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Citizen Planners: The Establishment, Form and 
Duties of the Planning and Zoning Commission 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The work of the planning and zoning commissioner represents one of the most important, yet 
most challenging jobs of any in local government.   The issues they face range from variances of 
mere inches to rezoning for a new 250,000 square foot Wal-Mart.  These unpaid city and county 
officials are expected to become fluent in the principles of planning and gain an understanding of 
how to effectively implement the comprehensive plan, zoning and subdivision ordinances.  Few 
are lawyers, yet commissioners must comply with complicated statutory and constitutional 
mandates.  Sometimes, they are required to act like judges, sometimes they act like legislators—
commissioners must understand each role and when it is appropriate.  The meetings are 
occasionally long, continuing into the wee hours of the morning.  Sometimes, commissioners 
look into the audience and see a hearing packed with dozens of their friends and neighbors.   It 
may seem overwhelming at first, but we have only scratched the surface.  Welcome to the world 
of the planning and zoning commissioner.  
 
History of the Planning and Zoning Commission 
 
The planning and zoning commission came into being during the Progressive Era of the early 
twentieth century.  Public outrage directed against the corruption of urban political “machines” 
led to a reform movement that trumpeted professionalism and efficiency.  The Progressives 
succeeded in implementing many important reforms that remain in place today, including 
nonpartisan municipal elections, merit-based hiring and promotion, the establishment of the 
council-manager form of city government and the creation of independent commissions 
responsible for planning and zoning.   
 
The most important contributions to local planning made by the Progressives include the Model 
Standard Zoning Enabling Act (1926) and the Standard City Planning Act (1928) published by 
the U.S. Department of Commerce, which were designed to be adopted by state legislatures and 
provide a statutory framework for local planning and zoning.  Both model acts vested 
decisionmaking authority in a planning and zoning commission with the intent that the 
independent commission would be isolated from politics and be able to act in the best interests in 
the citizenry.   
 
Decades have passed since the end of the Progressive Era and planning and zoning commissions 
remain important players in local government.  There are two primary advantages to planning 
and zoning commissions.  First, the commission allows members to specialize in a way that is 
generally impractical for members of the city council or county commission, who are faced with 
a broad array of issues.  Second, the decisionmaking ability of the governing board is enhanced 
because the controversial issues have already been debated and aired in public hearings before 
the commission.   
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Creation of the Planning and Zoning Commission 
 
The Local Land Use Planning Act requires every city and county to exercise planning and 
zoning authority, which is delegated to the city council or board of county commissioners 
(hereafter referred to as the “governing board”).2  The governing board can choose to exercise 
these powers on its own or may appoint a planning and zoning commission, or separate planning 
and zoning commissions, to assist.3   
 
Smaller cities and counties often choose to have the governing board exercise planning and 
zoning authority.  “Smaller jurisdictions tend to have problems finding enough work to keep a 
planning and zoning commission sharp, and very small cities may have a difficult time finding 
appointees for a commission,” notes City Attorney and Planner Jerry Mason.  “However, larger 
cities and counties generally find that a commission helps make the workload more 
manageable.”   
 
The planning and zoning commission is established by ordinance enacted by the governing 
board.  The ordinance specifies: 
 
• The number of commissioners; 
 
• The term of office for commissioners; 
 
• The method of appointment and term of office for ex officio members and subcommittees; 
 
• Any provisions for reimbursement of commissioners’ expenses by the governing board; 
 
• The quorum necessary for transaction of business;  
 
• The authority of the commission to designate a clerk, responsible for keeping minutes of 

meetings and reporting the transactions of the commission to the governing board; 
 
• The duties of the commission; and 
 
• The time limit for receipt of commission recommendations by the governing board.  
 
It is important to note that the ordinance establishing the planning and zoning commission must 
be adopted in compliance with the public notice and hearing requirements set forth in Idaho 
Code 67-6509, which requires: 
 
• Notice of the date, time and place of the hearing and a summary of the matter to be published 

in the official newspaper at least 15 days before the hearing; 
 

                                                 
2 Idaho Code 67-6503. 
3 Idaho Code 67-6504. 
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• Notice sent to all political subdivisions providing services within the city/county, including 
school districts, at least 15 days before the hearing;  
 

• Notice made available to other newspapers, radio and televisions stations serving the 
city/county for use as a public service announcement; and 
 

• At least one public hearing to provide citizens the opportunity to testify. 
 
Membership and Qualifications of the Planning and Zoning Commission 
 
The commission generally consists of 3-12 members4 serving terms of three to six years, selected 
without respect to political affiliation.5  Commissioners are appointed by the mayor or chair of 
the board of county commissioners and confirmed by majority vote of the governing board. The 
governing board is required to ensure broad representation on the commission to the different 
areas and interests within the jurisdiction.6   
 
Until recently, planning and zoning commissioners were subject to a form of “term limits,” 
despite the fact that they are not elected, but appointed officials.  The law now provides that 
commissioners are prohibited from serving more than two full, consecutive terms unless 
approved by “specific concurrence by two-thirds of the governing board adopted by motion and 
recorded in the minutes.”7   
 
Commission vacancies are filled in the same manner as appointment and commissioners may be 
removed for cause by majority vote of the governing board.  Planning and zoning commissioners 
serve as volunteers—however, they may be entitled to mileage and per diem compensation as 
provided by the governing board.  If the governing board chooses to exercise planning and 
zoning authority, its members are not entitled to additional mileage or per diem compensation for 
their planning and zoning duties. 
 
The qualifications for commissioners require residency in the county for at least two years prior 
to appointment and commissioners must remain county residents during their service on the 
commission (this holds true for city and county planning and zoning commissioners).  In 
                                                 
4 Idaho Code 67-6526 (g) requires that “if the area of impact has been delimited pursuant to the provisions of 
subsection (a)(1) of this section, persons living within the delimited area of impact shall be entitled to representation 
on the planning, zoning or the planning and zoning commission of the city of impact.  Such representation shall as 
nearly as possible reflect the proportion of population living within the city as opposed to the population living 
within the areas of impact for that city.  To achieve such proportional representation, membership of the planning, 
zoning or planning and zoning commission, may exceed twelve (12) persons, notwithstanding the provisions of 
subsection (a) of section 67-6504, Idaho Code.  In instances where a city has combined either or both of its planning 
and zoning functions with the county, representation on the resulting joint planning, zoning or planning and zoning 
commission shall as nearly as possible reflect the proportion of population living within the impacted city, the area 
of city impact outside the city, and the remaining unincorporated area of the county.  Membership on such a joint 
planning, zoning, or planning and zoning commission may exceed twelve (12) persons, notwithstanding the 
provisions of subsection (a) of section 67-6504, Idaho Code.” 
5 Unless otherwise noted, statutory provisions concerning the membership and qualifications of the commission may 
be found in Idaho Code 67-6504. 
6 Idaho Code 67-6506. 
7 Idaho Code 67-6504(a). 
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addition, there are special residency requirements for county planning and zoning commissions: 
not more than one-third of the commissioners may reside within an incorporated city with a 
population of 1,500 or greater and at least half of the commissioners must reside outside the 
boundaries of any city’s area of impact. 
 
Alternate Commission Forms 
 
Idaho law allows the creation of separate planning and zoning commissions, as well as inter-
jurisdictional joint commissions.8  Separate planning and zoning commissions may be useful as a 
way to divide the workload, ensuring that adequate attention is given to both planning and the 
day-to-day work of reviewing applications.  In the case both of separate and joint commissions, 
the same statutory requirements apply for membership, qualifications, etc. as outlined above.   
 
Joint commissions may be formed by: 
 
• Two or more adjoining counties and any number of cities within the counties, 
 
• A county and any number of cities within the county, or 
  
• By two or more adjoining cities. 
 
The number of commissioners, method of appointment and allocation of costs must be agreed 
upon by the governing boards involved in the joint commission.   
 
Joint commissions are an important option because many of the issues of planning and zoning 
cross jurisdictional boundaries, such as groundwater protection, area of city impact, etc.  Local 
governments may benefit from the enhanced cooperation and communication that is developed 
through partnership in a joint commission. 
 
Organization of the Planning and Zoning Commission 
 
The commission elects one of its members to serve as chair and may create and fill any other 
offices that it deems necessary, including appointment of nonvoting ex officio members.9  
Written bylaws for the transaction of business must be adopted by the commission, consistent 
with the Local Land Use Planning Act and other state laws.  The commission may establish 
subcommittees, advisory committees or neighborhood groups to advise and assist in carrying out 
its responsibilities.  The statute does not set forth any procedural requirements for ex officio 
members, subcommittees, advisory committees or neighborhood groups—therefore, issues such 
as the method of appointment, qualifications and conduct of business for these groups should be 
specified in the commission’s bylaws.    
 

                                                 
8 Idaho Code 67-6504; 67-6505. 
9 Statutory provisions concerning the organization of the commission may be found in Idaho Code 67-6504 (b) and 
(c). 
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Commission Meetings 
 
The Local Land Use Planning Act requires the commission to have at least one regular meeting 
each month for at least nine months of the year.10  A majority of currently appointed voting 
members constitutes a quorum, which is required for the transaction of business.11 
 
As local government entities, planning and zoning commissions are subject to the Idaho Open 
Meeting Law, which provides that “the formation of public policy is public business and shall 
not be conducted in secret.”12  Therefore, all commission meetings must be open to the public, 
with the exception of closed executive sessions that may be held to consider specific matters (see 
below).     
 
The commission is required to provide meeting notice at least five days in advance of regularly 
scheduled meetings, including the name of the commission and the date, time and place of the 
meeting.  If the commission holds meetings at regular intervals of at least once per calendar 
month scheduled in advance over the course of the year, it may satisfy the meeting notice 
requirement by giving notice of its regular meeting schedule.   
 
The commission must provide agenda notice at least 48 hours in advance of a regular meeting, 
specifying each agenda item that will be considered (listing the general order of business is 
insufficient).  Additional items not included in the agenda notice may be added to the agenda up 
to and including the hour of the meeting, provided that a good faith effort is made to include in 
the notice all agenda items known at the time to be probable issues for discussion.  Meeting and 
agenda notice must be posted in a prominent place at city hall or the county courthouse, or if no 
such office exists, at the building where the meeting is to be held. 
 
Special meetings may be called in addition to the commission’s regular meeting schedule with at 
least 24-hour meeting and agenda notice, unless an emergency13 exists.  If a meeting will be held 
solely for the purpose of an executive session, 24-hour meeting and agenda notice must be given, 
and must include the reason and specific provision of law authorizing the executive session.  The 
commission secretary is required to maintain a list of newsmedia requesting notification of 
meetings and make a good faith effort to provide advance notification to them of the time and 
place of each meeting. 
 

                                                 
10 Idaho Code 67-6504 (c). 
11 It is worth noting that commissioners who recuse themselves from participating in a particular decision due to a 
conflict of interest may still be counted for purposes of the quorum.  For example, if we look at a five-member 
commission, three commissioners are required to constitute a quorum.  Consequently, if one of the three 
commissioners chooses not to participate in a decision because of a conflict of interest, an issue may still be decided 
by a 2-0 vote. 
12 Unless otherwise noted, statutory provisions governing meetings, public notice, executive sessions, etc. may be 
found in the Idaho Open Meeting Law, Idaho Code 67-2340 et seq.  The provisions of the Open Meeting Law also 
apply to governing board meetings. 
13 Idaho Code 67-2343 defines “emergency” as “a situation involving injury or damage to persons or property, or 
immediate financial loss, or the likelihood of such injury, damage or loss, when the notice requirements of this 
section would make such notice impracticable, or increase the likelihood or severity of such injury, damage or loss, 
and the reason for the emergency is stated at the outset of the meeting.” 
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The commission is required to have written minutes taken at all meetings.  Additionally, public 
hearings must have a transcribable verbatim record (tape recording) of the proceedings.14  
Minutes must be available to the public within a reasonable time after the meeting and must 
include:  
 
• The commissioners present;  

 
• All motions, resolutions, hearings, studies, findings, permits and actions proposed and their 

disposition; and  
 

• The results of all votes and (upon request of a commissioner) the votes of each 
commissioner, by name.   
 

• Minutes of executive sessions need only describe the purpose of the session, citing the 
specific statutory authorization. 

 
The commission may hold executive sessions upon a two-thirds vote of the commission and a 
declaration by the chair of the specific statutory authorization for the executive session.15  
Practically speaking, planning and zoning commissions rarely hold executive sessions.  When 
necessary, executive sessions are held for the purpose of hiring, evaluation, dismissal or 
disciplining of a commission employee or to advise legal counsel on pending litigation or when 
there is a general public awareness of probable litigation.  However, personnel authority 
generally resides with the governing board, and it is rare for the planning and zoning commission 
to be involved in litigation because local ordinances generally provide for appeals to the 
governing board in situations where the commission is vested with decisionmaking authority.  It 
is important to note that final decisions or actions by the commission cannot be made in 
executive session—these decisions must be made in open meeting. 
 
The Role of Planning and Zoning Commissioners 
 
Planning and zoning commissioners are required to deal with a broad array of issues.  The day-
to-day business of the commission involves making recommendations and decisions on land use 
applications, but commissioners must also deal with the long-term issues of planning for the 
future growth and development of the community.  “As such, the planning and zoning 
commission through its actions must respond to the challenges of the moment in addition to 
proactively preparing for the future.  This is a delicate balancing act.”16 
  
“Planning and zoning commissioners are citizen planners,” notes Robert Chambers, Planning 
and Development Services Director for the City of Pocatello.  “Their primary responsibility is to 
enhance the decisionmaking capacity of the elected body.  The governing board’s ability to 
decide is much greater, because the sensitive issues have already been debated and articulated 
before the planning and zoning commission.”   
                                                 
14 Idaho Code 67-6536.  See the section on Quasi-Judicial Procedure for more information. 
15 Idaho Code 67-2345. 
16 Chandler, Michael.  “The Job of the Commissioner.”  Conference Proceedings of the American Planning 
Association. 1997, p. 92. 
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Powers of the Planning and Zoning Commission 
 
The powers of the planning and zoning commission are set forth in the Local Land Use Planning 
Act and local ordinances.  Those powers defined by the Local Land Use Planning Act17 include: 
  
• Soliciting funds from federal, state and local governments and from civic and private 

sources; 
 
• Spending funds within the limitations established by the governing board through the 

budgetary process; 
 
• Hiring or contracting with employees and technical advisors, including planners, engineers, 

architects and legal assistants; 
 
• Overseeing the comprehensive planning process; 

 
• Entering private property with the consent of the owner; 

 
• Bringing legal action, as necessary; 

 
• Making recommendations to the governing board; and 

 
• Calling meetings and determining the agenda, though the commission is responsible for 

responding to requests by the governing board. 
 
Each jurisdiction has a limited amount of discretion to define the powers of the planning and 
zoning commission.  Generally, the commission serves in an advisory capacity, making 
recommendations to the governing board.  However, the governing board may choose to 
empower the commission to make decisions on certain matters that do not require ordinance 
authority (which resides with the governing board), such as conditional use permits and 
variances (usually subject to appeal to the governing board).   
 
There are definite advantages to delegating decisionmaking responsibility to the commission, 
notes Chambers.  “I think that much of the things on the council’s agenda don’t have to be there 
if they could allow the commission to make decisions and to tackle the issues and conflicts 
surrounding land use.  This would free up more time for the council to devote to the 
responsibility of policymaking.  Let the commission do its thing, because they’re involved with 
these issues on a daily basis.” 
 

                                                 
17 Idaho Code 67-6504 (d); Idaho Code 67-6507. 




