
Navigating Challenging 
Development Approvals

Most people do not like change, 
especially when it comes to their neigh-
borhood. Achieving positive entitlement 
outcomes through community meetings, 
municipal staff and media interactions, 
and public hearings is becoming more 
challenging in this era of elevated 
activism and social media access. 

By Chris Grady
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Working in numerous markets across the 
country for more than 40 years, we have 
learned how to confidently tackle some 
of these difficult challenges. 

Turning NIMBY (not in my backyard) to 
YIMBY (yes!) and winning development 
approvals requires significant prepara-
tion before the team ever puts pencil 
to paper. It is important to invest time 
before design, doing deep research and 
gaining a better understanding of what 

to expect during the process. 
Having a strong team is essential. 

Whether it is a civil engineer, landscape 
architect, land planner, land use attorney, 
lobbyist, etc., it is important to select 
consultants who have experience and a 
positive working relationship with the 
municipality. Include team members who 
know “who’s who,” understand the polit-
ical landscape, and can communicate with 
key players to ensure a successful process. 
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impacts to various levels of service 
 ◾ Property values—adverse impacts
 ◾ Pollution—noise, light, and visual

For development success, you must 
understand the perspective of neighbors 
and community groups when it comes 
to the details of your project. It is also 
essential to map the process to compre-
hend the timeline and all the steps, so 
risk can be properly assessed if a longer 
approval process is anticipated.

Know your tactics. Plan, plan, plan. 
Disclose and educate! 

 ◾ Growth—big picture/anti-growth 
sentiment

 ◾ Intensity of the proposal—unknown 
product types, density, lack of under-
standing of the necessary balance 
between rental and ownership

 ◾ Safety—separation of vehicular and 
pedestrian networks and connectivity

 ◾ Environment—wildlife endanger-
ment and the preservation of key 
features and open space 

 ◾ Overcrowding—burden on services, 
including police, fire, and schools

 ◾ Traffic—anticipated improvements/

Be sure to do deep research, which is the 
most valuable time spent. Most munic-
ipalities have a means for initial review 
through the pre-application process, 
concept review, and study sessions with 
municipal staff and other decision makers. 
It is imperative to take advantage of these 
sessions to gauge the temperature of 
the municipality toward development in 
general and your project specifically. 

Successful completion of the following 
items during the review/approval 
process can increase the odds of a 
positive outcome: 

 ◾ Understanding the political 
temperature surrounding your 
project/proposal  

 ◾ Interfacing with local leaders  
 ◾ Meeting with the neighbors 
 ◾ Navigating public hearings  

TAKE THE POLITICAL TEMPERATURE 
It is important to understand the 
existing and proposed zoning, local 
politics, growth strategies, etc., but it is 
also critical to know how local citizens 
view development.  Some of the most 
common concerns we come across are:

INTERFACE WITH LOCAL LEADERS  
As you embark on your journey toward 
approval, build strong relationships and 
interface with local leaders. This is where 
the finger is on the pulse of politics, 
important issues, growth, and change.

Introduce yourself to the staff you will 
be working with and build a solid foun-
dation with them early in the process. 
This is where it is valuable to have team 
members with existing relationships. In 
many instances, the municipality might 
be glad that certain consultants are on
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◀ •• ▶
Work with neighbors, neighborhood 
groups, and two municipalities resulted 
in a seamless integration of residences 
and amenities.
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depending on the timing of a formal 
submittal. Talk to them early, ask ques-
tions, and be ready to answer theirs.

 
Know the districts and election 
schedule. Approving bodies are subject 
to election cycles, which may or may not 
be favorable for your proposal. Having 
this understanding may help in deciding 
to speed up or delay your process for the 
best possible outcome. 

MEET WITH THE NEIGHBORS
“You just want to make money.” “This is a 
horrible idea.” “There is no logical reason 
for this., “Don’t ruin peoples’ lives.” “I’m 
being scammed.” These are some of the 
common things overheard at neighbor-
hood meetings. Change is scary!  

Even when the rules are being followed 
in a use-by-right situation, it is still 
important to meet with neighbors. That 
simple act helps to dispel common 
accusations made against a builder or 
developer. Know the personalities and 
associations that will influence the project 
and be impacted by it. Thorough commu-
nication, honesty, and follow-through are 
vital. Always rely on facts and never under-
estimate the power of social media as a 

the team to bring a higher level of cred-
ibility. Perhaps the applicant (builder/
developer) has had previous success 
locally. The solid reputation will more 
likely lead to future successful outcomes. 

Communication and full disclosure are 
key. Be sure to ask questions and listen. 
Also, know your facts and be ready 
to answer questions. In addition, you 
may also consider hiring a consultant 
who knows how to navigate the local 
political waters. 

Get to know the elected officials who 
will be reviewing the proposal, making 
recommendations, and voting on your 
application. This can be tricky because 
access to elected officials may be limited 

tool for positive or negative messaging. 
The primary task is not to win people over, 

but rather to maintain contact and open a 
dialogue. More than anything else, effective, 
honest communication works best. 

Sharing information can lead to vulner-
ability, but remember, the project plans 
will be made public at some point. It is 
better to place all ideas on the table early. 
Waiting too long can cause concerned 
citizens to react and raise suspicions. 

The key is to document plans early in the 
process and highlight the YIMBY aspects of 
your proposal. This could entail:

 ◾ Introducing an innovative  
housing type

 ◾ Providing affordable housing  
(rent or own)

 ◾ Making traffic improvements

 ◾ Preserving unique land 
 ◾ Improving pedestrian networks

By documenting the plans early on, 
reactions from opponents will be easier 
to manage. Doing so also allows time to 
recalibrate strategies if necessary, and 
avoids costly changes later in the process. 

Whether it is a site plan, planned unit 
development, rezoning, or a simple vari-
ance request, the more the neighbors 
know, the better. A NIMBY response can 
be strengthened by a lack of communi-
cation. YIMBY support or even a neutral 
position by neighbors can be the result 
of solid dialogue and participation. 
Plan to leave room in your proposal for 
concessions. You may need to use them!

Not only is it important to meet early 
with neighbors, but it is also beneficial 

The open house  
format for 
neighborhood 
meetings allows  
for smaller group 
interactions.

At public hearings, it’s important to keep the message simple and focused, with uncomplicated visuals.
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Remember to focus on the facts. 

 ◾ Data will always work. Facts may 
not convert opponents but they can 
neutralize emotional NIMBY arguments.

 ◾ Facts will allow decision makers 
to rely on solid well-researched 
information. 

Throughout the approval process, 
whether working with neighborhoods, 
municipal staff, or decision makers, keep 
communication open and rely on facts 
as a foundation. Following these steps 
will help produce positive results to turn 
a NIMBY into a YIMBY.  
 

information can be overwhelming 
and raise further questions or 
concerns that were not anticipated. 

 ◾ Bring supporting documentation. 
Provide facts, important imagery, 
and statistics supporting the 
proposal. This material can be 
placed into the record during the 
presentation, and can be provided 
to each commission or council 
member for review. 

A proactive approach to presenting at 
public hearings is a recipe for success. 
For example, prior to a neighborhood 
group or individuals speaking against 
your project at a hearing, address their 
concerns in your presentation. This 
shows that communication has been 
occurring with the neighborhood and 
shows concern for their issues. 

was a greater amount of support letters 
versus objection letters, and several 
neighbors attended the hearings and spoke 
favorably about the project. 

Another tool is social media. Do not 
underestimate the incredible power of 
this expanding platform. Facebook pages 
and NextDoor communication may 
appear almost immediately as you begin 
to disclose your plans. That is why full 
disclosure, with open, factual communi-
cation is critical at the beginning of the 
review and approval process. Use these 
tools to support positive messaging and 
investment in the community. 

PREPARE FOR PUBLIC HEARINGS 
Understand typical meeting formats in 
your municipality prior to any hearings. 
Meeting protocol can vary greatly, from 
casual to very formal depending on the 
jurisdiction. Consider the following tips to 
make applications clear and convincing:

 ◾ Keep it simple. Provide a visual 
summary that is uncomplicated 
and understandable. Any graphics 
and data in a visual presentation 
or handout should be uncluttered. 
Sometimes less is more. Too much 

to meet often. The first meetings should 
be information gathering. Subsequent 
meetings will introduce design progress, 
and if possible, incorporate feedback. 
For one development, we facilitated 
almost 20 meetings with neighborhood 
groups and individuals. 

Planning successful and effective meet-
ings starts with size and venue. Selecting 
a neutral location, such as a community 
center, meeting hall, or church, is much 
better than a municipal venue where 
neighbors might suspect that the 
proposal is already being supported. 

An open house-style format versus a 
front-and-center presentation is typically 
a better option. At an open house, indi-
vidual stations depicting various compo-
nents of the proposal are on display. It is 
easier for people to digest the information 
in smaller segments at their own pace and 
allows for smaller group interactions.

The neighborhood meeting is not the 
only avenue for communication. On a 
recent controversial rezone project in 
Littleton, Colorado, we sent out two 
separate mailings with more than 5,000 
informational postcards, created a website, 
and conducted door-to-door outreach with 
adjacent property owners. The outcome 

 ◾ Tell the story and create the 
vision

 ◾ Meet with planning and 
agencies early

 ◾ Understand local politics of 
new development

 ◾ Meet with the community 
early and often

 ◾ Document plans early
 ◾ Prevent misinformation 

and eliminate mispercep-
tions with excellent, honest 
communication throughout 
the process

 ◾ Embrace spirit of 
compromise

 ◾ Provide sound fact-based 
support documentation

 ◾ Always present an accurate 
depiction of your proposal 

Chris Grady is a principal and the director of land planning with Kephart, 
a Denver-based residential architecture and land planning design firm.
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