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Code-Ready Sustainable Planning: 
Reducing the Gap Between What  
Plans Say and What Codes Do
By Douglas Farr 

In addition, there are growing expectations 

that planning has a central role in addressing 

urgent societal issues related to sustainabil-

ity, such as active living and obesity, mobility 

choice and auto dependence, and climate 

change mitigation, resilience and adaptation. 

Together these dual trends of low budgets 

and high expectations exert pressure on the 

practice of planning to focus on more effec-

tive implementation of ever-more-precise 

outcomes. In order to help planners and code 

writers respond effectively to these trends, 

this article focuses on reducing the gap be-

tween what plans say and what codes permit 

and require—the realm in which plan effec-

tiveness often breaks down.

THE CURRENT GAP BETWEEN PLANS  
AND CODES
The relationship between plans and codes 

got off to a rough start. Burnham’s 1909 Plan 

of Chicago, long regarded as the model of a 

comprehensive city plan, referenced neither 

subdivision nor zoning codes. As most plan-

ners know, such codes were first enabled and 

widely adopted by municipalities long after 

Burnham’s death in 1912. The Burnham plan 

was widely copied as a model of effective plan-

ning despite not relying on codes for its imple-

mentation. However, this disconnect between 

plans and codes was flagged as a concern very 

early on. Harland Bartholomew, the first full-

time planner employed by an American city, 

was among the first prominent planners to see 

the benefits of plans-code coordination. As one 

of the authors of the Standard Zoning Enabling 

Act (SZEA) of 1926 he wrote, “Zoning is an es-

In a time of tight municipal budgets, planning is under pressure to prove that plans 

produce short- and long-term benefits.

sential part of the city plan and ought never to 

be considered separately” (Knack et al. 1996). 

Despite this vision of a plan-code unity, 

the final language in the zoning enabling leg-

islation established a relatively weak connec-

tion between the emerging fields of planning 

and zoning: “Such (zoning) regulations shall 

be made in accordance with a comprehensive 

plan . . . .” In legal terms, “in accordance 

with” is much less precise and rigorous than a 

more muscular phrase such as “in strict con-

formity with.” Lawsuits brought by real estate 

interests that were denied permits over the 

last 90 years have defined the elasticity of the 

allowable legal gap between plans and codes. 

Given that this relatively weak language first 

appeared in the third and final draft of the 

SZEA and that the Standard City Planning 

Enabling Act wouldn’t be written until two 

years later in 1928, planners should probably 

be thankful that a legal connection was made 

between plans and codes at all. 

xkcd.com
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The Inevitability of a Plan-Code Gap 
Given this loose relationship between plans 

and ordinances and the institutional, politi-

cal, and professional forces at play, the ex-

istence of a gap in what plans say and what 

codes authorize is inevitable without strategic 

effort. 

While a continuous planning and coding 

process is an ideal within the land-use arena, 

this may not be a priority for a municipal gov-

ernment. A code update can often seem like a 

low priority at a time of layoffs, and spending 

additional money to develop a better or more 

complete planning process can also be a hard 

sell. Some municipalities will wait to learn the 

results of a plan before budgeting for follow-

up work, such as a code update. This can lead 

to a timing gap between the adoption of a 

plan and the subsequent code that will imple-

ment the plan’s policies.

A gap between plans and codes is also 

inevitable given the complexities and politics 

associated with regional or citywide master 

plans and ordinances. Changing codes is a 

political act that vested interests resistant to 

change can play to their advantage. Part of 

what makes powerful political interests ef-

fective is the ability to pick their battles and 

venues. Rather than take a public position 

in opposition to a popular plan, they may 

choose to exert influence far from the public 

eye. Every planner who has developed a plan 

is familiar with the process of wordsmithing 

that can go on behind the scenes to satisfy 

different constituencies. As a consequence, 

there is often intense pressure to refrain from 

being specific. 

Douglas Farr  

Nevertheless, the profession has driven 

innovations in land-use planning, mapping, 

and modeling precision that have made it 

possible to demand a level of specificity. For 

example, the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development has funded sustainability 

plans across the country through its Sustain-

ability Communities Initiative that require the 

tracking of sustainability indicators, and the 

California legislature passed AB32 and SB375, 

two laws that link climate change and land 

use. These initiatives highlight an increasing 

demand for strong technical criteria leading 

to clear outcomes and planning accountabil-

ity. Only recently, however, have third-party 

criteria become specific enough to be able 

to translate sustainability-related words into 

performance standards suitable for inclusion 
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in codes and standards. Unfortunately, the application of these 

emerging tools has not been widely disseminated within the 

planning profession. 

Training Planners to Identify the  
Plan-Code Gap
This gap between what plans promote versus what codes permit 

or require can be very hard to detect. In most cases, a word 

search is of no use in hunting down these disconnects. Consider 

these real world case studies: 

Case Study #1: A suburban comprehensive plan calls for 

the community to be “safe and walkable,” while the subdivision 

code requires a minimum street width of 31 feet, a minimum 

block length of 600 feet, and permits a maximum block length 

of 1,800 feet. In addition, the residential zoning establishes 

minimum lot sizes of 8,000 square feet and permits front drive-

ways. 

Identifying these gaps requires some knowledge about 

pedestrian safety, street design, and vehicular speed. The 

severity or lethality of pedestrian-vehicular accidents is pro-

portionate to vehicle speed, with several studies suggesting 

about a five percent fatality rate at 20 mph and 45 percent at 

30 mph (Leaf and Preusser 1999). The minimum street width 

required in the subdivision code, combined with the presump-

tion that virtually all cars will be parked off-street, invites higher 

vehicular speeds. Even with a posted speed limit of 20 mph, the 

speed at which traffic will actually travel based on these design 

factors, especially if the street is straight, may be closer to 30 

mph. Public health research shows that pedestrians strongly 

prefer to walk in areas with high street connectivity (i.e., shorter 

block lengths and few dead-end streets) (Brownson et al. 

2009). Block lengths of 600 to 1,800 feet do not support a walk-

friendly place. 

This gap analysis does not end at analyzing street widths 

and block lengths. Additional information from the zoning and 

subdivision code including any required parkway widths, mini-

mum sidewalk widths, and the inclusion of on-street parking all 

affect street design speed, pedestrian safety, and the desire to 

walk. It is important that planners have a base understanding of 

how all these elements interact and that they are trained to iden-

tify these gaps when they exist.

Case Study #2: A town adopts a complete streets policy 

that emphasizes the use of streets by bicycles and automobiles. 

The town also adopts an ordinance governing bicycling. 

Identifying this gap requires research. A cursory review via 

a word search might have concluded that the town had enacted 

a bicycle ordinance and that no gap existed. However, the first 

line of the ordinance requires bicyclists to ride on sidewalks and 

not the roadway, except in business districts or along streets 

without sidewalks. 

Case Study #3: The preamble from a recent comprehensive 

plan states that one of the primary goals of the plan is to “in-

troduce language to address the trend toward sustainability.” 

The plan’s objectives and policy statements frequently use soft 

verbs, such as encourage and promote, without providing spe-

cific criteria or metrics. 

The gap here is both passive and glaring. While there is no doubt the au-

thor of this plan was well intentioned in wanting to “address” important issues 

of the day using sustainability language, a plan is a course of action, not simply 

an introduction of language. Without clear directives for action, there is no plan. 

If there is no actionable plan, the community will have a big plan-code gap.
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Douglas Farr 

The Plan-Code Gap Devalues Planning
Over the long term, the plan-code gap erodes 

confidence in the effectiveness of planning. 

Municipalities prepare plans to address spe-

cific opportunities or concerns and to move 

their communities forward. The failure to execute 

on high priority goals and objectives may well result 

in reduced economic productivity and community 

well-being. In addition, community members who 

participate in a master-planning process have a rea-

sonable expectation that the plan will 

be implemented as written. A delayed 

or poor implementation devalues their 

investment of time and energy. Such 

an outcome further undermines the 

perceived effectiveness of planning, 

making planning harder to “sell” and 

appears to work against many of the 

aspirational principles of the American 

Institute of Certified Planners Code of 

Ethics. Taken together, the plan-code 

gap should be of great concern to the 

planning profession and the goal of 

reducing the gap and increasing plan 

effectiveness should be the focus of 

leading practitioners. 

Illustrating Plan-Code Gap Types
The graphic on page 3 illustrates a 

typology of plan-code gaps using three 

prototypes: the rhetorical, the permis-

sive, and the aligned. While a munici-

pality can have elements of all three 

types across its regulatory portfolio, this 

article proposes that the aligned type 

should be the ideal. 

The rhetorical type occurs when 

a plan uses aspirational language that 

is not translated into developmental 

regulations. A symptom of this type is 

the use of buzz words such as green, 

sustainable, or walkable that are not 

translated into performance criteria 

and only weakly linked to implementa-

tion. To non-planners this approach 

appears to overpromise benefits and 

under-deliver on results, reinforcing the 

idea that planning is “pie-in-the-sky” 

and ultimately ineffective. 

The permissive type refers to 

a laissez-faire-based local planning 

system where plans are nonexistent 

or obsolete. The threat posed by this 

typology is its permissiveness in 

permitting long-lived and irreversible 

development practices that are decid-

edly not in the public’s interest, such 

as a strict separation of land uses and 

automobile-oriented street and lot 

designs. This approach can resonate 

with constituencies who may see all 

government strictures or interventions 

as bad. 

The aligned type seeks to match 

plan recommendations with specific 

development regulations. Using this 
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approach, an objective should appear in the 

implementation section of a plan only if the 

planning process has revealed ample support 

for its implementation, which is a model of 

planning effectiveness. Specific objectives 

that fail to garner support may appear as ini-

tiatives lacking support. 

THE TWO PARTS OF CODE-READY  
SUSTAINABLE PLANNING 
Code-ready sustainable planning is made up 

of two parts: high performance planning and 

code-specific recommendations. 

High-performance planning describes 

a planning process rooted in evidence-based 

sustainability metrics. Given that recent re-

search documents how our land-development 

patterns contribute to physical activity levels, 

pedestrian and bike safety, housing and 

transportation affordability, and climate resil-

iency, high-performance planning is necessary 

to quickly increase the planning profession’s 

effectiveness in a time of tight budgets and 

sometimes strident opposition. 

Code-specific recommendations are plan 

policies and action items written in language 

strong and precise enough to guide the devel-

opment of regulatory provisions that will help 

achieve the plan’s goals and objectives. In 

other words, code-specific recommendations 

provide clarity about how a particular recom-

mendation will be implemented.

PUTTING CODE-READY SUSTAINABLE 
PLANNING INTO PRACTICE
In The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, 

author Steven Covey wrote that in order to 

be effective, one must “begin with the end in 

mind.” An aspirational “end” to a planning 

effort can seem hard to attain given the frag-

mentation in how plans and their implementa-

tion are authorized and governed. In order to 

increase effectiveness, planners can focus on 

the part they have the greatest control over—

the planning process—to increase the depth 

of support for implementing an ambitious 

plan. In this effort, the green building industry 

may have experience of value to planners. 

Use High-Performance Sustainable  
Planning Criteria

For more than 15 years, the green building 

movement has applied this “end-in-mind” 

thinking to the design of sustainable buildings 

in an approach called “integrated design.” This 

approach has many parallels with the high-

performance approach to planning proposed 

herein. An integrated design approach brings 

together everyone who will eventually have the 

responsibility for implementing the plan early 

in the process. The facilitators present, debate, 

and commit to a menu of strategic choices, 

along with their costs and benefits. Think of 

these as a project’s bones. In integrated build-

ing design it usually refers to structural or me-

chanical systems. The analog in planning is a 

two-stage process: the first involving big policy 

decisions and the second, the level of perfor-

mance to be written into code. To illustrate how 

this approach can work, the table on pages 4 

and 5 provides an initial listing of policy objec-

tives and code-specific performance targets. 

This table is divided into aspirational 

policy objectives and code-specific perfor-

mance targets. Both objectives and targets are 

proposed at three levels of aspiration: weak, 

moderate, and strong. In setting up this hierar-

chy, the expectation is not that municipalities 

will opt to adopt a strong policy on every topic 

but rather that the planning process will iden-

tify those measures for which the community is 

most strongly committed. Any municipality that 

adopts policies from these ambitious targets is 

likely to earn positive recognition for doing so.

To increase effectiveness, planners can focus 

on the part they have the greatest control 

over—the planning process—to increase 

the depth of support for implementing an 

ambitious plan.
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5. A firm requirement or mandate (i.e., requir-

ing a specific action) 

A Litmus Test for Code-Ready Sustainable 
Planning
Leading planners may already prepare 

plans following an approach similar to that 

described herein. How does the high-perfor-

mance planning proposed herein differ from 

good planning? In order to make a market for 

this high-value approach to planning it needs 

to draw attention to points of distinction. To 

facilitate demand, the following checklist can 

serve as a litmus test for high-performance 

planning. (Note that this list can be used to 

help write RFQs and RFPs in exchange for 

describing the project using the term Code-

Ready Sustainable Planning.)

1. During the data collection phase, audit lo-

cal policy, codes, and public works practices 

against the policy objectives and code-specific 

performance tarkets above (and additional 

issues of local concern) to identify barriers to 

adopting these approaches. 

2. Throughout the planning process convene all 

of the parties who will be involved in approving or 

implementing the recommendations of the plan.

3. At the beginning of the planning process, 

convene a long-format meeting to

• introduce high-performance planning and il-

lustrate the idea that a given topic can be effec-

tively addressed with different levels of rigor;

• introduce code-specific language and 

present each of the code-specific perfor-

mance targets along with a best understand-

ing of the order-of-magnitude costs and 

benefits of each target; and

• poll the community and stakeholders on 

each topic to identify information gaps, new 

topics of local concern, and issues for which 

there is consensus. 

4. Repeat item three above until each topic 

has arrived at consensus. This may take 

place later in the same meeting or in a future 

meeting. (The consensus on a given topic 

may be that there is no support for a high-

performance outcome, in which case the plan 

should document this outcome.)

The policy objectives at the top of the 

chart can be used to structure the visioning 

phase of any land-use planning process. Many 

of the references in the table are provided by 

third-party websites that are currently used 

to market real estate but, paradoxically, are 

not conventionally used to plan land use and 

development. While some communities may 

have the capacity to develop their own trans-

parent measurement systems and reference 

targets, many others will not. While these 

third-party metrics may not be perfect, the fact 

that they are already in widespread use and 

freely available to anyone with Internet access 

makes their performance targets attractive op-

tions for policy objectives. However, because 

these scoring systems have proprietary meth-

odologies that may change without warning, 

their scores are not suitable to serve as code 

references.

The policy objectives have a one-to-many 

relationship with the code-ready references 

below. For instance, increasing walkability 

must be approached comprehensively through 

path and street design, urban design, and the 

location and clustering of destinations. 

Focus on the Strength of Plan 
Recommendation Language 
When it comes to writing recommendations or 

action items, planners often try to capture one 

of two sentiments: the consensus of all the 

parties to the planning process or the lowest 

level of unanimous agreement of the govern-

ing body. This tricky balancing act produces 

recommendations ranging from those that say 

and do a lot to those that say and do little or 

nothing. A plan’s action items create the most 

value when they spur tangible action. The fol-

lowing list of plan recommendation approach-

es is ordered from weakest to strongest: 

1. Mentioning a topic or action (i.e., “a shout-

out”) 

2. Using soft verbs such as promote (i.e., non-

specific support for action) 

3. To allow an action (i.e., permission to take a 

specific action) 

4. To offer incentives for an action (i.e., re-

warding a specific action)

5. Prepare studies to test and demonstrate 

what results these policies achieve on the 

ground and what level of sustainable perfor-

mance targets they can achieve. 

6. Convene a long-format meeting to  

review these design and performance alter

natives and to arrive at consensus on the level 

of regulatory performance to be recommended.

7. Draft recommendations that link to specific 

policy or regulatory actions, organized accord-

ing to the authority charged with implement-

ing them. Avoid informational recommenda-

tions and those using soft verbs.

8. Conduct a broad plan-adoption process so 

that each authority asked to take action on 

the plan votes separately to implement their 

designated responsibilities.
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