Successfully Implementing Improvements to Built Environment
Thanks to Tom Phillips, local government official and community planner, for his advice on how to successfully implement changes to the built environment.  These notes are a summary of our conversation.
1. It’s helpful to understand the historical context of community planning, as well as current trends. 
a. Past – Communities planned around pedestrian activity (e.g., schools built to allow children to walk within ¼ mile radius)

b. Post WWII – Communities became automobile-centric (e.g., driveways, garage in front of house, fewer sidewalks, less pedestrian connectivity between community activities, etc.)

c. Neo-traditional design – one current trend

i. Has become more common over last 10-20 years for designing new suburban neighborhoods 

ii. Development includes features such as sidewalks, reintroduction of alley; garages in back rather than prominently featured in front of houses, re-introduces common areas, like neighborhood parks
iii. Other characteristics also make this attractive (energy-efficient, doesn’t consume as much land)

iv. More expensive for developer due to more sidewalks, alley, common neighborhood areas

v. Has proven to be economically viable/attractive option for developers

2. You can have great ideas, a great healthy vision for your community, and great community development plans, but there are three keys to getting the ideas implemented.
a. The plans/ideas must be supported by these two legally-binding documents:

i. Comprehensive Plan: expresses community’s vision about the future (usually 20-year horizon).  Addresses how communities want neighborhoods built, historic preservation, environmental protection, how city will grow, etc.
ii. Zoning/subdivision regulations: specifics
b. Community can affect process through two groups of people
i. Elected officials

ii. Planning commission (or planning board)

Note: Even if elected officials agree with improving the built environment, the comprehensive plan and zoning/subdivision regulations must be consistent with how you want things to be changed, or developers will legally challenge the decision of the elected officials or planning commission.  

c. Ultimately, built environment/development is driven by economics.

i. It’s based on what the developer, banker, and home or commercial owner are willing to risk financially or pay.

ii. Great ideas about healthy communities and great comprehensive plans and zoning/subdivision regulations are not enough.  It must be economically feasible/attractive to the developer.

3. In summary, best way to affect change in the built environment is through the comprehensive plan and lobby efforts with elected officials and planning commission
a. When a new comprehensive plan is written

b. When the comprehensive plan is up for revision each year

c. Requesting a revision in the comprehensive plan

d. Better implementing vision already expressed in comprehensive plan

e. Advocating “tweaking” subdivision regulations to better implement vision of comprehensive plan (e.g., sidewalks on two sides of streets instead of one)

4. Building healthy and safe communities will become even more important as the baby boom population continues to age
