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GENERAL PLAN REINVENTION PROJECT
APACA CONFERENCE LECTURE SESSION NOTES

September 22, 2008

The following summarizes discussion and comments at the September 22 CPR lecture session of the 2008 APACA Conference.
General Plan Strengths.  What is Working Today?

· “More is right than wrong”
· Mandated elements provide a structure.

· State-permitted flexibility in organizing general plan content.

· Requirements for vertical and horizontal consistency.

· Guidelines for the preparation of the Housing Element are o.k.

· The use of visioning as a framework for general plan goals and policies.  Question whether this should occur up-front, at the conclusion, or iteratively through the process of policymaking.

· Visioning can be defined as “storytelling.”

· The planning process.

· Use of CEQA to explicitly define impacts.
General Plan Issues.  What is Not Working? What Challenges are Impacting General Plans?
· Substantial resources required to produce a legally adequate and usable general plan and CEQA compliance.
· Lack of expertise of staff in small communities to prepare general plans, requiring outside technical assistance.
· Because of the differences of communities, there is not a general plan model that is universally applicable – no “one shoe fits all.”

· Existing OPR Guidelines make preparing a general plan difficult.

· Demands to address additional elements and topics are escalating – new legislation; new requirements.  How should they be addressed? How assure the general plan’s usability?

· Desire to have separate elements to address every new issue.

· Legislation is becoming more specific, limiting flexibility.

· Tendency to treat general plan as separate chapters, rather than an integrated and cohesive document.

· Lack of implementation and follow-through of many existing general plans.  Need for accountability.

· Challenge regarding CEQA analysis of a general plan that allows flexibility.

· Impact of increasing trend of communities to limit change and preserve existing community character and conditions.

· Impacts of election cycles on general plan processes.

Recommendations and Ideas.
· Need to define the final CPR product and audience/users.
· CPR product needs to be more than guidelines; a compendium of best practices—a “marketplace of ideas.”

· CPR should include diversity of general plan users in the process of developing the product—e.g., professional planners, decision-makers, developers, environmental groups, building industry, general public, and others.
· Should emphasize “real planning” rather than “plan production.”

· Look at planning examples from outside of California and the nation as possible models.

· Should analyze state governance and legislation as a vehicle to address new issues.
· Need to differentiate scale, specificity, and requirements to reflect unique characteristics and needs of large and small municipalities.  Differentiate city and county general plans.
· Need general plans that are dynamic (a “living” document) and can respond to changing community conditions, needs, and visions.
· Need to link plan policies with implementation actions and accountability.  Should establish a general plan tracking/monitoring system.
· Integrate the general plan’s implementation with the budget process and in setting municipal priorities.
· Consider new technologies in developing general plans; such as multi-media and interactive on-line access.
· Need to identify the costs of general plan policies and sources of funding.
· To facilitate access and utility, should tier the general plan; separating general overarching goals and policies from technical analyses and implementation programming.
· Local general plans should also tier from regional and sub-regional plans.
· General plans should be simple and brief; possibly limited in size.
· Need to make the general plan understandable for the reader; avoiding technical terminology and synthesizing content.
· Identify how to effectively outreach and engage the public in the planning process; responding to changing demographics and multiple languages.
· Address how the planning process should educate the public, decision-makers, and interest groups about issues, strategies to address these, and their comparative trade-offs.
· Involve and address the needs and visions of youth in developing an updated general plan; reflecting its long-term orientation.
· Consider how to balance “big picture” planning with specific requests from developers.
· General planning should be conducted concurrently with the preparation of infrastructure and public service master plans.
· Need to coordinate forecasts for population and employment growth from diverse agencies (e.g., state, MPOs, COGs, regional agencies, universities, etc.).
· Should incorporate “up front” driver policies for the general plan.
· Use the general plan as the “umbrella” to address the multiplicity of regulations (e.g., WSAs, climate change, air quality, etc.).
· Incorporate form-based planning concepts in general plan.
· Revise specifications for the Circulation Element as a Mobility Element that addresses multi- and alternative transportation modes.
· Address community diversity in general plans.
· Address public health in general plans.
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