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Advisory Planning Commission Orientation Manual: A Comprehensive Guide

When a city or municipality establishes an Advisory Planning Commission, it creates a vital bridge between the 

public and the planning process. These commissions are composed of dedicated volunteers who help shape 

zoning, land use, and community development initiatives. However, the effectiveness of a commission largely 

depends on how well its members understand their roles, responsibilities, and the procedures that govern their 

work. An advisory planning commission orientation manualprovides the essential framework for new

members, ensuring consistency, transparency, and professionalism.

In this article, we will walk you through every element that should appear in a high �quality orientation manual. From

governance structures and meeting etiquette to ethics and community outreach, we’ll cover the topics that will help

new volunteers hit the ground running. Whether you are a city clerk, a planning director, or a volunteer looking to

contribute, this guide will give you a clear, actionable blueprint for creating or updating your commission’s

orientation manual.

Table of Contents

1.  Purpose of the Manual

2.  Commission Structure and Membership

3.  Roles and Responsibilities

4.  Meeting Procedures and Agenda Management

5.  Policy, Code, and Ordinance Review

6.  Ethics, Conflict of Interest, and Disclosure

7.  Community Engagement and Public Input

8.  Records, Minutes, and Communications

9.  Training and Ongoing Education

10.  Performance Evaluation and Feedback

11.  Conclusion and Next Steps

1. Purpose of the Manual

The orientation manual serves as the cornerstone of a well �run advisory planning commission. Its primary

objectives are:

•  Standardization: Establish consistent procedures for all members, reducing confusion and ensuring that 

decisions are made fairly.

•  Transparency: Provide clear guidance on how the commission operates, which builds public trust.

•  Efficiency: Reduce the time new members spend learning the ropes by offering a ready reference.

•  Compliance: Ensure that the commission’s actions align with municipal, state, and federal regulations.

•  Accountability: Create a documented framework that can be audited or reviewed if questions arise.

When drafting the manual, remember that it should be a living document. Schedule periodic reviews—ideally

annually—to incorporate changes in law, best practices, or internal procedures.



2. Commission Structure and Membership

2.1 Composition of the Commission

Advisory planning commissions typically consist of 5–15 members, chosen for their expertise, community ties, and

commitment to public service. The manual should specify the following:

•  Number of Members: The exact count, including any alternates or substitute members.

•  Term Length: Standard term (e.g., three years) and limits on consecutive terms.

•  Eligibility Criteria: Residency requirements, age, conflict of interest restrictions, and any professional 

qualifications.

•  Selection Process: Whether appointments are made by the mayor, city council, or a nominating committee, 

and the timeline for appointments.

2.2 Leadership Roles

Outline the leadership structure, which usually includes a Chair, Vice �Chair, and sometimes a Secretary or

Treasurer. For each role, provide:

•  Appointment Method: By the commission, by the city council, or through rotation.

•  Term of Office: Length and any term limits.

•  Duties: Specific responsibilities such as agenda preparation, meeting facilitation, and liaison with the planning 

department.

•  Succession Plan: Procedures for filling vacancies in leadership positions.

2.3 Committees and Working Groups

Many commissions create subcommittees to focus on specific issues—zoning, transportation, historic preservation,

or community development. The manual should describe:

•  Committee Formation: Criteria for establishing new committees.

•  Membership: How members are assigned or volunteer.

•  Reporting: Frequency of reporting to the full commission and the format of reports.

•  Authority: The extent to which committees can make recommendations or decisions.

3. Roles and Responsibilities

3.1 General Member Duties

All commission members share core responsibilities. The manual should detail:

•  Attendance: Minimum attendance requirements and policies for absences.

•  Participation: Expectations for active engagement in discussions and committee work.

•  Decision �Making: Voting procedures and quorum requirements.

•  Professional Conduct: Standards for respectful dialogue, confidentiality, and use of personal communication 

channels.

3.2 Chair Responsibilities

The Chair is the public face of the commission. Key duties include:

•  Agenda Setting: Collaborate with the Secretary to prepare the agenda in advance.

•  Meeting Facilitation: Ensure meetings run smoothly, time is managed, and all members have a chance to 

speak.

•  Policy Oversight: Monitor compliance with bylaws and procedural rules.



•  Community Outreach: Represent the commission at public events, schools, and civic groups.

3.3 Secretary Responsibilities

The Secretary is the administrative backbone. Their responsibilities encompass:

•  Minute �Taking: Record accurate, detailed minutes of all meetings.

•  Documentation: Maintain the commission’s official records, including agendas, reports, and correspondence.

•  Logistics: Coordinate meeting locations, technology, and distribution of materials.

•  Compliance: Ensure that public records are accessible per open �meeting laws.

3.4 Committee Chairs

Committee chairs should:

•  Lead Discussions: Facilitate committee meetings, set agendas, and encourage participation.

•  Prepare Reports: Compile findings and recommendations for the full commission.

•  Track Action Items: Monitor progress on tasks and follow up with members.

4. Meeting Procedures and Agenda Management

4.1 Meeting Frequency and Notice

Define how often the commission meets (e.g., monthly, bi �monthly) and the required notice period for each meeting.

For instance:

•  Notice Period: Minimum of 10 days before the meeting date.

•  Method: Email, website posting, or printed bulletin.

•  Special Meetings: Conditions that trigger a special meeting and how to notify members.

4.2 Agenda Structure

A well �structured agenda promotes efficiency. Include the following sections:

1.  Call to Order and Quorum Check

2.  Approval of Minutes

3.  Reports (Planning Department, Committee Updates)

4.  New Business (Proposals, Amendments)

5.  Old Business (Follow �ups)

6.  Public Comment

7.  Adjournment

4.3 Voting and Decision Rules

Clarify the voting process:

•  Quorum: Minimum number of members required for a valid vote.

•  Majority Threshold: Whether a simple majority or supermajority is needed.

•  Tie �Breaking: The Chair’s role in breaking ties.

•  Record of Votes: How votes are documented in minutes.

4.4 Public Participation

Public comment is a cornerstone of transparency. Outline:

•  Time Limits: Typical 5 �minute comment window per speaker.

•  Commenters: Who is eligible (residents, developers, businesses).

•  Record Keeping: How comments are logged and referenced in minutes.



•  Follow �Up: Process for addressing public concerns after the meeting.

5. Policy, Code, and Ordinance Review

5.1 Scope of Review

Advisory commissions typically review:

•  Zoning ordinances and amendments.

•  Land �use plans and zoning maps.

•  Development proposals and impact studies.

•  Historic preservation guidelines.

•  Transportation and infrastructure plans.

5.2 Review Process

Establish a systematic approach:

1.  Document Receipt: How proposals are submitted to the commission.

2.  Pre �Meeting Preparation: Distribution of documents and background materials.

3.  Committee Analysis: Detailed review by relevant committees.

4.  Recommendation Drafting: Formulate clear, actionable recommendations.

5.  Full Commission Vote: Adopt or amend the proposal.

5.3 Documentation and Public Access

All reviewed documents and recommendations should be:

•  Archived: Stored in a secure, searchable digital repository.

•  Publicly Available: Accessible via the city website or public library.

•  Version Controlled: Maintain a record of changes and revisions.

6. Ethics, Conflict of Interest, and Disclosure

6.1 Conflict of Interest Policy

Provide a clear definition of conflict of interest and the steps to mitigate it:

•  Disclosure Statement: Mandatory annual disclosure by each member.

•  Recusal Procedure: When a member must abstain from voting or discussion.

•  Documentation: Record of recusal and reasons in minutes.

6.2 Ethical Conduct Guidelines

Outline expectations for professional behavior:

•  Integrity: Honesty in representing facts and data.

•  Impartiality: Avoid favoritism toward developers or special interest groups.

•  Confidentiality: Respect sensitive information shared during meetings.

•  Transparency: Full disclosure of any personal or financial ties.

6.3 Enforcement and Accountability

Describe how violations are handled:

•  Reporting Mechanism: Whistleblower hotline or email.

•  Investigation Process: Independent review by a designated ethics officer.

•  Sanctions: Possible penalties ranging from reprimand to removal from the commission.



7. Community Engagement and Public Input

7.1 Outreach Strategies

Effective community engagement requires a multi �channel approach:
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