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The word comprehensive means complete. So, com- Smart Prioritization
prehensive planning by definition is “complete plan- We all can fall into the trap of favoring pet projects
ning”” A community comprehensive plan is a 30,000- or having blinders focusing too intensely on one issue
foot view of your community at a particular moment in ot opportunity. So, how do we priotitize and address
time. It serves as a policy document which establishes the community’s needs in a systematic way with the
general guidelines for the physical, economic and social blinders removed? The key to ptiotitizing needs and
development of a municipality. Although the plan wants is to have a complete and informed picture of
itself is not a legal document, it lays a foundation and your infrastructure and other systems. Health and
provides the rationale for decisions concerning legal safety are the first priotities that a community should
documents such as zoning and subdivision ordinances. be addressing. Drinking water (including water for fire
Zoning and subdivision ordinances are the tools that protection), wastewatet, stormwatet and the transpot-
municipalities have for managing future growth policies tation network are some examples of health and safety
established in the comprehensive plan. Therefore, it is systems. These systems often require more money to
critical for any community with land use regulations to address than other priorities and can also require more
have an adopted plan from which regulatory decisions time, not only to plan for the project but also to allow
may be justified. As residents and businesses come and for the creation of a financial plan (i.e. applying for
go, and economic trends rise and fall, changes will oc- grants ot adjusting rates). This is asset management.
cur. The purpose of a comprehensive plan is to estab- The Environmental Protection Agency’s definition of
l lish a shared vision for the community to guide future asset management is “the practice of managing infra-
actions and decisions. structute capital assets to minimize the total cost of
A good comprehensive planning process has a owning and operating these assets while delivering the
robust engagement process that involves the general desired service levels.”
public, stakeholders and community officials. Engaging By using a comprehensive planning process (getting
these groups in the process on the front end builds input, building consensus and determining community
consensus and buy-in to support the implementation needs) that plugs into an asset management system/
of the goals and strategies that come from this plan- workflow, you have a clearer, more holistic picture of
ning process. Establishing implementation strategies where the community is today, with a path to maintain-
that are not “pie in the sky,” but attainable solutions to ing a high level of setvice as the community changes
challenges uncovered through analysis, investigation and faces challenges into the future.

and communication during the planning process, is
vital to transformative change in the community. The
implementation strategies should be broken down into
a stepped process of short-term and long-term tasks
that lead to informed and thoughtful decisions as the
community approaches changes and challenges.
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A Living Guide

How do you integrate a comprehensive plan into your estab-
lished planning and decision-making process? Local leaders should
use a comprehensive plan to assess and re-evaluate the goals and
objectives of the community from year to year. As the communi-
ty’s needs change, the plan may need to be amended. This plan-
ning document is a “living” guide for growth and change in the
community. The plan reptesents the city’s best effort to address
current issues and anticipate future needs. If decisions ate not
consistent with this plan, then the council should consider whether
amending the plan is necessary, or if those decisions should be
reconsidered. The implementation section of a comprehensive
plan should feed directly into a Capital Improvements Plan or indi-
vidual departmental action plan. The use of an asset management
system/workflow is vital to a clear understanding of what in the
implementation plan needs to be prioritized. Integrating “com-
plete planning” with asset management is a winning combination
that will leave decision makers feeling more informed and commu-
nity members reaping the benefits of those proactive, rather than
reactive, decisions.

Shawn O’Shea, AICP, is a client service manager with the Des Moines
office of MSA Professional Services specializing in business development,
public engagement, project management, comprehensive planning and downtown
planning. MSA is a Partner program of the League, part of the Community
Alliance Programs. Learn more about MSA Professional Services at
WWW.1MSA-PS.COM.

FRESH LOOK. EXPANDED CAPABILITIES.
SAME DEDICATION TO YOUR SUCCESS.

MSA Professional Services
specializes in the sustainable
development of communities.

Big or small, we do whatever
it takes to meet each need,
working to make lowa
municipalitie ronger in the

When you partner with MSA,
it’s more than a project.
It’s a commitment.

Dive further into this topic, ask
questions and learn more about
comprehensive planning at the

League Annual Conference
& Exhibit,
September 25-27 in Dubuque.
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