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The Role of Local
Officials in Planning

Decisions regarding planning and land
use are a shared responsibility among
local decision-makers. While local
elected officials typically have ultimate
decision-making authority, planning is a
very participatory process.

Other key participants include members
of the planning commission and other
advisory boards and commissions,
agency professional staff and legal
advisors, as well as officials from other
public agencies who may be affected
by a land use decision. Important
stakeholders include property owners
and project applicants, neighbors,
business owners, and other members of
the public.

Local officials play a number of roles

in land use matters. Within their
jurisdictions, local officials typically act
in three capacities:
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& Legislative: Adopting broad policies
governing development, such as
general plans, zoning ordinances, and

fee schedules.

# Quasi-adjudicatory: Applying these
policies and state law to specific
projects.

e Enforcement: Taking steps to
assure that projects, once approved,
comply with the applicable laws and
conditions of approval.

Local officials also play an important

‘role in regional planning activities.

A number of regional agencies have
been established to make plans for
transportation, housing, open space, and
other issues that transcend local agency
boundaries. Local officials are typically
selected or appointed to serve on the
governing boards of these regional
agencies. In some cases the members
of the governing board may be directly
elected by voters.
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City Council Members and
County Supervisors

Primary responsibility for making land
use and planning decisions rests with the
individuals elected by the voters to serve
on the governing boards of cities and
counties. In the case of cities, the mayor
and city council members make the
decisions. The members of the county
board of supervisors — five officials
elected by district from throughout the
county — make decisions for counties.
While they may delegate some functions
to staff or advisory bodies, final
authority rests with the representatives
elected by the public.

The Planning Commission

The planning commission is a
permanent committee made up of five
or more individuals who have been
appointed by the governing body (the
city council or board of supervisors)
to review and act on planning and
development matters.’

While the governing body may choose
to keep this function,® many cities

and counties have chosen to establish
separate planning commissions.

Commissions have authority to oversee
the development and review of the local
general plan and other plans, policies
and ordinances related to land use. They
also review (and sometimes decide) land
use and development applications and
proposals in the same manner as a board
of zoning adjustments (described in the
following section).’”

Commissioners serve at the will of the
city council or board of supervisors, so
commission membership may change
in response to changes in those bodies.?
Planning commission actions can be
appealed to the governing body, which
can uphold the commission’s decision,
overturn it, modify it, or send it back for
further study.
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Other Local Planning
Bodies and Officials

Many cities and counties have

established other advisory boards or
commissions or assigned officials to
assist the agency in making decisions
on planning and land use issues. In
larger jurisdictions, these bodies and
appointees bring additional expertise
into the decision-making process while
allowing the planning commission

- and elected officials to focus on broad
planning issues. They also provide an
additional way to engage the public in
planning and land use decisions, both
through service as an appointee and
through public meetings and hearings
conducted by the body.

Some of these other advisory bodies and
appointed officials include:

B Board of Zoning Adjustment or
Zoning Administrator. A local
body or hearing officer authorized
to consider requests for variances
to zoning requirements, created
by ordinance and appointed by the
governing body.’

@ Zoning Appeals Board. An optional
appointed body that hears and decides
matters relating to the application of
the zoning ordinance and considers
appeals of the zoning administrator’s
decisions, !0

Building Official. An appointed
agency official responsible for the
administration and enforcement
of building, housing, plumbing,
electrical and related codes.

# Design Review Commission or
Architectural Review Board. An
optional commission appointed
by the governing body to review
development proposals to determine
consistency with local adopted design
goals, policies, guidelines, standards,
and ordinances.'!

Historic Preservation Commission
or Architectural Heritage
Commission. An optional
commission appointed by the
governing body charged with
determining consistency with
local historic and cultural resource
preservation goals, policies, standards
and ordinances.'?

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER
INFORMATION

The Planning Commissioner's Book

is both a training tool for new planning
commissioners as well as a handy
general reference an planning. Originally
published by the Gavernar’s Office of
Planning and Research, it is available on
the ILG website at www.ca-ilg.org/opr.
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The Role
of the Public

There are many reasons to involve the
public in planning and land use decision-
making. Perhaps most importantly,
participation enhances a sense of
community. Individuals feel more
connected when they are involved in

the process of developing solutions to
community problems.

Other benefits of public engagement in
planning and land use decision-making
can include:

& Better planning policies and
documents that reflect issues
flagged by a members of the public,
particularly if a broad segment of the
public participates in the decision-
making process

Enhanced community buy-in and
support for policies ultimately
adopted and less need to revisit the
same planning issues repeatedly

@ More knowledgeable residents that
understand the trade-offs sometimes
involved in planning and land use
decisions

Public participation in local decision-
making is fundamental to democracy.
The public often evaluates the service

of local officials based not only on the
wisdom of their decisions, but also on
their commitment to involving the public
in decision making.
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