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1.  Statement of Problem

The freedom to move from one place to another without restriction is one of the most important freedoms that we have in the United States.  This freedom allows us to gain employment, housing, access to health care and other amenities regardless of location or distance.  Unfortunately location is a limiting factor in the ability to move freely from one place to another.  Income, race, and age may also play a role on limiting our ability to travel from point A to point B.  

Approximately one-third of this city’s residents are dependant on some form of public transportation.  Is the current public transportation system making these citizens a priority?  Is the current transportation system adequately meeting the needs of the transit dependant population?  The issue of transportation has always been a hot topic in local government.  The notion of making the transit dependant population a priority in transportation planning is even more controversial but it is a prioritization that makes sense.  After all, should not the job of regional planners be to provide transportation choices for those who need them most?  

We live in a region of sprawling development and stagnant core city.  As a region we have made it profitable and preferable to extend freeway access beyond County boundaries.  This practice completely ignores the struggling core city economy and its residents.  A planner may be placed in a position to recommend expansion of an existing state route including interchange development away from the core city.  This can be a difficult decision, whether to expand outward or reinvest in the core infrastructure.    

2.  Conflicts, Values, and Goals

The Federal Highway Act of 1954 opened the door to mass freeway development across the country.  The goal to complete a network of infrastructure to easily travel from city to city was satisfied.  The needs of the nation have changed in the last 50 years.  Our focus as a region should now be to maintain existing infrastructure and develop programming that will promote core city development, environmental preservation, and choices for the transit dependant population.  

Regionally competing values have dominated the transportation discussion.  Development in once rural areas has proven short-sighted economic advantages over inner-city redevelopment but long term costs that the region will be paying long into the future.  These costs include maintenance of built but seldom used infrastructure in the core city, transportation provision for low income residents as well as the social services provided for those unable to adequately travel to employment centers, and complete loss of environmental integrity in recently developed areas.  

As a region we value our freedom to live, learn, work, and play where we chose.  That choice has become more complicated by development outside of the core.  Enabling freeway access to and from ex-rural areas encourages relocation of residential and employment centers further from the core.  This is propagated by suburban communities hungry for growth and revenue sources to fund ever-growing infrastructure and service needs.  Developers too have targeted suburban and rural areas as prime locations for new construction.  Cost and accessibility to these locations make it a no-brainer for a quick buck.  

3.  The “Planners” Dilemma

Professional planners must make the “public interest” their primary concern.  This point is clearly defined in the AICP Code of Ethics.  The term which is not clearly defined is “public interest”.  This is a tricky term which provides the source of arguments on both sides of the transportation issue.  As a planner for a suburban community the public interest consists of the residents of that community as well as those wishing to conduct business in that location.  The same can be said of urban community planners.  Where is the overlap in public interest, if any? 

There is some overlap and further definition of a planner’s responsibilities in Section A. of the AICP Code of Ethics.  1)  A planner must have special concern for the long range consequences of present actions and 2) A planner must pay special attention to the interrelatedness of decisions.  While this still leaves some gray area we can derive an obligation for developing and implementing long range plans and making an effort to predict possible outcomes of decisions made today.  These two points are extremely applicable to the transportation argument.  Transportation related choices do have long term and far reaching effects.  There is enough history at this point to make some educated assumptions as to how building an additional interchange or expanding a state route will affect a region and its residents well into the future.  The second point is that there are effects of transportation related decisions not related to transportation.  Accessibility is a key factor in business development, health care, education and so on.  Realizing how and why transportation choices affect these things is vital in making good decisions for the immediate community as well as the region.  

Another extremely relevant point taken from the AICP Code of Ethics is in Section B.  2) A planner must accept the decisions of a client or employer concerning the objectives and nature of the professional services to be performed unless the course of action to be pursued involves conduct which is illegal or inconsistent with the planner’s primary obligation to the public interest.  Taken very basically this means that as a planner, if your boss (the mayor) is hell bent on doing something there is not a whole lot you can do about it unless that something is illegal.  Even then a planner has little recourse outside of leaking information to the press or opposition groups (which is another ethical argument in itself).  We are however obligated as planners to provide our employers with the best possible analysis and recommendations to make good decisions.  Our recommendations should reflect the AICP Code of Ethics and the principles derived from the code.  

4.  Resolution

Transportation related decisions should reflect the welfare of the entire region and not just the adjacent community.  This point is clearly defined in the AICP Code of Ethics.  There will always be winners and losers given the economics of the transportation discussion but the big picture must take precedence in this case.  

A planner’s obligation does not begin and end at a jurisdictional boundary line.  Therefore transportation related recommendations should encourage investment in the core city and empower those residents with fewer transportation choices.  The public interest discussed in the AICP Code of Ethics can be interpreted in countless ways.  The bottom line is that a planner must use the broadest interpretation of the term regarding the transportation issue. 

In making the decision to recommend against outward development I would consider my commitment to maintain existing infrastructure while protecting the environmental integrity of areas surrounding the core city.  This choice echoes the principles outlined in the Code of Ethics.  Although opposition to this recommendation is guaranteed, it is a planner’s duty to protect these things regardless of adversity.  
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