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Using Technology—
Tips and Traps

THERE IS NO ESCAPING TECHNOLOGY. It infuses every part of our day, 
both in our personal and professional lives. Technology offers significant 
opportunities for planning and zoning decision makers, but it can also be 
filled with traps. The list of opportunities (Tips) and complications (Traps) 
can be long (add your own); here are a few.

Digital packets
TIPS. Many communities already require digital applications for zoning approvals. Some 
require both paper and digital copies. 

Digital packets are significantly cheaper to deliver to decision makers. But they also 
require easy access to a tablet or laptop. If your community decides to provide these tools 
to decision makers, the cost of devices can be quickly offset by savings in copying and 
other related expenses. 

For example, Dublin, Ohio, purchased devices for members of all zoning-related 
boards and commissions, and found that it recovered its costs within three months. 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, is completely digital and lends shared devices to each member 
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‘It’s supposed to be automatic, but actually you have to push this button.’ 
—JOHN BRUNNER, SCIENCE FICTION NOVELIST

for the meeting. This allows the staff to 
prepare the device for each meeting; 
decision makers can view the informa-
tion through an online portal prior to the 
meeting.

Digital applications are easy and quick 
to post to the community’s web page. 
Links to applications may be included in 
public notices. This option offers an op-
portunity for a public comments section, 
which can be forwarded to the decision 
makers. Interactive maps can also provide 
quick and easily access to application 
information.

TRAPS. Some people like the feel of 
paper (e-books versus print) and can’t 
function without it. This is especially 
true for first-time users of digital apps. 
Decision makers often grow used to hav-
ing large copies of site plans and pages 
of minutes to leaf through. While it’s 
possible to go cold turkey and only allow 
digital packets, another option would be 
to allow a transition period for those who 
may be reluctant to change. Even for these 
few, larger paper plans might be the only 
paper needed. Other digital information, 
such as minutes, project histories, staff 
reports, etc., may be acceptable to all. 

But new members should be required 
to accept digital information, and this 
should be made clear during their orienta-
tion.

Individual property owners who have 
limited ability to provide digital files for 
their requests might need assistance to 
scan information. Staff can assist them at 
a minimal cost or as a free service.

Tablets and laptops
TIPS. The people who need the informa-
tion in digital submissions also require 
devices to display the information. Staff 
members should ensure that the devices 
are ready for use before handing them 
over to the decision makers. All neces-
sary software, such as the file-sharing site 
Dropbox or direct access to the commu-
nity’s network, should be preinstalled. 

It is also useful to have a training ses-
sion. Members can still use their home 
computers to download and view the in-

Digital packets are here to stay, so make sure everyone on your planning commission knows the 
tips and traps of using technology. A device should be a tool, not a distraction.
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formation on a larger screen.
Some devices let the user highlight 

areas on digital site plans, examine writ-
ten materials, view photos or project 
renderings, and make notes and drawings. 
or allow members to “throw” their infor-
mation to a larger presentation screen to 
highlight a question or comment.

TRAPS. Devices can also be a sig-
nificant distraction. Members looking 
down at site plans or other information 
on a screen can create an impression that 
they’re not paying attention. Everyone 
should PAY ATTENTION (yes, that’s 
yelling) to staff and applicant presenta-
tions, public testimony, and discussion. 
Preparing for the meeting is even more 
important.

Decision makers often sit at the front 
of the meeting room, sometimes on el-
evated platforms. This arrangement tends 
to create a barrier between the members 
and the public. 

Tablets, and especially laptops, can 
increase this barrier by creating a “wall of 
screens” between the members and the 
public. Putting the device off to the side 
can help.

There is another caution for members 
who wish to use their own devices or 
home computers. All materials sent or 
downloaded may be subject to discovery 
during legal proceedings, which means 
some private information may be visible. 

Email and social media
TIPS. One of the powers of technology is 

its ability to allow nearly instantaneous 
communication. Emails and posts on 
Facebook, Nextdoor, and Twitter can alert 
affected neighbors of upcoming meetings 
and provide other useful information. 
Board members can quickly ask staff 
questions, which can then be forwarded, 
along with the answers, to the other 
members. 

Unfortunately, social media and its 
easy access to information may create 
more Traps than Tips.

TRAPS. As noted in “Using Planning 
Data Wisely” in the December 2015 and 
February 2016 issues of The Commis-
sioner, there’s no end to the amount of 
information that is available. The trick 
is to know its value to the decision. The 
same goes for discussions on social media 
sites. Community groups or individuals 
often create a social media presence in 
opposition to controversial developments 
(just do a search for “stop development of 
. . . ”). 

Board and commission members must 
avoid posting or responding to comments 
on these sites, even when they are person-
ally attacked. Online debates are rarely 
useful. It is probably best to avoid these 
sites altogether. 

Avoid email communication with 
other members, the public, or applicants. 
Staff should alert any applicant that direct 
communication with members is not 
permitted. (This is less true for elected 
officials for most zoning decisions.) 

Any emails received from outside 

sources should be forwarded to staff to 
send to the other members. 

A basic principle is relevant here: All 
deliberation involving an active applica-
tion must take place in the meeting. 

This caution should be part of the 
board or commission rules of procedure 
or bylaws. (See “Communicating in an 
Electronic Age,” April 2014.) Members 
should use an email service provided by 
their municipality. Information in per-
sonal email may be subject to discovery in 
a court of law.

Informed decision making
Remember two basic principles about 
planning and zoning decisions. 

1. All decision makers should have the 
same information on which to base 
their decisions. This means that all 
information is shared, regardless of its 
source. 

2. While the proper use of technology 
can help provide useful information, 
applicants and the public expect im-
partial and unbiased decision makers. 
Members who participate in social 
media discussions about applications 
can present the appearance of having 
made up their minds prior to a full 
hearing. 
So use the Tips, watch the Traps, and 

embrace technology.

If commissioners all use computers during meetings, the barrier effect can be lessened through the use of raised lip or edge as seen here in 
Richfield, Minnesota (left). One way to make everyone in the room feel included and informed is to use well-placed monitors or screens that both 
commissioners and the audience can see easily, as in this example from Farmington, Minnesota’s city council chambers (right). 

—Steve Langworthy

Langworthy is the senior project manager for Grand
 Rapids, Michigan, planning department.
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Once you have identified your mes-
sages and corresponding proof points, 
take some time to practice your delivery 
out loud. It might seem silly, but practic-
ing will increase your comfort with the 
messages and your ability to deliver them 
in a concise manner. Recruit a family 
member, friend or coworker to play the 
role of an adversarial reporter and ask you 
questions. During your practice, do not 
shy away from the tough questions. You 
want to try and mimic the real-life inter-
view experience as much as possible. 

Practicing also gives you good 
feedback about your messages and proof 
points. Maybe you used a word or phrase 
that you do not like. Maybe your response 
started to ramble. Were you trying to 
share too much information? Use the 
practice as an opportunity to refine your 
messages for the real interview. 

Giving a Media Interview
THERE ARE FEW THINGS IN LIFE that can make your heart palpitate 
more than being asked for a comment by a reporter. Do you respond? 

As a planning commissioner there are a few factors to consider before 
responding to a reporter’s request. First, have a clear understanding of 
your community’s policies. Are you able to respond to media inquiries 
or should they be directed to city staff? Second, consider if responding 

is ethical. You should not comment about open cases before the commission, nor should 
you comment about how you may vote on an issue. 

If you decide to give the interview, how do you respond so you don’t cringe later and 
think, “Did I really say that?” 

The key to delivering a successful interview is preparation. Knowing what to say and 
how to manage an interview can make the interview experience more pleasant. 

Knowing what to say
Before you receive your first comment or interview request, take a few minutes to think 
about the issues the commission has addressed and jot down your thoughts. Your notes 
do not need to be detailed or complete, but highlight why the issue is important. Why did 
you vote a particular way? What does this mean for the community? 

Doing this will help you organize your thoughts. It also helps to prioritize the most 
important information you want to share. And it can help prevent that deer-in-the-head-
lights moment when you don’t know what to say.

Next, review the list you created. Most likely you have several ideas. Now you need 
to narrow your list to two or three ideas. These are the key messages you will use during 
your actual interview. Often when interviews go awry, the interviewee is trying to share 
too much information. 

For your key messages, think about what proof points will offer support. Proof points 
enhance your message by providing facts, benefits, or even an anecdote. As a community 
member, you might want to share a personal story. 

Think of your messages and proof points like a pyramid. The top of the pyramid is 
the key message you want to share. Below it are the proof points, which support your key 
message, and are often quoted in stories.

BEST 
PRACTICES

INTERVIEW REQUEST 
CHECKLIST
When a reporter calls for an interview, 
you do not have to speak to him or her 
right away. Give yourself time to organize 
your thoughts and ask the reporter these 
questions first to help you prepare for 
the interview. Don’t forget to practice!

WHO is the reporter?

WHAT publication is the reporter writing 
for?

WHAT is the reporter’s deadline for 
finishing the story?

WHAT is the story about?

WHAT does the reporter know about the 
issue? Has the reporter previously written 
about planning issues before?

WHO has the reporter already spoken 
to, or plans to interview? Other planning 
commissioners? City planning staff?

WHEN is the story going to run? 
WHAT is the key information you want 
the reporter to know?

APA members can access more tips 
and training on giving successful 
media interviews in the Planners’ 
Communications Guide at: planning.org 
/communicationsguide. 

MESSAGE PYRAMID  Here’s an example of how a commissioner might 
respond to a question about approving a town’s new comprehensive plan.

KEY 
 MESSAGE  

is the  
most important 

message.
It does not change.

PROOF POINTS  
enhance your message  

by providing facts, benefits, 
or even an anecdote. These 

change based on the audience.

#1 The plan is a direct result  
of citizen input from the more than 
30 community meetings and open 
houses that were held to gather this 
invaluable feedback.

#2 The plan promotes economic 
development so we can live and 
work in the community.

The comprehensive plan  
will help guide our 
community’s future.
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Federal Tax Credits to   
Preserve Historic Resources

COMMUNITIES OFTEN 

lose historic structures to 
redevelopment because, 
the owners claim, it is 
uneconomical to retain 
old buildings. They argue 

that cost to rehab the building, added 
to its acquisition cost, exceeds what a 
property can sell for. But the economic 
arguments often ignore available tax treat-
ments for rehabilitation. 

Developers may not be aware of the 
tax incentives, and may also find the 
tax laws and regulations complex. But if 
developers deal with mortgages, limited 
liability companies, mezzanine loans, 
depreciation, and rate of return calcula-
tions, they can find their way through the 
tax laws or find consultants who can.

Federal tax credits may make the dif-
ference between losing a landmark and 
retaining it as a sparkling representative of 

This cannery building in Astoria, Oregon, represents the city’s history as a canning center on 
the Columbia River. This is the type of building that might be eligible for tax act credits in its 
rehabilitation. 

reminds you that this is not a chat with 
an old friend. When sitting down, you 
can get too comfortable and start to lose 
focus. Keep your messages close by to 
reference during the interview. And if the 
interview is starting to near the end of 
the agreed-upon time, kindly remind the 
reporter that your time is nearly up. 

Reporters might also try and stop you 
when leaving a commission meeting. One 
of the worst places to give an interview 
is in or near the doorway exit. This is 
especially true if the issue in question 
was controversial, as the interview might 
attract unwanted attention from meeting 
attendees. When asked for a comment, 
you can respond “certainly, let’s step over 
here so we are not in the way” and direct 
the reporter to an area of the room that is 
out of the traffic flow.  

 Here are a few additional ideas to 
keep in mind when delivering your 
interview:

• Avoid using jargon. Jargon might be 
comfortable for you to use, but it can 
be alienating to someone who doesn’t 
understand it. 

• Don’t fill the silence. After you re-
spond to a question, a reporter might 
just look at you without saying any-
thing. This is often when interview-
ees begin to overshare information. 
Deliver your key message and proof 
points and then stop. Wait for the next 
question.

• Stick to your messages. Sometimes a 
reporter might ask you the same ques-
tion three different ways. When asked 
the same question repeatedly, don’t 
change your response, but reply “as 
I have previously stated,” or “let me 
reiterate my previous point . . .”

• Speak slowly. Often when nervous, we 
quicken our delivery pace in an effort 
to make an uncomfortable situation 
end quickly. Before responding, take 
a pause. 

Interviews do not have to be a horror 
story. With the right amount of prepara-
tion and practice, you just might find 
yourself enjoying them. 

Managing the interview
A reporter may ask for an interview in 
an email or phone call or by intercept-
ing you at a commission meeting. When 
requests come via email or phone, thank 
the individual for calling. Don’t drop 
everything to give the interview at that 
very moment. 

First, use this opportunity to ask the 
reporter some questions. What is the 
story about? Who else have they spoken 
with, or who are they planning to inter-
view? Is a city representative going to be 
interviewed? Asking these questions will 
help you avoid any potential surprises 
during the actual interview. 

Then, arrange a time to speak. 
Scheduling the interview gives you the 
opportunity to think about the questions, 
review your messages, and perhaps have 
another quick practice session. Schedul-
ing also enables you to set a time limit 
for the interview. This helps prevent an 
interview from dragging on and gives 
you a polite way to end it. 

When giving an interview over the 
phone, stand up. The old adage of “think-
ing on your feet” really is true. It also 

—Roberta Rewers

Rewers is the American Planning Association’s senior 
communications coordinator.
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a community’s history and culture.
States and communities have differ-

ent historic rehabilitation incentives, but 
the federal income tax incentives apply 
throughout the country. In addition, other 
state and federal incentives are available to 
encourage reuse of historic structures, in-
cluding preservation easement donations, 
Low Income Housing Tax Credits, New 
Market Tax Credits, state tax credits, and 
local real estate tax assessment freezes.

Historic tax credit                                                                                                                            
The Internal Revenue Code provides 
a historic tax credit for federal income 
tax purposes equal to 20 percent of all 
rehabilitation expenditures. The credit 
(better than a deduction, because it is 
a dollar-for-dollar credit to a taxpayer’s 
tax bill), has several important features. 
It effectively reduces rehabilitation costs 
by 20 percent, making a $1 million rehab 
equivalent to $800,000. For certain proj-
ects, the credits can be “sold” to investors, 
resulting in an infusion of cash. So, in that 
$1 million project, a sale of tax credits 
could bring a cash investment of $200,000 
into the project, turning a marginal rehab 
project into a successful one. 

To be eligible for the HTC, the rehab 
must be for a building listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places or 
for a contributing structure in a National 
Register District or local historic district. 
Interestingly, the code does not allow the 
tax credit for solo local landmarks outside 
of a district. 

The code generously defines the work 
that qualifies for the HTC, called Quali-
fied Rehabilitation Expenses. Almost any 
construction cost on the exterior or inte-
rior of a historic building is a QRE. QREs 
include the restoration of historic features, 
of course, but also interior construction. 
Soft costs, such as attorney, architect, and 
accountant fees also add to QREs, but 
land acquisition and landscaping costs are 
excluded. Note that QREs include work 
of nonhistoric character. For example, 
the costs of gutting and rebuilding the 
interior to modern standards may qualify 
as QREs, as long as a building’s historic 

facade is retained (assuming that there are 
no significant interior historic features).

To qualify for the HTC, the rehabilita-
tion must be consistent with the so-called 
Secretary’s Standards—the Secretary of 
Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. 
The secretary has delegated the certifica-
tion of the quality of historic restora-
tions to the State Historic Preservation 
Officer in each state, who approves the 
plans for the work and then issues final 
approval when the work is completed. 
The Secretary’s Standards and additional 
information about the federal tax incen-
tives appears on the excellent National 
Park Service website as well as on the sites 
maintained by the historic preservation 
agency in most states.

Tax credit approval is a three-step 
process administered by the SHPO. First, 
the owner obtains certification that the 
building is eligible to be on the National 
Register or in a local landmark district. 
Next, the owner submits the proposed 
rehabilitation for review and approval. 
Third, the owner requests certification 
that the completed rehab was consistent 
with the Secretary’s Standards.

Developers may raise legitimate con-
cerns about the availability of the HTC. 
Like many tax write-offs, there are many 
conditions and limits. One important 
limitation is that HTCs are generally not 
available when a property is owned by 
or leased to a nonprofit, such a govern-
mental body or a university. However, the 
tax regulations permit a property to be 
leased by a nonprofit in certain types of 
lease transactions. In addition, HTCs are 
not ordinarily available to individual (as 
opposed to corporate) investors, and tax 
credit purchasers are usually interested 
only in projects larger than $10 million.

Despite its limits, the HTC program 
is very successful in encouraging reuse of 
historic buildings. In almost any major 
city you can find examples of historic 
office or bank buildings undergoing rehab 
for reuse as offices, hotels, or rental hous-
ing. The National Park Service reports 
that in 2014, 762 HTC projects were 
completed, estimated to represent QREs 

equaling $4.32 billion. In the same year, 
the Park Service approved applications for 
another 1,156 projects.

Nonhistoric tax credit 
Although it offers “only” a 10 percent tax 
credit, the Non-Historic Tax Credit is 
much less restrictive. There are few limits 
on the type or quality of the rehab work. 
Moreover, the building need not be certi-
fied as historic—indeed, to take advantage 
of the NHTC, the building must be certi-
fied as being nonhistoric.

The NHTC can be thought of as the 
reverse of the HTC. Because the rehab 
work need not be consistent with the Sec-
retary’s Standards (or any other historic 
standard), historic (National Register) 
buildings do not qualify. However, any 
other building placed in service before 
1936 may be eligible for the NHTC.

The limit on rehabilitation or con-
struction preserves some of the exterior 
and interior walls. At least 50 percent of 
the existing external walls must remain in 
place as external walls, at least 75 percent 
of the existing external walls must remain 
in place as either external or internal 
walls, and at least 75 percent of the inter-
nal structural framework must remain in 
place. Other additions or alternations are 
permitted, and there is no historic review.

The only other difference between 
the 20 percent HTC and the 10 percent 
NHTC is that the NHTC cannot be used 
in residential housing projects. Otherwise, 
the conditions and limits are the same for 
both programs, including the limitations 
on use by nonprofits and investment 
rules.

When projects that propose the elimi-
nation of historic structures are up for 
approval, it is important to ask whether 
the landmarks couldn’t be saved through 
economic incentives provided by federal 
tax credits. Don’t overlook the 10 or 20 
percent savings on rehabilitation costs as 
you evaluate the price of saving a piece of 
a community’s historic fabric.

—Richard F. Friedman 

Friedman is an attorney in Chicago.
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THE ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT of 1973 puts severe 
restrictions on developers whose projects adversely affect 
federally listed endangered species. Violations of the 
ESA can mean significant fines and even time in prison, 
so governing bodies and developers have to proceed 
cautiously when projects involve a greenfield site or other 
potential wildlife habitat. 

Many initial critics of the ESA argued that the Act was 
too restrictive of new development and would become a 
financial burden to expanding municipalities. A compro-
mise between species protection and land development was 
reached in the early 1980s, when a project was proposed 
just south of San Francisco on San Bruno Mountain. The 
proposed development would have encroached on impor-
tant habitat for a number of threatened species, including 
the federally listed endangered mission blue butterfly. 

A new concept called a Habitat Conservation Plan was 
created to allow part of the mountain to be developed, 
while still allowing enough protected land for the recovery 
of the mission blue. Shortly thereafter, Congress amended 
the ESA to provide possible exemptions to the Act when an 
HCP is prepared. The amendment was modeled after the 
process used during the San Bruno Mountain development 
negotiations. 

—Ben Leitschuh

Leitschuh is APA’s education associate.

HABITAT CONSERVATION PLANS: THE FIRST COMPROMISE

San Bruno Mountain Park

RESOURCE 
FINDER

Learn how to integrate historic preservation into community planning.
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