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Thank you for your interest in the update to the General Plan Guidelines.  This process has 

involved extensive outreach, engagement, and collaboration with state agencies and stakeholders, 

and there is still work to be done!  As we begin the public review period of the draft content, we 

continue to refine and improve the model policies, data, and resources sections throughout the 

document.   

 

This is a public draft of the update to the General Plan Guidelines for the State of California.  This 

comprehensive update seeks to create a suite of tools for planners, practitioners, and the general 

public to help update local general plans.  This ñgeneral plan guidelines package,ò once complete, 

will include:  

 

¶ The general plan guidelines document (draft of text only presented here) updated with sections on 

visioning, community engagement, social equity, resilience, economic development, healthy 

communities, and climate change, as well as links to data, tools, resources, and model policies 

throughout 

 

¶ The general plan guidelines GIS based data mapping tool, currently in beta 

(http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html) being updated during this review, 

which will allow all users access to large amounts of free data, organized by elements and by 

themes, for creating their general plans 

 

¶ The updated general plan guidelines website which will house the document, the data tool, and 

links to resources, examples, and other tools.  The new website will be easily navigable, allowing 

the user to access the information they want without having to dig through hundreds of 

documents, but also directing them to related information and resources. 

 

 

We will be conducting extensive outreach during this review period to engage diverse community 

members on the guidelines and the tool.  The guidelines, presented here, are text only, in order to 

solicit feedback on content alone. The final document will include graphics, additional model 

policies with links, and additional data suggestions with links. It will also be presented on a user 

friendly platform, allowing users the option to use the online format or download a pdf.  

The tool is being updated with additional data layers, informed by data experts across sectors.  

Additionally, we will periodically create sample maps using the GPG mapping tool, to demonstrate 

new or existing functionality and uses.  

Please note, this draft has not incorporated any changes from legislation in the current cycle, such 

as SB 379.  These changes will be incorporated prior to finalizing the draft.  

We welcome any comments, questions, or other feedback you may have on this draft . The public 

comment period will last 60 days, and end at 5PM on December 18
th
. Please send any comments to 

info@opr.ca.gov.  Thank you 

 

 

  

http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html
mailto:info@opr.ca.gov
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
 

 

Planning Healthy, Equitable, Resilient, and Economically Vibrant Places  

 

ŗBy far the greatest and most admirable form of wisdom is that needed to plan  

and beautify cities and human communities.Ř                                                                                                                       

 

-- Socrates 

 

The general plan is more than the legal underpinning for land use decisions; it is a vision 

about how a community will grow , reflecting  communi ty priorities and values while shaping 

the future . To assist local governments in preparing general plans and the public in 

participating in that  process, the GovernorŚs 

Office of Planning and Research (OPR   

periodic ally revises guidelines for the 

preparation and content of local general plans 

(Government Code Ä65040.2).     

The 2015 edition of the General Plan Guidelines 

(GPG) contains significant changes.  For 

mandatory and common optional elements of 

the general plan, the  GPG sets out each 

statutory requirement in detail, provides OPR 

recommended policy language, and includes 

online links to city and count y general plans 

that have adopted similar policies. A sample 

selection of policies can be found directly in 

the text, and users can click the link provided 

for more detailed policies and plans.  The GPG 

is searchable, and all model policy language 

NEW in the 2015 General Plan 

Guidelines suite of tools : 

¶ GPG Online Mapping Tool , enabling 

free, easy access to helpful data for 

cities and counties  

¶ Links to additional online tools and 

resources 

¶ Recommended policies in cut and 

paste format, with examples of 

adopted policy language  

¶ Reformatted sections on the 

mandatory elements  

¶ Expanded equity and environmental 

justice section  

¶ Infill compendium  

¶ Renewable energy compendium  

¶ Model template for mitigation of 

agricultural land con version 

¶ A new section on healthy communities   

¶ An updated section on economic 

considerations in planning  

¶ A new section on climate change  

 

 

http://www.opr.ca.gov/
http://www.opr.ca.gov/
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65040-65040.14
http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Infill_Template_--_September_2014.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Renewable_Energy_Template_FINAL_Dec_2014.pdf
http://www.calandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/conserving-californias-harvest-web-version-6.26.14.pdf
http://www.calandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/conserving-californias-harvest-web-version-6.26.14.pdf
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can be easily edited to serve the needs of local communities. The update includes new 

resources and templates for cities and counties to use in considering themes, structures, and 

policies for their general plans, including new compendiums on infill development , 

renewable energy , and mitigation of agricultural land conversion . As more resources become 

available, they will be added to these General Plan Guidelines.  The new online platform will 

allow OPR to add updated text, links, and information to the GPG, and announce any 

additions through the GPG listserv and on the OPR website .  The GPG is intended to be a 

resource for planners to use to accomplish their communityŚs priorities and vision while 

meeting larger state goals.   

The process of adopting a general plan has become too time -consuming and costly for 

many jurisdictions.  As of 2015, more than half of local jurisdictions have general plans that 

are over fifteen years old.  In order to streamlin e the process and reduce the cost, t his first 

comprehensive update of OPR s General Plan Guidelines (GPG) since 2003 provides free 

online tools and resources , increases use of online data, and includes templates and links.  

The GPG Online Mapping tool  draws data sets from multiple sources , allowing users to 

incorporate  local, regional, and state wide data into local general plan s without cost . These 

new resources will help  facilitate bette r, faster, and efficient development of  general plan 

updates for communities of all sizes throughout the state.  

The term ŗelementŘ refers to the topics covered in the general plan. While statute mandates 

certain elements in the plan, there is neither a  mandatory structure nor a maximum number 

of topics that a general plan may address.  The general plan is the perfect space for 

innovation, reflect ing the uniqu e character of each community. The format and content of 

general plans can and should vary between j urisdictions. Elements must be addressed, but 

general p lans can be organized by values (core concepts that the community wants to 

enhance or uphold), themes (overarching issues identified by the community as important), 

challenges or goals identified throu gh community engagement, as well as by the elements 

themselves. Cities and counties may create new models of organizing their general plans, 

based on the needs and priorities identified during public engagement. Riverside County, for 

example, included a healthy communities element in its general plan update. The City of 

Fullerton structured its general plan around four  focus areas, identified through community 

engagement, and addressed all of the elements in those areas.  Some cities and counties  

have focused on specific values or challenges that are important to them, and shaped their 

https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Infill_Template_--_September_2014.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Renewable_Energy_Template_FINAL_Dec_2014.pdf
http://www.calandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/conserving-californias-harvest-web-version-6.26.14.pdf
http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html
http://planning.rctlma.org/Portals/0/genplan/general_plan_2013/1%20General%20Plan/Chapter%2010-Healthy%20Communities%20Adopted%20Final%20Clean.pdf
http://www.ci.fullerton.ca.us/depts/dev_serv/general_plan_update/the_fullerton_plan.asp
http://www.ci.fullerton.ca.us/depts/dev_serv/general_plan_update/the_fullerton_plan.asp
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plans around those issues. The City of Sacramento  framed its general plan around 

sustainability and livable communities, and focused each of the required elements -as well as 

additional elements - around those goals. The GPG is designed to  assist every city and 

county in accordance with the local jurisdictionŚs vision, using whatever structure achieves 

the goals of the community.   

Figure 1: Examples of General Plan Layout  

 

 

The 2015 GPG includes a free online mapping to ol. The tool is organized around the 

requirements for the mandatory elements 

as well as themes, and provides 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 

resources for use by city and county 

planners drafting a general plan.  The tool 

provides access to  data (varying as 

available between county, city, and parcel 

level information ) to help inform decision 

making processes, on a platform 

Community 
identified 
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ɆElement 1 
ɆHow Element 1 will support 

values 
ɆElement 2 
ɆHow Element 2 will support 

values 

Thematic 

ɆTheme 1 
ɆPolicies to support theme 1 

throughout elements 
ɆTheme 2 
Ɇpolicies to support theme 2 

throughout elements 

Challenges 
& Goals 

ɆChallenge 1 
ɆPolicies to overcome 

challenge 1 and achieve 
goals across elements 

ɆChallenge 2 
Ɇpolicies to overcome 

challenge 2 and achieve 
goals across elements 

Other 
innovative 

Model 

http://portal.cityofsacramento.org/Community-Development/Planning/Long-Range/General-Plan
http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html


Draft Document   Draft for Public Comment  

 4 

specifically designed for general plans  as well as enhanced public participation in the 

process.   

Recommendations and Sample Lan guage  

OPR has included recommendations and sample policy language to provide cities and 

counties with information, data, examples, and ideas to consider in their general plan.  

These recommendations may not fit the needs of every city and county  or every 

circumstance. Rather, they present a toolbox of options, allowing jurisdictions to utilize them 

as provided , modify them as appropriate within statutory requirements, or consider them as 

examples to inform their own, unique policies.   

According to state law,  

ŗdecisions involving the future growth of the state, most of which are made and will 

continue to be made at the local level, should be guided by an effective planning 

process, including the local general plan, and should proceed within the framework 

of officially approved statewide goals and policies directed to land use, population 

growth and distribution, development, open space, resource preservation and 

utilization, air and water quality, and other related physical, social and economic 

development factors.Ř(Gov Code Ä65030.1) 

The following is an excerpt from the Environmental Goals and Policy Report  and the 

statutory State Planning Prioriti es, as they appear in Government Code Ä65041.1.  The GPG 

is intended to implement the policies from both by recommending an approach for cities 

and counties to incorporate policies that achieve these goals at a local level.   

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65030-65036.1
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65041-65051
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The state planning priorities, which are intended to promote equity, strengthen the economy, protect the environment, and 

promote public health and safety in the state, including in urban, suburban, and rural communities, shall be as follows: 

   (a) To promote infill development and equity by rehabilitating, maintaining, and improving existing infrastructure that 

supports infill development and appropriate reuse and redevelopment of previously developed, underutilized land that is 

presently served by transit, streets, water, sewer, and other essential services, particularly in unde rserved areas, and to 

preserve cultural and historic resources.  

   (b) To protect environmental and agricultural resources by protecting, preserving, and enh ancing the state's most 

valuable natural resources, including working landscapes such as farm, range, and forest lands, natural lands such as 

wetlands, watersheds, wildlife habitats, and other wildlands, recreation lands such as parks, trails, greenbelts, and other 

open space, and landscapes with locally unique features and areas identified by the state as deserving special protection.  

   (c) To encourage efficient development patterns by ensuring that any infrastructure associated with development, other 

than infill development, supports new development that does all of the following:  

   (1) Uses land efficiently.  

   (2) Is built adjacent to existing developed areas to the extent consistent with the priorities specified pursuant to 

subdivision (b).  

   (3) Is located in an area appropriately planned for growth.  

   (4) Is served by adequate transportation and other essential utilities and services.  

   (5) Minimizes ongoing costs to taxpayers.  

 

These General Plan Guidelines are advisory. Nevertheless, courts periodically refer to the 

GPG to interpret  planning law. For this reason, the GPG closely adheres to statute and  case 

law. It also relies upon commonly accepted principles of contemporary planning practice. 

The following words are used to indicate whether a particular subject in the GPG is 

mandatory, advisory, or permissive:  

'`( ŚLtrsś nq Śrg`kkś hcdmshehdr ` l`mc`tory element which all public agencies are 

required to follow.  

'a( ŚRgntkcś hcdmshehdr fthc`mbd oqnuhcdc ax NOQ a`rdc nm onkhbx bnmrhcdq`shnmr 

contained in California's planning laws.  

'b( ŚL`xś hcdmshehdr ` odqlhrrhud dkdldms vghbg hr kdes etkkx sn sgd ciscretion of 

the local governments involved.  

The GPG was updated in coordination with a number of other tool, policy , and program 

update efforts to ensure references to external tools support the intent of the GPG. Some 

examples of these concurrent update s include: 

General Plan Guidelines tool  AB32 Scoping Plan Update  

http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/document/updatedscopingplan2013.htm
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Safeguarding California Plan  

State Hazard Mitigation Plan  

Adaptation Planning Guide  

Cal-Adapt 

Cool California   

California State Energy Efficiency 

Collaborative GHG and climate tools  

California Coastal Commission Local 

Coastal Plan guidance 

California State Wellness Plan 

California Water Plan  

CEQA Update   

SB 743 

Environmental Goals and Policy 

Report 

732, 244, and other legislation 

advisories 

The GPG also includes new sections on healthy communities , equity , economic development , 

and climate change ; as well as compendiums on infill development ,  renewable energy , and 

agricultural land conservation .   

 

How to Use these Guidel ines: 

 

The General Plan Guidelines are intended  to be user friendly and practical for planners, 

decision makers, and the general public.   The GPG and the GPG mapping tool  can be used 

to  frame conversations around planning, evaluate data and identify priorities, research 

formats and policies from similar communities, and enhance capacity for fiscally constrained 

departments and organizations working to update general plans. Each chapter o f the GPG 

lays out the requirements contained in statute, connections to other requirements, 

additional considerations, and related data and policies to consider.  Recognizing the vast 

diversity of CaliforniaŚs communities in size, demographics, geography, economics, and 

resources, the GPG presents examples in various jurisdictions whenever possible.  

Statutory Requirements  

http://resources.ca.gov/docs/climate/Final_Safeguarding_CA_Plan_July_31_2014.pdf
http://hazardmitigation.calema.ca.gov/plan/state_multi-hazard_mitigation_plan_shmp
http://resources.ca.gov/climate/safeguarding/adaptation_policy_guide/
http://www.cal-adapt.org/
http://www.coolcalifornia.org/
http://californiaseec.org/
http://californiaseec.org/
http://www.coastal.ca.gov/lcps.html
http://www.coastal.ca.gov/lcps.html
http://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/cdcb/Pages/CAWellnessPlan.aspx
http://www.waterplan.water.ca.gov/
http://www.opr.ca.gov/s_sb743.php
http://www.opr.ca.gov/s_egpr.php
http://www.opr.ca.gov/s_egpr.php
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Infill_Template_--_September_2014.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Renewable_Energy_Template_FINAL_Dec_2014.pdf
http://www.calandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/conserving-californias-harvest-web-version-6.26.14.pdf
http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html
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Each statutory  requirement includes a text box with the statutory language for each 

element, exactly as it appears in statute.  The  info rmation following the statutory language 

contains OPRŚs recommendations for meeting  the requirement. Each statutory reference is 

hyperlinked to the full text of the government code  for easy access.  

Requirement Description  

This section includes a descripti on of considerations, resources, data, and other information 

for  developing general plan policies.  Many elements are interrelated, so linkages between 

elements are noted in tables through each section .  This section also includes a dditional 

information  through h yperlinks, which lead to examples  and resources. 

Recommended Data  

Each section also includes recommendations for data that jurisdictions may wish to use  to 

examine and determine specific needs and policies.  The data is identified  in tables 

according to the potential intent of analysis .  Where links to the recommended data are 

available, they are provided in the table , leading  directly to the GPG Online Mapping tool .  

Because the same data may be useful for multiple analytical purposes, some data links to 

multiple sections of the guidelines.   The recommended data is not exhaustive, and is meant 

to serve as a starting point to consider the specific needs of a community and the data t hat 

may help inform decisions around those needs.  

Recommended Policies  

The Government  Code directs OPR to provide land use policy advice.  In order to do so, the 

GPG includes both general plan policy recommendations and links to external resources that 

provide policy guidance.  Where possible, links are provided to  external reports, case 

studies, and jurisdictions that have adopted the model policies . 

Many of the  policy recommendations  are based on  adopted state programs described in the 

draft Environmental Goals and Policy Report Ŗan overview of the stateŚs environmental goals 

and the key steps needed to achieve them .  OPR also examined current academic 

publications and conducted extensive outreach to local g overnments, community , and 

advocacy groups  in building policy recommendations . Cross-cutting recommendations 

include consideration of equity , health, and climate issues within jurisdictions , communities , 

http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/Landing.html
http://www.opr.ca.gov/s_egpr.php
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and regions. With thoughtful planning, the State of California will foster a future that has a 

strong economy, thriving built and natural environments, and a healthy, prosperous 

citizenry.  

GPG policy recommendations focus on four key themes.   

1. Climate Change:  In California, climate change has been the subject of multiple Executive  

Orders and legislation .  It is a  high priority subject for any general plan update. EO S-03-

05 established long term targets for 2020 and 2050 for emissions reductions in 

California, and EO S-13-08 established climate change adaptation and resilience as a 

priority. Further State goals include reduction of  petroleum use by up to  50 percent by 

2030, and increased percentage of  renewable energy to 50 percent  by 2030. The State of 

California has set greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reduction requirements through 

numerous mechanisms including land use and transportation planning. (See AB 32, SB 

375, and SB 743 as examples).  The AB32 Scoping Plan  includes sections on local 

government  and the i mportance of local action to help achieve statewide climate goals. 

Additionally, the Safeguarding California Plan, Cal -Adapt , Climate Change Handbook for 

Regional Water Planning,  and the Adaptation Planning Guide  provide guidance for 

resilience and adaptat ion efforts.  OPRŚs GPG recommendations focus on how the 

general plan can achieve both GHG emission reductions and resiliency to climate change 

impacts and lead to healthier communities.  

2. Economics: Policies throughout all elements of the general plan greatly affect economic 

opportunity, development, and stability. Decisions regarding land use and circulation 

have direct and indirect fiscal implications, and in turn economies of urban and rural 

centers affect th e health, climate, and equity of communities. As with all general plan 

topics, even if addressed in a separate section, economic development must link and 

integrate with other elements in order to be successful   

3. Healthy Communities :  In 2012 the Governor issued Executive Order B-19-12 and created 

the GovernorŚs LetŚs Get Healthy California Task Force. Chronic disease, such as obesity, 

diabetes, heart disease, and asthma affect quality of life and productivity. Health and 

well-being are affected by many factors, including the social, economic, and 

environmental factors where people live, work, and play.  Th e Task Force identified  the 

creation and expansion of healthy communities to be  one of three major focus areas for 

the promotion of  overall health improvement  at the population level. Because planning 

http://gov.ca.gov/news.php?id=1861
http://gov.ca.gov/news.php?id=1861
http://gov.ca.gov/news.php?id=11036
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/ab32/ab32.htm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/sb375.htm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/sb375.htm
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201320140SB743
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/scopingplan.htm
http://gov.ca.gov/news.php?id=17526
http://www.chhs.ca.gov/pages/LGHCTF.aspx


Draft Document   Draft for Public Comment  

 9 

offers one important way to improve the communityŚs health, OPR offers 

recommendations for jurisdictions interested in incorporating h ealth-supporting policies 

into their general plan.  

4. Equitable Opportunities : Planning decisions affect the entire community, and the entire 

community must be allowed equal acces s to the public process ( Gov Code Ä11135). 

From determining proximity to localized noise or air pollution, to providing healthy 

grocery options, to  creating access to employment and education  opportunity, planning 

and policy affect everyone.  Incorporating equity in to all aspects of planning will ensure 

that residents of a city or county benefits from reduced GHG emissions, climate change 

adaptati on policies, active transportation options, and healthy communities with access 

to economic opportunity for all. OPRŚs recommendations for equity incorporate statutory 

requirement s for Environmental Justice guidance (Ä65040.12(c))with an expanded focus 

on equity throughout the general plan.  

 

¶ Additionally, based on statewide goals, the update includes model guides and best 

practices related to  infill  development , renewable energy, and mitigation of 

agricultural land conversion . 

  

Readers should note that the recommended policies are simply recommendations , intended 

to  provide a startin g point from which local governments can craft unique policies reflecting 

the priorities and circumstances of their communities.      

 

The GPG aims to create a suite of tools for communities to utilize in updating their general 

plans. By providing informat ion, resources, and data on statutory requirements as well as 

non-statutory considerations relevant to planning, the GPG can help diverse community 

members work together towards a shared vision for their future growth.  

 

  

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=11001-12000&file=11135-11139.7
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65040-65040.14
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Infill_Template_--_September_2014.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Renewable_Energy_Template_FINAL_Dec_2014.pdf
http://www.calandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/conserving-californias-harvest-web-version-6.26.14.pdf
http://www.calandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/conserving-californias-harvest-web-version-6.26.14.pdf
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Chapter 2: A Vision for Long -Range Planning  
 

 

Designing Healthy, Equitable, Resilient, and Economically Vibrant Places  

 

ŗA city is not gauged by its length and width, but by the broadness of its vision                    

and the height of its dreams.Ř             

-- Herb Caen 

 

Local General Plan s and State wide  Goals 

California state law requires each city and county to adopt a general plan ŗfor the physical 

development of the county or city, and any land outside its boundaries which bears relation 

to its planningŘ (Ä65300).The general plan expresses the community s development goals 

and embodies public policy relative to the distribution of future land uses, both public and 

private. The California Supreme Court has called the general plan the ŗconstitution for future 

development.Ř  But the general plan extends far beyond land use. 

CaliforniaŚs population is projected  to reach 50 million residents by 2050.  Accommodating 

this growth while protecting the stateŚs environment, supporting equitable development and 

a strong economy, and preserving the S tateŚs natural and working landscapes --  all in the 

context of climate change --  will be critical in the coming decades.  Cities and counties are 

key partners in achieving these goals.  A local general plan should start with a community 

vision , to create a shared understanding that will help set priorities throughout the 

plann ing process, and inform decision makers about community values. Creating a 

community vision may include:  

¶ Looking back to identify past challenges and accomplishments  

¶ Examining current data and emerging data trends  

¶ Considering future issues, challenges, and  goals 

The City of Chula Vista  held numerous community workshops to craft their vision statement, 

and used it to inform future goals and policies.  The City of Chino  utilized existing events to 

engage the community in d eveloping its vision statement, traveling to farmers markets, 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication_show.asp?i=259
http://www.costamesaca.gov/modules/showdocument.aspx?documentid=13397
http://www.cityofchino.org/home/showdocument?id=3440
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events, and local groups before meeting with city officials to craft the fin al statement. Chino 

also used the vision statement to inform the land use diagram used in their general plan, 

ensuring the communityŚs values were reflected in the future growth of the city.  

 

B`khenqmh`ŝr Ok`mmhmf Oqhnqhshdr 

Statewide planning priorities were first articulated in the 1978 Urban Strategy  for California 

and were adopted in to law in 2002.  Briefly, the priorities are to:  

1. Promote infill development  and rehabilitati on and utiliz ation  of existing infrastructure, 

including water, sewer, and transportation.  

2. To protect the stateŚs natural and working lands, including agricultural land, lands of 

cultural and historic significance, wetlands, and wildlands.   

3. To develop in an efficient manne r that limits sprawl and minimizes costs to taxpayers.   

 

These priorities are intended to inform planning and investment at all levels of government.  

As of this update, t he state is in the midst of a severe drought, continue s to lose agricultural 

lands due to conversi on, and several regions in the state continue to face severe air quality 

challenges. However, one major difference between today and similar conditions in the 

1970s is the robust suite of environmental goals and policies.  These have helped im prove 

the quality of the stateŚs environment and will continue to serve the state.      

Most importantly, the suite of policies that California has adopted to address climate change 

will touc h on nearly every facet of the stateŚs development. 

B`khenqmh`ŝr Climate Change Policy and Local Communities  

Climate pollution  and the effects of climate change pose great risks for Californians , 

including  more frequent and more intense forest fires, air pollution and deadly heat waves, 

a significant reduction in the sn owpack and state water supplies, sea level rise and erosion 

along California's long coastline, and billions of dollars in damage to our agricultural, 

tourism, recreation, and other industries. These impacts have the potential to be hugely 

disruptive to how  local governments operate.  

http://www.opr.ca.gov/docs/urban_strategy.pdf
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Executive Order S-03-05 

established greenhouse gas 

emission reduction targets for the 

state. Subsequently, Assembly Bill 

(AB) 32, known as the California 

Global Warming Solutions Act of 

2006, established a 

comprehensive program to 

achieve quantifiable, cost -

effective reductions of 

greenhouse gases on a scheduled 

basis. The 2014 revised AB32 

scoping plan  highlights  the 

importance of local government 

in reducing emissions to achieve 

longer -term statewide goals.   

In order to achieve CaliforniaŚs 

2050 emissions goal of 8 0% 

below 1990 levels, emissions must 

decline several times faster than 

the rate needed to reach the 

2020 emissions limit.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B`khenqmh`ŝr Ok`mmhmf Oqhnqhshdr 

California Government Code: 65041 .1 

The state planning priorities, which are intended to promote equity, 

strengthen the economy, protect the environment, and promote public 

health and safety in the state, including in urban suburban, and rural 

communities, shall be as follows:  

(a) To prom ote infill development and equity by rehabilitating, 

maintaining, and improving existing infrastructure that supports infill 

development and appropriate reuse and redevelopment of previously 

developed, underutilize d land that is presently served by transit , streets, 

water, sewer, and other essential services, particularly in underserved 

areas, and to preserving cultural and historic resources.  

(b) To protect environmental and agricultural resources by protecting, 

preserving, and enhancing the state's most v aluable natural resources, 

including working landscapes such as farm, range, and forest lands, 

natural lands such as wetlands, watersheds, wildlife habitats, and other 

wildlands, recreation lands such as parks, tra ils, greenbelts, and other 

open space, and landscapes with locally unique features and areas 

identified by the state as deserving special protection.  

(c) To encourage efficient development patterns by ensuring that any 

infrastructure associated with development, other than infill 

development, supp orts new development that does all of the following:  

(1) Uses land efficiently.  

(2) Is built adjacent to existing developed areas to the extent 

consistent with the priorities specified pursuant to subdivision (b).  

(3) Is located in an area appropriately pl anned for growth.  

(4) Is served by adequate transportation and other essential utilities 

and services. 

(5) Minimizes ongoing costs to taxpayers.  

http://gov.ca.gov/news.php?id=1861
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/ab32/ab32.htm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/ab32/ab32.htm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/2013_update/first_update_climate_change_scoping_plan.pdf
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/2013_update/first_update_climate_change_scoping_plan.pdf
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Figure 29 FGF Dlhrrhnm qdctbshnmr vhkk mddc sn nbbtq `s ` e`rsdq q`sd sn `bghdud sgd rs`sdŝr 1/4/ FGF emission  

reduction target  

(CARB) 

Transportation and electricity generation are the largest source s of the stateŚs GHG 

emissions.  State policies are focused on reducing transportation emissions through cleaner 

fuels and vehicles and promoting alternatives to driving  (e.g., walking, biking, tran sit, and 

carpooling). The StateŚs goals for renewable energy and energy efficiency will reduce 

emissions from electricity generation.   

 

Why the General Plan Matters  

While the goals discussed above have been established at a state level, cities and counties 

are critical partners in helping to achieve them. General plans reflect state and local goals 

and how  they will b e achieved.  In addition, they benefit local communities by promoting  

better  projects and outco mes, streamlined processes, and improved access and use of 

Figure 3: GHG emissions in California are dominated by emissions from transportation and electricity generation 

(Data from: California Air Resources Board)  

http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/scopingplan/2013_update/first_update_climate_change_scoping_plan.pdf
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available resources.  Studies show that l and use decisions affect transportation demand, and 

are also correlated with electricity and water demand . Furthermore, local policies affect 

building decisions, energy efficiency, and the development of infrastructure.   

Decisions made at the local level , for example,  have a real impact on statewide greenhouse 

gas emissions, and also help to determine how vulnerable the community and the state will 

be in the face of a changing climate and alternatively, how resilient they can be by 

addressing their  vulnerabilities.   

In many cases, the impacts of these decisions can be measured.  For instance, health, 

infrastructure, services and other costs associated with various land use patterns can be 

estimated using tools like Urban Footprint .  Measuring impacts and outcomes will enable 

communities to weigh costs and benefits of new development and grow in a manner that is 

consistent with community values.  

Quantifying outcomes can provide meaningful contra sts for general plan development.  For 

example, the graphs below show the aggregate impacts of development decisions on land 

consumption and infrastructure costs, statewide. 1   

 

Figure 4: Land consumption and infrastructure costs i ncrease with less dense development patterns  

 

 

                                       

1 These results are from analysis prepared by Calthorpe Associates for  the state as a whole. Similar 

results have been prepared at a city and county level.  The land use assumptions are based on 

current density patterns (BAU) and under increasingly dense development.  

http://www.vtpi.org/landuse.pdf
http://www.calthorpe.com/scenario_modeling_tools
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General Plan Basics  

The general plan is intended to guide most 

planning  decisions. Under state law, subdivisions, 

capital improvements, development agreements, 

and many other land use actions must be cons istent 

with the adopted general plan. In counties and 

general law cities, zoning and specific plans are also 

required to conform to the general plan. In 

addition, preparing, adopting, implementing, and 

maintaining the general plan serves to:  

¶ Identify the c ommunityŚs land use, circulation , 

environmental , economic, and social goals and 

policies as they relate to future growth  and 

development.  

¶ Provide a basis for local government decision -

making, including decisions on development approvals and exactions.  

¶ Provide citizens with opportunities to participate in th e planning and decision -making 

processes of their communities.  

¶ Inform citizens, developers, decision -makers, and other cities and counties of the ground 

rules that guide development within a particular community.  

 

 

 

 

 

General Plan Elements  

The City of Fresno engaged in a robust four-year process 

to update its general plan, which focuses on encouraging 

new development within the existing footprint of the city.  

Citing past mistakes that left some neighborhoods behind 

and hoping to reverse the patterns of sprawl, the City 

used Rapid Fire- the predecessor to Urban Footprint- to 

engage the entire community in the visioning and 

creation of their new plan for future growth.   

 

http://www.fresno.gov/Government/DepartmentDirectory/DARM/AdvancedPlanning/default.htm
http://www.calthorpe.com/scenario_modeling_tools
http://www.calthorpe.com/scenario_modeling_tools
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Placemaking and Urban  Design  

While the General Plan Land Use Map is two dimensional, placemaking takes 

land use policies into a three -dimensional realm by focusing on what a place 

will actually look like when it is built.  Great  districts, corridors, and sites 

contribute to t he vitality and quality of life of a community from the placement 

of buildings, relationship of buildings to one another and public spaces, and 

the design and quality of sidewalks, open spaces, and other elements of the 

public realm.   

Many communities add ress placemaking and urban design through an optional 

element such as an Urban Design Element. However, these policies can also be 

incorporated into a Land Use Element as urban form is closely related to the 

location , densities, and intensities  of land use s. Urban design considers the 

relationship between land use and the image or character of the built 

environment with the ultimate goal of attaining a strong sense of place. 

Placemaking re-envisions a communityŚs assets, spaces, and surroundings and 

their r elationships to each other. Using extensive public participation, 

placemaking attempts to create public spaces that are useful, attractive, and 

utilized extensively by the community, who consequently feel ownership and 

pride in the space . 

This approach is applicable to many types of communities and can be 

especially meaningful in suburban contexts seeking to instill a stronger sense of 

place in sprawl environments and in areas focusing on infill development. 

Placemaking is also important to carefully plan f or the public realm.  

Several cities have taken varied approaches to incorporate urban design and 

placemaking into their general plans and land use elements.   

ω The City of Fullerton developed The Fullerton Vision  to identify 12 

distinct Focus Areas within which to concentrate potential change 

through community -led planning processes.   

ω The City of SacramentoŚs Land Use and Urban Design  chapter focused 

on creating complete neighborhoods, distinct and memorable places, 

and excellence in the design of the cityŚs form and structure through 

development standards and clear design dire ction.   

ω The City of Tracy used a Community Character Element  in its General 

Plan to develop urban design principles including Human -Scale 

Design, Community Focal Points, and Visual Landmarks and 

Entryways. 

ω The City of Brea Community Development Element  contains an Urban 

Design plan with policies for creating a sense of place and policies for 

creating connections.  The pl an also include a Public Realm Urban 

Design Palette which establishes direction for City -sponsored 

improvements of public property, including, city gateways, landscape 

corridors, neighborhood linkages, and public plazas.  

 

In statute, the  general plan is 

presented as a collection of 

seven ŗelements,Ř or topic 

categories (see Ä65302). These 

topics and the issues 

embodied by each ar e briefly 

summarized below. Examples 

from cities and counties in the 

state are embedded in the 

GPG with links throughout the 

document.  

¶ Land Use : designates the 

type, intensity, and general 

distribution of uses of land 

for housing, business, 

industry, open space, 

education, public buildings 

and grounds, waste 

disposal facilities, and 

other categories of public 

and private uses. 

¶ Circulation : correlates with 

the land use element and 

identifies the general 

location and extent of 

existing and proposed 

major thoroughfares, 

transportation routes, 

terminals, and other local 

public utilities and 

facilities. 

http://www.ci.fullerton.ca.us/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?blobid=7501
file:///C:/Users/SLitchney/Downloads/04Part201LandUseandUrbanDesign2.pdf
http://www.ci.tracy.ca.us/documents/2011_General_Plan.pdf
http://www.ci.brea.ca.us/DocumentCenter/View/61
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
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¶ Housing :  comprehensive assessment of current and proj ected housing needs for all 

economic segments of the community. In addition, the housing element  embodies 

policies for providing adequate housing and includes action programs for that purpose. 

By statute, the housing element must be updated every four, five or eight years. 

¶ Conservation :  addresses the conservation, development, and use of natural resources, 

including water, forests, soils, rivers, and mineral deposits.  

¶ Open Space : details plans and measures for the long -range preservation and 

conservation of open -space lands, including open space for the preservation of natural 

resources, the managed production of resources , agriculture, outdoor recreation, and 

public health and safe ty. 

¶ Noise : identifies and appraises noise problems within the community and forms the 

basis for land use distribution.  

¶ Safety :  establishes policies and programs to protect the community from  risks 

associated with seismic, geologic, flood, and wildfire hazards , as well as other concerns 

such as drought . 

¶ Air Quality : establishes policies and programs to reduce impacts to air quality in the San 

Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District.  Air quality is an optional element in other 

areas of the state.  

¶ Other optional elements, identified by community : health, equity , community 

development , water, and resiliency are some examples of additional elements that can 

be added to general plans or used to frame general plans.  

 

The level of dis cussion given to each issue in the general plan depends upon local 

conditions and the relative local importance of that issue. When a city or county determines 

that an issue specified in the law is not locally relevant, the general plan may briefly discuss  

the reason for that decision but does not otherwise have to address that issue (Ä65301). A 

jurisdiction may choose to combine elements if most a ppropriate for local context.  

A local general plan may also include other topics of local interest. In addition to the 

mandatory elements, a city or county may adopt any other elements that relate to its 

physical development (Ä65303).  

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
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Once adopted, these optional elements become an integral part of the general plan with 

the same force and effect as the mandatory elements. Ac cordingly, zoning, subdivisions, 

public works, specific plans, and other actions that must be consistent with the general plan 

must also be consistent with any optional elements. Likewise, the practice of developing 

stand-alone climate action, adaptation , or emissions reduction plans, if properly linked to 

the general plan, must also be internally consistent if used to support or augment policy, 

programs and implementation associated with the general plan.  

Common topics for optional elements include air quality , climate change , capital 

improvements , community design , healthy communities , economic development , energy, 

parks and recreation , water, and watershed planning . Depending upo n the format a 

jurisdiction decides to use for its general plan, these topics may also be cross cutting 

themes, addressing required and optional elements throughout each chosen section.  

An optional element may clarify how a local government exercises its p olice powers - and in 

some instances, can expand a local governmentŚs authority. In a more common situation, an 

optional element will indicate how a local government will apply its existing police power or 

other authority. For example, a historic preservati on element may lay the foundation for 

historic district regulations or participation in the California Main Street Program, or a 

strategic fire prevention planning el ement could identify wildfire hazard areas, control new 

development within those areas, and provide the basis for zoning, subdivision, and brush 

clearance ordinances intended to minimize fire hazards.  

In the statutory descriptions of the elements, a number  of issues appear in more than one 

element. In order to minimize redundancies or internal conflicts in the general plan, 

combining elements or organizing the plan by issue often makes practical sense. This idea is 

explored further in Chapter 1. 

There are a number of state and federal laws, such as AB 857, the Surface Mining and 

Reclamation Act , the Endangered Species Act, and others, that can affect the content of the 

general plan. These are discussed in detail throughout these guidelines.  

http://www.sf-planning.org/ftp/general_plan/I10_Air_Quality.htm
http://ca-richmond2.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/Home/View/5168
http://hgcity.org/PDFfiles/ComDevDept/planning/General%20Plan.pdf
http://hgcity.org/PDFfiles/ComDevDept/planning/General%20Plan.pdf
http://www.ci.st-helena.ca.us/sites/default/files/4_cd.pdf
http://healthyplan.la/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/PlanforHealthyLA_Web-11.pdf
http://www.ci.concord.ca.us/pdf/dept/planning/generalplan/ch2-ecovitality.pdf
https://www.co.kern.ca.us/planning/pdfs/kcgp/KCGPChp5Energy.pdf
http://cityofbishop.com/PublicWorks/Planning/GeneralPlan/Parks.pdf
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/6766
http://www.cityofpleasantonca.gov/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?BlobID=23911
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/01-02/bill/asm/ab_0851-0900/ab_857_bill_20020829_enrolled.html
http://www.consrv.ca.gov/omr/lawsandregulations/Pages/SMARA.aspx
http://www.consrv.ca.gov/omr/lawsandregulations/Pages/SMARA.aspx
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=fgc&group=02001-03000&file=2050-2069
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Criteria for the  General Plan  

General Plan criteria must include comprehensiveness, internal consistency, and long -term 

perspective, which are discussed below.   

Comprehensiveness  

Every city and county must adopt ŗa comprehensive, long term general planŘ (Ä65300). The 

general plan must cover a local jurisdictionŚs entire planning area and address the broad 

range of issues associated with a cityŚs or countyŚs development. Providing linkages to 

regional plans may also be included ŕ incorporating regi onal policy and context  where 

appropriate .  

Geographic Comprehensiveness  

The plan must cover the territory within the boundaries of the adopting city or county as 

well as ŗany land outside its boundaries which in the planning agencyŚs judgment bears 

relation to its planningŘ (Ä65300). For cities, this means all territory within the city limits, 

both public and private. Counties must address all unincorporated areas.   

When establishing its planning area, each city should consider using its sphere o f influence 

as a starting point, then building off of that area based on factors such as its location in a 

watershed. The Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) in every county adopts a 

sphere of influence for each city to represent ŗthe probable physical boundaries and service 

areaŘ of that city (Ä56076). Although there is no direct requirement that the sphere and the 

planning area match, the former provides a convenient measure of the cityŚs region of 

interest.  

A county should consider the general plans of every city within the county and adjacent 

jurisdictions in its own plans, even if they are in a different county.  

In addition,  since issues are not confined to political boundaries, the law provides for 

planning outside of the jurisdictionŚs territory. Cooperative extraterritorial planning can be 

used to manage groundwater resources; guide appropriate development within specific 

geographic context (such as areas that may be affected by sea level rise as a result of 

climate change ) and the orderly and efficient extension of services and utili ties; ensure the 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.ci.benicia.ca.us/vertical/sites/%7B3436CBED-6A58-4FEF-BFDF-5F9331215932%7D/uploads/Benicia_UWMP_Executive_Summary_Single_Page.pdf
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=56001-57000&file=56010-56081
http://cal-adapt.org/sealevel/
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preservation of open space, agricultur e, and resource conservation lands; and es tablish 

consistent standards for  development in the plans of adjoining jurisdictions . 

Figure 5: Map Showing Spheres of Influence for G rass Valley, CA (www.cityofgrassvalley.com/content/maps/sphere -influence -

map ) 

 

Cities and counties should work together to delineate planning areas and may establish 

formal agreements for processing development proposals. As urbanization occurs and 

adjoin ing cities expand, the potential for conflict between cities competing for the same 

lands increases.  Intercity cooperation in establishing planning areas can proactively help to 

avoid such disputes  and avoid additional costs . 

Regional Co ntext  

Viewing the local general plan in its regional context is important. Traditionally, the concept 

of ŗcommunityŘ encompassed only a local entityŖthe city or county. With the growing 

interdependence of local governments, joint planning and procurement a nd important 

issues that transcend local boundaries  such as transportation, provision of energy, climate 

change, air quality, water supply and management,  and floodplain and flood risk  

management, the regional perspective should be considered. Cities and c ounties should 

coordinate plans regionally when possible and appropriate, for example to identify risks 

from natural hazards  and climate change  and opportunities for integrated resource 

management that extend acr oss jurisdictional boundaries. Using any available data-- such as 

http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/webform1.aspx
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watershed-based floodplain management, mapped earthqu ake faults or high fire-hazard 

areas, integrated water management plans , [and new requirements for sustainable 

groundwater management  plans] sustainable community strategies , hazard mitigation plans , 

local coastal programs  and other planning documents --  will improve planning and  expand 

opportunities. Each local planning agency should coordinate its general plan with regional 

planning efforts as much as possible. This GPG update provides tools to  make this easier. 

The general plan process provi des local jurisdictions with the opportunity to integrate across 

the requirements and opportunities provided by multiple  regional documents and initiatives.  

The Legislature has mandated consideration of certain regional impacts , such as regional 

housing needs, in the general plan. Local general plans should recognize the city or countyŚs 

regional role  if regional needs are to be satisfied, fed eral and state standards met, and 

coordination achieved in the location of public facilities. Accordingly, general plans should 

include a discussion of the extent to which the general planŚs policies, standards, and 

proposals correspond to regional plans and the plans of adjoining communities. A city or 

county may need to reexamine its own general plan when its neighbors make important 

changes to their plans.   

Issue Comprehensiveness  

While a general plan must address a broad range of issues , the plan should focus on those 

issues that are relevant to the planning area (Ä65301(c)). The plan must address the 

jurisdictionŚs physical development, such as general locations, appropriate mix, timing, and 

extent of land uses and supporting infras tructure. The broad scope of physical development 

issues may range from appropriate areas for building factories to open space for preserving 

endangered species (see Chapter 4 for examples). This may include not only thos e issues 

described in the planning statutes, but regional issues as well.  

Land use decisions have physical and environmental impacts, but also social and economic 

consequences, especially for vulnerable and disadvantaged communities .  Recognizing these 

concerns in the general plan can help cities and counties plan for or mitigate them . Social 

and economic issues may be discussed within the context of the mandatory elements, such 

as housing and land use, or in additional  optional elements such as environmental justice , 

economic development , or community health .  Both methods are discussed in  the GPG.  

http://www.quake.ca.gov/gmaps/WH/regulatorymaps.htm
http://cal-adapt.org/fire/
http://cal-adapt.org/fire/
http://groundwater.ca.gov/
http://groundwater.ca.gov/
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/sb375.htm
http://hazardmitigation.calema.ca.gov/
http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/webform1.aspx
http://portal.cityofsacramento.org/Community-Development/Planning/Long-Range
http://www.cityoffullerton.com/gov/departments/dev_serv/general_plan_update/the_fullerton_plan.asp
http://www.cityoffullerton.com/gov/departments/dev_serv/general_plan_update/the_fullerton_plan.asp
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
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Internal Consistency     

Internal consistency requires that no policy conflicts can exist, 

either textual or diagrammatic, between the components of 

an otherwise complete and adequate ge neral plan including 

internally referenced external documents like a climate action 

plan or local energy assurance plan  (§ 65300.5). Different 

policies must be balanced and reconciled within the plan. 

The internal consistency requirement has five dimensions, 

described below.  

Equal Status Among  Elements  

All elements of the general plan have equal legal status. For example, in Sierra Club v. Board 

of Supervisors of Kern County (1981) 126 Cal.App.3d 698 , two of Kern CountyŚs general plan 

elements, land use and open space, designated conflicting land uses for the same property. 

A provision in the general plan text reconciled this and other map inconsiste ncies by stating 

that ŗif in any instance there is a conflict between the land use element and the open space 

element, the land use element controls.Ř The court of appeal struck down this clause 

because it violated the internal consistency requirement unde r Ä65300.5. No element is 

legally subordinate to another; the general plan must resolve potential conflicts among the 

elements through clear lang uage and policy consistency .  

Consistency Between Elements  

All elements of a general plan, whether mandatory or optional, must be consistent with one 

another . In Concerned Citizens of Calaveras County v. Board of Supervisors (1985) 166 

Cal.App.3d 90, the county land use element contained proposals expected to result in 

increased population. The circulation element, however, failed to provide feasible remedies 

for the predicted traffic congestion that would follow. The county simply stated that it would 

lobby for funds to solve the future traffic pro blems. The court held that this vague response 

was insufficient to reconcile the conflicts.  

Housing element  law requires local agencies to adopt housing element programs that 

achieve the goals and implement the policies o f the housing element. The element must 

ñIn construing the provisions 

of this article the Legislature 

intends that the general plan 

and elements are parts 

thereof comprise an 

integrated, internally 

consistent and compatible 

statement of polices of the 

adopting agency.ò (Section 

65300.5) 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/3d/126/698.html
http://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/3d/126/698.html
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.sjsu.edu/urbanplanning/docs/URBP229Materials/ConcernedCitizensCalaverasCountyVBoardSupervisors.pdf
http://www.sjsu.edu/urbanplanning/docs/URBP229Materials/ConcernedCitizensCalaverasCountyVBoardSupervisors.pdf
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
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identify the means by which consistency will be achieved and maintained with other general 

plan elements (Ä65583(c)), including land use.  

A city or county may incorporate by reference into its general plan all or a portion of 

another jurisdictionŚs plan, a regional plan, or its own plan, such as a climate action plan. 

When doing so, the city or county should make sure that any materials incorporated by 

reference are consistent with the rest of its general plan.  

Consistency Within Elements  

Each elementŚs data, analyses, goals, policies, and implementation programs must be 

consistent with and complement one another. Established goals, data, and analysis form the 

foundation for any ensuing policies. For example, if one portion of a circulation element 

indicates that county roads are sufficient to accommodate the projected level  of traffic while 

another section of the same element describes a worsening traffic situation aggravated by 

continued subdivision activity, the element is not internally consistent (Concerned Citizens of 

Calaveras County v. Board of Supervisors (1985) 166 Cal.App.3d 90 ). 

Area Plan Consistency  

All principles, goals, objectives, policies, and plan proposals set forth in  an area or 

community plan must be consistent with the overall general plan.  

The general plan should explicitly discuss the role of area plans if they are to be used. 

Similarly, each area plan should discuss its specific relationship to the general plan  

Climate Action Plans and airport land use compatibility plans, where appropriate, should 

also be consistent with the general plan. Climate Action Plans can be created concurre ntly 

with or clos ely following a general plan update. However, if a local agencyŚs resources do 

not allow for concurrent preparation of a general plan update and the climate action plan, 

general plans may be amended later to integrate all or part of the cl imate action plan .  

Text and Diagram Consistency  

The general planŚs text and its accompanying diagrams and maps are integral parts of the 

plan. They must be in agreement. For example, a conflict exists if a general planŚs land use 

element diagram designates low -density residential development in an area where the text 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65580-65589.8
http://www.sjsu.edu/urbanplanning/docs/URBP229Materials/ConcernedCitizensCalaverasCountyVBoardSupervisors.pdf
http://www.sjsu.edu/urbanplanning/docs/URBP229Materials/ConcernedCitizensCalaverasCountyVBoardSupervisors.pdf
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describes the presence of prime agricultural land and written policies to preserve agricultural 

land or open space. The planŚs text and diagrams must be reconciled, because ŗinternal 

consistency requires that general plan diagrams of land use, circulation systems, open -space 

and natural resources areas reflect written policies and programs in the text for each 

element.Ř (CurtinŚs California Land-Use and Planning Law, 1998 edition, p. 18)  

Long -Term Perspective  

Since the general plan affects the welfare of current and future generations, state law 

requires that the plan take a long -term perspective (Ä65300). The general plan projects 

conditions and needs into the future as a basis for determining objectives. It also establishes 

long -term policy for day -to-day decision-making ba sed upon those objectives.  

The time frames for effective planning vary among issues. The housing element, for 

example, specifically involves time increments of four, five, or  eight years. Sewer, water, and 

road systems are generally designed with a 30 - to 50-year lifespan. Capital improvement 

planning is typically based upon a five - or seven-year term. Economic trends may change 

rapidly in response to outside forces. Climate change is affecting local governments now, 

but longer term planning should anticipa te the significant changes in the environmental 

setting associated with a changing climate as indicated by best available science. 

Differences in time frame also affect the formulation of general  plan goals, objecti ves, policies, 

and implementation measures. Goals and objectives are longer term, s pecific policies shorter in their 

outcomes, and implementation programs the shortest span because they must quickly 

respond to the demands of new funding sources, the result s of their own activities, and the 

jurisdictionŚs immediate needs and problems. 

Most jurisdictions have selected 20 years as the horizon year for the general plan. The 

horizon does not mark an end point, but rather provides a general context in which to ma ke 

shorter-term decisions. The local jurisdiction may choose a time horizon that serves its 

particular needs including horizon years further out to address long term issues like climate 

change and land use. Planning is a continuous process; the general plan should be reviewed 

regularly, regardless of its horizon, and revised as new information becomes available and as 

community needs and values change. With easier access to data, cities and counties have 

the opportunity to evaluate their general plans more often, link directly to responsible 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.cal-adapt.org/
http://maps.gis.ca.gov/demos/opr/genplan/webform1.aspx
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agencies, or monitor their process through data analysis or public das hboards. The City of 

Sacramento, for example, conducts annual reviews of their general plan as well as five year 

updates to the document based on the annual assessments. These regular reviews and 

updates reduce the potential cost of a comprehensive rewriting of their general plan, while 

keeping it timely and relevant to community needs.   

 

Considerations for  General Plan s 

Area Plans, Community Plans, and Specific Plans  

Area and community plans are part of the general plan. A specific plan, on the other hand, 

is a tool for implementing the general plan but is not part of the general plan. The 

following paragraphs look briefly at each of these types of plans. In addition to consistency 

between plans, general plans must also be consistent with airport land use compatibility 

plans in specified regions , unless overridden by a two thirds vote of the local government, 

pursuant to Public Utilities Code Ä21676. 

 

ŗArea planŘ and ŗcommunity planŘ are terms for plans that focus on a particular region or 

community within the overall general plan area. An  area or community plan is adopted by 

resolution as an amendment to the general plan, in the manner set out in Ä65350, et seq. It 

refines the polic ies of the general plan as they apply to a smaller geographic area and is 

implemented by ordinances and other discretionary actions, such as zoning. The area or 

community plan process also provides a forum for resolving local conflicts. These plans are 

commonly used in large cities and counties where there are a variety of distinct 

communities or regions.  

As discussed earlier, an area or community plan must be internally consistent with the 

general plan of which it is a part. To facilitate such consistency,  the general plan should 

provide a policy framework for the detailed treatment of specific issues in the various area 

or community plans. Ideally, to simplify implementation, the area or community plans and 

the general plan should share a uniform format fo r land use categories, terminology, and 

diagrams. 

http://portal.cityofsacramento.org/Community-Development/Planning/Long-Range/General-Plan
http://portal.cityofsacramento.org/Community-Development/Planning/Long-Range/General-Plan
http://codes.lp.findlaw.com/cacode/PUC/1/d9/1/4/3.5/s21676
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65350-65362
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Each area or community plan need not address all of the issues identified  by Ä65302 when 

the ov erall general plan satisfies these requirements. For example, an area or community 

plan need not discuss fire safety if the jurisdiction -wide p lan adequately addresses the 

subject and the area or community plan is consistent with those policies and stan dards. 

While an area or community plan may provide greater detail to policies affecting 

development in a defined area, adopting one or a series of such plans does not substitute 

for regular updates to the general plan. Many of the mandatory general plan issue s are 

most effectively addressed on a jurisdiction -wide basis that ties together the policies of the 

individual area or community plans.  

 

A specific plan is a hybrid that can combine policy statements with developme nt regulations 

(Ä65450, et seq.). It can be used to address the development requirements for a single 

project such as urban  infill  or a planned community. As a result, its emphasis is on concrete 

standards and development criteria. Its text and diagrams will address the planning of 

necessary infrastructure and facilities, as well as land uses and open space. In addition, it will 

specify those programs and regulations necessary to finance infrastructure and public works 

projects. A specific plan may be adopted either by resolution, like a general plan, or by 

ordinance, like zoning.  

Specific plans must be consistent with all facets of the general plan, including the policy 

statements. In turn, zoning, subdivisions, and public works projects must be consistent with 

the specific plan ( Ä65455). Once a specific plan has been adopted, later projects may not 

require additional review under CEQA.  The publication A PlannerŚs Guide to Specific Plans, 

by the GovernorŚs Office of Planning and Research (OPR), provides further information on 

relationships between plans.  

@cnoshnm ne @mnsgdq Itqhrchbshnmŝr Fdmdq`k Ok`m `mc Inhms @cnoshnm 

A city or county may adopt all or a por tion of the general plan of another public agency 

(Ä65301(a)). Additionally, Ä65302(g) specifically provides that a city may adopt the countyŚs 

safety element if the countyŚs element ŗis sufficiently detailed containing appropriate policies 

and programs for adoption by a city.Ř One of the benefits of this approach is that it 

eliminates duplication of effort in collecting data for the more technical elements.  

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65450-65457
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/CLEE/Infill_Template_--_September_2014.pdf
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65450-65457
http://www.pclfoundation.org/publications/ceqaguidelines/Article-12.html#sec15182
http://opr.ca.gov/docs/specific_plans.pdf
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65300-65303.4
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A city and county may jointly prepare and separately adopt a general plan or individual 

elements. A city or county may adopt part or a ll of a functional plan such as a regional 

transportation plan, climate action plan or sustainable community strategy prepared by a 

special district, regional planning agency, or some other public agency.  

Although joint adoption of another jurisdictionŚs plan or elements may be advantageous, a 

city or county remains solely responsible for the legal adequacy of its general plan. The 

other jurisdictionŚs plan and elements or the jointly prepared plan and elements must be 

sufficiently detailed to address the concerns of the adopting agency and to provide 

adequate coverage of the issues required in the Government Code. A plan or element that 

is jointly prepared or adopted from another jurisdictionŚs general plan has the same legal 

standing as the rest of the ad opting agencyŚs general plan and internal consistency 

requirements continue to apply. Similarly, discretionary zoning, subdivision, and capital 

improvement project decisions must be consistent with the joint plan or element.  

Despite options such as adoptin g another jurisdictionŚs general plan or joint adoption 

between multiple agencies, each adopting agency must retain its sole and independent 

authority to make amendments to its general plan unless a joint powers agreement has 

been approved. In Alameda County Land Use Association c. City of Hayw ard (1995) 38 

Cal.App.4th 1716, the appellate court overturned a mem orandum of understanding (MOU) 

adopted by Alameda County and the cities of Hayward and Pleasanton to specify general 

plan goals and policies regarding the ŗRidgelands Area.Ř The MOU provided that any 

amendment to the applicable sections by one jurisdiction  would not be effective unless 

ŗparallel amendmentsŘ were approved by the other two. The court held this arrangement to 

be an impermissible divestment of the police power, restricting the individual agenciesŚ 

legislative authority to amend their general pl ans. 

  

http://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/4th/38/1716.html
http://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/4th/38/1716.html
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Chapter 3: Public Engagement and Outreach  
 

 

Designing Healthy, Equitable, Resilient, and Economically Vibrant Places  

 

ŗCities (and counties) have the capability of providing something for everybody, only 

because, and only when, they are created by e verybody.Ř             
-- Jane Jacobs 

Introduction  

Robust community engagement is a vital component of drafting and updating a general 

plan. When a general plan is written or amended, state law requires the planning agency to 

ŗprovide opportunities for the involvement of citizens, California Native American Indian 

tribes, public agencies, public utility companies, and civic, education, and other community 

groups,ŗwhich may include publi c agencies, public utility companies, community groups, and 

others through hearings or other appropriate methods (Ä65351)The law also requires that  a 

jurisdiction make a diligent effort to include all economic groups when drafting , adopting 

and implementing  its housing element (Ä65583). For the purposes of this chapter, the term 

ŗupdateŘ will refer to adopting new general plans as well as updating existing ones. 

By law, cities and counties must hold at least two public  hearings before adopting a general 

plan: one by the plannin g commission and another by the legislative body (either the city 

council or the board of supervisors) (Ä65353, 65355). However, this minimal numbe r of 

hearings does not constitute what most planners would consider an adequate public 

participation program for adopting or updating a general plan.  

As mentioned throughout the GPG, there is great opportunity to collaborate in innovative 

ways with differe nt public agencies, private entities, elected officials, and community 

members. A general plan update affects every aspect of a community and broad 

participation is important - particularly direct or representative participation of local citizens.  

Many ent ities have recognized the benefits of strong community engagement to improve 

local conditions, inform policy, enhance equity, and result in better program outcomes. i  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/17285.Jane_Jacobs
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65350-65362
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65580-65589.8
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=65001-66000&file=65350-65362
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Creating the opportunity for community dialogue throughout the general plan update - 

although challenging - can result in a much more informed and widely embraced plan.  

As stated in Chapter 2, a general plan should start with a communityŚs vision, but 

community engagement should not stop there. The general plan update must be treated 

attentivel y throughout the process  from the beginning stages of the visioning process to 

adoption , depending on the scope and extent of the project .  A thorough update for an 

average-sized city is typically at least a year -long endeavor.  The nature and intended 

outcomes during the outreach process will be different depending on the stage of the 

update:   

1. Exploration: The initial stages of outreach allow stakeholders to identify community 

strengths, assets, priorities for future development, areas for improvement, and  start 

the process of formulating a vision for the future.  

2. Collaborative Action:  After a general baseline of community goals is established, 

the next phase allows for collaborative engagement with partners regarding different 

options for consideration, an d how the policy priorities align to move toward 

attaining the future vision.  

3. Decision Making: During the later stages of an update, various policy priorities have 

emerged to achieve the intended general plan vision, and it becomes paramount to 

orient poli cy options into a framework and select priority policies to move forward 

with the draft plan.  

This chapter discusses various issues planning departments can consider when designing a 

public engagement process.  It also provides tools and lists resources t o inform the 

outreach process and ensure community involvement, input, and support for the general 

plan.  
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Innovating for Sustainable Communities  

US Department of Housing and Urban Development  

 

Collective Impact is an engagement model that multipl e sectors can use to achieve positive change that is composed of 

strategies aimed at improving difficult social, economic, and environmental problems.  At its core, it recognizes the importa nce 

of cross-sector collaboration, as well as bringing private, pu blic, and citizen partners together to achieve meaningful outcomes. 

Core strategies include, ŗbuilding a common agenda, creating shared measurement systems, identifying mutually reinforcing 

activities, promoting continuous communications, and supporting ba ckbone organizations.Ř City and county planning 

departments around the US implemented this strategy at a time of significant fiscal constraint during the economic downturn 

in 2008 as part of the Partnership for Sustainable Communities  with the Department of Transportation , Housing and Urban 

Development , and Environmental Protection Agency .   

 

Through broad public engagement, co -learning, and leveraging financial resources many lessons resulted and highlighted the 

power of long -range planning to improve economic resilience, integrate equity into planning, and foster collaboration with 

new entities - such as health and arts to achieve sustainable communities.  

 

A vision at the beginning of the planning process is vital to frame the planning priorities and implementation plan. These 

lessons are applicable to establishing a vision in a General Plan Update.  

 

http://www.frbsf.org/community -development/files/ci_vol26no1 -The-Sustainable-Communities -Initiative.pdf  

Process Design  

Designing the outreach process before starting a general plan update is helpful to ensure 

adequate input from various stakeholders. In addition to any organized participation 

activities, state law allows the public to attend all meetings of appointed advisory 

committees, planning commissions, and local legislative bodies, with a few exceptions 

(Brown Act, Ä54950, et seq.). Unexpected events can occur during an update, including  

changes in elected leadership, funding, staff, etc. Having a n outreach  plan in place will help  

keep the pro cess on track.   This section provides guidance for developing an outreach plan.  

 

 

Establish an outreach strategy  

A road map is an important tool  to plan public engagement efforts throughout the process. 

Local jurisdictions vary tremendously throughout Cal ifornia, and engagement strategies will 

http://www.sustainablecommunities.gov/
http://www.dot.gov/
http://www.hud.gov/
http://www.hud.gov/
http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=gov&group=54001-55000&file=54950-54963
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also vary based on local circumstances.  Local communities should help define the outreach 

strategy most relevant to their needs.  However, there are some issues to consider across 

planning for all areas.  

These include: 

¶ Funding available for engagement activities  

¶ Timeline for activities  

¶ Expectation-setting for stakeholders  

¶ Staff time and knowledge and other expertise to conduct outreach  and education  

¶ Communication tools available  

¶ Process to ensure efforts are transpa rent, accessible, and fun  

¶ Methods available to capture and record the dialogue  

¶ Translation services 

¶ Variety of meeting spaces  

 

Some helpful tools in outreach include:  

Oversight responsibility  

Assigning a staff member to oversee and be responsible for the engagement and outreach 

process will ensure  dedicated attention to this important procedural step .  

Advisory Committee/Board  

Establishing a diverse advisory board  comprised of experts as well as community members 

to serve as advisors throughout the general plan update  can be helpful by providing insight 

on how to reach multiple populations, addressing potentially controversial issues, 

understanding sensitive community needs, and representing a greater portion of the 

community.  A manageable size board (<20 people)  should include multiple voices from the 

community General plan advisory board members represent the varied interests the public 

engagement process hopes to capture, and should be drawn from the same communities 

that general outreach will target.  

 

The following categories of advisory board members  should be considered :  

¶ Business leaders and/or representatives from Chambers of Comme rce 

http://www.cityofpacifica.org/depts/planning/other_committees/general_plan_outreach_committee/default.asp
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¶ Local agency leaders including water agencies, fire departments, health officers, 

public works leads, and others  

¶ Community development and health leaders 

¶ Representatives and advocates from various income groups, special needs 

populations and neighborho ods in the jurisdiction  

¶ Multi -lingual representatives  

¶ State and/or federal agency leaders if the jurisdiction has a high proportion of public 

lands 

Survey of overlapping efforts  

Multiple  public engagement processes may be in process simultaneously. For ins tance, 

outreach to solicit input on an application for grant  funding may occur at the same time as 

outreach to update the general plan. This can confuse participants, and pose a potential 

challenge for recruitment and involvement.  Additionally, other publ ic or private agencies 

(for example, Parks and Recreation, Hospitals, Departments of Public Health, Non -

Governmental Organizations) may be conducting outreach simultaneously.  Increased 

awareness of ongoing efforts to gain input can help avoid overlapping or conflicting 

outreach efforts and might even allow outreach sessions to be combined.  

Scale 

Outreach for a county general plan is a much larger undertaking than for a city, due to the 

larger catchment area.  Also, stakeholders may have less of a perceive d stake in the process 

since county general planning is further removed from their local jurisdiction.  Relating the 

importance of participation back to the group and sharing how the information will be 

incorporated into the planning process can help incre ase participation.  

Partnership  

All affected stakeholders should be represented in any public participation process. In a 

general plan process, this is the entire community. Stakeholder groups in the general plan 

process may include: 

¶ Community and neighborh ood groups  

¶ School districts  

¶ County Transportation Commissions  
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¶ Utility and public service providers  

o Energy 

o Water: water supply, wastewater, flood/stormwater districts, IRWM, Sustainable 

Groundwater Agency, reclamation district, etc.  

o Telecommunications 

o Waste 

¶ Regional groups that can identify synergies with other regional efforts  

¶ Affordable housing and special needs population representatives and advocates  

¶ Non-profit and for -profit builders  

¶ State and federal partners as appropriate  

¶ Educational institutions  

¶ Industry and business 

¶ Civic and community service organizations  

¶ Non-governmental organizations  

¶ Religious communities  

¶ Existing boards and commissions, such as planning boards, parks and recreation, etc.  

¶ Other public agencies  

¶ Topical experts: 

o Groups working on climate change  

o County Health Departments  

o Environmental justice groups  

o Tribal leaders 

o Innovation or Technology Officers  

o Local food sources  

o Agricultural community members  

Cultural Considerations  

Cultural differences can be present between and among  professional groups as well as 

between and among  community members. Reaching out to different professional groups 

and organizations not traditionally involved in planning occasionally presents its own set of 

challenges. It is important to account for different int eraction norms, priorities, levels of 

comfort with professional terminology, and expectations for project completion.  

 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































