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THE FUTURE IS NOW:  PLANNING AS IF TOMORROW MATTERS
VPA/DHCA Planning Celebration

October 28, 2005

William Shutkin

Many thanks to Sue Minter, John Hall, Deb Sachs and your colleagues at the Department of Housing and Community Affairs and the Vermont Planners Association for having me here this morning.  What a great celebration.  I’m honored to be a part of it.


Today, in the spirit of this event and the theme of Planning and Implementation, I want to talk to you about the importance of planning and the idea that planning cannot, must not, be seen as separate from action, from implementation.  I want to talk about planning as an essential act of democratic citizenship, of community, and about the ways in which planners and their many different kinds of partners are finally beginning to act as if tomorrow matters, as if what we do today will shape the course and quality of life for years, generations, to come.


And let me start by relating to you a recent conversation I had with my wife, Sally.  We were talking a few weeks ago about parenthood.  I’ve got two kids, a son, 4, and a daughter, 7.  We were having that somewhat uncomfortable, disquieting discussion spouses have about as infrequently as they can about how we were doing as parents, how we’ve performed in our job to date, individually and as a team.  It’s a hard conversation, at least for me, especially when, like me, you’ve got kids who swear too much, who can’t get to school on time and who otherwise often make you feel like parenting is your weakest skill set.


But as we finished up our talk, I said to Sally that, ultimately, I would judge my parenting performance not so much by the day-to-day, the little episodes and outbursts, but by the long term.  I would judge my performance, in other words, by what my children, Olivia and Shepard, become, by what they make of their lives going forward -- the interests and attitudes they cultivate, the relationships they forge, the experiences they have and, finally and perhaps most importantly, their contributions to building a better world.  


OK, so maybe because I’m a planner, or at least hang out with planners (I’m actually a lawyer who only taught planners and now works with them), my perspective on parenting is a bit skewed.  But I think the analogy really holds.  Planning, like parenthood, is about doing things today that will help create the conditions for a better tomorrow.  As parenting is to the family, planning is to the community:  a fundamental responsibility, that can be undertaken with skill or poorly, but one that must be performed.  
Like democracy, planning is not something we have, it’s something we do.  Planning is doing, is implementing. It derives its meaning from its application.  In other words, there is no planning apart from implementation.  Planning in the absence of action we call words, documents.  It’s like the poet William Carlos Williams said about images:  “No ideas but in things.”  Show me, prove it, do it.

And never has the need to do planning, to move from ideas to things, to action, been as great as it is right now, today.

Just look around.  In the last decade alone, a constellation of diverse but connected circumstances have conspired to shift our basic understandings and expectations of the world around us and how we navigate it.  These include transformations in technology, cataclysmic geo-political events, unprecedented surges in real estate markets and, most recently, a flood of Biblical proportions, each of which have literally shaken our nation, if not the world, to a new understanding of both the promise and the peril of this new century.  
Just as the internet has emboldened us to connect to and experience the world in exciting new ways, so have a host of threats emerged to make us tentative and afraid:  the threat of terrorism in the post-9/11 order; the fear of natural disasters after Hurricane Katrina; and a less dramatic but equally unnerving condition, the affordable housing crisis that’s eating at the very fabric of the American dream for so many of our fellow citizens.

Surely, the ante has been upped.  
So much so that none other than Paul Volker, you remember him, the stoggy, cigar-smoking former Fed Reserve Board Chair and no shrinking violet, recently declared in a stark and somewhat cynical mood:  “America is over.”   “Circumstances,” he said, “seem to me as dangerous and intractable as any I can remember. . . . What really concerns me is that there seems to be so little willingness or capacity to do anything about it.” 
And isn’t that why we’re here, why you’re here.  I submit to you, my fellow planners, that distress, the feeling that things are out of control, is an ideology, not a fact, and that planning --planning as vision, planning as action -- is the perfect response, indeed the only response, to Volker’s despair and to the pervasive anxiety that seems to have gripped the nation.
And what do I mean by Planning Vision and Planning Action?  Planning vision is about the ends – the world we want, or could have.  It’s the idea that to do things differently, we have to first perceive them differently.  It’s the art and science of seeing across issues areas and problems, from local to global, from private to public, from health to environment, from housing to jobs, from individual to community, to a greater sum than these parts.  It’s making connections between seemingly unrelated data, events and circumstances.  It’s engaging diverse viewpoints and interests so as to build the buy-in and support that any democratic enterprise requires.  Planning vision is alchemy and prophecy.  
Planning action is the execution of that vision, it’s the means, the implementation half that completes the whole.  It’s the care and precision with which a team designs and executes a set of measures -- whether policy, institutional, market or cultural -- to get us where we want or need to go.  It’s engineering a program of activity that will create positive change revealed in the built, the natural, the economic and social systems in which our lives occur.  
The two work hand in hand, the vision and the action.  They comprise any true planning effort.  But this is theory, the intellectual response to Volcker’s ideology of despair. What about the practice?
Let me give you a few examples of planning on-the-ground that I believe offer signs of hope amidst the uncertainty and distress and that justify the kind of celebration today’s event is all about.  
Vermont’s a good place to start.  Like many of you, I’m a huge fan of the VT Housing and Conservation Board.  The Board was the brainchild of land trusts, affordable housing advocates and historic preservation groups who came together in 1986 to form the Housing and Conservation Coalition, a smart growth organization, a planning organization, before the term was even invented.  They had a planning vision:  to help conserve working farms and other natural and historic resources while supporting affordable housing and community development.  Preserve the best of the past, promote the needs of the future.
In 1987, that vision became the law establishing the Board.  Eighteen years later the Board has helped conserve over 325,000 acres of Vermont's countryside while underwriting the construction of roughly 7500 units of perpetually affordable housing.  

The recently completed City Edge project in South Burlington, for example, a partnership between the Board and the Burlington Community Land Trust, was featured in the New York Times last month, its 60 units making a real dent in the affordable housing crisis facing Chittenden County.  

The Board has been a key player in not just preserving Vermont's landscapes but creating places, real places, in the fullest sense, where nature and culture, past and present, wealthy and low-income are linked together by that one great denominator, the land. 

Or how about Hayden, Colorado where, in this small town of 1500 on the outskirts of Steamboat Springs in the northwestern part of the state, 150 residents – 10 percent of the town -- showed up to a planning meeting last November to decide their town’s fate:  Would they become a bedroom community of gated, large lot subdivisions or would they build on their existing assets, their historic downtown and ranching communities?  

The people of Hayden, under the leadership of the town’s planning director, Russ Martin, determined that they needed to take action. They resolved to amend their comprehensive plan and zoning regs to better reflect their vision and respond to the changes looming at their doorstep, in this case a proposal to build a 2000-unit gated golf community on 930 acres outside the town center. 
This small town used state-of-the-art technology and old-fashioned meeting techniques to chart their course for the future.  At the November capstone meeting, participants used CommunityViz, the Orton Family Foundation’s 3D visualization tool, as well as keypad polling, a wireless PDA device that allows participants to register their votes anonymously and qualitatively in real time, in deciding that the town simply couldn’t afford to support large residential development in the absence of a commercial development strategy for downtown.  What’s more, they decided that a revitalized downtown, an improved school system and affordable housing for workers and ranchers was their key to sustainability.  They amended their plan and rules accordingly. 
Or look at Chula Vista, CA, where the county, the state and a collection of non-profit organizations is developing a plan for the country’s first “energy efficient community development” on a former 1500 acre ranchland site proposed for mixed use development.  In light of southern California’s growing population, sprawling development patterns and persistent air and water pollution problems, this innovative planning project seeks to establish a new baseline for mixed-use development in California and the country as a whole.  It will model the energy needs of the proposed subdivision and its impacts on energy consumption and air emissions for residential, commercial, industrial and institutional structures and for water, wastewater and solid waste management processes. 
The project will also model transportation infrastructure, patterns and strategies for energy consumption and emission impacts using both quantitative factors such as housing density and road patterns, and qualitative factors such as the probability that residents will actually choose alternative modes of transportation.  
Essentially, the Chula Vista project is doing for community development what the U.S. Green Building Council did for commercial development:  establishing a benchmark of environmental, social and economic excellence that governments and the private market will respond to.  

In a sense, each of these planning innovations, where vision and action have come together, represents a corrective response to the past. These are really experiments in social learning, where a group of people, called planners, who have identified certain negative patterns of land use and development have said, “let’s change this pattern, let’s create a new legacy, a new model.”
And look at all the new models.  Old development patterns are falling away; they no longer make sense.  Urban areas are trying to become more rural, trying to restore their greenspace, gardens and waterfronts.  Rural areas are looking to densify, to cluster housing and mixed use in their village centers like cities, and are inviting new immigrant communities who are changing the cultures of these places.  Meanwhile, suburbs are changing to, embracing density and urban forms, protecting working landscapes and welcoming diverse populations like their rural counterparts.  Spatial patterns, and more importantly, communities, are changing.  We have the opportunity to create the new patterns, the new blueprints.  Distress, helplessness is an ideology, not a fact.
And isn’t this the gift of planning, isn’t this why we celebrate this practice, this profession?  Think about it:  Planning is one of the great human attributes distinguishing us from the rest of the animal order.  Planning is what evolved when we no longer had to worry about that next predator around the bend, about living hand to mouth, day to day.  Planning is what happens when you’re fortunate enough to be able to contemplate a better future.  It is a gift of will, of intention, of the generative spirit to create the change we seek in the world rather than being ruled by it.  
“I plan, therefore I am,” should be the new Cartesian credo, and celebrations of this kind should be more common.  Planners, at their best, are prophesiers, exercising that most special and singular of human capabilities, imagination.  It is planners who, in the words of Carlos Williams again, first hear the “rumors of a separate world.”  

As you spend the day talking about all manner of planning issues – from public participation to housing to zoning – don’t lose sight of what it is you’re actually talking about:  remaking the world.  Planning is a gift.  It deserves to be celebrated.
Many thanks for listening.  I look forward to meeting and working with many of you in the years to come. Enjoy the celebration. 
