Purpose

The Ashland County Comprehensive Plan represents a new long-term vision for the future
development of Ashland County. The reason this plan was developed was because of a growing
recognition that physical change is occurring. Change is occurring as new homes are
constructed, as new businesses open, and as traffic increases. Many people view recent
construction activity and related changes as the positive signs of a healthy and expanding local
economy. However, it became clear during the planning process that there are hints of a growing
uneasiness about the direction of change in Ashland County. Local leaders and residents do not
need to look far outside the limits of Ashland County to see strong evidence of urban sprawl,
poorly planned development, and communities that simply do not properly plan for change.

This plan is Ashland County’s response to the difficult and challenging task of defining a long-
term vision for future development. It is not an effort to stop growth, nor is it an effort to
encourage growth. The focus is on managing change and defining what residents and community
leaders want Ashland County to look like in the next 20 years. It also represents a definition of
policies and initiatives that need to be taken to achieve specific goals.

An interesting point was raised early that captures a fundamental and important thought
concerning why this plan is important. As long-term development issues were presented and
discussed among members of the Steering Committee, it was recognized that the reason for
preparing this comprehensive plan is for a select group of residents—the children of Ashland
County. Over the next 20 years, many public and private decisions will be made that will shape
physical change in Ashland County. In many ways, the people with the most to gain and lose
from these decisions are today’s children. A key element of this plan, therefore, is to help guide
future public and private decisions so that Ashland County will be a more livable, healthy, and
beautiful place for future generations.

Plan Organization

The Ashland County Comprehensive Plan has been organized into two documents. This
document describes the actual plan for the physical development of Ashland County for the next
20 years. It contains only a summary of characteristics of Ashland County and is focused on the
definition of a long-term vision for the County and the steps needed to achieve community goals.

A separate document was also produced as part of the planning process titled_Ashland County
Comprehensive Plan—County Profile. This document was produced because the development of
a comprehensive plan always requires considerable information gathering in order to identify
important characteristics, key social and economic trends, and development patterns. Information
in this document is primarily limited to factual data and descriptive information about Ashland
County.

Rather than producing one large document, the separation of the actual plan from the more
descriptive information about Ashland County was thought to be a more preferred approach
toward making this plan more understandable and usable. Descriptive information about Ashland
County found in this document is only a summary of information contained in the Ashland County
Comprehensive Plan—County Profile.




General County-Level Approach

To be effective at a county level, comprehensive planning efforts need to recognize unique
characteristics of county governments. First and foremost, all Ohio counties are made up of
separate and somewhat independent townships and municipalities. In Ashland County there are
15 townships, eight incorporated villages, and one incorporated city. For the most part, all of
these local jurisdictions have individual control over land use through separate zoning codes. The
only direct authority that Ashland County has over the development process is through the
Ashland County Subdivision Regulations administered by the Ashland Regional Planning
Commission. These regulations apply only in unincorporated areas.

There is an important need for a comprehensive plan to address county-wide issues despite the
lack of direct land use control and the multiple units of local government within Ashland County. A
key aspect of this plan is an effort to separate county-wide issues from local issues. In other
words, Ashland County is viewed as a single entity, and development issues which receive
attention are those that are important to the County as a whole. Such concerns typically relate to
transportation, environmental assets, economic considerations, and utilities. These are the types
of issues that often cross township and municipal boundaries. These issues are legitimately
county-wide and, therefore, warrant attention from a county level. Planning issues that only affect
a local township or municipality are thought to be best addressed at the local level. Plans
developed at a county level should create a framework for local planning based on issues of
county-wide importance.

Organization Of Community Leaders

Preparing a county-wide comprehensive plan is an ambitious undertaking. To be meaningful,
such a plan should involve a broad cross section of community leaders and should actively
engage people in thoughtful discussion about the future. To accomplish this high level of
engagement, community leaders were organized into a central Steering Committee and several
task forces to provide forums for constructive discussion and consensus-building on key issues.
This organizational approach worked well throughout the planning process, particularly because
individuals were permitted to serve on both the Steering Committee and a task force. The
Ashland County Commissioners felt strongly that the people who participate in planning meetings
should feel comfortable knowing that the planning process is well thought-out and will result in
meaningful and productive meetings.

Steering Committee

To guide the overall planning effort, the Ashland County Commissioners appointed a Steering
Committee to be responsible for the development of this comprehensive plan. The people
appointed to this important committee represented a diverse array of interest groups. Special
care was taken by the Ashland County Commissioners to make sure that many points of view
were represented. This diversity was welcomed to help ensure that as many perspectives as
possible were involved as the plan was drafted. The responsibility assigned to the Steering
Committee was essentially the role of oversight of the planning process.

As will be described more fully, the Steering Committee met on several occasions early in the
planning process to discuss the proposed process and anticipated milestones. The Steering
Committee also spent considerable time reviewing descriptive information on Ashland County
before meetings of the three task forces were convened. This led to the development of the
Ashland County Comprehensive Plan—County Profile.




Task Forces

Three task forces were created as part of this planning process for several reasons. First, by its
very nature, a comprehensive plan addresses many broad and interrelated areas. Attempting to
address all of these areas at the same time at community meetings can be very difficult.
Consequently, by viewing Ashland County in terms of three general subject areas, there could be
more focused discussion on key issues. As a result, the following three task forces were created:

| A Land Use Task Force
| A Transportation Task Force
[ | A Quality of Life Task Force

In many ways, these three subject areas define the essence of the physical environment of
Ashland County. Organizing the planning process around these three subject areas represented
a logical approach to the development of this plan. Each of the three task forces had between 10
and 20 appointed members, and meetings of the task forces were held concurrently. The primary
focus of these task forces was to develop written goals, policies, and initiatives which would form
fundamental elements of the_Ashland County Comprehensive Plan.

The Land Use Task Force: The Land Use Task Force included representatives from several
diverse interest groups. Farmers, real estate professionals, elected officials, and other community
leaders all participated in discussions concerning current land use trends and concerns regarding
the direction of physical development in Ashland County. Conflicts between urban and rural
development and interests in preserving agricultural land and rural atmosphere were important
discussion topics.

The Transportation Task Force: The Transportation Task Force included people with a
particular interest or background in transportation matters. An important area of discussion
among task force members was the issue of access management. At one meeting,
representatives from the Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT) with specific expertise in
this subject area provided information on current State polices regarding this issue.

The Quality of Life Task Force: The Quality of Life Task Force included people with disparate
interests and backgrounds. This task force had a wide-ranging subject area and discussion
included a variety of issues ranging from parks and open space to historic preservation matters.

Planning Process

There are many alternative planning processes that a local unit of government can utilize to
complete a comprehensive plan. The planning process used to develop this comprehensive plan
was proposed to the Ashland County Commissioners when this planning project was initially
discussed. As noted previously, the desire to produce a plan that had considerable public input
was identified early.

The planning process followed to complete this plan involved a total of seven phases of work.
These were as follows:

B Phase 1 Initial Meeting
Phase 2 Preliminary Information Gathering
Phase 3  Definition of Goals, Policies, and Initiatives

Phase 4 Draft Plan Development

Phase 5  Public Review--Community Planning Workshop



B Phase 6 Final Plan Development

B Phase7  Approval/Adoption

Phase 1 |Initial Meeting

An initial meeting was held with the Steering Committee and was considered to be an important
first step in the planning process. It helped set the tone and direction for the project and helped to
create a sense of excitement about the work about to begin. At this meeting, introductions were
made, and the planning process and time frames were discussed.

Phase 2 Preliminary Information Gathering

Following the initial meeting, a phase of preliminary information gathering was started. This was
an effort to assemble basic information about Ashland County so that general development
issues and trends could be identified and understood. Some of this information gathering
included:

Mapping
Natural Resource Information
Social-Economic Information

Development Trends Information

Transportation Information

At the conclusion of this effort, most of the relevant information necessary to provide a sound
basis for identifying issues and areas of public concern had been identified. Several meetings of
the Steering Committee were held to review this information, and all of the information was
assembled into a document titled Ashland County Comprehensive Plan—County Profile.

Phase 3 Identification of Planning Goals, Polices, and Initiatives

With the benefit of the data gathering efforts and the Ashland County Comprehensive Plan—
County Profile, the Steering Committee authorized the activation of the three independent task
forces. This was a more lengthy part of the planning process, and it involved concurrent meetings
of three task forces on several evenings during the winter and spring of 1998 and 1999. These
three task forces spent considerable effort discussing key issues facing Ashland County and
developed goals, policies, and initiatives needed to achieve mutually agreeable goals.

Phase 4 Draft Plan Development

A first draft of a plan was complied from the discussions that occurred in all of the task force
meetings. It was then presented to a joint meeting of the three task forces. Even though the three
task forces had been meeting separately, the subject matter of each task force was
interconnected with the others. A second joint meeting was held to collectively discuss the plan
and the related comments. After comments had been incorporated into the draft plan, the
Steering Committee was given the draft plan to review and asked to decide whether to proceed
toward the next phase of the process.



Phase 5 Public Review—Community Planning Workshop

The next phase was to make a draft plan widely available to Ashland County residents and to
hold a public meeting for additional comment. With the approval of the Steering Committee,
copies of the draft plan were disseminated and a general community planning workshop was
scheduled. Comments from this workshop were recorded for consideration by the Steering
Committee.

Phase 6 Final Plan Development
With benefit of public input from Phase 5, the Steering Committee made appropriate changes to
the draft and produced a final draft plan for consideration by the Ashland County Commissioners.

Phase 7 Approval / Adoption
The Ashland County Comprehensive Plan was formally presented in final draft form to the
Ashland Regional Planning Commission and Ashland County Commissioners for approval.

Prior County Planning Efforts

It is important to recognize that this plan is not the first comprehensive plan for Ashland County.
Ashland County prepared the Optimum Land Use Policy and Plan in 1973. Like many
comprehensive plans of this era, it was prepared with funding through a federal grant, and it
provided considerable descriptive information concerning Ashland County’s population, economic
trends, transportation, and land use. Emphasis was also placed on evaluating existing natural
characteristics of land resources and the capacity of these land resources to support future
development.

Anticipated population growth was an important element of the Optimum Land Use Policy and
Plan. Ashland County had a higher increase in population between 1950 and 1970 than in the
preceding 50 years. Consequently, it had been projected that between 1970 and 1990, Ashland
County would continue growing at a rate of 12 percent each decade (more than one percent per
year). This growth rate resulted in a projected 1990 population of 54,668 people. The actual
growth, however, was considerably less. Ashland County’s 1990 population was 47,507 and
actual growth between 1970 and 1990 was less than half of what had been projected.

Despite the overstated population projections, the Optimum Land Use Policy and Plan drew
attention to several development issues, many of which are still relevant 25 years later. The
following excerpts from the 1973 plan reveal the long-standing nature of some development
issues:

Scatterization of homes expected—An additional 1,000 or more
homes will be added to the rural countryside by 1990 if the
present trend continues. This will add to the already present
need to establish adequate health and zoning regulations to
prevent pollution of surface and underground water supplies in
areas where septic tanks do not function properly. More
incompatible relationships will arise between farmers and rural
residents and more good farm land will give way to homesites
unless the present trend is modified to give better consideration
to our natural resources. More gravel roads will need to be
paved, more fire and police protection provided, more school bus
service provided etc. Gradually many areas of the County are
becoming more like low density communities and are losing their
rural countryside character. (Page 20)







