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Wheeler pushes smart growth 
Local activist on how to grow and still be great 

For Average Joe Citizen, trying to read a document from the City or County’s planning department is like 
trying to read hieroglyphics without the Rosetta Stone. This, says Brian Wheeler, executive director of 
Charlottesville Tomorrow, is one of the main reasons a community doesn’t complain about development 
until the bulldozers have already started pushing dirt around. 

   The implications of a “Comprehensive Plan,” what the hell “zoning” is, who’s running for the Board of 
Supervisors, and putting a picture on planning-speak—all are conversations Wheeler hopes to foster via his 
new organization, Charlottesville Tomorrow. Launched in September, the group is nonpartisan, Web-based 
(www. cvilletomorrow.org) and aims to educate the public about issues surrounding smart growth in the 
area.  

   The hope, says Wheeler, is “that [with Charlottesville Tomorrow’s help] people will be more informed, 
so that when an important comprehensive plan change is in front of the public, more people will be 
involved… Then, 10 years later when things are actually starting to happen, the public will feel like they 
were heard and listened to.”  

   The first step in that process, however, according to Wheeler, is that people have to make the jump from 
getting up in arms over backyard issues, to seeing backyard issues as issues that effect the community at 
large.  

   In fact, once upon a time, Wheeler himself was backyard issue-centric. As a parent of a second grader 
whose class had 27 students, Wheeler crusaded for smaller class sizes. In the process, County Supervisor 
Sally Thomas pulled him aside and pointed out that if he wanted to have a real impact he’d have to look 
further than Murray Elementary. Wheeler ended up running for and getting elected to the School Board in 
January 2004. He still serves.  

   Likewise, Wheeler’s interest in land use sprouted in his backyard, blossoming into recognition of the 
bigger picture, when Faulconer Construction planned to build behind Murray. Wheeler rallied the troops 
against Faulconer’s project.  

   Gradually, says Wheeler, “we learned that we didn’t just want Faulconer to go somewhere else; if they go 
somewhere else we’re just passing the problem on to someone else.”  

   After the Faulconer case got him thinking about land use and the need for greater communication 
between City and County governments and the public on that issue, Charlottesville Tomorrow began taking 
form in his head. A year ago, he quit his tech job and started recruiting backers. In the upcoming year, 
Wheeler hopes to consolidate on the website all information on all the transportation projects in the area, 
what their status is and what the funding status is.  

   “We will read all the details but boil it down into terms [the public] can understand...because if the 
community’s voice isn’t heard, then five or 10 years down the road it’s going to come back to haunt 
you.”—Nell Boeschenstein 



 


