How to Use the General Plan Report Card

1) Use the report card in conjunction with the General Plan Guidelines. 

The report card is best used in conjunction with the General Plan Guidelines prepared by the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research.  The General Plan Guidelines are a cookbook for preparing a general plan and each of its mandatory elements in accord with planning statues and precedent setting cases.  A copy of these guidelines can be found at  http://opr.ca.gov/docs/General_Plan_Guidelines_2003.pdf 

The report card is an attempt to summarize some of the key aspects of the General Plan Guidelines.  The purpose of the report card is to provide an aid to somebody evaluating the adequacy of a general plan.   

2) Evaluate any or all provisions of the general plan using items 1-21. 

The report card first provides some overarching standards to which each provision of the general plan should conform.  (See report card items 1 to 21.)  These standards apply regardless of which general plan element one is reviewing (i.e. Land Use, Circulation, Housing.)

3) Evaluate specific elements based upon their unique standards. 

In addition to the standards that apply to all general plan provisions, the General Plan Guidelines also contain chapters that identify specific standards that uniquely apply to each of the mandatory elements. The report card summarizes some of the specific standards that apply to specific elements of the general plan.  (See report card items 23-31.)  Some of these standards relate to consulting state agencies to get their general plan suggestions.  It is worth finding out what those agencies suggested, and which of their suggestions the county accepted.  Some standards relate to coordinating state a local plans.  It is worth looking at the state plans and seeing if the county general plan is on the same page or contrary.                        

4) Evaluate Plan Implementation

Items 32 and 33 list relevant implementations tools and plans.  These are critical to converting the intentions of policy into actions on the ground.  These implementation tools and plans are also key to ensuring efficient collaboration among local, regional, state, and federal agencies.  These agencies share joint jurisdictional and funding responsibilities over the management of air, water, land, and other natural resources; as well as infrastructure and public services. In addition, these implementation tools and plans are needed to provide clear guidance regarding the expectations and responsibilities of those seeking land use approvals from the county.  Finally, these implementation tools and plans are needed to ensure that local staff and funding will be available to achieve the aspirations of the general plan.  Even the most ambitious general plan policies are unlikely to succeed in promoting economic prosperity, environmental sustainability, and the protection of personal liberties, if the general plan includes few implementation tools in one of more issue areas, or is vague with regard to county collaboration with other agencies, or is unclear with regard to the responsibilities and expectations of land use applicants. 

5) Evaluate the General Plan Glossary.

Item 34 helps one to evaluate a general plan glossary.  Clear definitions are needed to form the basis for consistent planning decisions.  The definitions should illuminate the expressed intention of the general plan provisions, not undercut them.     

Report Card For a Draft General Plan                                                                                                                  
	1) Rules for Physical Development: 

A general plan  is “for the physical

development of the county ” (GC §65300), provide “a basis for local government decision-making … on development approvals

and exactions,” and “inform citizens, developers, decision-makers … of the ground rules that

guide development.”  (2003 GPG, p. 10)
	
	

	2) Comprehensive Coverage:

Every city and county must adopt “a comprehensive, long term general plan” (GC §65300).  Counties must address all unincorporated areas. (1003 GPG p. 10)
	
	

	3) Regional Collaboration:

“A county should consider the general plans of every city within the county in its own plans.” 

“Cities and counties should work together to delineate planning areas and may establish formal agreements for processing development proposals.” “Regional plans, such as those for air or water quality, spell out measures that local governments must institute in order to meet federal or state standards for the region.” General plans should include a discussion of the extent to which the general plan’s policies, standards, and proposals correspond to regional plans and the plans of adjoining communities.”

(2003 GPG pp. 10-12) 
	
	

	4) Issue Comprehensiveness:

“Under the ‘shoe fits’ doctrine discussed in Chapter 4, the plan should focus on those issues that are relevant to the planning area (§65301(c)).”

(2003 GPG, p. 12)

“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 (§65301).” (2003 GPG, p. 18.)
	
	

	5) Equal Status Among Elements:

“All elements of the general plan have equal legal

status.” “A case in point: in Sierra Club v. Board of Supervisors of Kern County (1981) 126 Cal.App.3d 698.” (2003 GPG, p. 12.) 


	
	

	6) Consistency Between Elements:

All elements of a general plan, whether mandatory

or optional, must be consistent with one another. The court decision in Concerned Citizens of Calaveras County v. Board of Supervisors (1985) 166 Cal.App.3d 90.” (2003 GPG,  p. 13.)


	
	

	7) Consistency Within Elements:

“Each element’s data, analyses, goals, policies, and implementation programs must be consistent with and complement one another. (Concerned Citizens of Calaveras County v. Board of Supervisors (1985) 166 Cal.App.3d 90).” (2003 GPG, p. 13.)
	
	

	8) 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.  

(Las Virgenes Homeowners Federation,

Inc. v. County of Los Angeles (1986) 177

Cal.App.3d 300).” (2003 GPG, p. 13.)
	
	

	9) Text and Diagram Consistency:

“The general plan’s text and its accompanying diagrams are integral parts of the plan. They must be in agreement.” (2003 GPG, p. 13.)
	
	

	10) 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 (§65300).” “Most jurisdictions select 15 to 20 years as the long-term horizon for the general plan. A general plan based upon outdated information and projections is not a sound basis for day-to-day decisionmaking and may be legally inadequate.” (2003 GPG, pp. 13-14.)
	
	

	11) Diagram: 
“A diagram must be consistent with the general plan text (§65300.5) and should have the same

long-term planning perspective as the rest

of the general plan.”  A diagram along with the general plan’s text, “should be detailed enough so that the users of the plan, whether staff, elected and appointed officials, or the public, can reach the same general conclusion on the appropriate use of any parcel of land.”  “Decision-makers should also be able to use a general plan, including its diagram or diagrams, in coordinating

day-to-day land use and infrastructure decisions.”

(2003 GPG, p. 14.)

	
	

	12) Goal:

“A goal is a general direction-setter. It is an ideal future end related to the public health, safety, or general welfare.  A goal is a general expression of community values and, therefore, may be abstract in nature. Consequently, a goal is generally not quantifiable or time-dependent.” “Goals should be expressed as ends, not actions. (2003 GPG, pp. 14-15.)
	
	

	13) Objective: 

“An objective is a specified end, condition, or state that is an intermediate step toward attaining a goal. It should be achievable and, when possible, measurable and time-specific. An objective may pertain to one particular aspect of a goal or it may be one of several successive steps toward goal achievement. Consequently, there may be more than one objective for each goal.” (2003 GPG, p. 15.)
	
	

	14) Principle: 

“A principle is an assumption, fundamental rule, or doctrine guiding general plan policies, proposals, standards, and implementation measures. Principles are based on community values, generally accepted planning doctrine, current technology, and the general plan’s objectives.” (2003 GPG, p. 15) 
	
	

	15) Policy:
“A policy is a specific statement that guides decision-making. It indicates a commitment of the local legislative body to a particular course of action. A policy is based on and helps implement a general plan’s objectives.”

“For a policy to be useful as a guide to action it must be clear and unambiguous. Adopting broadly drawn and vague policies is poor practice. Clear policies are particularly important when it comes to judging whether or not zoning decisions, subdivisions, public works projects, etc., are consistent with the general plan.”

“ ‘Shall’ indicates an unequivocal

directive. ‘Should’ signifies a less rigid directive,

to be honored in the absence of compelling or

contravening considerations. Use of the word ‘should’ to give the impression of more commitment than actually intended is a common but unacceptable practice. It is better to adopt no policy than to adopt a policy with no backbone.”

   “Solid policy is based on solid information.”

   (2003 GPG, p. 15.) 

 
	
	

	16) Standards:

“A standard is a rule or measure establishing a level

of quality or quantity that must be complied with or satisfied. Standards define the abstract terms of objectives and policies with concrete specifications.”

“§65302(a) states in part that the land use element must ‘...include a statement

of the standards of population density and building

intensity.”

Standards include those found in §66477 (the Quimby Act) and §66479 (reservations of land within subdivisions). (2003 GPG, p/ 16.)
	
	

	17) Plan Proposal:

“A plan proposal describes the development intended to take place in an area. Plan proposals are often expressed on the general plan diagram.”  (2003 GPG, p. 16.) 
	
	

	18) Implementation Measure:

“An implementation measure is an action, procedure, program, or technique that carries out general plan policy. Each policy must have at least one corresponding implementation measure. (2003 GPG, p. 16.) 
 
	
	

	18.5) Mitigation Qualifications.

Does the goal, objective, principle, policy, standard, and implementation scheme when viewed as a whole, either:

Commit to take a specific action(s) that avoids, eliminates, reduces, or compensates for an adverse impact on the environment.

or

1) Commits to identify and implement a specific action(s) in the future: 

2) From a list of feasible measures; 

3) That avoids, eliminates, reduces, or compensates for an adverse impact on the environment;
4) To a measurable degree within a particular time or order.   


	
	

	19) Area/Community Plans:

“ ‘Area plan’ and ‘community plan’ 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 §65350, et seq.”

“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.”

“The general plan should provide a policy framework for the detailed treatment of specific issues in the various area or community plans.”

“Each area or community plan need not address all

of the issues required by §65302 when the overall general plan satisfies these requirements.”  (2003 GPG, p. 17.)
	
	

	20) Specific Plan:

“A specific plan is a hybrid that can combine policy statements with development regulations (§65450, et seq.). It is often 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”. (2003 GPG, p. 17.)


	
	

	21)  Environmental Justice:
“AB 1553 (Keeley, Chapter 762, Statutes of 2001)

required OPR to incorporate environmental justice considerations in the General Plan Guidelines. AB 1553 specified that the guidelines should propose methods for local governments to address the following:

♦Planning for the equitable distribution of new public facilities and services that increase and enhance community quality of life.

♦Providing for the location of industrial facilities and uses that pose a significant hazard to human health and safety in a manner that seeks to avoid

overconcentrating these uses in proximity to schools or residential dwellings.

♦Providing for the location of new schools and residential dwellings in a manner that avoids proximity to industrial facilities and uses that pose a significant hazard to human health and safety.

♦Promoting more livable communities by expanding opportunities for transit-oriented development.” (2003 GPG, p. 23.) 

“OPR recommends incorporating policies supportive of environmental justice

in all of the mandatory elements of the general plan. These policies should also be reflected in any optional elements.” (2003 GPG, p. 25.)
	
	

	22) Introduction
	
	

	23) Land Use Element
Population density-“Camp v. County of Mendocino (1981) 123Cal.App.3d 334 established that a general plan must contain standards for population density. Quantifiable standards of population density must be provided for each of the land use categories contained in the plan.” (2003 GPG, p. 50.)

Building intensity-“The Camp decision also held that an adequate general plan must contain standards for building intensity.” “Local general plans must contain quantifiable standards

of building intensity for each land use designation.” “OPR recommends that each intensity standard include these variables: (1) permitted lands uses or building types; and (2) concentration of use.” (2003 GPG, p. 50.)

Solid waste sites- “Concerned Citizens of Calaveras County v. Board of Supervisors (1985) 166 Cal.App.3d 90, held that the general plan is not required to identify existing solid

waste disposal sites. However, because the purpose of the land use element is to designate “the proposed general distribution and general location and extent” of land uses, the element must identify future sites.” (2003 GPG, p. 51.)
Circulation-“Pursuant to the decisions of the Concerned Citizens, Twain Harte, and Camp v.

Mendocino courts, the general plan must reflect

both the anticipated level of land development (represented in the land use element element)

and the road system necessary to serve that level

(represented in the circulation element). The road system proposed in the circulation element must be “closely, systematically, and reciprocally related to the land use element of the plan” (Concerned Citizens, supra, at p.100).” (2003 GPG, p. 51.)
Do the land use designations around the airport conform to land use limitations in the airport land use compatibility plan produced by the Airport Land Use Commission?  Do the airport land use compatibility plan and the Land Use Element of the General Plan conform to the requirements of Public Utilities Code, Section 21670.1, and to the State of California’s latest Airport Planning Land Use Handbook (2002?).  (See Watsonville Pilots Assn. v. City of Watsonville (2010) 183 Cal.App.4th 1059, 1069-1080.)  

Noise-“According to §65302(f), the noise element is to be used as “a guide for establishing a pattern of land uses in the land use element that minimizes the exposure of community residents to excessive noise.” When the noise element is inadequate, the land use element may be invalid, as in the Camp case.” (2003 GPG, p. 51.)

Other Issue – 

“A land use element should contain a sufficient

number of land use categories to conveniently

classify the various land uses identified by the

plan.” 

“Land use categories should be descriptive

enough to distinguish between levels of intensity

and allowable uses.” 

“The element should include categories reflecting existing land uses as well as projected development.”


	
	

	24) Circulation Element

“It is an infrastructure plan addressing the circulation of people, goods, energy, water, sewage, storm drainage, and communications. By statute, the circulation element must correlate directly with the land use element. The circulation element also has direct relationships

with the housing, open-space, noise and safety

elements.” (2003 GPG, p. 55)

“The local planning agency should coordinate its circulation element provisions with applicable state and regional transportation plans (see §65103(f) and §65080, et seq.).”

“If the circulation element is to be an effective basis for exactions, it must be based upon traffic studies that are sufficiently detailed to link land uses and related demand to future dedications. Additionally, ad hoc road exactions must be roughly proportional to the project’s

specific impacts on the road system (Erhlich v. City of Culver City (1996) 12 C4th 854.”

(2003 GPG, p. 56.) 

	
	

	25) Economic Development

“An effective element will establish a consistent set of policies that provide general

direction to local government on how the community can focus resources to retain local business, attract new industries, support the tax base, and sustain the ability to provide public services for current and future residents” (2003 GPG, p. 109.)

Business Retention and Development by Sector

Employment Development

Business Recruitment

Fiscal Stability:

Budgetary Structure:


	
	

	26) Conservation: 
The conservation element provides direction regarding the conservation, development, and utilization of natural resources.

One role of the conservation element is to

establish policies that reconcile conflicting demands on those resources.

Issues include forests, soils, rivers and other waters, harbors, fisheries, wildlife, and minerals, ag. land, grazing land, wetlands, air quality, energy production & conservation.

The discussion of water in the conservation element must be prepared in coordination with water suppliers and include any information on water supply and demand prepared pursuant to §65352.5. (2003 GPG, p. 75.)

	
	 

	27) Open Space 

The open-space element guides the comprehensive

and long-range preservation and conservation of “open-space land” (§65563). Open-space land is defined in statute as any parcel or area of land or water that is essentially unimproved and devoted to open-space use (§65560(b)).
Along with the housing element, the open-space element has the most detailed statutory intent (see §65561 and §65562)

Open space for the preservation of natural resources, for the managed production of

resources, for outdoor recreation, for public health and safety, demands for trail-oriented recreational use (Public Resources Code §5076), the retention of all publicly owned corridors for future use, The feasibility of integrating city and county trail

routes with appropriate segments of the California

Recreational Trails System (Public Resources Code §5076).
Every local open-space element is required to contain a specific action program (§65564).
No Oil, Inc. v. City of Los Angeles (1988) 196

Cal.App.3d 223 interprets the meaning of the term

“open space for the managed production of resources.”  In light of this decision, OPR strongly suggests that local general plans specify the types of land use that are intended to comprise open space.


	
	

	28) Governance
	
	

	29) Safety

“The aim of the safety element is to reduce the potential risk of death, injuries, property damage, and economic and social dislocation resulting from fires, floods, earthquakes, landslides, and other hazards. Other locally relevant safety issues, such as airport land use, emergency response, hazardous materials spills, and crime reduction, may also be included.”

“The safety element must identify hazards and hazard abatement provisions to guide local decisions related to zoning, subdivisions, and entitlement permits.”

“The element should contain general hazard and risk reduction strategies and policies supporting hazard mitigation measures.”

“Policies may address not only methods of minimizing risks, but also ways to minimize economic disruption and expedite recovery

following disasters.” (2003 GPG, p. 90.)

The safety element must establish policies to minimize the loss of property and life as a result of earthquake. The Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act (Public Resources Code §2621, et seq.), the Seismic Hazards Mapping Act (Public Resources Code §2690, et seq.), the Unreinforced Masonry Law (§8875, et seq.). 

“The safety element must also identify flood hazard areas and establish policies to avoid unreasonable flood risks.”
“The safety element must identify urban fringe and rural-residential areas that are prone to wildland fire hazards. It must also analyze systems, such as adequate evacuation routes and peakload water supplies, that can reduce fire hazards. The policies of the safety element

should form the basis for adopting fire safe ordinances and strategic fire defense system zoning.” (2003 GPG, p. 91.)

“The statewide fire safe regulations include:

♦Road standards, including width, surface, and grade, for emergency access and evacuation.

♦Standards for signs identifying streets, roads, and buildings.

♦Minimum water supply reserves for emergency fire use.

♦Fuel breaks (i.e., defensible space) around structures and greenbelts around new subdivisions.”

“All new construction and subdivisions within SRAs must meet the Title 14 standards.”

“Submit a copy of its draft safety element or

any amendments to that element to the State Board of Forestry and to every local agency that provides fire protection in its jurisdiction for review and comment at least 90 days prior to adopting or amending the element. (Public Resources Code §4128.5).

CDF pursuant to Government Code §51175-§51179 is available from the State Fire Marshal (http://osfm.fire.ca.gov) for adoption by local agencies. The State Fire Marshal, pursuant to §51189.5, has also developed

a model ordinance for space and structure defensibility linking hazard severity zoning or

classification with building standards.

“The California Geological Survey and the

U.S. Geological Survey have published landslide inventory and landslide and debris-flow susceptibility maps at a variety of scales for selected areas of California.”
“Prior to preparing or revising its safety element, a

city or county must consult with the Office of Emergency Services and submit one copy of its draft safety element to the California Geological Survey for review (§65302(g)).” (2003 GPG, p. 92.)

	
	

	30) Noise

“Local governments must “analyze and quantify”

noise levels and the extent of noise exposure through actual measurement or the use of noise modeling.”

“Noise control policies and programs that ‘minimizes the exposure of community residents to excessive noise.’” 

“Noise level contours must be mapped and the conclusions of the element used as a basis for land use decisions.” 

“The element must include implementation measures and possible solutions to existing and foreseeable noise problems.” 

“The noise element must be used to guide decisions concerning land use and the location of new roads and transit facilities since these are common sources of excessive noise levels.” 

“The noise levels from existing land uses, including mining, agricultural, and industrial activities, must be closely analyzed to ensure compatibility, especially where residential and other sensitive receptors have encroached into areas previously occupied by these uses.” (2003 GPG, p. 87.) 

In Camp v. County of Mendocino (1981)

123 Cal.App.3d 334, Mendocino County’s element did not quantify noise levels, did not include an inventory of current and expected noise exposure (noise contours), and was apparently not supported by monitoring data.

The Neighborhood Action Group v.

County of Calaveras (1984) 156 Cal.App.3d 1176 decision makes clear that the noise element must be adequate to serve as the basis for analyzing projects that may potentially increase noise levels.

In Guardians of Turlock’s Integrity v. City of Turlock (1983) 149 Cal.App.3d 584,

in the words of the court, “unless the general

plan sets noise guidelines, an EIR addressing noise issues lacks meaning.”
	
	

	31) Housing

Quantifying projected housing needs. §65584.
   Analysis of special housing needs (§65583(a)(6))The statute specifically requires an analysis of persons with special housing needs, including elderly, persons with disabilities, large families, farmworkers, families with female heads of households and families and persons in need of emergency shelters.

     Land inventory (§65583(a)(3)) The purpose of the land inventory is to identify sites

with appropriate zoning and development standards suitable for residential development.

   Analysis of energy conservation opportunities

(§65583(a)(7)) Consider how conservation

requirements may contribute to reducing overall development costs and therefore, the supply and

affordability of units.     

Review and revise of the housing element. §65588
     Effectiveness of the element Sec. 65588(a)(2)

     Progress in implementation. Sec. 65588(a)(3)

     Appropriateness of goals, 

      objectives and policies. Sec. 65588(a)(1)

A five year schedule of actions to achieve the goals and objectives of the element. §65583(c)

     Identify adequate sites. §65583(c)(1)

     Assist in development. §65583( c)(2)

     remove governmental

     constraints §65583(c)(3)

      Conserve the existing affordable housing stock

      (§65583(c)(4)).

       Quantify objectives by income level.

       §65583(b)
        Demonstrate consistency with the other 

       general plan elements. §65583(c)

        Distribute to water and sewer providers, who

        Give  a priority to lower income households

        in their service allocations (§65589.7). 

Buena Vista Gardens Apartments Association v. City of San Diego Planning Department (1985) 175Cal.App.3d 289, provides the most thorough judicial discussion of housing element law. The court did find  that the element lacked any programs encouraging the conservation of

mobilehome parks or existing affordable apartment rental units. (2003 GPG, p. 63) 
	
	

	32) Implementation Plan/Tools
Zoning Code. (2003 GPG, p. 149-151.)

Specific Plan (2003 GPG, p. 152-153.)

Subdivision Regs. (2003 GPG, p. 153-154.) 

Capital Facilities (2003 GPG, p. 154-155.)

Development Agree’s (2003 GPG, p. 156)

Building Codes (2003 GPG, p. 157.)

Acquisition (2003 GPG, p. 157-158.)

Williamson Act (2003 GPG, P. 158.)

TPZ (2003 GPG, p. 159.)

Easements (2003 GPG, p. 160.)

Infrastructure funding (2003 GPG, p. 161)

Consistency Review (2003 GPG, p. 164, 170-173)

Enforcement (2003 GPG, p. 167.)

Annual Report (2003 GPG, p. 168.) 

 
	
	

	33) Implementing Statutes & Plans
SMARA (2003 GPG, p. 176)

Integrated Waste Man. Act (GPG, p. 180) 

Hazardous Waste Man. Plan (GPG, p. 182)

Earthquake Zones (GPG, p. 183)

Seismic Haz. Map (GPG, p. 184)

Floodplain Man. Act (GPG, p. 185)

Airport Land Use (GPG, p. 185) 

LAFCO (GPG, p. 186.)

RTP (p. 188)

Endangered Species (p. 189)

Wetlands (p. 196) 

Air Quality (p. 199.)

Water Quality (p. 200.)

CEQA 
	
	

	34) Glossary:

Are the definitions specific enough to provide the basis for clear and consistent planning decisions? 

Do the definitions create loopholes that undercut good planning? 
Are the definitions consistent with or contrary to:

- the plain meaning of the words?  or 

-the common planning usage of the words?, or

-the statutory definition of the words? 
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