Plan Implementation:

Introduction
Plans are never intended to simply exist as a binder that
is forever sitting on the shelf. These are collaborative
works that involve many different contributors and
include directions for many aspects of City development.
Indeed, a great many people put time and effort into
chronicling ‘the next step’ for the City of Columbus. At
the same time, experience dictates that plans become
unused and reduced to shelf clutter. The addition of this
Implementation chapter is intended to avoid that near
term fate. Using this Plan on a frequent basis for policy,
planning, regulatory, and capital decisions will lead to its
commonplace acceptance and reference. This is the goal
of this chapter and moreover, this Comprehensive Plan as
a whole.
The Envision Columbus 2040 Comprehensive Plan should
be a “living document” that is responsive to ongoing
change. That is, a document that is frequently referenced
for guidance in community decision-making. Its key
planning considerations, goals, and action strategies
must also be revisited periodically to ensure that the Plan
is providing clear and reliable direction on a range of
matters, including land development issues and public
investments in infrastructure and services.

2.2

Implementation is not just about a list of action items. It is
a challenging process that will require the commitment of
the City’s elected and appointed officials, staff, residents,
business owners, major institutions, foundations, other
levels of government, and other organizations and
individuals who will serve as champions of the Plan and its
particular direction and strategies. Among its purposes,
this final chapter highlights specific roles, responsibilities,
and methods of implementation to execute priority Plan
recommendations. Equally important are formalized
procedures for the ongoing monitoring and reporting
of successes achieved, difficulties encountered, and new
opportunities and challenges that have emerged since
Plan adoption. This is in addition to any other change
in circumstances, which may require rethinking of Plan
priorities. Scheduled plan evaluations and updates,
as described later in this section, will help maintain its
relevance and credibility as an overarching policy guide.
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Guiding Principles
The following principles will inform the development
of recommended strategies, initiatives and actions for
implementing this Plan.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 1: BE BOLD.
The scope and breadth of the Envision Columbus 2040
Comprehensive Plan are transformational. Bold yet
realistic steps will be necessary to implement it.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 2: FLEXIBLE
APPROACH.
Use a flexible approach to implementation. The
Comprehensive Plan’s flexibility allows for further
improvements as new information is obtained or
updated and individual projects are further refined.
The Plan does not provide all the answers; as no
plan could. It does, however, encourage an adaptive
assessment strategy that includes a process for
monitoring and amending plan elements and
strategies to remain abreast of changing conditions,
and as new information becomes available.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 3: ENSURE
RESPONSIBLE USE OF FISCAL RESOURCES.
Implementation of the Comprehensive Plan
represents a substantial financial investment by
all levels of government. Because of the expansive
size of the Planning Area and the range of issues
and challenges therein, the Plan’s recommended
strategies and actions, by design, are largely broad
and conceptual in nature. More detailed technical
studies and designs are warranted to ensure that
each project is designed to achieve its intended
purpose and that the project is shown to be a sound
investment. The City will need to ensure that fiscal
resources are used efficiently and effectively.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 4: STAKEHOLDER
INVOLVEMENT.
Continue to involve stakeholders and the public.
Public outreach and engagement have been
an integral part of the development of the
Comprehensive Plan. Continue to seek public input
throughout implementation and future amendments
to the Plan.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 5: PARTNERSHIP AND
COLLABORATION.
No single organization can implement the Envision
Columbus 2040 Comprehensive Plan on its own,
and the Plan cannot be legislated or regulated into
reality. Successful implementation will depend on
partnerships and collaboration across governments
and across sectors.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 6: INTERLOCAL
COOPERATION.
The City should promote interlocal cooperation
agreements between its departments and their
corresponding counterparts within Platte County;
so as to establish consistent policies regarding
engineering standards and development, and code
enforcement throughout the Planning Area (lands
within the City limits and extraterritorial area). An
ongoing system of consultation and cooperation
should be established between the City and County
jurisdictions.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 7: REMAIN
ADAPTABLE TO OPPORTUNITY.
While every effort has been made to anticipate the
needs of the future in developing the Comprehensive
Plan, it is important to remain adaptable to changing
conditions and circumstances. The Plan must be
viewed as a living document, and the approach
to implementation must allow it to change course
should the need arise.

– – GUIDING PRINCIPLE 8: ACCOUNTABILITY.
The City is directly accountable for the ongoing
administration and implementation of the
Comprehensive Plan. A successful, working system
is one in which clear targets for construction and
implementation are set, performance is managed,
and people can trust that their interests are
being served. Toward that end, the City should
provide regular reporting on progress towards the
achievement of Plan goals and objectives.
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Why this Final Plan Section
is Important for Columbus
–– Emphasizes the importance of not only
creating a plan, but translating it into
real action and tangible, beneficial
results.
–– Adds a short-term strategic perspective
and component to what is otherwise
intended as a guide to Columbus’ longterm enhancement over the next 20+
years.
–– Includes an Implementation Action
Plan for the City and other plan
implementation partners to focus on
during the next several years after plan
adoption.
–– Underscores the need to keep the plan
fresh and relevant through annual
review and reporting procedures and
periodic updates.
–– Advocates ongoing community
engagement as the plan is implemented.

Plan Implementation
Methods
PLAN INFLUENCE
Simply setting out an implementation framework in this
chapter is not enough to ensure that the action items of
this Plan will be carried out and the community’s vision
and goals ultimately achieved. The policies and action
priorities in this plan should be consulted frequently and
should be widely used by decision-makers as a basis for
judgments regarding:
––

the timing and availability of infrastructure
improvements;

––

proposed development and redevelopment
applications;

––

landowner-requested annexations;

––

zone change requests and other zoning-related
actions;

––

expansion of public facilities, services and programs;

––

annual capital budgeting;

––

potential redrafting and amendments to the City’s
Land Development Ordinance and related code
elements;

––

intergovernmental coordination and agreements;
and

––

operations, capital improvements, and programming
related to individual City departments.

THERE ARE SEVEN GENERAL METHODS FOR
PLAN IMPLEMENTATION:
1. Policy-based Decisions
Land use and development decisions should be
made based on the policies that are set out in this
Comprehensive Plan. In some measure, the adoption
of new or amended land development regulations
(e.g., zoning, subdivision, landscaping, sign controls,
etc.) will establish a specific framework for evaluating
private development proposals against the City’s
articulated policies. However, decisions regarding
annexation, infrastructure investment, and rightImage Source: Columbus Downtown Business Association Facebook Page
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of-way acquisitions are generally left to the broad
discretion of the City Council. Moreover, administering
Future Land Use Map amendments is typically the
responsibility of the Planning Commission. This plan
provides the common policy threads that should
connect those decisions.
2. Land Development Regulations and Engineering
Standards
Land development regulations and engineering
standards are fundamentals for plan implementation.
It is plain—but often under appreciated—that private
investment decisions account for the vast majority of
any City’s physical form. Consequently, zoning and
subdivision regulations and associated development
criteria and technical engineering standards are the
basic keys to ensuring that the form, character and
quality of development reflect the City’s planning
objectives.
These ordinances should reflect the community’s
desire for quality development outcomes while
recognizing economic factors. They should not delay
or interfere unnecessarily with appropriate new
development or redevelopment that is consistent with
plan goals and policies.
3. Coordination and Partnerships
Some community initiatives identified in the
Comprehensive Plan cannot be accomplished by
City government on its own. They may require direct
coordination, intergovernmental agreements, or
funding support from other public entities or levels of
government. Additionally, the unique role of potential
private and non-profit partners to advance the
community’s implementation action program should
not be underestimated. This may occur through
cooperative efforts, volunteer activities and in-kind
services (which can count toward the local match
requirements for various grant opportunities), and
public/private financing of community improvements.
Indeed, the role of committees, commissions and
organizations in the successful and sustainable
implementation of the Plan cannot be understated.

4. Special Projects, Programs and Initiatives
Special projects or initiatives may include initiating
or adjusting existing City programs; entering into
interlocal agreements; expanding citizen participation
programs; providing training; and other types of
special projects.
5. Specific Plans and Studies
There are several areas where additional planning
work is warranted, at a “finer grain,” on the
ground level of detail than what is appropriate in
a Comprehensive Plan. As such, some parts of this
plan will be implemented only after some additional
planning or special study, or detailed design, and the
development of construction documentation and
specifications.
6. Formation of New Policies
As new development or redevelopment plans are
proposed, staff and the City’s advisory boards,
together with the Planning Commission and City
Council, must take the policies and recommendations
of this plan into consideration. The text of this
prioritization of programs, and projects within this
chapter, coupled with economic development-related
initiatives outlined within Focus Area 1, Growth Capacity
and Economic Performance, the Future Land Use Map
and the proposed Thoroughfare Plan, should weigh
heavily in future decisions by City officials, residents and
other stakeholders in achieving the shared community
vision.
7. Capital Improvements Programming
A capital improvements program, or “CIP,” is a multiyear plan (typically five years) that identifies budgeted
capital projects, including street infrastructure; water,
wastewater and drainage facilities; open space, trails
and recreation facility construction and upgrades;
construction of public buildings; and purchase of
major equipment. Identifying and budgeting for major
capital improvements will be essential to implementing
this Comprehensive Plan. Decisions regarding the
prioritization of proposed capital improvements
should take into account the policy and management
directives of this Plan.
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Why Program
Improvements?
–– To take into account the community’s longrange needs during annual budgeting.
–– To avoid overlooking large, critically needed
projects.
–– To help make the development of major
facilities consistent with the community’s
goals and objectives, anticipated growth,
and financial capabilities.
–– To ensure the highest priority projects are
constructed or acquired first.
–– To balance the needs of different sectors
of the community with those of the entire
community.
–– To allow ample time to explore alternative
funding sources.
–– To encourage citizen interest and
constructive participation in community
affairs.
–– To facilitate intergovernmental coordination
by keeping other municipal departments,
governments and agencies informed of
the local governing body’s construction
intentions.
–– To help reduce some of the risk in private
development by adhering carefully to a
well-publicized schedule for constructing
community improvements.
–– To improve the development and
maintenance of public facilities by requiring
local officials to analyze and forecast their
future needs.
–– To adopt a more business-like and
responsible approach to solving community
problems, thereby discouraging piecemeal,
uncoordinated, “brush fire” approaches.
–– To improve financial management, debt
administration, and use and allocation of
limited public resources, and thereby help
qualify the City for better borrowing terms
and bond ratings.
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A capital improvements program and budget
also boosts accountability by identifying all the
anticipated costs associated with a project, and how
those costs might be spread over multiple phases
and budget cycles. This is especially important if
the City will be dependent on an external grant to
finance a project, or might be pursuing the project
in coordination with another public entity or with a
private or non-profit partner.

Project Definition
Perhaps the most basic question is how does a capital
project go from being only a general concept in the
Comprehensive Plan to a built and tangible result on
the ground? Capital improvements planning and
programming becomes another component of the City’s
annual budgeting cycle. It can involve a similar process of
City staff generating potential project needs and priorities
based on their knowledge of community infrastructure,
facilities and operations, as well as requirements imposed
on the City externally, balanced with opportunities on the
horizon. Meanwhile, elected officials and their constituents
may be identifying priorities of their own, often from a less
technical position but with a lay person’s perception of
need.
The range of activities to incorporate into a CIP goes well
beyond street, drainage and utility infrastructure projects
and includes parks and trails, City buildings, land and
right-of-way/easement assembly and acquisition, major
vehicle and equipment purchases, soft costs including the
planning and design studies that are often a precursor
to significant initiatives and expenditures, aesthetic or
tourism-related enhancements, such as community
gateway treatments, streetscape upgrades along
corridors, and installation of wayfinding signage - all
qualify as capital projects.

PROJECT BREAKDOWN AND PHASING
As with any complex activity, an advisable next step is to
break down a potential capital project into smaller parts,
as generally depicted in IMP Figure 1, Project Lifecycle. This
is especially important to determine interim steps and a
particular sequence of activities that may need to occur
along the way toward attaining an ultimate outcome.
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For example, a major infrastructure project can involve
the following components, some of which obviously must
occur as a prerequisite for others:
––

Arranging funding, whether through City sources
(general fund, capital budget), grant opportunities,
cost-sharing with public and/or private partners, or a
combination of some or all of these;

––

Hiring new or reassigning existing technical or
oversight staff;

––

Securing consultant support, as needed, including
consultant selection (prior to design);

––

Environmental assessment and required
documentation;

––

Design (prior to bid/award);
▪▪

Preliminary schematics;

▪▪

Detailed engineering design;

––

Bid/award (prior to construction);

––

Property, right-of-way, or easement acquisition;

––

Necessary permit approvals;

––

Project bidding, award and contracting; and

––

Finalizing intergovernmental or public/private
agreements, as needed, to finance and/or execute a
project.

Considering the array of projects that might be included in
a CIP, this “chunking” of bigger projects is a way to move
multiple initiatives forward simultaneously as the timing
and cost of interim steps will vary across projects. Another
essential reason for breaking down a complex project
into its component parts is to separate out aspects that
might be eligible for grant funding (e.g., environmental
remediation) versus elements that in all likelihood will
be the full responsibility of the City to finance, such as
operational costs and project maintenance. Steps that
require greater lead time will also stand out, such as
necessary state or federal permitting.

PROJECT COST
An initial brainstorming step at this point is to attempt
to identify and list every conceivable cost that might be
associated with a project. This may include the cost of a
capital improvement to include design, legal fees, land,
construction, operating equipment, furniture, and any

IMP Figure 1, Project Lifecycle
Source: CARE USA, 2007. The Basics of Project Implementation: A Guide for
Project Managers. Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Everywhere, Inc.

other expenditure that is necessary to put the asset into
service. As with any budgeting exercise, not every specific
cost factor might be anticipated, or they may be under
or overestimated. This is why capital budgets include
“contingency” line items or percentages of the total project
cost, especially as labor, materials and other costs could
vary significantly by the time a particular project actually
proceeds into construction.
This point in the CIP process is another good time to
“compare notes” with other area cities and public
agencies that may be implementing comparable projects,
or operate in a similar cost environment and with similar
terrain and climate conditions.
Another critical aspect of capital project budgeting
is to account for ongoing “O & M” (operations and
maintenance) costs. In essence, if the city build its, can the
city also afford to run and maintain it, and for how long?
Additionally, depending on the nature of the project, there
are often identifiable and predictable future milestone
points where a cost spike will again occur, such as when
critical parts exceed their useful life and must be replaced.
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PROJECT PRIORITIZATION
As with any priority-setting process, various criteria could
potentially be applied. For municipal governments,
perhaps the most fundamental ranking consideration
is public health, safety and welfare. Some projects and
improvements the City cannot avoid doing, or cannot
put off, as they are mandated by the state or federal
governments, or are a condition of a permit (e.g., water
and wastewater system compliance with water quality
standards).
Once a set of candidate projects has been identified,
reasons for placing certain projects ahead of others can
include:

2.8

––

“Low-Hanging Fruit”: Projects that are relatively
easy and quick for the City to accomplish. This
is a common way to build momentum, illustrate
capabilities, and to show and celebrate early results.

––

“Bang for the Buck”: Basic cost/benefit
considerations may make some projects immediately
more attractive than others. City Administrators often
favor this ranking criterion.

––

Tangible Results: Visible outcomes may be especially
important, to demonstrate meaningful results from
the targeted investment of public funds. Elected
officials often favor this ranking criterion, along with
wanting to have results they can point to relatively
soon given election cycles.

––

“Chip-Away” Projects: These are interim steps
toward an ultimate, longer-term objective. As noted
elsewhere, the principle of “chunking” helps to break
down more complex projects. Steps along the way
may not yield tangible results, but the eventual
outcome will be highly beneficial to the community
over the long term.

––

“Money in the Bank”: Some projects have an
obvious funding source, such as a dedicated
enterprise fund, and can be implemented sooner
than later. In some cases, a project that might not
otherwise rank highly as a community priority may
quickly move to the top of the list when a new grant
opportunity comes along at the regional, state or
federal level.

As noted earlier, the Envision Columbus 2040
Comprehensive Plan highlights a variety of potential
projects for the City to pursue, either in the near term
or over the decades ahead. Various other specialized
plans and studies sponsored by the City also identify
needs and priorities related to economic development,
transportation, utility infrastructure, parks and trails,
housing and neighborhoods, community facilities, and
other physical “building blocks.” In reality, some projects
are true “needs” while others are only “wants.” So, the
types of criteria highlighted in this section can be helpful
for sorting out which projects should move forward first.
Some cities start the process by having each City
department place its own identified projects in a
suggested rank order, for eventual compilation and
consideration across all departments and functions. In
the end, however, setting project priorities in the public
sector cannot be an entirely technical process. Taxpayer
funds are involved at some point, so elected officials
must consider equity, and also show results to their
constituents. Geographic and/or socioeconomic fairness
may require that beneficial projects occur in various
parts of the community – including across most or all City
Council wards, and not be concentrated in only certain
parts of the city.
Some cities assemble a citizens advisory committee to
help with project vetting and recommend priorities. Other
cities embrace the political aspect by starting the annual
CIP process with ward-level public meetings hosted by
individual City Council members, with support from
City staff. Technical and financial staff then weigh in to
highlight reasons certain projects must be fast-tracked
(e.g., mandated improvements) while others will require
more time (e.g., sheer cost, right-of-way acquisition,
etc.). Inter-departmental working groups, as well as
subcommittees of City Council, the Planning Commission,
or other City boards/commissions may also play a role.
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Questions to Consider —
An old reference entitled, Municipal Finance
Administration, suggests answering the
following questions when starting project
prioritization:
–– How is the candidate project related to the
progress of the entire community?
–– Is the project part of a larger program or
objective, and how are they interrelated?
–– How many citizens will be helped by the
project? How many will be harmed or
inconvenienced if the project does not
happen?
–– How will the project add value to the
surrounding area?
–– Will the project lead to more efficient
performance of a City service? Will it
reduce the ongoing costs of a service or
facility?
–– Will the project provide an outcome or
service necessary to the community’s
economic development? What
improvements would be of most value for
retaining or attracting commercial and
industrial firms?
–– Is the project required to complete or make
fully usable a major public improvement?
–– Will growth and development in the area of
the proposed project increase the costs of
land acquisition and/or construction if the
project is deferred?
–– Is the project well defined and
understandable to the public, and will it
appeal to voters?
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