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TOPICS

 What are: 

- General Plans

- Housing Elements

- Zoning

 How are these Essential Planning Tools prepared 
and used?

- Planning Commission Roles and Responsibilities

 What are the Emerging Issues for Planning 
Commissions related to these Tools?

THE PLANNING CENTER / DC&E

 Planners and Urban Designers
- Comprehensive Planning and General Plans.
- Specific Plans.
- Housing Elements.
- Zoning.
- Urban Design.
- Landscape Architecture.
- CEQA and Environmental Review.

 Two firms merged March, 2011.

 Total staff of 110.

 Eight offices in Southern and Northern California
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LAND USE REGULATION

 Arose from “good government” 
movements as a response to 
unsanitary urban conditions

 Embodied desire to rein in 
private market excesses 
through government regulation

 Based on government’s 
Police Power:  
health, safety and welfare

LAND USE REGULATION IN CALIFORNIA

Only three planning terms are defined in California law: 

 General Plans lay out a jurisdiction's future development plans 
through a series of policy statements in text and map form

 Specific Plans are a special set of development standards that 
apply to a particular geographical area

 Zoning provides detailed land use and design regulation.

 Other planning documents include Master Plans, Area Plans, 
Vision Plans, etc., but these are not defined in the law.

GENERAL PLANS

 Bedrock of California planning

 The “constitution” for planning and development

 Provides long-term vision for conservation and 
development
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 Land Use

 Circulation

 Housing

 Conservation

 Open Space

 Safety 

 Noise

REQUIRED GENERAL PLAN  ELEMENTS

 Community Character / Design

 Public Health

 Economic Development

 Public Facilities and Services

 Parks and Recreation 

 Implementation

ADDITIONAL GENERAL PLAN TOPICS

GENERAL PLANS

UCDE
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TYPICAL GENERAL PLAN LAND USE PLAN

GENERAL PLANS – TYPICAL CIRCULATION MAP

 Part of the General Plan 

 Updated based on schedule in State law

 Certified by the State Department of Housing and 
Community Development

 Annual report to the State on implementation

HOUSING ELEMENT

UCDE
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 Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA) 
- Housing need by income category

 Specific sites zoned for housing

 Policies to facilitate housing development

 Actions to remove barriers to housing production

HOUSING ELEMENT

UCDE

Required Contents

ZONING

 Based on identification and separation of uses.

 Focuses on:

- Uses

- Intensity

- Setbacks

- No emphasis on building form

Traditional “Euclidean” Zoning 

ZONING

 Based on building form and 
design.

 Addresses:

- Building design and mass

- Building scale, type and 
context

- Relationship of private 
buildings to public space

- Design of streets and public 
realm

Form Based Zoning



3/15/2012

6

MIAMI 21

SUMMARY

 Land Use Regulation is based on local government’s 
police power.

 General Plans lay out a jurisdiction's future 
development plans through a series of policy 
statements in text and map form.

 Housing Elements are one component of the General 
Plan, identifying specific housing sites and policy 
actions to meet the Regional Housing Need Allocation.

 Zoning provides detailed land use regulation to 
implement the General Plan.

Role of the Planning Commission

 Participate in the development of the General Plan, 
Housing Element, and/or Zoning Code

 Facilitate community engagement

 Conduct study sessions and other forums

Creation Process
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Role of the Planning Commission

 Review General Plan, Housing 
Element, and Zoning Code

 Conduct a public hearing

 Make a recommendation to the 
Board/City Council

 Board/City Council Adoption
(Legislative Action)

Approval/Amendment Process

Role of the Planning Commission

 Individual development project 
review
- Site and Architectural Permits
- Conditional Use Permits
- Other

 Consistency with the General 
Plan and Zoning Code

 Public hearing

Implementation Process

 Project approval (Quasi-Judicial Action)

SAMPLE QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 How do we respond to people who do not see the 
need for Plans, especially for the long range 
future? 

 How will we implement our plans and build 
affordable housing without Redevelopment?

 What are Urban Growth Boundaries and how do 
they work?

 How does the Sustainable Communities Strategy 
prepared under SB 375 relate to General Plans and 
Housing Elements?
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THIOTHER QUESTIONS / DISCUSSION

Avila Beach Specific Plan, San Luis Obispo County

Essential Planning Tools:

General Plans, Housing Elements, 
and Zoning Codes

David Early, The Planning Center / DC&E
Donna Kerger, San Ramon Planning Commission

Laurel Prevetti, City of San Jose

League of California Cities Planners Institute
March 21, 2012


