adopted Ethical Principles (if they exist)  

          (Your Community's) Special Plans (also called Special Area or System Plans)  

          Land-use Plan Map  

          (Your Community's) Subdivision Regulations  

          Design Standards Section of Subdivision Regulations  

          Site Plan Review Checklist (if available)  

          Community Impact Fee Document (if relevant) 

  

  

Return to Main Menu 
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Every city or town has its own identity,

much of which is derived from the 

physical layout of homes, business,

industry, and agriculture. In communities

where roads, parks, local services, and

various amenities seem well integrated, it

is usually because a comprehensive plan

has guided the community’s development.

These plans are most effective when

used as the basis for ongoing and daily

decision making. That way everything—

from the location of a shopping center 

to the development of houses to the

widening of a main arterial—is integrated

and compatible. 

While land-use plans have existed 

in this country since the late 17th century,

it is only in recent times that courts 

have begun relying on them as a basis for

reviewing local government decisions.

Increasingly, courts will uphold a zoning

or land-use determination that is in 

conformance with a comprehensive plan

or strike down one that is not supported

by the plan. 

While there is much truth in the old

adage, “if you fail to plan then plan 

to fail,” there is no one, single plan that 

is a perfect fit for every city or town.

Comprehensive plans—their contents,

graphics, and format—vary from one

community to another. In general, how-

ever, a comprehensive plan should be:

■ inclusive of all aspects of development;

■ long range (15–20 years);

■ focused on a community’s physical

development;

■ able to relate physical development 

to the community’s goals and its social

and economic policies;

■ developed with input from all segments

of the community;

■ formally adopted by the local legisla-

tive body;

■ readily available and easily understood.

The unique conditions and circum-

stances of each community, as well as

state statutes, will dictate a plan’s 

contents. Some states require that local

comprehensive plans include certain

components and be updated at specific

intervals. At a minimum, most plans 

contain a land-use, housing, transportation

and infrastructure element. Other pos-

sibilities include: 

■ parks and open space;

■ air quality and the environment;

■ energy conservation;

■ historic preservation;

■ urban design;

■ economic development;

■ culture, arts, and leisure;

■ education;

■ health and human services.

The development of a comprehensive

plan should be a community effort. 

All stakeholders should be involved in

Planning and the Comprehensive Plan
The comprehensive plan is a community’s compass. It is designed to help

residents chart a course to a mutually agreed-upon future. The comprehensive

plan is a tool that can be used to foster change or effectively deal with

unanticipated changes. The planning commission plays a vital lead role in

this process, deciding when an update is necessary and leading community

involvement in shaping the plan. 
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establishing the community’s goals. In

order to do that, it is essential to under-

stand the current state of community

affairs. The planning commission can lead

community input in this process, and

additional data can provide insight into

community characteristics, land-use 

patterns, and social, economic, and

demographic trends. 

Potential plan elements and critical

issues within the community will help

determine what data to gather. If housing

is a plan element, data might be collected

about the existing housing stock—age,

condition, number and types of units—

and the existing and projected housing

need. Once collected and analyzed, data

will provide the basis for modifying 

earlier goals or setting new ones. 

Goals are broadly written and encom-

pass fundamental community values.

They provide insight into what a commu-

nity wants to preserve or change. 

Often, in the final document, goals and

their accompanying objectives are

grouped by element. For example, under

economic development, a goal might 

be “to encourage a more diverse indus-

trial mix to guard against cyclical 

fluctuations.” 

For each goal, there usually are 

multiple objectives. An objective is a

quantifiable step that, when taken, can

help achieve a goal. If a community 

transportation goal is “to promote efficient

circulation and accessibility,” then an

objective might be, “establish a network

of pedestrian and bicycle greenways

connecting neighborhoods with the town

center and recreational facilities.”

Building consensus around goals 

and objectives is a time-consuming 

and sometimes controversial process.

Because a comprehensive plan can

affect residents’ property, livelihood, and

overall quality of life, they should be

encouraged to participate in the planning

process. Online, mail, or telephone 

surveys, public forums, focus groups,

charrettes, and media and public 

information campaigns can be designed

to either gauge public sentiment or 

elicit participation.

In putting together the actual plan

document, it is important that it not 

only describe but show. Maps, charts,

graphs, photos, and other visual 

elements can speak as loudly as words.

Important components of the plan 

include the land-use maps. One map

usually shows the location of existing land

uses that will not change while another

shows proposed land uses—residential,

commercial, business, industrial, and

mixed use. 

Although the comprehensive plan

communicates a community’s vision, 

it is regulations, ordinances, and other

governmental tools that turn the vision 

into reality. Zoning ordinances, sub-

division regulations, incentives, capital

improvements programs, and annexation

agreements are among the implemen-

tation tools available. Some plans detail

the implementation strategies that 

will be used. 

Once adopted by the local governing

body, the comprehensive plan should 

be widely disseminated and used to

guide planning and land-use decisions,

not left on a shelf. The plan is a guide 

to the community’s future, and a 

document that can help keep planning

commissioners on track with the 

long-term goals for their community. The

plan must be updated periodically to

keep pace with the changing and growing

community. Rules for amending com-

prehensive plans appear in state enabling

legislation.
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Planning commissions derive their powers

from a variety of provisions. State enabling

legislation, a state’s constitution, or a 

statutory grant of power from the state leg-

islature can confer the authority to plan 

and zone to localities. Local authorizing

legislation then establishes a planning 

commission and outlines its responsibilities. 

Publicly defining the powers and

duties of a planning commission not only

helps members better understand their

roles but provides the community with

insight into both the commission’s range

of responsibilities and the procedures 

it follows in fulfilling those responsibilities.

A formally adopted mission statement,

bylaws, and rules of procedure enhance

focus, keep discussion relevant, and 

are an invaluable reference when situations

become complicated. 

■ A mission statement is a clear, 

concise summary describing what 

the agency is, what it does, for 

whom and where. A good mission

statement articulates the commis-

sion’s essential nature, its values, and

its purpose. Statements that work

best tend to be motivational, free from

jargon, and short enough that com-

missioners and residents can readily

repeat it.

■ Bylaws define a planning commission’s

operations. They typically address 

matters required by state law and

include an explanation of leadership

structure, including powers, duties,

and terms of officers, and may address

meetings, attendance requirements,

voting, conflicts of interest, ex parte

communication, and the process 

for amending bylaws.

■ Rules of procedure dictate planning

commission conduct and, generally, are

more specific than bylaws. These

rules delve into detail about orientation

and training; committees; meetings,

including attendance, quorum, sched-

ules, notice, and agendas (preparation,

order, and form); minutes/record

keeping; conflicts of interest; and fair-

ness. Most planning commissions

adopt Robert’s Rules of Order to guide

their deliberations.

The duties of a planning commission

vary depending on the local legislative

body’s expectations and its delegation of

specific duties and functions. Possible

functions include:

■ encouraging and facilitating public

participation in the planning process; 

■ developing, updating, and recom-

mending methods of implementation 

of a comprehensive plan (see

Technical Brief 1: Planning and the

Comprehensive Plan for more 

information);

Decision Making: Powers and Duties of the Planning Commission
Since 1907, when the Hartford City Council in Connecticut appointed the

nation’s first planning commission, commissioners have served as independent

advisors to their local governing body on matters of planning and land 

use. While the mission of planning commissions is similar, their roles may

differ depending upon state legislation and how they fit within the local

decision-making system. Some planning commissions are purely advisory,

others function in a quasi-judicial capacity, and others serve as the sole

local planning agency.
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■ determining a proposed project’s con-

sistency with the comprehensive plan;

■ making findings regarding a develop-

ment application’s relationship to 

the comprehensive plan;

■ creating a zoning ordinance and 

zoning districts for adoption by the

local governing body; and

■ hearing matters related to zoning 

regulations.

As the local planning agency or in an

advisory position, the planning commis-

sion serves to guide and inform elected

officials and planning staff as well as 

act as a community leader in planning.

The commission may raise issues of 

concern to the community; monitor, pro-

vide suggestions for, and create the 

comprehensive plan; educate the public

on good planning; and involve the public

in the community’s planning process. 

In communities where a planning com-

mission serves in a quasi-judicial manner,

each commissioner acts not only as an

advisor but as a judge. When a commis-

sion considers evidence for or against 

a proposal, implements adopted policy, or

renders a decision that impacts specific

parties, the action may be considered

quasi-judicial. 

Quasi-judicial proceedings require due

process. This is the legal method used 

to reach a decision about a land-use

request. Due process is mandated by

provisions in the federal and state 

constitutions that prohibit government

from depriving a person of “life, liberty, 

or property without due process of law.”

Due process has both substantive and

procedural elements.

The substantive due process clause

of the U.S. Constitution requires land-use

regulations to serve a legitimate govern-

mental purpose, such as the protection of

public health, safety, morals, or welfare.

Substantive due process requires 

commissions to determine whether a valid

governmental purpose exists and whether

the proposed regulation advances 

that purpose.

Substantive decision making, then,

focuses on the content of the deliberations

and includes all the facts of a situation 

as well as related interests, rights, obliga-

tions, and estimates of merit and value

(both financial and of importance to the

community). Substantive decision 

making may also consider an individual’s

character and intentions, since human

conduct influences whether a commitment

or obligation will be fulfilled. Because

character and intentions may be difficult

to ascertain, the primary focus of sub-

stantive decision making tends to be on

the comprehensive and long-range 

estimation of effects.

Determining the adequacy and 

reliability of facts is part of a commis-

sioner’s job. Staff members should 

provide an assessment of the situation

and present relevant information from

other public agencies or consultants.

Testimony at public hearings or presenta-

tions at meetings may provide additional

information. Commissioners themselves

often have knowledge to share. Data

sought from multiple sources generally

constitutes a reasonable effort to 

obtain adequate and reliable information

and can satisfy substantive due process

requirements.

Procedural due process is designed

to ensure fairness. It requires that the

procedures and standards used to

decide planning and land-use issues are

clear and concise. Fairness exists when: 

■ advance notice of a hearing or potential

action has been extended to all 

potentially interested parties;

■ exhibits, studies, and staff reports are

made available for study in advance 

of the proceedings;

■ all participants are given the opportunity

to testify and present evidence to an

unbiased panel;

■ there are no conflicts of interest 

(commissioners with conflicts must

recuse themselves);

■ the hearing takes place in a controlled

environment that allows all parties to

testify or present evidence without fear

of intimidation or retaliation;

■ the hearing allows for the compilation

of a complete record; and

■ any decision meets all legal require-

ments and is based on the record.

The official record must provide the

basis for and support the decision

reached by the commission. A court relies

solely on the record when reviewing a

land-use decision. It will not hear new tes-

timony or review new evidence. Planning

commissioners have the responsibility to

act responsibly and to ensure, to the best

of their abilities, that the integrity of the

process is not compromised.
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The purpose of a planning or zoning

commission meeting is to collect relevant

information, expert opinion, and analysis;

establish a complete record; and reach a

decision that is legally sound and based on

the record. Unethical conduct can jeop-

ardize decisions, no matter how rational

or well documented.

To preserve the public trust, many

state and local governments have adopted

ethics statutes or ordinances. These

often require the disclosure of informa-

tion, such as sources of income, or 

they prohibit specific conduct. Many

commissions address ethics, to some

degree, in their bylaws and rules 

of procedure. To guide commissioners

involved in planning and zoning matters,

the American Planning Association 

has adopted its “Ethical Principles in

Planning.” These guidelines provide 

the context for planning decisions and are

especially useful for locales without 

local ethics ordinances or procedures.

The principles are available online 

at www.planning.org/ethics. 

Individuals are appointed to boards

and commissions because of their 

understanding of and close contacts with

the community. Those close contacts,

however, can create ethical dilemmas.

Over the years, courts have concluded

that a variety of circumstances and

behaviors can compromise a commission’s

ability to reach an unbiased decision. 

In a few states, courts have invalidated

decisions when the mere appearance 

of unfairness exists. Elsewhere, courts

have considered the appearance 

of unfairness along with evidence of

actual bias or a substantial interest 

or temptation. 

While the specific circumstances of

planning and land-use decisions vary, the

types of conflicts of interest and bias 

that influence hearings can be grouped

into distinct categories, with financial

influences among the most common con-

flicts faced by commissioners. 

■ Gifts and Rewards—The solicitation

or acceptance of gifts is generally 

prohibited. Board members should not

accept items of value or promises 

of future reward (either monetary or

consisting of special consideration)

when it is clear that doing so would be

construed by a reasonable person 

to have influenced a vote. 

■ Financial Gain—When a decision

maker, or a member of her family,

stands to benefit (as an employee,

partner, or neighboring landowner)

financially, the potential for a conflict

of interest exists. The gain does 

not have to be immediate. 

■ Relationships—Certain personal 

or professional relationships can rep-

resent a conflict of interest. A board

Ethical Meeting Conduct and How to Record Decisions
Individuals appearing before a planning and zoning commission deserve a 

fair, impartial hearing and decisions based on fact. Applicants and concerned 

residents have much at stake in these proceedings, both financial and 

emotional. When decisions are tainted by bias, improper conduct, or a conflict

of interest, not only may the community lose faith in the process but the courts

may invalidate a commission’s decision. Because allegations of unethical 

conduct can tie up projects for lengthy periods of time, it is in the community’s

best interest for commissioners to avoid even the appearance of impropriety.
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member serving as a legal guardian,

trustee, administrator of an estate, 

or involved in an employer-employee

or mortgagor-mortgagee relationship

should disclose the relationship and

potentially recuse herself.

■ Dual Office Obligations—When 

commissioners serve on other local

government boards or in an elected

capacity, they face the potential for 

a conflict of interest unless local prac-

tice clarifies the relationship. This 

is the case where the performance of

the duties of one office would inter-

fere with the performance of another,

or when there would be a subordi-

nation of one office to the other. 

■ Communication—By disclosing 

confidential information, commissioners

open themselves up to allegations 

of unethical behavior. The same can

be said of board members engaged 

in ex parte contacts—persuasive dis-

cussions with applicants outside of

official proceedings. In some cases, 

a commissioner’s public statements

have been used to prove prejudice or

bias. Written debate and discussion

via e-mail between a commissioner and

applicant or among commissioners

should be avoided. 

A conflict of interest is neither unusual

nor improper. Failure to disclose a conflict

is. Sometimes, a board member will not

realize a conflict of interest exists until the

hearing is underway. The commissioner

must disclose the conflict immediately.

When a conflict of interest exists or 

ex parte contact has taken place, commis-

sioners must divulge the fact and must

not participate in any aspect of the deci-

sion making process. It is not enough to

abstain from voting. It is incumbent upon

board members to review a meeting

agenda at the earliest opportunity. That

way if recusal is considered prudent,

alternate board members (in states that

allow them) may attend or the item 

may be postponed if a quorum is unlikely.

Commissioners have a responsibility

to make legally sound decisions that are

based on the facts presented. Decision

making must not be arbitrary, capricious,

or unreasonable. When a decision is

alleged to be unfair, courts will look to the

record for findings of fact. The lack or

inadequacy of such findings can result in

the invalidation of a board’s decision. 

Findings of Fact

Findings of fact should include a summary

of the evidence presented at a hearing

and indicate which evidence the board

finds most credible. The findings must

show a logical connection between facts

and conclusions. 

There are several ways to develop

findings of fact. At the conclusion 

of a hearing, board members can make 

a decision and provide their rationale 

and the facts upon which they relied. This

procedure can be time consuming. 

A well-written staff report can expedite

the process. The board can adopt 

or modify the report’s findings of fact

depending on whether members approve

of or disagree with the staff recom-

mendation. Occasionally, the board may

delay its decision to allow staff to sum-

marize the factual findings. This method

may not work well if a decision is

required within a short period of time.

The ideal staff report will provide a

description of the proposal, factual infor-

mation and data, analysis, comments

from other agencies, and a recommen-

dation. Factual information, which the 

board can use as a basis for the findings

of fact, may include:

■ a current description of the site based

on survey and observation;

■ current zoning;

■ surrounding land uses;

■ recent land-use actions in the area;

■ existing and proposed public services,

utilities, and amenities; and

■ relevant data such as population pro-

jections, traffic counts, existence of

endangered species, costs associated

with environmental mitigation, etc.

While findings of fact and ethical

meeting conduct cannot prevent allega-

tions of unfairness, they can provide resi-

dents and the courts with important

insight into the rational and principled

process used to make decisions.
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Special plans go by many different

names, depending on their purpose.

Geography-based plans may be called

special plans, special area plans, or 

may simply be denoted by the geographic

location of the plan (Blue River Basin

Plan). The issue itself often provides the

name for issue-oriented plans, such 

as a bicycle and pedestrian plan. The

words master, sector, corridor, and

strategic often are found in the names 

of special plans, demonstrating their

position as an extension of the compre-

hensive plan. Despite these different

names, the process followed in developing

special plans does not differ greatly 

from that used to create a comprehensive

plan. It is not unusual for the focus 

of a special plan to have been addressed

in a comprehensive plan, often as an 

element of the plan. 

California has a well-defined system

for creating and using special plans 

that are implementation-focused. These

plans are called “specific plans” and 

they outline how concrete development

proposals fit within the goals set out 

in the comprehensive or general plan 

for the area. California’s specific plans

are an example of geography-based 

special plans. 

Geography-based plans serve a

clearly defined area with explicit bound-

aries inside the larger community.

Neighborhoods and downtowns are

often the subject of planning efforts.

While many geography-based plans

include elements similar to those 

found in a comprehensive plan (such as

land use, transportation, open space,

and housing), the main emphasis of these

plans will undoubtedly be different.

Downtown plans might focus on eco-

nomic development and urban design,

whereas a coastal plan might emphasize

ecosystem preservation and wastewater

management.

The development of these area plans

is often done in collaboration with 

existing public and private groups such

as neighborhood advisory committees, 

airport commissions, and chambers of

commerce, to name a few. Local resi-

dents also play a significant role in plan

development.

Types of special plans that are 

geographically based include those for:

■ agricultural areas;

■ airports;

■ coastal areas;

■ downtowns;

■ environmentally sensitive areas;

■ industrial districts;

■ neighborhoods;

■ rail or other transportation corridors;

■ river access;

■ waterways.

Special Plans 

American Planning Association
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While the comprehensive plan serves as an overall guide to a community’s

future physical development, residents and planners often develop 

other, more specific, plans to address the needs of certain geographic areas

or issues of concern. These special plans——for downtowns, neighborhoods,

environmentally sensitive areas, historic preservation, pedestrian and bicycle

needs, or wildlife protection——are not intended to replace but, rather, 

complement and supplement the comprehensive plan.
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Issue-oriented plans may focus on

specific geographic areas or include the

entire community. Habitat conservation

plans, for example, might involve just the

shoreline or a certain forested area. 

A bikeway plan might encompass the

entire community. Although an issue-

oriented plan might have a limited 

geographic focus, the planning process

must include the entire community as

well as special interest groups within the

region if the plan is created or adopted

by elected officials.

Given the nature of some issue-

oriented plans, such as wildlife protection

or water and wastewater plans, certain

levels of scientific or engineering expertise

may be needed. Sometimes, these 

plans are developed jointly with other

agencies or commissions—public 

works or historic preservation—that 

have access to such expertise. On 

occasion, consultants with expertise 

in the subject matter are hired to assist

with plan development.

Included among issue-oriented plans

are those that address:

■ bicycle and pedestrian transportation;

■ disasters and natural hazards 

mitigation or recovery;

■ economic development;

■ ecosystem, habitat, or wildlife 

protection;

■ growth management;

■ historic preservation;

■ housing;

■ parks and open space;

■ public transit;

■ recreation;

■ urban forestry;

■ water and wastewater management.

Some states require that commu-

nities address certain issues, such as

growth management, through the 

planning process and develop special

plans. These plans must conform 

with and implement state policies at the

local level. There are often timelines 

for plan development and updates and 

a deadline for submission to the 

responsible state agency. 

State and federal agencies may

require special plans in order for a com-

munity to be eligible for grants or to

receive individual exemptions. The U.S.

Fish & Wildlife Service, for instance,

requires that a habitat conservation 

plan accompany a request for a permit

allowing development in areas where 

an incidental taking of an endangered

species might occur. The Federal

Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA) recently required local disaster

preparedness and recovery plans 

as a prerequisite to receive FEMA funds. 

There are both opportunities and 

challenges inherent in developing 

and implementing special plans. For

example, because the topic hits close 

to home, participation may be more 

easily garnered than when developing 

a comprehensive plan. While the 

numbers may be large, sometimes par-

ticipation is not truly representative 

and is dominated by activists. 

Special plans—both geography-based

and issue-oriented—allow communities

to focus on unique needs or areas 

of concern in a more in-depth manner. 

As a companion to the comprehensive

plan, they are able to foster change,

manage unanticipated change, and ulti-

mately, help realize a community’s 

vision of the future.
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Planning commissions often are charged

with development review. In some states,

however, proposals are reviewed by 

a separate committee, which may or may

not include members of the planning

commission. There are other states where

the planning commission functions in 

an advisory capacity and the authority to

approve subdivisions rests with the local

legislative body.

Planning commissions also are called

upon to evaluate site plans for new 

commercial development. The role of the

commission or review panel is threefold.

■ Review the project’s conformance 

to community standards and technical

criteria.

■ Consider the development in light 

of the existing legal framework.

■ Serve as an arbiter between planning

staff, the applicant, and other inter-

ested parties.

The development review process

begins with an application to develop land.

While the planning department generally

oversees the application and review

process, other agencies—both local and

state—or regulatory commissions 

may be asked to evaluate the proposal.

Planners will assess the suitability of 

the proposed project as it relates to:

■ consistency with the comprehensive

plan;

■ conformity with local zoning;

■ concurrency (adequate public facilities);

■ traffic and parking;

■ building and landscape design;

■ environmental and historic preserva-

tion efforts;

■ economic impacts and job creation;

■ hazard protection and safety;

■ nuisance impacts (lights, noise, odor,

and vibration);

■ compatibility with surrounding 

development.

Planners work with applicants to

resolve issues before placing the 

proposal on the planning commission’s

agenda. Sometimes, however, the 

two parties cannot reach agreement or

neighborhood opposition is so intense

that the application comes before the

commission with a recommendation from

staff not to approve or to approve 

with conditions.

Conditions are requirements under

which project approval is granted. 

Developments must not only meet local 

zoning standards but also those imposed

as a condition of approval. The assig-

Development Review Process & Legal Issues
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While the extent of local development review varies from one community to

another, the purpose is the same——to ensure the highest quality environment,

consistent with community values. The process generally involves an

assessment of a project’s consistency and compliance with a community’s

stated goals and objectives as set forth in its comprehensive plan, zoning

ordinance, and other related regulations and standards. In many communities,

the development review process is comprised of two categories, site 

plans and subdivision plats. (See Technical Brief 7: Site Plan Review and

Technical Brief 10: Subdivision Regulation)
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nation of conditions generally is centered

on the concept of compatibility.

Compatibility describes the relationship

of buildings to neighboring structures.

Compatibility exists when buildings, 

activities, and land uses are balanced

and in harmony. Compatibility does 

not imply monotony in appearance or

function. It means simply that new devel-

opment fits with existing structures 

and uses and that the new use does not

adversely impact the surrounding area.

Common types of conditions for

approval include adjustments to building

height, dimension, setback, orientation,

and street layout. Site features that 

cause negative impacts—such as lighting,

drive-up windows, dumpsters, and 

signage—are subject to conditions, as

are, in some situations, architectural

details and building materials. 

Dedications and fees, also known 

as exactions, are imposed as conditions

to offset new or increased demands 

on public resources. Dedications—when

ownership of property is transferred to 

a local agency—are used to secure land

for parks, bike paths, and schools.

Development fees are imposed in lieu of

dedications to finance sewers, affordable

housing, and libraries, for example. 

The basic rule when imposing exac-

tions is that they be reasonably related 

in purpose and proportional in amount to

the impacts caused by the development.

When a planning commission agrees to

an exaction, it must make specific findings

that support its action. These findings 

are part of a process—known as pro-

cedural due process—that requires 

planning commissions to offer interested

parties and affected individuals a mean-

ingful opportunity to rebut evidence that

will serve as the basis for a decision.

The imposition of conditions, such as

requiring a dedication of property, has

resulted in takings claims against local

governments. The Takings Clause of the

U.S. Constitution limits the police power,

not by prohibiting actions but by requiring

compensation when actions unduly

impinge upon private property rights. It is

important to note that when a condition

decreases property value or prevents the

landowner from developing property 

in a specific way, it does not necessarily

result in a taking.

Several states have statutes that 

protect the rights to develop land that

has been acquired at certain points 

in the development review process. When

this occurs, the right to develop is 

said to have “vested” or fixed. The rights

cannot be abolished or restricted by 

subsequently enacted regulations. For

development rights to be vested, the local

government must have made a decision

and the landowner, acting in good faith 

on that decision, must have committed

resources to the development of the

property. Generally, the right to develop

is not vested until the last permit needed

for construction has been issued and

substantial expenditures have been made

in reliance on the permit. 

Planned Unit Developments (PUDs),

both a type of development and a zoning

classification, also require planning 

commission review. PUDs often consist

of individually owned lots with common

areas for open space, recreation and

street improvements, as well as offices,

shopping centers, and schools. The

planned unit development review process

often involves more give and take

between the community and the developer

than conventional subdivisions.

Other legal tenets that come into 

play during the development review

process include the First Amendment

and the Establishment Clause of the 

U.S. Constitution, and the Religious Land

Use and Institutionalized Persons Act

(RLUIPA). The First Amendment issue of

free speech is generally associated 

with the regulation of signage, news racks,

and adult businesses. Under RLUIPA,

governments may not enforce land-use

regulations that impose a substantial 

burden on religion unless it can be

demonstrated that there is a compelling

government interest in doing so. The

Establishment Clause requires that gov-

ernments not favor one religious group

over another.

Planning commission decisions

regarding site plans or subdivision plats

can generally be appealed to the local

governing body and, ultimately, to the

courts. Establishing an accurate record

and providing findings of fact that

demonstrate the rationale behind a deci-

sion are essential if the commission’s

determination is to stand.
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Design review involves more than 

determining if a particular building is 

aesthetically pleasing. It is contextual. 

In other words, how does the proposed

project relate to the surrounding envi-

ronment? The idea is to look at an area

not as a collection of buildings and

streets but as a fabric of interwoven forms

and uses that create community. 

How do communities address design

and review? One early example is historic

preservation and the preservation ordi-

nance. Subdivision regulation and neigh-

borhood plans may address size, bulk,

setback, landscaping, and other design

elements such as building materials, colors,

and types from a predetermined palette.

Downtown plans and ordinances may seek

to maintain a specific character that may

determine parking location, setback, size,

street furniture, and landscaping. 

Local ordinances include or work 

with design guidelines that provide details,

examples, and illustrations. In order 

for the planning commission to undertake

design review, the ordinance must

authorize that role for the commission. 

If the commission is not authorized 

to undertake extensive design review, it

must review only those things established

by the ordinance. 

The challenge for planning commis-

sions is not to lose sight of the big 

picture when acting on individual project

applications. These incremental decisions

ultimately shape a community’s form,

function, and character. It is not unusual

for the design review function to be 

given to a panel established for that sole

purpose—the rationale being that a design

or architectural review board, composed

of those with architectural or construction

expertise, can not only determine whether

a project meets the criteria, but offer 

suggestions for improvement. Some

communities also provide staff assistance

in design projects.

While design controls on new construc-

tion in historic areas are most common,

many communities now review the design

of new buildings in nonhistoric and 

suburban settings. When adopting one

or more design ordinances, local gov-

ernments describe the review and appeals

processes in addition to the guidelines

upon which these processes will rely.

Such guidelines frequently employ both

text and graphics to convey the com-

munity’s design objectives and establish

an identifiable community image.

Design guidelines may go beyond

specifications of building height, roof type,

building materials, color, and texture 

to include scale, accessibility, transitions

and connections, and cohesion and 

balance. When implementing a design

review program, local governments should:

■ involve the community in identifying

that which is unique, special, or worth

preserving;

Design Review

American Planning Association

Making great communities happen Lincoln Institute of Land Policy

For more than 100 years, American communities have sought to protect

community aesthetics. Initial efforts revolved around restrictions——such 

as height limits——that could be tied to a local government’s power to protect

the public welfare. Today, aesthetics are considered by the courts to be a

legitimate basis for regulation. While thousands of communities have adopted

design ordinances, there remain a few states where such regulation is 

not permitted. 
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■ develop flexible guidelines that include

both aesthetic and non-aesthetic

(physical safety, comfort, convenience)

standards and protect against 

monotony or sameness;

■ confine standards to areas of com-

munity importance;

■ supplement written standards with

visual renderings that demonstrate

community expectations;

■ develop procedures for both review

and appeal;

■ ensure administration by a well-

qualified review panel;

■ devote adequate staff and resources

to administering the program.

Some communities promote design

standards through recommendations,

and others rely on design requirements.

For this type of regulation, as with any

ordinance, the standards must be applied

uniformly to help make certain that 

they are legally defensible. 

In areas that fall short of meeting 

criteria for historic designation but are

otherwise significant, conservation 

districts may be established to preserve

community character. Conservation 

district standards are less stringent than

historic district regulations.

There are many examples of how

design control and review is being 

implemented. The expansion of big box

retail outlets—stores that typically

occupy more than 50,000 square feet

and derive profits from high sales 

volume—has led to the enactment of

design standards and guidelines to 

control the aesthetics of such establish-

ments. The standards are intended 

to move big box retailers away from the

one-design-fits-all pattern of development

and toward more compatible, site-

specific design. Corporate franchises,

such as gas stations and fast-food

restaurants, also are subject to specific

design standards in some communities. 

Design review may also consider the

protection of natural resources and 

public amenities. Preserving panoramic

vistas, view corridors, and scenic 

roads are priorities in many communities.

Efforts to protect scenic views date 

back to the late 1800s. The most common

type of view protection is that which 

protects scenic vistas that are visible from

multiple vantage points. One type 

of ordinance imposes height limits, while

another sharply curtails the type of per-

missible development. View corridors—

openings that allow glimpses or an

extended view of an important resource

or natural feature—also can be regu-

lated. Ordinances may attempt to protect

the corridor from obstructions or shadows

by limiting building height. 

Often overlooked in a discussion of

community aesthetics are trees and 

other vegetation which, when properly

employed, do much to soften develop-

ments. Not only do trees prevent pollution,

but they moderate weather effects—

sun, wind, cold—and reduce erosion and

runoff. Many such ordinances require 

a permit in order to clear vegetation or

remove trees. Some may require the

replacement of trees and greenery or

specify types of vegetation suitable 

to the climate. 

Aesthetics and design play a significant

role in a community’s effort to achieve 

its vision as defined in its comprehensive

plan. Long after a site has been devel-

oped, the community will be living with

the results. It’s in everyone’s best interest

to ensure that the activity engendered 

by the project and the architecture

embodied in it promote the values the

community holds dear.
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T O O L S  A N D  T E C H N I Q U E S

nderstanding what a site plan is and how to review
one has become essential knowledge for local
planning commissions and their professional staffs.
A site plan is a scaled drawing that shows the lay-
out and arrangement of buildings and open space,
including parking and yard areas, the access to and
from the public street system, connections to adja-
cent properties, and, often, the location of facili-
ties such as water and sewer lines, and storm
drainage systems. It also includes common open
space and identification of specific resources to be
protected, such as trees. 

Local zoning ordinances may require site plans in one or more of four forms.

n For zoning permits. A site plan of some type is usually required for
issuance of zoning permits that involve new construction or expansion of
existing uses. Here the purpose of the review is to check for compliance
with zoning regulations and to ensure that the applicant knows which lot
or parcel is being built upon. This type of review is ministerial or admin-
istrative––applying a checklist to various measurable development stan-
dards to see that they are satisfied. 

n For area or development standard variances (i.e., a requested departure
from front, rear, or side lot line requirements, reducing the number of
parking spaces, changing landscape materials, or increasing the signable

area from that specified in the zoning ordi-
nances). A site plan is necessary to show the pre-
cise relationship of the proposed building or use
to the lot lines or other features, such as ease-
ments. From this, a board of zoning appeals or
adjustment can determine whether the area vari-
ance is necessary.

n For statutory site plan review. This review applies
to proposals for development of nonresidential and
multifamily residential uses that are permitted as of
right by the zoning ordinance, but where there is a
limited degree of discretion in evaluating how well
the proposal fits the characteristics of the site itself.
The reviewing authority must approve the site
plan unless there are reasons why the proposal
does not meet the zoning ordinance criteria.

n For discretionary permitting procedures. These
include planned unit developments and special
permit or conditional uses, where the approving
authority has the latitude to decide whether the
proposed use is appropriate in the context of

the surrounding area. Here, the site plan review criteria in the zoning ordi-
nance will allow the approving authority to consider such issues as place-
ment of buildings on the site, screening, retention of existing site amenities,
various types of impacts, and relationship of the buildings and uses to the
neighborhood. Where the discretionary permitting process involves an
urban design or historic preservation regime, the review may also extend
to the appearance of the building.

Site Plan Review: 

Les Pollock, FAICP and Stuart Meck, FAICP

U
A Primer for Planning Commissioners

This illustrates a
work in progress––
the marked-up site
plan. The plan
should be an
appropriate scale,
such as 100 feet 
to an inch for 
a 50-acre site, but
400 feet to an inch
for 1,000 acres.

Les Pollack
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This article focuses on conducting site plan reviews for as-of-right and discre-
tionary uses. Some cautionary advice is in order. Site plan review is not site
planning. The role of the reviewer––whether a professional staff member or a
planning commissioner––is to make constructive suggestions about the appli-
cant’s plan––how to improve it or ensure compliance. The review must be
anchored to standards and criteria contained in the zoning ordinance, or guid-
ance from a site plan review manual that interprets the ordinance. 

Undertaking a site plan review involves checking the plan submission for five
general areas: (1) required information; (2) compliance with objective stan-
dards; (3) consistency with the local comprehensive plan; (4) discretionary
review of on-site issues; and (5) discretionary review of off-site issues. Many
local governments employ checklists that follow the site plan through the
review process and serve as permanent records of reviews.

Required Information
A starting point for all site plan reviews is determining whether the infor-
mation that the zoning ordinance calls for actually appears on the site
plan. This part of the application process is called a completeness review.
Site plan requirements are fairly uniform throughout the country: a map of
the site drawn to a specified scale that includes a date, north point, and
calculation of total area; the location of proposed buildings, existing veg-
etation or forest structures (including free standing signs), sidewalks, pub-

lic streets, easements, and off-
street parking and loading spaces;
distances between all buildings
and front, rear, and side lot lines;
location, type, and size of fencing,
retaining walls, and screening plants; contours; location of floodplains or
wetlands; building plans (if required) and elevations; a landscaping plan;
existing and proposed water and sanitary sewer facilities; a stormwater
drainage plan with a professional engineer’s calculations; a statement of the
uses contemplated for the property; and, if required, an erosion and sedi-
mentation control plan. In some cases, the local government may ask for
supporting studies such as a traffic analysis or soil study. 

Compliance with Objective Standards
The next step is checking to see whether the dimensions shown on the site
plan match the ones the staff reviewer measures by using an engineer’s or
architect’s scale, and verifying all calculations. Assuming there are no dis-
crepancies, the reviewer then compares the dimensions and calculations
against the requirements in the zoning code. Basic requirements include
whether the various lot area, width, setback, building height, and parking
requirements are satisfied, and whether the uses proposed are in fact allowed.
In addition, the reviewer will compare floor area ratios or maximums, com-
puted from the building plans and elevations, to the limitations in the zon-
ing ordinance. The zoning ordinance may establish landscaping require-
ments that call for plant materials of a certain size, spacing, and type, and
these must be checked as well for compliance. continued on page 8

Les Pollack
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continued from page 7 In some cases, the ordinance may pro-
hibit certain plant species because they are invasive, easily
damaged by wind, unable to survive very well in certain cli-
mactic zones, or in need of constant watering. In those cases
where engineering plans are submitted, the local govern-
ment’s engineer will recalculate runoff formulas and verify
conformity with the local government’s site development
standards, such as driveway width and placement, curb radii,
sidewalks, and water and sewer connections. For most garden-
variety site plans, this is when the local government would
issue a zoning or similar permit. Sometimes, in the process of
checking the site plan, the reviewer may determine a condi-
tion that may justifies a variance and a trip to the board of zon-
ing appeals or zoning hearing examiner, for example, where
minimum lot width or setback requirements cannot be satis-
fied for the particular use.

Consistency with the Local Comprehensive Plan
For discretionary permits, look at what the local comprehen-
sive plan map shows for future land use, community facilities,
and transportation facilities. In addition, it may be necessary
to review written policies in the plan that amplify the plan
map. Indeed, it is often at the site plan level where compre-
hensive plan policies have the greatest impact, such as those
suggesting connections between adjacent residential subdivi-
sions. Some basic questions are whether the specific uses and
density or intensities are within the range shown on the map
and whether proposed community and transportation facili-
ties will affect site design. It is a good idea to examine the local
government’s capital improvement program as well to see if
there are any current proposals for capital projects that the

General Site Planning Considerations
Commercial/Office/Industrial/Multifamily

n Locate compatible uses n Orient parking aisles 90
adjacent to each other degrees to store/building

n Physically buffer incompatible n Separate parking aisles from site
uses with open space, circulation routes, and mark 
trees and shrubs, fences, on-site pedestrian crossings
earth berms, or transitional 
use areas n Screen parking and loading areas

from adjacent development 
n Locate uses in direct and road.
proximity to that portion of
the circulation system best n Break up parking lots with
suited to it landscaped islands

n Minimize changes in the n Place signs and light poles in
existing topography and landscaped areas
vegetation

n Assure adequate stacking room 
n Organize density to place the at driveway/street intersections 
largest number of people in as necessary
closest proximity to their
destination n Separate buildings from pavement

with landscaping or walkways
n Don’t site buildings in
floodplains n Orient buildings toward street 

and buildings and form street 
n Restrict development on patterns to allow for effective 
sensitive land including drainage off the lot without 
steep slopes, wetlands, flooding homes or creating
areas of unique vegetation, periodic backyard swamps
and filled areas

n For New Urbanist developments,
n Locate detention or bring buildings forward on site near
retention ponds to reflect or at the sidewalk, place parking
aesthetics as well as in back or sideyards, and allow 
utility function. multiple transportation routes 

through the site
n Provide sidewalks across
front of site n Limit size of curb radii at drive-

way intersections with sidewalks to
n Provide on-site bicycle slow down traffic as it turns
storage

n Connect new sidewalks to
n Where campus-like adjoining sidewalks
environment is desired, 
provide large planted n Make open space usable for 
medians at entry active and passive purposes in 

residential development
n Identify and preserve good
views n Site residential building in clusters

rather than strips
n Minimize pavement generally

n Screen window-to-window view
n Avoid forested terrain and between dwellings
maintain buffers

n Don’t site within fault lines 
or soils subject to liquefaction 
in earthquakes

site plan would need to reflect or accommodate.
For example, the local comprehensive plan may
propose a public park in the general area of the
site. The local government will then need to
decide whether it wants to approach the owner
about purchasing a portion of the land. A trunk
sewer line extension and an easement or recap-
ture agreement for the cost of oversizing sewers
in the plan may be necessary so that properties
at higher elevations can be served in the future.

Discretionary Review of On-Site Issues
Where the local government has discretion to
review a site plan, it can suggest to the applicant
that changes be made. Alternately, it can impose
reasonable conditions. The nature of the changes
or conditions will depend on the site’s character-
istics and the type of land use. The table at left lists
a number of considerations for commercial, office,
industrial, and multifamily development. Some of
these considerations, it should be noted, might
need to be relaxed for a New Urbanist approach,
which generally encourages continued on page 10
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States that Authorize Site Plan Review

THE AUTHORITY FOR S ITE PLAN REVIEW in some states is implied from zoning
statutes or home rule power. Other states have enabling legislation that specifically authorizes local
governments to undertake site plan review. These include:

Connecticut (Conn. Gen. Stat. §§ 8-3(g) et seq.) allows local zoning regulations to require that a
site plan be filed with the zoning commission or another municipal agency or officials to aid in
determining the conformity of a proposed building, use or structure with specific provisions for
such regulations. A site plan may be modified or denied only if it fails to comply with requirements
already set forth in the zoning or inland wetland regulations. Approval is presumed unless a decision
to deny or modify the site plan is rendered within 65 days after receipt, although an applicant may
consent to extensions. A decision to deny or modify a site plan must set forth the reasons for 
such denial or modification and must be sent by certified mail to the applicant within 15 days after
the decision is rendered.

Michigan (Mich. Comp. Stats. §125.286e (townships);§125.584d (cities and villages), §125.2163)
allows a zoning ordinance to contain procedures and requirements for the submission and approval
of site plans, which it defines as “the documents and drawings required by the zoning ordinance 
to ensure that a proposed land use or activity is in compliance with local ordinances and state and
federal statutes.” The statute requires that the site plan be approved if it contains information
required by the zoning ordinance, is in compliance with the zoning ordinance and the conditions
imposed by it, and with other applicable ordinances, and state and federal statutes.

New Hampshire (N.H. Rev. Stat. Ann. §§ 674:43I et seq.) allows a municipality that has adopted 
a zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations to adopt an ordinance or resolution to further authorize
the planning board to “review and approve or disapprove site plans for the development or change
or expansion of use of tracts of nonresidential uses or multifamily dwelling units, defined as any 
structures containing more than two dwelling units, whether or not such development includes a sub-
division or resubdivision of the site.” Before it can conduct site plan review, the planning board must
adopt site plan review regulations, the scope of which is described in general terms in the statute.

In contrast to other states, New Jersey’s site plan review requirements (N.J. Stat. Ann. §§40:55D-
41, -46 et seq.) are lengthy, complex, and are grouped with the subdivision enabling legislation. They
provide for a two-step approval process, with preliminary site plan approval, and a final site plan
approval. The statute allows an abbreviated review for a “minor site plan,” which means a “develop-

ment plan for one or more lots which (1) proposes
new development within the scope of devel-
opment specifically permitted by ordinance as a
minor site plan; (2) does not involve a new street
or extension of any off-tract improvement, 
and (3) contains the information required in order
to make an informed determination [that it meets
the requirements established in the ordinance for
approval as a minor site plan.]” The statute
includes a list of standards and requirements that
may be included in a site plan ordinance.

The New York statutes (N.Y. Village Law 
§7-725-a; N.Y. Town Law §274-a, and N.Y. Gen.
City Law §27-a) are similar in approach to New
Hampshire’s in authorizing the local planning
board or other administrative body as the entity to
review the site plan. The local government 
may require a hearing, but the statutes do not
mandate one. The New York statutes give the
planning board or other authorized body the ability
to impose such reasonable conditions and restric-
tions as are “directly related to and incidental” 
to a proposed site plan. These conditions must 
be met in connection with permit issuance. nn

In the review of
this site plan, you
would look to see
how designers have
handled parking,
which is in the
interior of the block.
In addition, you
would look for how
landscaping is 

handled to buffer
the sidewalk and
buildings from the
street. In a mixed
use development,
the location of the 
sidewalks is crucial
as is the relation-
ship of buildings 
to one another. 

Winter & Co. 

111 of 125



continued from page 8 mixed use, reemphasizing the street grid, and an addi-
tional degree of design formalism in laying out sites. 

Discretionary Review of Off-Site Issues
Where the local government has discretionary review, especially where it
is considering the use of the property as well as the internal site design, it
will look at the relationship of the proposed site plan to the surrounding
area. In particular, it should ask these questions:

n Does the scale or massing of proposed buildings relate to the buildings
off site? If not, does the site plan propose a step-down arrangement in
building volume?

n Where there is an architectural or historic preservation review, is the
detailing of the proposed buildings compatible with off-site buildings?

n Do internal streets connect to the adjoining street system? Are any inter-
sections doglegged?

n If a traffic impact analysis has been conducted, what impacts will the site
activities have on neighboring streets and intersections? What measures
can be taken, if any, to address these impacts?

n How does the site plan relate to off-site public transit stops?

n Will the site plan, as proposed, result in any off-site impacts on storm-
water that the existing system cannot accommodate?

n Will the proposed use be compatible with uses in the adjoining neigh-
borhood? If not, what aspects about the use can be mitigated, if at all?

Conclusion
As part of the findings that a planning commission must make, reduce to
writing any changes and conditions. The planning staff may take the site
plan and mark it up, further illustrating what the commission intended.
Then forward both written and graphic changes in a letter to the applicant,
clarifying what needs to be done before a final approval can be issued.
Don’t leave anything to chance or potential misunderstanding. If the find-
ings call for extensive changes in the site plan, it’s a good idea to have a
revised version of the site plan submitted to the local government before
any zoning or building permits are issued, thus ensuring that the applicant
acknowledges what the planning commission wanted. nn

10 TC The Commiss ioner

Bringing buildings,
entrances, and
windows to the
street adds to 
street activity, 
surveillance, and 
a sense of spatial
enclosure. Codes
should include
“build-to,” 
“build-near-to,” or
maximum setback
requirements to
attain this goal.
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Site Planning and Design
Handbook (2002)
by Thomas H. Russ

This skillful blending of the technical
and artistic aspects of site design
was written to spark creativity and
improve efficiency in both realms.
The author provides standards and
guidelines to support design choices
and outlines a framework for edu-
cating clients and the public. Russ
bridges the gap between traditional
methods of site planning and
design and the growing importance
of sustainability. 

References from Legal
Issues with Site Plan Review 

Growing Smart Legislative
Guidebook: Model Statues for
Planning and Management 
of Change. American Planning
Association, 2002. 

Netter, Edith M. “Site Plan Review
and Approval Processes” in Zoning
and Planning Law Report, vol. 15,
Nos. 10 & 11. November-December,
1992.

Ziegler Jr., Edward H., Rathkopf ’s
The Law of Zoning and Planning.
West. 2003. Ch. 87.

References from Site Plan
Review: A Primer for
Planning Commissioners

Jarvis, Frederick D. Site Planning
and Design for Great Neighborhoods.
Washington, D.C.: Home Builder
Press, National Association of
Home Builders, 1993.

Lynch, Kevin, and Gary Hack. Site
Planning, Third Edition. Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1984.

Reed, Charles. “How to Red-Pencil
Site Plans.” In Albert Solnit, et al., The
Job of the Practicing Planner. Chicago:
Planners Press, 1988, Ch. 6.

Rubenstein, Harvey M. A Guide to
Site Planning and Landscape
Construction, 4th Edition. New York:
John Wiley & Sons, 1996.

Publications available from
APA’s Planners Book Service

Planning Made Easy (1994)
by Efraim Gil, Enid Lucchesi,
William Toner with Carol Barrett,
FAICP, and Robert Joice, AICP

Developing a program to train
planning commissioners and zoning
board members takes a lot of time
and effort. This manual makes the
process easier. It covers the basics
of community planning, zoning,
subdivision regulation, and ethics.
With chapters organized in discrete
modules, it’s ideal for both self-
study and classroom use. Exercises
encourage users to think about 
the planning issues.

Site Analysis (2001)
by James A. LaGro

The complete analysis of a site 
and its surrounding context can lead 
to better development proposals,
smoother design implementation,
and, ultimately, better built environ-
ments. This book details each 
crucial step in the site analysis and
planning process, from site selec-
tion through design development.
It shows how these activities 
are integrated to arrive at a site plan
that successfully balances needs.

Site Design and Management
Process (2000)
by George E. Fogg

This “how-to” book covers all
aspects of good site design, including
preparing master plans and writing
ongoing site management plans. Its
11 chapters trace the complete 
site-design process, from obtaining
construction documents and 
navigating the bidding process to
conducting site analysis, planning
land use, and proceeding with con-
struction. The book also examines
social trends that impact the site-
design process. A helpful reference
for all beginning planners, land-
scape architects, and site managers.

he ability to analyze a site plan in a thorough manner is a

skill that all commissioners should master. These resources can help you

grasp the concepts involved and help you create a step-by-step process to

ensure that you examine all the relevant factors.
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P L A N N I N G  L A W

Plan Preparation
In the typical community, planning
commences with the preparation of
a comprehensive plan, often referred
to as a master plan. When compre-
hensive plans are developed, there
are implications as to how they will
be implemented. It is helpful for the
commission and planners to present
the broad policies they are trying 
to achieve to the attorney in the early
stages of development. The attorney
can provide the state legal context
and identify potential legal obstacles
to enacting the policies.

The attorney ensures that the requi-
site enabling authority exists for any
particular regulation. This is par-
ticularly true in jurisdictions that 
do not have home rule author-
ity. Commissions should make this
determination in the early stages 
of consideration before a significant
investment of time and precious
resources have been spent. 

Conceiving, Writing, and
Adopting Regulations 
The next stage involves the develop-
ment of specific regulations that
implement the plan’s policies. There
are three parts to this: 1) what is
being regulated; 2) application and
review process, and 3) enforcement.
First, the attorney must determine
“Can we do this?” Next, “Does the
process meet legal standards?”
Finally, “How will we enforce it?”
Once the plan and regulations are

adopted, the focus is on ensuring
that applications for development
are consistent with the standards and
on enforcement against violators. 

Everyone must understand the intent
of the regulation or other planning
action. Staff and commissioners
should articulate what needs to be
accomplished and how the meas-
ure should be formulated to meet
the objective. This information also
should be shared with the appeals
board before any specific adjudica-
tion is required. 

Coordination encourages everyone
to engage in the “what if ” exercise.
It is amazing how much the first
draft can be improved through open
dialogue about all possible itera-
tions. Both planners and attorneys
or their predecessors will have inter-
preted the draft in their own ways.
It is important to preserve consis-
tency in public policy to the extent
possible. Achieving this requires that
all participants methodically exam-
ine existing plans and regulations 
to spot any inconsistencies and that
they carefully review any previous
advice or decision. 

In large cities, ordinance writers may
be planning staff while in smaller
communities the commissioners
themselves may draft the wording. In
other communities, the agency or
commission may hire a legal consult-
ant to help draft the ordinance or
amendment. In all these circum-
stances the municipal attorney needs

to review the work and discuss any
potential problems. The attorney
may even participate in the drafting. 

The drafters must also review the
pertinent court decisions affecting
regulation. For example, problems
could arise if the attorney fails to
educate all parties concerning the
current standards for regulatory tak-
ings or religious facilities. Conversely,
in order for the attorney to provide
useful advice, the planner must be
able to explain such concepts as sus-
tainability and floor area ratio. 

Managing the Planning
Process and Commission
Meetings
The most important of many com-
ponents of coordination is the
respect and collegiality with which
all participants treat each other. Each
has an essential professional role to
play, and competition or avoidance
among them will only serve to
reduce the value of their contribu-
tions to the community. 

It should not be necessary for the
attorney to attend all planning com-
mission meetings. However, atten-
dance is common practice for zoning
boards of appeal or zoning boards
of adjustment. These meetings are
bound by strict procedures and the
attorney plays an important role in
helping the board members under-
stand how to accept evidence and
how to make findings of fact. While
a few planning commissions act as

L
Effective Interaction of 
Planning Commissions,
Planners, and Attorneys

the zoning board of appeals, this is
not common. 

The attorney attends the town
council meetings and advises the
elected officials. Therefore, it is vital
to have had the attorney’s review of
plans, new ordinances, and revisions
prior to these items coming before
the elected officials. 

Mistakes to Avoid
It is imperative that cooperation and
coordination begin at the onset of the
process. By the time the new plan or
regulation is nearing completion, it
may be too late. The same applies to
an application for development or an
enforcement action. Coordinating
early and often helps avert mistakes.
One of the worst outcomes resulting
from delays in collaboration is the
possibility of the professional planner
and attorney offering conflicting posi-
tions to the commission or appeals
board. This only serves to undermine
everyone’s confidence both in the
process and in the professionalism
and competence of their staff. 

When the professional staff and
commission or board communicate
effectively with each other through-
out the process, the benefits extend
beyond these parties to the commu-
nity itself. A well-managed process
engenders the perception among
developers, elected officials, special
interest groups, and the commu-
nity as a whole that the process is
working smoothly and is in good
hands.

and use issues often top of the agenda in communities where people actively 

participate at all levels of the regulation and planning process. The closest possible

collaboration between professional planners, planning commissioners, appeals board

members, and the city attorney is essential for success. This article suggests how 

the commission and its planning staff can make the best use of the time and talent

available to them.

By Owiso Makuku 
and 
Joseph E. McNeil
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