The Comprehensive Plan                  
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What Is A Comprehensive Plan & Why Is It Important?

A little like a “blueprint,” a Comprehensive Plan is the public guide for the development of a community and the management of its resources. In essence, it is the public’s expressed vision for the future of the community. The plan provides the framework under which a community can preserve of its natural features, build strong neighborhoods, increase commerce, plan for public services, and guide new development. In addition, the Comprehensive Plan is the legal basis for the development and application of local land use regulations, including the zoning ordinance. Most comprehensive plans also identify a number of capital improvement projects. The identification of these projects can help to build support for local funding or leverage funding from state granting agencies. 

What’s Included In A Comprehensive Plan And What Is It Based On? 
While the actual contents may vary, most Comprehensive Plans begin with an evaluation and analysis of the social and physical conditions and trends in the community. This evaluation requires a thorough review of demographic, housing and economic trends, land use patterns, infrastructure capacity and the natural environment. An evaluation of unique topics that address an immediate need or concern in the community may also be included. This background information, combined with extensive public input, provides the basis for the goals and objectives of the plan. The goals and objectives of the plan help guide the development land use policies and action programs. Another key component of the Comprehensive Plan is the future land use map and text. The future land use map and explanatory text guide and depict the land use patterns desired by the community. Finally, the action program of the plan outlines the specific tasks that aid in the implementation of the goals and objectives of the plan. 
What Is The Process For Developing A Comprehensive Plan? 
State enabling legislation has outlined several essential action steps for developing a Comprehensive Plan. The process begins with the notification of citizens, interested groups and surrounding jurisdictions. The community is then free to initiate several activities in a public planning process, including: an evaluation of existing conditions, community visioning and goal setting discussions, the selection of goals and objectives, the identification and selection of alternatives for growth, and the definition of action steps (e.g., land use regulation, capital improvements).

Once the Comprehensive Plan is complete, the planning commission may be required to submit the plan to the legislative body for their approval. Once approved, the Comprehensive Plan is sent to each neighboring jurisdiction for review and comment. In addition, a public hearing is held. After a final revision period, the legislative body may formally adopt the plan. At that point the municipality may begin to implement the plan. State planning laws require each municipality to review the comprehensive plan every five years.
Working With the Comprehensive Plan?
The Comprehensive Plan is the guidebook for future land use decisions in the community. Therefore, it is essential that the Comprehensive Plan promotes the welfare of the entire community. Furthermore, the Comprehensive Plan should include goals that do not conflict with each other and are realistic, achievable and measurable. The Comprehensive Plan is a working document, subject to change and update. Therefore, it should be reviewed annually for accuracy, consistency and timeliness – given changing conditions. In addition, the planning commission should address errors immediately and amend the plan as needed.
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