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1. Introduction

· Overview of the Plan
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The Douglas Comprehensive Plan is a long-range plan for guiding growth and development in the County for the next twenty years. The overall goal of the plan is to accommodate growth in a timely, orderly, and efficient arrangement of land uses, public facilities, infrastructure and services that meet the needs of the present and future residents and businesses of Douglas. 

The County has been on the forefront of planning for over two decades. The original Comprehensive Plan for the County was developed in 1994. Since that time the County has experienced an extraordinary amount of growth and development activity. Since the last update, numerous small area-planning studies have been completed to address specific area issues.  These studies, along with input from other agencies and the public have been incorporated into this 10th year Update.  

This update has been undertaken for several reasons. During the last 6 years the County has once again experienced explosive growth, and therefore population and employment projections are greater than projected in the 1994 plan.  Only eleven years remain in the last plan’s planning horizon—2014. Thus, this 10th year update brings the database up to the 2000 benchmark, and extends the planning horizon to 2025.  

· Public Participation

Utilization of typical and non-typical public participation tools were used extensively during this 18-month update process to gain feedback from the public regarding the 10th year update.  The Public Involvement Plan (PIP) used innovate mixed media, such as stakeholder meetings, facilitated public meetings, brochures, citizens surveys, email blast lists, county wide mailings and web access to enhance the public’s involvement in the process, and to reach as many citizens and businesses as possible.  Full documentation of the process can be reviewed in the “Comprehensive Plan 2025 Public Involvement Plan (PIP)”.  

Public meetings were held as follows:

· Kick-off Public Hearing, January 2003

· District Meetings (5), October 2003;

· Board of Commissioners/Planning Commission all day Workshop-October 2003;

· Stakeholder Meetings-twice monthly September 2003 through May 2004;

· Board of Commissioners/Planning Commission all day Workshop—May 2004;

· District Meetings (6), June 2004; and

· Transmittal Public Hearing, July 2004

District Meetings

The County held two sets of district meetings.  The first set of 5 meetings was held in the beginning of the process throughout the county in October of 2003.  These meetings focused on the initial vision statement, goals and objectives, assessment of each plan element and initial issues, concerns and general citizen comments.  Survey sheets were distributed and written comments were recorded from these meetings.  These original meetings formed the basis for a revised vision statement, current issues and general goals for the County.

The second set of 6 District meetings were held in June 2004 throughout the County.  These meetings focused on the actual plan document, including the community vision, goals & objectives, guiding principles and the actual Future Land Use Plan map.  Again a written comment form was distributed and written comments were recorded.

Stakeholder Committee

In order ensure that all aspects of the citizens and business of the County were represented in the creation of this plan, a 45 member Stakeholder Committee was appointed by the Board of Commissioners representing the diverse interests of the county, such as long time residents, new residents, builders, developers, environmentalists, an historian, business owners, and agencies heads.

This committee met twice monthly from September through May to review and make comments to both the Unified Development Code (UDC) and the Comprehensive Plan.  They also received educational briefings from the City of Douglasville, the School Board, The Water and Sewer Authority and the County Commission.  Their participation formed the background of this Plan Update.

· Growth Management Desires

During the public review process and planning process several major theses emerged that were incorporated into this plan.  These themes were consolidated into for areas as follows:

Quality Growth

· Douglas County’s “small town” feel should not be sacrificed as the County grows.  [image: image2.png]



· Economic and fiscal benefits should be maximized, and the negative aspects of growth should be minimized (traffic, environmental).

· The quality of new development should be significantly improved.  High standards for residential and commercial development quality should be implemented and enforced – i.e. land use compatibility, landscaping, signage, lighting, access management, traffic impact, and environmental impact.

· The protection of natural resources and the preservation of environmentally sensitive areas should be a priority. Bear Creek and Dog River Basins need to be protected and enhanced.  

· Lower “gross” densities should be preserved in the environmentally sensitive areas of the Dog River and Bear Creek Basins.  Innovative development techniques that support “smart growth” such as master planned and open space developments should be encouraged.  

Efficient Growth

· Growth should be managed on the basis of available or planned public services and infrastructure.  Infrastructure should be planned according to desired land use patterns on the future land use plan map and not simply in reaction to market forces.

· Public investment should be made in areas of more compact development, which therefore would help reduce development pressures in environmentally sensitive areas. 

· Sewer services should be targeted to areas with commercial and higher density potential as outlined on the future land use plan map.

· New development should occur in or around existing and proposed activity areas at densities that promote an efficient utilization of land while being compatible with existing neighborhoods.

Fiscally Sound Growth

· There should be an appropriate balance between the growth of housing and business in order to assure long-term fiscal health.  Land that is suitable for commercial or industrial uses is a valuable resource that should be discouraged from developing as residential. 

· The provision of sewer service in areas with potential for commercial, industrial development and higher density residential is a high priority relative to new low-density residential sewer service.

· There should be a full and balanced range of housing opportunities provided to avoid an over-concentration of any one housing type such as “starter” housing. A true balance of housing will require more distinction between residential densities and unit types as well as a balance of price points.

Coordinated Growth

· Douglas County and its cities should continue to work towards mutually agree upon land uses and provision of services around city boundaries.

· Douglas County and its cities should continue to work towards a resolution of annexation issues.

· The County and its cities should continue to plan for a coordinated system of Greenspace.
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The Vision

This plan update has been prepared within the context of an overall vision and a series of guiding principles for the County that emerged during plan development. This vision guides the goals and strategies created under each of the plan elements, as well as overall implementation of the plan’s recommendations. The vision is simply stated as:
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Douglas County will greet the future, while at the same time preserving its small town feel, its safe and rural environment, its valued historic and natural resources, and the continued creation of a quality built environment, while maintaining and developing a reasonable, balanced tax base.

Results of this vision will be: 

· Maintenance of the small town feel and sense of community, while providing exceptional and responsive public services and schools 
· Managed growth at a human scale in balance with the rural environment, available Greenspace and existing development. 
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Development occurring in a fair and balanced manner guided by quality development standards, resulting in a built environment with pedestrian amenities, a connected street network, and a mix of commercial and residential land uses.

· A diversity of people and life opportunities, including a diverse selection of housing and employment opportunities so that residents can stay in the community as their lifestyles change.

· A cooperative, positive and progressive government and community that work to preserve and strengthen those qualities that makes Douglas County unique.

· Principles Guiding the Land Use Plan

The following is a number of basic planning principles that guide designation of specific uses on specific properties on the Future Land Use map. These are discussed below in preparation for presentation of the Plan itself.

Guiding Principle: Respect and maintain prevailing land use patterns
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Because of the availability of water and sewer within the municipalities, land use surrounding the cities is more notably urban in character in contrast to the rural portions of the county. Prevailing land use and zoning patterns are well established by existing development throughout the county and clearly indicate appropriate use of nearby vacant lands. In-fill development is therefore encouraged that would be compatible with surrounding existing development. This guiding principle interacts with the County's policies on corridor and village center development to protect stable residential neighborhoods while encouraging economic development in appropriate locations.

Guiding Principle: Place medium density housing near village centers or integrated into mixed-use developments.
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Higher density, such as townhouses, duplexes, lofts, quadiplexes and small lot single family housing, fills an economic need for affordable and less-permanent accommodations, and offers an opportunity for transitions in land use intensities between commercial centers and surrounding single-family neighborhoods. Extensive areas that contain over 100 units at high densities can have negative effects, however. To avoid potential negative impacts, this plan disperses high-density developments to small-scattered sites and to mixed-use developments where appropriate infrastructure can be provided. As a policy, Douglas County intends to encourage medium density housing to be incorporated into mixed-use developments instead of stand-alone projects or within small stand-alone in-fill sites that have access to sewer and water. Attention to site design that will create more livable communities in the future has been included within the Unified Development Code.

Guiding Principle:  Coordinate infrastructure and land use
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Because of unplanned growth over the last few decades and the limited capacity of current water, sewer and transportation infrastructure, it is extremely important that future land use decisions are coordinated with current and proposed infrastructure to provide the most efficient and cost effective use of the County budget. Character areas are based on existing and proposed availability of major Infrastructure and levels of service.  

Infrastructure planning is a two-step process. First, the Future Land Use Plan has taken current and future infrastructure availability into consideration, and therefore has designated higher residential densities, commercial and industrial uses in areas where current services exist or are planned.  Secondly, the Future Land Use Map will be used as a guide for planning and programming future infrastructure.
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Guiding Principle: Protect Environmentally Sensitive Areas

Douglas County's water supply, tree cover, natural habitats, open space and other environmentally sensitive areas are important to our future. As the region grows and develops it will become increasingly important to accelerate efforts to protect environmentally sensitive areas such as small water supply watersheds, waterway corridors, wetlands, and aquifer recharge areas and other natural areas. The recently proposed Unified Development Code and Greenspace Plan provide strong regulations for the protection of sensitive areas. 

Guiding Principle: Encourage industrial, office and commercial employment opportunities in appropriate locations

Douglas County's industrial and employment areas have excellent access to the State highway system (limiting traffic impacts on county residents) and other infrastructure. Within the non-residential character areas include business parks, office campuses, high tech and research facilities, wholesale companies and showrooms, assembly or fabrication operations, business equipment supply or repair, and distribution facilities for local or regional deliveries. The County should continue to develop and program the appropriate infrastructure to support these uses.

Guiding Principle: Protect the capacity of major thoroughfares through nodal development techniques
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New commercial areas should be focused in nodes around major intersections, rather than spread out lineally along roadways. Intervening areas along major thoroughfares between nodes should be developed or planned with residential subdivisions having reverse frontage lots that back up to the thoroughfare. The demand for "big box" development (uses similar to Home Depot, Sam's Warehouse and Target that have a regional draw) should be integrated into character areas, which have been identified along major thoroughfares where traffic accessibility is optimized. 

Guiding principle:  Connectivity and Linkages

Require linkages between and internal to communities in order to promote the use of alternative modes of transportation and community interaction.  All new communities built within Douglas County will be built with sidewalks and potentially trail systems that connect residents to amenities within the community and to the larger world outside their community.  Non-residential character areas are designed to promote “village” and integrated “centers” that will act as mini “town centers” for the residents of Douglas County.
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Guiding Principle: Encourage innovative development techniques

Master Planned Developments, conservation style open space subdivisions, “village commercial centers,” mixed use development and other innovative development techniques are encouraged throughout the County within the recently proposed Unified Development Code, and through the use of Character Areas within this Plan.

Where appropriate to a property's surroundings and infrastructure availability, a mixing of use or housing types may be appropriate, as outlined in the Unified Development Code. Mixed-use development allows compatible land uses, such as shops, offices, and housing, to locate closer together and thus decreases travel distances between them. Mixed-use developments should be at an appropriate scale for the location.

Guiding Principle: Encourage redevelopment of obsolete, transitional or economically deteriorating areas
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Obsolete or heavily impacted areas can devolve into slums unless viable alternatives are available that can generate economically sound reuse of the area. Transitional residential areas (such as those impacted by major transportation improvements) have been designated as a transitional corridor in order to encourage their transition or redevelopment to appropriate uses that will not disrupt the fabric of the neighborhood or the county. To prevent further deterioration in the future, all new subdivisions are required to have reverse frontage and adequate buffers along all arterials, or roads planned for expansion.  

This principle also has specific and unique application to suburban-style commercial developments that are being passed over by retailers seeking more modern facilities or better competitive locations, discussed below.  Older commercial areas should also be upgraded coordinated and protected and redeveloped along the “Main Street” village design concept. An important strategy to encourage redevelopment over excessive expansion is to discourage any new commercial rezoning that is not consistent with the Land Use Plan Map, particularly for non-neighborhood type commercial nodes and corridors.

· Interjurisdictional Cooperation

One of the keys to the success of the comprehensive planning process in Douglas County stems from the cooperative effort between the County, the region, the State, the Cities of Douglasville and Villa Rica, and other active agencies within the county.  An outline of this process is more fully described within the “Intergovernmental Coordination Element” of this plan.

Consistency

In taking on the major task of rewriting both it’s Comprehensive Plan and creating a UDC, the county wished to achieve consistency between various ordinances, and between ordinances and comprehensive plan goals and objectives.  This joint effort looked at current development patterns and rates of growth, and investigated methods to achieve a balance between the natural and built environment of the county.  Overall goals of the Regional Development Policies (RDP) and Community Quality Objectives (CQO) were incorporated into the plan and implementation tools created within the UDO.  In addition, the timing, location and planning of capital facilities was reviewed in terms of expected land use patterns.

Regional Development Policies

Within a regional context, the County realized that its current plan utilized traditional comprehensive and land use methods and was inconsistent with ARC’s Regional Development Plan Policies. During the RDP Update in 2002 it became apparent that a major rewrite of both its comprehensive plan and development ordinances was necessary.   ARC RDP Policies formed the foundation for many of the guiding principles and goals and objectives used to develop policy within the county.  

In proceeding with the rewrite of both the Comprehensive Plan and its development ordinances, the county seeks to achieve several major goals that relate to the intent of ARC’s Regional Development Policies:

· Provide development strategies and infrastructure investments to efficiently accommodate forecasted population and employment growth.

A land demand analysis was performed to verify required land uses to meet the needs of forecasted population and employment growth for the County over the next 20 years.  The Future Land Use Plan Map was created using existing and planned infrastructure and the land demand analysis to ensure that residential, commercial and industrial land was available to meet these needs.

· Guide an increased share of new development to the Central Business District, transportation corridors, activity centers and town centers.

Douglas County does not have a central business district so this would not apply to the County, although land use character areas have been designed to require non-residential development to be concentrated within “villages” and “centers.”  New requirements within the newly adopted UDC and quality standards within this Plan also encourage more “community” type development.

A main objective of this plan was to review the existing development within the county, and to determine appropriate and best uses of land for the future.  A feature that the county would like to explore is mixed use development and revitalization within aging corridors.  There are several areas within the county, such as Thornton Road and Bankhead Highway that present potential redevelopment opportunities.  The plan and related ordinances looks at the use of innovative techniques that encourage self-supporting mixed-use communities that are less dependent on the automobile for minor trips.    

· Increase opportunities for mixed-use development, infill and redevelopment.

The previous comprehensive plan and development ordinances were based upon historic land use planning techniques.  Unfortunately most of these techniques encourage separation of uses and the promotion of the automobile.  One of the primary objectives during this update was to examine various innovative land use practices, such as mixed-use centers, traditional neighborhood development and village centers.  The comprehensive plan sets the tone for innovation, while the UDC provides regulations in order to implement this goal.  

This Plan includes several categories that specifically allow mixed uses, such as the transitional corridor and mixed-use corridor.  In addition, all villages and centers allow and encourage the mixing of uses and the formation of mini “town centers.”  Master Planned Developments were created within the new UDC that allows a non-residential and residential mix within all new zoning districts.

· Increase transportation choices and transit-oriented development (TOD).

Douglas County is very committed to promoting alternative modes of transportation.  The Douglas County Ride Share Department has been very active in organizing vanpool routes, implementing and staffing a multi-modal facility, and converting municipal vehicles to natural gas.  This organization will continue to market and promote ridesharing to residents through its involvement in the regional organizations such as with GRTA and ARC, and participation in the Clean Air Campaign & Commute Connections.  

The transportation element included transit and non-motorized transportation.  The new UDC requires that all newly created public streets have sidewalks to provide pedestrian connections.  Linkages, both internal and external are required within all villages and centers.  Through this plan and related ordinances the County is encouraging land use patterns that coordinate transportation accessibility and provide linkages.

Additional transportation choices will be more fully addressed in the proposed Comprehensive Transportation Plan in 2005-2006.

· Provide a variety of housing choices throughout the region.

An intense analysis of housing needs was completed as part of the Housing Element of this Plan.  Based on these findings, the County provided for varied housing types as outlined within that Element.  In addition, the City of Douglasville provides a wide variety of housing types for Douglas County residents.

· Preserve and enhance the stability of existing residential neighborhoods.

Appropriate land use transitions, buffers, landscaping and tree preservation and site design were all included within this Plan.  Character areas and land use locations were specifically designed to protect existing neighborhoods.

· Advance sustainable Greenfield development.

Master Planned and Open Space subdivisions were introduced within the new UDC.  These development options were streamlined and will be highly encouraged within the County.

· Protect environmentally sensitive areas.

The County goes beyond the State’s recommended minimums in terms of stream buffers and local permitting of non-jurisdictional wetlands.  A Watershed Protection Overlay within the Dog River Basin and portions of the Bear Creek Basins was created within the new UDC to address this environmentally sensitive area that the County gets their drinking water.

· Create a regional network of Greenspace that connects across jurisdictional boundaries.

The County is actively working with the Chattahoochee Hill County alliance to develop a multi-county greenway and trail system, and has set up several subcommittees to define property acquisition and locational needs.

· Preserve existing rural character.

Preserving the exiting rural character and small town feel of Douglas County is the overriding theme of the County’s Vision, Guiding Principles and Goals and Objectives.  The “Rural Places” character area was designed to achieve this objective, in addition to encouraging master planned developments throughout the county.

Quality Community Objectives

The primarily goal within the New Minimum Standards is to promote coordinated and comprehensive planning between a community and its municipalities, a community and its regional and a community and the overall state goals and priorities.  To further this goal, DCA developed and adopted  “Quality Community Objectives” within each plan element as a refinement of the interim statewide goals.  The Quality Community Objectives must be considered in the planning process undertaken by each local government.  Goals developed in local government plans shall be consistent with these initial statewide goals.  The Douglas County Comprehensive Plan has incorporated these Quality Community Objectives throughout this plan.

· The Planning Process

Georgia’s Minimum Planning Standards and Procedures require that all local government Comprehensive Plans follow a specific planning process in their development. This process consists of the following three steps, as described by the Georgia Department of Community Affairs. The results of these steps are interwoven into the plan elements that follow.

Step 1:  Inventory and Assessment

In order to plan for the future, a community must know about its existing conditions. This step answers the questions “what do we have as a community?” and “What is good or bad about our community?” Once completed, this step provides a picture of the existing conditions within a community.

Step 2:  Statement of Needs and Goals

Based upon the inventory and assessment, existing community needs are identified and goals for future growth and development are prepared. These goals provide guidance for the community and the framework from which detailed policies and recommendations are developed. This step of the planning process answers the question “where do we want to go?”

Step 3:  Implementation Strategy

This step combines all of the plan’s recommendations and describes how they will be implemented. This step answers the question “How are we going to get there?” The Minimum Planning Standards and Procedures also require that a Short-Term Work Program be prepared as part of the Implementation Strategy. The Short-Term Work Program is a listing of specific actions that a local government anticipates taking over the next five years to implement its plan. The Implementation Strategy and its Short-Term Work Program is to ensure that the plan will become a working tool which will be used to guide decision-making rather than being just another unused report on the shelf.

Two major fundamentals of the new DCA minimum standards are the incorporation of active public participation throughout the process and increased interjurisdictional cooperation.  How the County achieved these state goals was outlined earlier. 

· Plan Elements

The basic planning process is applied to each of the planning elements required in the State’s Minimum Planning Standards and Procedures. The following briefly describes the elements of Douglas’s Comprehensive Plan—2025.

Population

This element provides the foundation for the plan. In order to plan for the future, the County must have a general idea of approximately how many people to plan for. The Minimum Planning Standards and Procedures require that all local plans contain an analysis of historical population, estimated population and projected population. Only Step 1, Inventory and Assessment, of the planning process is applied to the Population element.

Economic Development

This element provides an inventory and assessment of the County’s economic base and its labor force. An analysis of the past trends of the County’s economic base and its labor force, as well as an analysis of regional comparisons in these areas, will provide insight into the County’s economic health. An understanding of the County’s economy is necessary in order to develop goals and strategies for the County’s future economic development.

Housing

This element provides an inventory and assessment of the County’s housing. The inventory includes the age, type, condition, and location of housing units within the County. Based upon population projections, a rough estimate of the number of additional housing units needed to house the County’s future population can be made. Goals and strategies are developed to address existing needs and the future provision of housing in the community.

Natural Resources

This element provides an inventory and assessment of the County’s natural features (topography, wetlands, prime agricultural and forest land, plant and animal habitats, etc.) and water features.  Goals, objectives, and polices are developed to address the impact that future population growth and its related development could have on these resources, as well as what role they could play in economic development.

Historic and Cultural Resources

This element provides and inventory of historic resources and cultural resources, such as historic homes, landmark buildings, and archeological resources. Goals, objectives, and polices are developed to address the impact that future population growth and its related development could have on these resources, as well as what role they could play in economic development.

Community Facilities and Services

This element provides an inventory and assessment of the various services that are provided by the County, Fulton County or others. Existing needs are identified. The impact of future population growth on public services such as police protection, water and sewer service, schools, and garbage disposal is addressed. Goals and strategies are developed to address the future provision of community facilities. This element formed a major foundation for the Future Land Use Plan Map to determine land use and infrastructure concurrency.

Transportation 

Although roads, transit, sidewalks and bikeways are technically “community facilities,” their importance is recognized as a separate element of the plan. Extensive inventories, capacity analyses and Level of Service assessment were performed to assess the quality of the existing network.  Existing needs and the improvements needed to serve future growth are identified, leading to goals and strategies for future system expansion. The County considers the work done to complete this element as Phase I of a Comprehensive Transportation Plan that will begin in 2005.

Intergovernmental Cooperation

This element provides an inventory and assessment of intergovernmental coordination mechanisms, and identifies binding document and process that the county follows.

Land Use

This element provides an inventory and assessment of how land is used in the County. The estimated acreage of each land use type is calculated and projections are made of the amount of land required for each land use type. Goals and strategies are developed to address existing land use problems and to address how the County’s land should be used in future years.

Implementation

This element provides a wrap up to the entire comprehensive plan, and the ways in which the plan will be implemented.  A listing of implementation tools, goals and strategies and how to manage the plan are included in this element, in addition to an updated 5 Year Short Term Work Program and Accomplishments Report.
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