
APA GA CONFERENCE· SEPTEMBER 25, 2026

Who Serves the Planners? From 
Disaster to AI-Assisted Plan Review

How regional partnerships strengthen resilience, what AI can and cannot do in 
planning, and practical strategies for modernizing permitting.
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Today's Agenda

1
Setting the Stage
After Hurricane Katrina, South Louisiana communities proved that 
resilience isn't just about infrastructure—it's about collaboration.

2
Agencies Role in Recovery
Seven coastal parishes pooled resources to create a shared permitting and 
development platform that evolved from paper to AI-assisted review. 

3
Planning Strategies and Solutions
Explore how regional partnerships strengthen resilience, what AI can and cannot do in planning, and 
practical strategies for modernizing permitting while preserving the planner's critical role in 
professional judgment and decision-making.
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• Bring awareness to out-of-state government partnership opportunities. 

• Louisiana local jurisdictions came together to meet their own needs — 
and how YOUR local governments can do the same. 

• Plan ahead to better position your agency for FEMA funding and 
mutual-aid reimbursement opportunities. 

• Small and mid-sized governments may not receive the same media 
attention as major metropolitan areas, but WE can work together to 
become more resilient.



Polling Questions
What Do You Think?
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Raise Your Hand...
How many of you spent more than an hour this week looking for something inside your zoning ordinance? How many answered the same zoning question three 
times? How many rewrote a staff report that looked almost identical to the last one?

Searching Ordinances Looking Up
Setbacks

Answering Applicant 
Questions

Finding
Policies

Writing
Reports

Researching Past 
Approvals

The biggest opportunity: reducing time spent finding information 
while increasing consistency.
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A Planner's Perspective

Augment, Not Replace
AI should augment planners — 
not replace them.

Reduce Research Time
Improve consistency and retain 
institutional knowledge.

Free Planners
Focus on people, policy, and problem solving.
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Where Planning Time Goes

Planning departments spend time 
on:

• Searching ordinances 
• Looking up setbacks 
• Answering applicant questions 
• Finding policies 
• Writing reports 
• Researching past approvals

The biggest opportunity:
Reduce time finding information 
while increasing consistency.
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AI Foundations

What AI Does Well ✓
• Summarizes 
• Organizes 
• Compares 
• Searches 
• Extracts 
• Drafts

What AI Does Poorly ✗

• Making policy 
• Professional judgment 
• Politics & negotiation 
• Community values 
• Ethics
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Where AI Can Assist

Zoning Research
Instantly find setbacks, lot coverage, and use standards.

Development Review
Summarize applications and flag code issues.

Permit Review
Identify incomplete items and required approvals.

Staff Reports
Draft consistent, structured reports faster.

Meeting Summaries
Capture key decisions and action items.

Customer Service
Answer resident and applicant questions accurately.
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AI in Action: Key Scenarios

Resident & Applicant Questions

AI searches ordinances instantly — setbacks, 
height, lot coverage — then planner verifies.

Summarize a
250-Page Plan
AI extracts land use goals, housing policies, 
transportation, economic development, and 
environmental strategies.

Summarize a Development 
Application
Instead of 80 pages, AI produces a project 
summary, major issues, potential concerns, and 
applicable code.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma
https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma
https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma


Scenario Deep Dive: Resident Questions

The Question

"Can I build a detached garage?"

AI Searches the Ordinance

• Setback requirements 
• Height limits 
• Lot coverage 
• Accessory use standards

Planner verifies. Done.
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Real-World Scenarios

Resident Questions
Applicant asks: "Can I build a detached garage?" AI searches the ordinance for 
setbacks, height, lot coverage, and accessory use standards — planner verifies.

Comprehensive Plan Summary
Ask AI to summarize a 250-page plan into an executive summary: land use goals, 
housing policies, transportation, economic development, and environmental policies.

Development Application
Instead of 80 pages, AI produces a project summary, major issues, potential concerns, 
and applicable code.
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Summarize a 250-Page 
Comprehensive Plan
Ask AI: Can you summarize this Plan into an Executive Summary? 

Finds:

• Land Use Goals 
• Housing Policies 
• Transportation Goals 
• Economic Development Strategies 
• Environmental Policies
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Summarize a Development Application

Instead of:

• 80 pages

AI produces:

• Project summary 
• Major issues 
• Potential concerns 
• Applicable code

Where would this save your department time?
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Assist with Development Review

Reviewing a Site 
Plan
AI can assist with calculating:

• Density, FAR, Impervious surface 
• Landscape requirements, Tree Counts 
• Building setbacks, Lighting, Signs 
• Parking Spaces 
• ADA requirements 
• Bike and EV spaces 
• Overlay Districts
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The Future of Permit Review

Today

Software says: "Not compliant."

Tomorrow

AI lists incomplete items, flags CUP or variance needs, historic and 
floodplain review requirements, downtown standards, Planning 
Commission review, and estimated timelines — shifting from code 
checker to permit navigator.

Top 10 AI Uses Tomorrow Morning

1. Search zoning ordinances 
2. Find Comprehensive Plan policies 
3. Draft staff reports 
4. Meeting summaries 
5. Rewrite difficult emails 
6. Public notices 
7. Development summaries 
8. FAQ responses 
9. Compare ordinance versions 
10. Brainstorm engagement ideas
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Top 10 AI Uses — Starting Tomorrow
01

Search zoning ordinances

02

Find Comprehensive Plan policies

03

Draft staff reports

04

Meeting summaries

05

Rewrite difficult emails

06

Public notices

07

Development summaries

08

FAQ responses

09

Compare ordinance versions

10

Brainstorm engagement ideas
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Success Story:
Permitting Streamlined
After Hurricane Milton damaged homes and infrastructure in 2024, causing an influz in 
new building applications, Hernando County, Florida, employed an AI that can read 
permit applications and compare them to zoning requirements to determine code 
compliance. This process which used to take the county 45 to 60 days, now can be 
completed in two to three minutes.

As Natural Disasters Increase
Climate-vulnerable places can now streamline the permitting process.

AI is Here
Planners are using is for everything from transportation and permitting to 
environmental monitoring and more.
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Success Story:
Automating the Task, Not the People

AI replaced 8,500 customer service roles at IKEA. Every human KEPT their jobs, 
retrained as interior designers, and that new advisory service has pulled in $1.4 billion 
extra revenue. Its AI chatbot Billie, began handling routine customer inquiries, and 
reskilled employees in more complex roles, like relationship-building.

More Value for Employees
Took the knowledge they already had built and then asked how that could  
create more value elsewhere.

AI + Human Equation
Technology provides scale and speed, while people provide judgement, creativity, 
and connection. IKEA redesigned the work around both.
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Continuous Learning & Professional 
Development
One of the biggest misconceptions is that you need to become a data scientist to use AI. You don't. 
The most valuable skill planners can develop is AI literacy—understanding how to ask better 
questions, evaluate AI-generated information, and responsibly incorporate AI into everyday planning 
practice. 

AI for Productivity: University of Minnesota

Generative AI 6 courses: Planetizen, Tom Sanchez, AICP, PhD

Microsoft AI Skills / Career Essentials in Generative AI

"5 Ways Planners Use AI in Their Work Today": Planning Mag

"AI literacy is quickly becoming as important to planners as GIS literacy 
became a generation ago."
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The Real Question Isn't 
Whether — It's How
Twenty years ago, planners learned GIS and SketchUp. Ten years ago, online 
engagement tools. Today, planners are learning AI.

AI Cannot Replace
Your experience, public trust, ethics, or community values.

AI Can Help With
Less time searching ordinances and writing repetitive reports — more time 
listening, solving problems, and building consensus.
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The Future Belongs to
Planners Who Lead
The question isn't whether AI belongs in planning — it's how planners will shape its use. AI cannot 
replace experience, public trust, ethics, or community values.  

But it can free you to do what planners do best:

Listening

Solving Problems

Building Consensus

Creating Great Communities

The world is always going to need great planners, who do great work.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma
https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma
https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma


Ethics for Planners

Major Consideration
The ethics of AI use are a major consideration 
for planners. AI should not overshadow the 
intrinsic human touch, characterized by context 
and empathy, which has been central to 
effective urban planning. JAPA article

It is the Planner's 
Role to:

• Use all available facts 

• Proceed in a way that best serves the public 

• Gain more knowledge where needed 

• Explore options
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Technology for Planners

The Goal
AI isn't about replacing planners — it's about 
reducing repetitive work so planners can focus 
on analysis, collaboration, public engagement, 
and creating better communities.

Looking Through a Practitioner's 
Lens

• Improved access to information 
• More efficient workflows 
• Stronger institutional knowledge 
• Better service delivery
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Thank You!
Questions & Discussion
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