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Regional Planning

Future-oriented studies and action programs undertak-
en by groups of sub-state local governments, and/or
sub-national state governments. This article provides
an overview of the regional planning experience in ru-
ral America. The first section discusses historic trends
and their effects on planning. The second section sum-
marizes the current status of various approaches to re-
gional planning. The third and final section speculates
on the future of regional planning in light of a broader
set of social and technological trends.

Historical Experiences

There are really two rural Americas in the U.S. There is
the rural America that is declining and the rural Ameri-
ca that is growing. The former tends to be distant; that
is, it lies beyond and between metropolitan influences.
The latter is typically located on either the fringes of
the cities or is distant but has amenities, often recrea-
tional, that attract urban residents to it. Each of these
types of rural regions has its own sets of planning
problems and challenges. Distant areas need regional
planning, but engage in little of it because of disincen-
tives to cooperate. The regional planning in growing ar-
cas seeks to centralize authority for land use and envi-
ronmental management in order to promote efficiency,
conservation and social equity. But the future of re-
gional planning of all types is uncertain. It is derivative
of the larger political dialogue, and influenced by social
forces such as renewed citizen activism and heightened
conflict over private property.

The relationship of urban America to its rural re-
gions might be characterized best as ambiguous. On the
one hand, there is the doctrine, traceable to neoclassi-
cal cconomic theory, that little, if anything, can or
should be done to try to alleviate rural decline. Such

decline is viewed as a product of powerful, rational eco-
nomic and demographic forces that are beyond policy
influence. Where public effort is expended, it is target-
ed to the development of selected growth centers where
manufacturing opportunities can congregate and to
which rural residents can migrate. On the other hand,
there is the view that rural regions are declining as a
function of market failure. This view suggests that it is
necessary and appropriate to intervene via regional
planning and directed policy assistance. From this per-
spective, rural regions serve a social, economic and cul-
tural role for the nation, and their impoverishment is
dystunctional from the perspective of a larger, long-
term economic calculus.

The U.S. first ventured into widespread experi-
ments in regional planning during the 1930s. The rap-
idly changing conditions of rural America, as a function
of the economic Depression and widespread natural re-
source depletion (such as the “Dust Bowl” conditions
of the Plains states), called forth creative responses by
the national government. It was during this period that
large-scale regional planning projects were implement-
ed, the most well known being the Tennessee Valley
Authority (TVA). While ultimately the TVA became a
power generation agency for the region, its original
concept was to provide rural-based modernization
throughout the Southeast. Also during the 1930s the
only national planning agency the U.S. has ever had,
the National Resources Planning Board (NRPB), undet-
took several pioneering studies on the regional charac-
ter of America and possible structures for regional
planning. But little actually came of all this. The NRPB
was disbanded, and the TVA and its cousins became
agencies for the generation of inexpensive power on the
theory that this would attract economic enterprises to
growth centers in distressed rural regions.

Regional planning for rural areas re-emerged in
the 1960s in two guises. As part of the social planning
of the period, programs were developed to address the
social and economic disadvantages of rural places rela-
tive to urban areas. These programs were regional in
nature because it appeared administratively easier and
more cost-efficient to provide services on this basis.
Few of these programs endured.

Contemporary Programs
The regional planning efforts that endured grew out of
the need to manage rapid growth in urban fringe rural
areas and in those distant areas with recreational
amenities. The tradition in these arcas was one of frag-



mented, decentralized local control over growth and
natural resources. In a selected set of states, such as
vermont, New York, Florida, Wisconsin, California and
Oregon, legislation was passed reasserting the state’s
authority over growth and natural resource manage-
ment. This was reinforced by efforts at the federal level
for selected natural resources such as those along the
coastal zones. The rationale in all of these cases was
that the existing system of local control in rural regions
was characteristically and inherently parochial, dis-
criminatory, destructive of ecosystems, and socially ir-
responsible. Also, the tradition of local control, dating
back to the turn of the twentieth century, was perceived
as inefficient as local administrators had neither the
technical knowledge nor the administrative capacity to
respond to the complex problems of growth. In order
to achieve greater rationality in land use and natural
resource management and meet a greater public good,
it was proposed that more centralized administrative
structures were necessary.

This approach to more centralized regional plan-
ning has expanded into the present. There are now
about 12 states that have one or more programs for
their rural areas oriented to control and contain urban-
ization or preserve land uses that are considered to
have social significance, such as farmland and environ-
mentally sensitive areas. These programs all share the
characteristic of reducing the autonomy and authority
of local government. For example, in Oregon a set of
state goals exist that must be met in all local planning
efforts. Local plans are reviewed at the state level for
consistency with these goals. In Florida, environmental-
ly sensitive areas must be identified in local plans, and
local zoning is required to protect the integrity of such
areas. Plans in one locality must be coordinated with
the plans of adjoining localities, and efforts to provide
public services must be organized consonant with the
plans. As in Oregon, there is also a state-level review of
local plans for consistency with these requirements.
New Jersey’s approach emphasizes local areas develop-
ing plans and then meeting with each other to develop
a consistent approach to land use and natural resource
management. In all cases, local efforts to act autono-
mously have been preempted, and plans for rural lo-
cales have to be coordinated with those of related rural
places, and the region, and often state, as a whole.

While these comprehensive-style approaches at
more centralized planning are generally lauded by plan-
ning professionals, environmental protection advocates,
and good government reformers, they have been adopt-
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ed by only about a dozen states, and the majority of
these states are on the East and West Coasts where
most of the rural growth areas can be found. While that
has recently begun to change somewhat, with high-
growth rural areas emerging in some interior states
such as Colorado, Texas and Minnesota, in general, the
middle part of the U.S. either has not experienced the
same types of growth pressures that prompted the cen-
tralized efforts, or has experienced actual population
decline and severe economic restructuring.

As a result, regional planning between the coasts
has taken one of two forms. Some states have exam-
ined a form of rural triage. Prompted by concerns for
the continued viability of all rural places, triage-style
rural regional planning entails identifying those places
with enough comparative advantage to survive success-
fully in the twenty-first century and then targeting cen-
tralized infrastructure and social investments toward
these places. This is a continuation of what became of
the TVA-style approach to regional planning.

The second approach is related, though more rad-
ical in concept. Known as the “Buffalo Commons” con-
cept, it is regional planning writ large. The Buffalo
Commons is a proposal for the future of the Great
Plains, an area covering parts of 10 states. It argues
that the original settlement of this region was a histori-
cal error. Ecologically, the region is ill adapted to exten-
sive human settlement and intensive land use activities
such as agriculture. Instead, the best use of the region
is as prairie grazing ground and national recreation ar-
ea. The advocates of the proposal do not suggest the li-
teral evacuation of towns, villages and cities in the
Great Plains region. Instead, they call for no extraordi-
nary counter-measures to prevent what seems to be oc-
curring as a result of economic, social and demograph-
ic transition, and conscious attention to reshaping the
region as these transitions occur.

Because of the controversial nature of both of
these approaches, neither has been adopted, and no al-
ternative has emerged to fill the gap. As a result, little
regional planning of substance occurs in rural areas be-
tween the coasts. In these places, the management of
natural resources, such as farmland, forests and wet-
lands, and the future structure of the economy con-
tinue to be the domain of market forces and local plan-
ning, when such planning exists at all.

The Future of Regional Planning
The future of regional planning is murky. All efforts to
undertake public planning in the U.S., regardless of
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