When Planning and Politics Collide

by Bruce G. Boncke

I have spent a 30 plus year career designing development projects including housing subdivisions, shopping malls, office parks, industrial facilities and golf courses.  More importantly, I have spent a considerable amount of time educating others and myself on the issues of growth, development, land use law and community approval procedures.  Political election time drives me nuts, mainly because of the way opposition to incumbents exploit community development, as their cause, often without any real basis or education on the issues.  Throughout our country, the election scenario is the same.  Find a group of residents that are opposing a development project in their vicinity and promise them you will help fight their fight.  In addition, try to convince people that things are terribly wrong in the community, and promise to create a new vision for the community.  The opposition candidates rarely get very specific about their vision but it usually involves closing the barn door and stopping everything.

It’s ironic that many communities that are experiencing development pressure, do so because they are desirable places to live and work.  That is usually a result of community leaders having done a lot of things right, not wrong.  I live in the Town of Victor and have had a hand in much of the excellent development that has occurred in the community.  I take great exception to political criticism or the need for a new vision.

We live in what is known as a Home Rule State when it comes to land use law and development.  It is effectively a bottom up vs. top down form of government.  We have a system of planning and land use laws that empower and enable communities but they do not mandate growth policy.  While not perfect, this system allows communities to develop their own character and utilize many planning tools that the state has enabled them to use.  In addition, we live in one of the most regulated states with very strict procedural and environmental review requirements.  It is often hard for residents to understand the fact that landowners and developers have the right to make application under the zoning codes and have their application fairly reviewed and acted on, regardless of public opinion or politics.  

Our system also separates the powers and duties of the elected Legislative Body (Supervisor and Town Board) that puts codes in place and the Planning Board that reviews development proposals.  The planning process is intended to protect public health, safety and welfare, and should not be influenced by the Legislative Body and politics.  When a political “wanna be” promises a neighborhood that they will work with the Planning Board to deny a project, they are out of line.  If elected, a statement to that effect is at worst potentially illegal and at best, a clear statement of prejudice, which is grounds for a lawsuit from the developer.  I don’t want to see my tax dollars spent defending lawsuits as a result of political election promises.

The planning tools that we have available in our state provide a good basis for community planning, but are often underutilized.  Some of the more significant tools include:  Comprehensive Plan legislation that encourages collaborative community involvement; “clustering” provisions; conservation easements; open space preservation methods; Incentive Zoning; Planned Unit Development legislation; SEQR (State Environmental Quality Review) regulations; wetland regulations.  I have been involved in writing portions of many of these planning tools.  How many of these tools does Victor and many of our area communities use?  Starting with Victor’s Growth Management Committee and existing Comprehensive Plan, the answer is nearly all of them!  In Victor, nearly all residential development projects are “clustered” to maximize preservation of natural resources.  They require 50% open space in all new Residential developments and 35% open space in Commercial developments.  They follow the State SEQR process, often to excess, to assure minimized and mitigated environmental impacts.  They have an open mind to emerging planning techniques, such as Mixed Use Development and Planned Development Districts.  That’s why they have some of the highest quality growth and development in the region.  That’s a pretty good vision.  The alternative vision of closing the barn door is not wise or acceptable.  There are far more communities in our country that are suffering from the effects of  stagnation and no growth than are dealing with the challenges of growth.

Education, not politics, is the key to understanding the issues of planning, growth and development.  As an example of good educational policy, not politics, a number of communities in our area, including Victor and Canandaigua, co-sponsored a presentation by Randall Arendt on Conservation Development techniques.  He is well respected by communities and developers for his work.  The Town of Victor used him as a consultant many years ago when they were refining the clustering provisions in their code.  I believe he was pleased by much of what he has observed in our area, particularly in Victor.  All communities need to do more, on a continuous basis, rather than just debate the issues during election seasons.  To avoid single issue, not in my backyard, politics, community planning needs to be a continuous, ongoing educational and collaborative process.

I am of the belief that there are far more people living in our communities who are very happy with their surroundings than those that the political “wanna be’s” have stirred up.  Our greatest challenge is getting those satisfied individuals out to vote and out to get involved in the ongoing efforts of community planning.  I encourage you to do both.
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