
Building a Better Sussex County Starts with 
Writing a Better Comprehensive Plan

What Sussex County Can Learn from Another Delaware County

"The 2028 Comprehensive Plan is an opportunity that comes only once every ten years."

Sussex County 2018 Comp. Plan                    New Castle County Comp. Plan 2050   

July 26, 2022                                             560 pagesDecember 4, 2018                                          285 pages



What is a Comprehensive Plan?
Delaware  TITLE 22  
Municipalities
CHAPTER 7    Planning Commission
§ 702. Comprehensive development plan
Subsection (b)

“Comprehensive plan means a document in text and maps, containing at a 
minimum, a municipal development strategy setting forth the jurisdiction’s 

position on population and housing growth within the jurisdiction, expansion of 
its boundaries, development of adjacent areas, redevelopment potential, 

community character, and the general uses of land within the community, and 
critical community development and infrastructure issues.”



What We Are Looking at Tonight?
The words used to write the Comprehensive Plan and the resulting 
philosophy  will impact the functional strength of the plan and its                              

ability to guide the County for the next decade.

“Comprehensive plan means a document in text and maps, 
containing at a minimum, a municipal development strategy setting 

forth the jurisdiction’s position on population and housing growth 
within the jurisdiction, expansion of its boundaries, development of 

adjacent areas, redevelopment potential, community character, and 
the general uses of land within the community, and critical 

community development and infrastructure issues.”



What Should a Comprehensive Plan Deliver ?

Instead of just asking:         What's in the Plan?

      We need to ask:      What will the Plan accomplish?

A Comprehensive Plan shouldn’t just simply describe 
the future, it should become the County’s          

operating manual for the future.



All Comprehensive Plans Are Not Equal
Two Delaware Counties, Two Different Comprehensive Plans 

A description of what-is and nice ideas, versus an action plan for the future
 

Sussex County 2018 Comp. Plan

Describes
Supports

Encourages
Considers

Focuses primarily on describing existing conditions 
and broad general goals.

New Castle County Comp. Plan 2050

Defines
Requires

Implements
Measures

Focuses on how those goals become action through 
implementation, accountability, and measurable 

policies.

Both counties follow the same Delaware planning laws and even use the same consultants.  
The difference is how each county chooses to use its Comprehensive Plan.



Words Matter
The Comprehensive Plan has the force of law behind it, so the 

definition of each word used in the Plan will impact future decisions.

Sussex County 2018 Comp. Plan

Encourage
Support

Consider
Evaluate
Continue
Promote

New Castle County Comp. Plan 2050

Require
Establish
Measure

Implement
Review
Report

Government decisions are often determined one word at a time.
Words like "encourage“ leave room for interpretation. Words like "require“ create expectations.

Good planning often begins with careful word selection



Words Aren’t The Story, They are Evidence of Philosophy
Sussex County 2018 Comprehensive Plan  (Section/Page 1-6)

"Implementation strategies... may be utilized..."

New Castle County NCC2050  (Page 4)

"...goals, objectives, and strategies will be used to                  
guide development...”  

“Our future will not permit us to be complacent or 
reactionary. Our success—as individuals,

families, and a community depends on deliberate, 
proactive measures for our future.”What this illustrates:

The language reflects two different approaches to implementation.  Sussex identifies 
tools that may be used.  New Castle presents implementation as an expected 
function of the Plan itself.

Commitment 
to 

Implementation



From Ideas to Accountability
Many plans stop after goals

The strongest plans continue all the way to implementation and beyond

If the Comprehensive Plan stops after setting 
Goals, there is no accountability

Vision

Goals

Standards

Polices

Annual Review

Implementation

Where the community wants to go

What the community wants to achieve

The rules that guide decisions

The measurable expectations

Turning policy into action

Measuring progress and making improvements



What Makes a Stronger Plan?
Characteristics of strong planning documents

Infrastructure
Plan takes into account how 

infrastructure capacity dictates 
future land use

Future Land Use
FLUM that incorporates realistic 
measures for density, intensity, 

environmental & community 
needs, and existing  or planned 

infrastructure

Implementation
Contains actionable goals rather 

than just abstract concepts

Public Participation
Collaborative  community driven 

process of actively involving 
residents in all aspects of decision 

making
Environmental 

Stewardship
Balances growth with 

conservation to ensure a high 
quality of life and healthy 
ecosystem for the future.

Accountability
Annual reports, Performance 

measures, Public review,  
Implementation tracking

New Castle County incorporates a purposeful posture in their Comprehensive Plan to assure that future actions by 
government have the tools and clear direction to accomplish goals that the public and county want.  By contrast in 
2018,  Sussex County tended to not design the Comprehensive Plan with the same focus on implementation and 
accountability.



What Would a Stronger Sussex Plan Make Possible?
▪ Provides clearer guidance to P&Z, County Staff, and County Council

▪ Connects growth with infrastructure, which has become a significant issue

▪ Creates measurable expectations, for residents, businesses, developers and 
officials

▪ Improves transparency for the public

▪ Strengthens public confidence in the Plan as well as the future of Sussex County

▪ Helps future County Councils and P&Z make better decisions with clear objectives 

The words in a Comprehensive Plan 
matter because they shape how future 

decisions are made.



A Comprehensive Plan does not build roads

It does not preserve forests
    

It does not improve schools
   

It does not protect communities

But every one of those future decisions begins with 
the words written in that Plan



Sussex County doesn't need a longer plan

It needs a stronger one!
 

This is our opportunity to help write it

 



How Residents Can Help
The Comprehensive Plan Belongs to Everyone Who Lives Here

Combining professional planning with local citizen experience is the key to 
developing a strong and effective Plan

ParticipateAsk Questions

Learn

Share your views, write 
letters to the editor

Share your knowledge 
and opinions

Stay Engaged

Tell your friends and 
neighbors what’s happening 

Attend Planning Workshops

Write emails to P&Z 
Comissioners and Council 
Members

Attend Meetings

Sign up for SPC emails



The Work Begins Now
The decisions made over the next two years                                                               

will shape Sussex County for decades
Let's help write a stronger Comprehensive Plan



THE  BEGINNING



Delaware officially required its three counties (New Castle, Kent, and Sussex) to develop and implement comprehensive land-use plans                                       
with the passage of the Quality of Life Act in 1988.

DE TITLE 22

Municipalities

CHAPTER 7. Planning Commission

§ 702. Comprehensive development plan

(a) A planning commission established by any incorporated municipality under this chapter shall prepare a comprehensive plan for the city or town or portions thereof as the 
commission deems appropriate. It is the purpose of this section to encourage the most appropriate uses of the physical and fiscal resources of the municipality and the 
coordination of municipal growth, development and infrastructure investment actions with those of other municipalities, counties and the State through a process of municipal 
comprehensive planning.

(b) Comprehensive plan means a document in text and maps, containing at a minimum, a municipal development strategy setting forth the jurisdiction’s position on population 
and housing growth within the jurisdiction, expansion of its boundaries, development of adjacent areas, redevelopment potential, community character, and the general uses 
of land within the community, and critical community development and infrastructure issues. The comprehensive planning process shall demonstrate coordination with other 
municipalities, the county and the State during plan preparation. The comprehensive plan for municipalities of greater than 2,000 population shall also contain, as appropriate 
to the size and character of the jurisdiction, a description of the physical, demographic and economic conditions of the jurisdiction; as well as policies, statements, goals and 
planning components for public and private uses of land, transportation, economic development, affordable housing, community facilities, open spaces and recreation, 
protection of sensitive areas, climate change and resiliency, community design, adequate water and wastewater systems, protection of historic and cultural resources, 
annexation and such other elements which in accordance with present and future needs, in the judgment of the municipality, best promotes the health, safety, prosperity and 
general public welfare of the jurisdiction’s residents.

(c) The comprehensive plan shall be the basis for the development of zoning regulations as permitted pursuant to Chapter 3 of this title. Should a jurisdiction exercise its 
authority to establish municipal zoning regulations pursuant to Chapter 3 of this title, it shall, within 18 months of the adoption of a comprehensive development plan or 
revision thereof, amend its official zoning map to rezone all lands within the municipality in accordance with the uses of land provided for in the comprehensive development 
plan.

(d) After a comprehensive plan or portion thereof has been adopted by the municipality in accordance to this chapter, the comprehensive plan shall have the force of law and 
no development shall be permitted except as consistent with the plan.

(e) At least every 5 years a municipality shall review its adopted comprehensive plan to determine if its provisions are still relevant given changing conditions in the municipality 
or in the surrounding areas. The adopted comprehensive plan shall be revised, updated and amended as necessary, and readopted at least every 10 years; provided, however, 
the municipality may request an extension of such date by forwarding an official request to the Cabinet Committee at least 90 days prior to the deadline. The basis for the 
request shall be clearly indicated. The decision whether to grant a request an extension, and the duration of such extension, shall be at the discretion of the Cabinet 
Committee.

(f) The comprehensive plan or amendments or revisions thereto shall be submitted to the Office of State Planning Coordination for review at such time as the plan is made 
available for public review. The plan shall be reviewed in accordance with the comprehensive plan review and certification process detailed in § 9103 of Title 29.

(g) Municipalities shall provide to the Office of State Planning Coordination a report describing implementation of their comprehensive plan and identifying development issues, 
trends or conditions since the plan was last adopted or amended. The report shall be due annually no later than on each anniversary of the effective date of the most recently 
adopted comprehensive plan or plan update until January 1, 2012, and annually no later than July 1 each year thereafter starting on July 1, 2012.



Setting Expectations

Sussex County Plan
1.4 PURPOSE OF THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
The Sussex Plan is the County’s official policy guide for future development-related decisions.
The Plan is long-range in nature and provides a framework for County residents and decisionmakers
to conceptualize how the County should look and function through the year 2045.
Implementation strategies are identified within each chapter of the Plan, all or a portion of which
may be utilized to accomplish the goals and objectives for topic areas addressed in the Sussex Plan.

New Castle County Plan
The goals, objectives, and strategies in NCC2050 will be used to guide development, infrastructure, 
preservation, and other land use-related priorities for years to come. These recommendations were shaped 
by extensive public outreach and engagement.
This plan is occurring with the backdrop of climate change, a global pandemic, and a changing
economy. Our future will not permit us to be complacent or reactionary. Our success—as individuals,
families, and a community depends on deliberate, proactive measures for our future.
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