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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Advocates  have  long  claimed  that  a regional  land  use planning  approach  achieves  gains  in  equity,  effi-
ciency,  and environmental  protect,  but few  studies  have empirically  tested  these  claims.  In this  case
study  of  a regional  planning  process  in a weak  mandate  state,  we  find  that  the  regional  plan  would  have
produced  better  land  use  outcomes,  but  its impact  was  severely  limited  by political  conflicts  at  the county
level,  a recession  that  necessitated  cuts  to non-mandated  services,  and  a lack  of  state  leadership  around
regional planning.  Ultimately,  all these  factors  contributed  to  the  eventual  disbandment  of the  entire
regional  planning  structure  in the  area.

© 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

In 2009, the Washtenaw County, Michigan, Board of Commis-
sioners voted to abolish its planning department, thereby formally
ending any county-led planning efforts. The county planning
department, which had recently produced a high quality county-
wide comprehensive plan, was a victim of economic hard times and
local politics, but also of the culture of localism and lack of state sup-
port that has allowed only a handful of regional planning efforts in
the US to succeed, most on a purely voluntary basis (Norris, 2001b;
Basolo, 2003).

Using the death of Washtenaw County’s planning department as
a case study, we explore the problem of regional planning in a weak
mandate state (one in which planning and zoning are allowed but
not required). We  specifically attempt to answer three important
questions. First, what was the role of the county plan and plan-
ning department, given its advisory nature? Second, what led this
apparently well-run department to be disbanded? And finally, what
prospects are there, if any, for implementing regional planning in
a weak mandate environment like Michigan?

For planning, regionalism is thought to allow for a more efficient
arrangement of land uses (Friedmann and Weaver, 1980; Benjamin
and Nathan, 2001; Norris, 2001a),  more regional equity (Downs,
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1994; Jackson, 2000; powell, 2000; Rusk, 2000), and greater envi-
ronmental protection (Burnley and Murphy, 1995; Lewis, 1996;
Norton, 2005); and, in fact, the county’s plan appeared to address
these issues more effectively than the local plans did. On the other
hand, home-rule states2 like Michigan have fiercely independent
local governments that are largely unwilling to give up control or
share power. We  use this case study to demonstrate how attempts
at regionalism in such circumstances have been ineffective and how
regional governments (including counties, in states with county
subdivisions) are essentially powerless over local planning.

We  also find evidence that, despite the demise of formal plan-
ning at the county level, some of the county planning department’s
functions were too important to completely let go. Subsequent
attempts by smaller coalitions to revive some of these functions
have illustrated the department’s former importance. In addition,
leadership at the larger (multi-county) regional and state level
has revived some interest in regional approaches to transportation
and related land use. Still, many of the current efforts are ad hoc,
voluntary, and interlocal in nature, rather than representing any
kind of permanent regional planning structure. As we  demonstrate,
despite regional planning’s professed advantages, implementing
such efforts in weak mandate states remains a serious challenge.

2 In Home Rule states, counties, cities, and townships may pass any ordinance
they  see fit, as long as it does not conflict with the state constitution. The alterna-
tive is states organized under Dillon’s rule, where subunits have only the powers
specifically granted to them by the state.
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Literature review

Recent scholarship on regional planning has identified several
dimensions along which regional planning is thought to be superior
to planning at the local level—not least because although planners
once could argue that “local actions were determinative of local
conditions, thus partly justifying local planning, that fiction has
been severely compromised” (Beauregard, 1989, p. 388). Yet, at
least in the United States, the vast majority of planning is still per-
formed by local governments. A strong system of local governments
has been idealized as the cornerstone of American democracy going
as far back as Jefferson (Griswold, 1946; Gannett, 2003). The New
England town hall meeting and the Midwestern six-mile-by-six-
mile township represent a direct, handcrafted democracy with
strong roots in the agrarian past. Small governmental units run by
citizens for citizens were thought to increase accountability and
reduce elitism (Citizens Research Council, 1999, p. 12). In the US
and internationally, planning efforts have traditionally been struc-
tured according to the principle of subsidiarity: services should be
provided by the smallest unit of government that can reasonably
provide them (Stöhr, 2001). Unsurprisingly, units of government
that currently enjoy planning and zoning powers are loath to give
them up (Norris, 2001b).  This is one of the main explanations for
difficulties in implementing regional planning, especially in the US
(Baldassare et al., 1996, p. 21; Basolo, 2003).

The persistence of local planning may  be dismissed largely as
path dependence, but it may  also confer some real benefits. Local
control of governance and planning is thought to increase a sense
of ownership over the resources being managed (including tax base
and undeveloped land) (Bradshaw, 2003) as well as a sense of the
power of the individual to influence government (Downs, 1994).
Local governments may  be better able to collect the parcel and
street-level data that they need to make good land use decisions
(Nedovic-Budic et al., 2004, p. 331). Planning at the local level better
embodies the ideals of participatory democracy (Altschuler, 1996).
More specifically, increased public participation at the local level is
associated with higher quality plans and more robust implementa-
tion (Berke and French, 1994; Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000; Brody
et al., 2003; Burby, 2003).

Others raise concerns, however, that small units of govern-
ment may  lack the capacity to plan effectively and may  take a
shortsighted and parochial approach to decisions that will have
consequences over the larger region (Bradshaw, 2003; Rockloff and
Moore, 2006). In addition, local governments may  be no better than
their larger-scale counterparts in achieving true democratic par-
ticipation (Bevir, 2006), as processes may  become dominated by
strong interest groups or even individuals, at the expense of the
public good (Fiorina, 1999; Vigoda, 2002).

Especially in light of concerns about urban sprawl and global
economic competitiveness, many have called for a more regional
approach to land use planning and regulation (Katz, 2000; powell,
2000; Calthorpe and Fulton, 2001). Local regulations are often
inconsistent and potentially ineffective, on a regional scale, at sup-
porting balanced growth (Norton, 2005), making any changes in the
overall pattern of development (Lewis, 1996), or addressing issues
of poverty and equity (Downs, 1994; Jackson, 2000; powell, 2000;
Rusk, 2000). Furthermore, leaders in central cities and inner-ring
suburbs have come to understand that their communities’ future
health is tied together, and that sprawl continues at their expense
(Orfield, 2002).

Issues such as traffic congestion, air quality, affordable housing,
and economic development are regional-scale issues that can best
be addressed by a regional organization (Downs, 1994; Yaro, 2000;
Swanstrom, 2006), although some raise concerns that regional
organizations fail to follow through on the heavy lifting that cre-
ating truly equitable planning would require (Provo, 2009). powell

(2000) suggests a division of labor between the region and the local-
ity that gives “cities or communities a way  to maintain appropriate
control of their political and cultural institutions while sharing in
regional resources and balancing participants’ concerns” (p. 220).

Some claim that the “new regionalism” of the 1990s, while
remaining essentially unimplemented, has been eclipsed by “pro-
gressive regionalism”, which emphasizes issues of equity over and
above those of physical planning (Pezzoli et al., 2009). However,
given the relative lack of true regional approaches in the US, there
is little evidence to show that a regional approach is more effec-
tive at addressing the concerns for which it is theorized to be
the best suited (Foster and Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2001;
Basolo, 2003). In fact, much of regional planning literature is “highly
normative, even hortatory” (Swanstrom and Banks, 2009). This
normative stance is likely an artifact of the persistent lack of com-
parative empirical studies of the issue. To partially fill this gap, this
study makes some direct comparisons between regional and local
plans for the same area.

Methodology

Few studies have been able to test the theoretical claims made
by regional planning proponents directly by comparing regional
with local plans (Basolo, 2003). We  now understand one important
reason for the lack of such studies: there are very few examples
of geographies that are covered by both a local and a regional or
county-wide land use plan. Among the various rationales that Yin
(2009, p. 47) provides for choosing a single case study over multiple
cases, one is where the case represents an extreme or unique case
that is “worth documenting or analyzing”. When we began work on
this project, we made several attempts to identify other cases in the
Midwestern United States that demonstrated similar local-regional
interactions. But despite this effort we  could not identify another
similar set of circumstances and realized that the case of Washt-
enaw County was unique in illustrating particular challenges that
regional governments face and the interaction between different
levels of government. Drawing on Yin, we therefore employ a sin-
gle case approach in this study to examine the impact of the demise
of Washtenaw County’s planning department and what that means
for regional planning more broadly in weak mandate states in the
US.

To help understand the role of the county comprehensive
plan, and differences between the county’s and the townships’
approaches, we began with a comparative spatial analysis of
regional (county) vs. local (township) plans. Given the claims that
proponents of regional planning have made about the advantages
of such approaches, we were specifically evaluating the two levels
of plans for the efficiency of their land use arrangements and their
ability to preserve existing farmland and open space. We  did not
evaluate the plans on equity grounds for this study.

We compared the county master plan (adopted in 2004), the
township master plans that are self-reported to the county, and
existing land use data compiled by the Southeast Michigan Council
of Governments (SEMCOG) in 2000. Cities are not included in the
analysis because the cities in Washtenaw County are substantially
built out and would show few differences between existing and
planned future land uses. We standardized the future land use cate-
gories of the township plans, then converted them to four simplified
categories to be able to compare them directly with the county plan.
Those categories are as follows:

Urban = high density, multi-family, commercial, industrial, etc.
Suburban = medium density residential.
Rural = agricultural and low density residential.
Open space.
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