
New Supervisors Institute 

Class of 2024-2025 – Module II 

 

February 20 - 21, 2025 

Tsakopoulos Library Galleria 

828 I Street  Sacramento, CA 95814 
 

1 

 

AGENDA 
 

Day 1 – Thursday, February 20, 2025 
 

7:15 am Registration 
 

8:00 am Breakfast and Networking 
 

8:30 am Opening Remarks 

 Chastity Benson, Chief Operating Officer, CSAC 

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Institute Moderator: Ryan Alsop, County Executive Officer, Napa County 
 

8:40 am The First Two Months in Office: Reflections and Observations 

  Small group discussions with shared lessons learned. 

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Institute Moderator: Ryan Alsop, County Executive Officer, Napa County 
 

9:30 am Supervisor’s Guide to Media Relations 

Receive practical tips for working with the media, media interviews and handling difficult 

media situations. 

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Facilitator: Nanette Farag, CEO and Founder, Peregrine Strategies  
 

10:45 am BREAK 
 

11:00 am The County-State Fiscal Relationship 

An overview of county revenue sources and the state-county fiscal relationship, including a 

brief review of significant laws which affect current county revenues. 

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Facilitator: Jessica Sankus, Principal Fiscal and Policy Analyst, CSAC 

 

12:00 pm New Supervisors Group Photo 
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12:15 pm Lunch: Effective County Advocacy: Perspectives from the State Legislature 

 Moderator: Ryan Morimune, Senior Legislative Advocate, CSAC 

 Angelique Ashby, California State Senator, District 8 

 

1:30 pm Journey Through the County Budgeting Process 

Counties are complex organizations with a complex budget. As you engage in your first 

budget cycle understand what to expect and what to look for in the budget.  

 Facilitator: Ryan Alsop, County Executive Officer, Napa County 

 Facilitator: Nancy Anderson, County Administrative Officer, Kern County 
 

2:45 pm BREAK 
 

3:00 pm A Supervisors Guide to Land Use Decision-Making  

Explore the county’s role in shaping the environment in which county residents live, work, 

and recreation.  

 Moderator: Mark Neuburger, HLT Legislative Advocate, CSAC 

 Trevor Keith, Planning Director, San Luis Obispo County  

 Todd Smith, Planning Director, Sacramento County  

  

4:00 pm The Art & Practice of Leadership in Government  

Discussion examines the practice of leadership within a community and an organization. 

Participants consider balancing authority with capacity and public value, separating 

technical problems from adaptive challenges.  

 Facilitator: Chris Lopez, County Supervisor, Monterey County 
 

5:15 pm Recap and Adjourn for Day  

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Institute Moderator: Ryan Alsop, County Executive Officer, Napa County 
 

6:30 pm Reception and Dinner  
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AGENDA 
 

Day 2 – Friday, February 21, 2025 
 

7:30 am Breakfast and Networking  
 

8:00 am Opening Remarks  

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Institute Moderator: Ryan Alsop, County Executive Officer, Napa County 
 

8:05 am Effective Advocacy: Working with Key State Government Stakeholders 

Examine how CSAC advocates on behalf of the counties and the role of CSAC Policy 

Committees. Learn about and share your perspective on current hot policy issues.  

 Facilitator: Jacqueline Wong-Hernandez, Chief Policy Officer, CSAC 

 CSAC Legislative Advocates and Analysts 
 

8:50 am 2025 Legislative Issues Affecting Counties  

Group discussions with CSAC policy experts on current key legislative issues 

affecting counties in each of the major policy areas.  

 Facilitator: Jacqueline Wong-Hernandez, Chief Policy Officer, CSAC 

 CSAC Legislative Advocates and Analysts 
 

9:50 am BREAK 
 

10:00 am A Supervisor’s Guide to County Health and Human Services  

Understand major areas of county responsibility for social services, public 

health, healthcare, behavioral health, alcohol, and other drug use.  

 Moderator: Justin Garrett, Senior Legislative Advocate, CSAC 

 Panelist: Elsa Jimenez, Director of Health Services, Monterey County 

 Panelist: Shelby Boston, Director of Child, Family and Adult Services, 

Sacramento County  

 Panelist: Dr. Ryan Quist, Director of Behavioral Health Services, 

Sacramento County 
 

11:00 am Recap of Module II 

 Institute Moderator: Erin Hannigan Andrews, County Supervisor, Solano 

County (Retired) 

 Institute Moderator: Ryan Alsop, County Executive Officer, Napa County 
 

Upcoming Module 

Module III  July 17-18, 2025 | Tsakopoulos Library Galleria, 828 I St, Sacramento, CA 95814 



CSAC Legislative Services 2025 
 

 
General Contact Information 

California State Association of Counties (CSAC) 
1100 K Street, Suite 101 ♦ Sacramento, CA 95814 

(916) 327-7500 ♦ www.counties.org 
CSAC is on (insert social media) 

 
 
Jacqueline Wong-Hernandez 
Chief Policy Officer 
(916) 650-8104 
jwh@counties.org 
 
Administration of Justice 
Ryan Morimune 
Senior Legislative Advocate 
(916) 650-8129 
rmorimune@counties.org 
 
Michaela Stone 
Legislative Analyst 
(916) 650-8102 
mstone@counties.org 
 
Agriculture, Environment and Natural 
Resources 
Catherine Freeman 
Senior Legislative Advocate 
(916) 650-8113 
cfreeman@counties.org 
 
Jordan Wells 
Legislative Advocate 
(916) 650-8124 
jwells@counties.org 
 
Amber Rossow 
Legislative Analyst 
(916) 650-8170 
arossow@counties.org 
 
Government Finance and Administration 
Eric Lawyer 
Legislative Advocate 
(916) 650-8112 
elawyer@counties.org 
 

 
Emma Jungwirth 
Senior Legislative Advocate 
(916) 650-8115 
ejungwirth@counties.org 
 
Health, Human Services and Homelessness 
Jolie Onodera 
Senior Legislative Advocate 
Health and Behavioral Health  
(916) 650-8105 
jonodera@counties.org 
 
Justin Garrett 
Senior Legislative Advocate 
Human Services and Homelessness 
(916) 650-8117 
jgarrett@counties.org 
 
Danielle Bradley 
Legislative Analyst 
(916) 650-8108 
dbradley@counties.org 
 
Housing, Land Use and Transportation 
Mark Neuburger 
Legislative Advocate 
(916) 650-8180 
mneuburger@counties.org 
 
Paul Shafer 
Legislative Coordinator 
(916) 650-8133 
pshafer@counties.org 
 



Moderator and Panelist Contact Information 
 
 

Day 1 
 

THE FIRST TWO MONTHS IN OFFICE: REFLECTIONS AND OBSERVATIONS 
 

Moderators: 
Erin Hannigan Andrews     Ryan Alsop 
District County 1 Supervisor (Retired)   County Executive Officer 
Solano County       Napa County 
Email: ehannigan@me.com      Email: ryan.alsop@countyofnapa.org 
 

SUPERVISOR’S GUIDE TO MEDIA RELATIONS 
 

Moderator: 
Nanette Farag 
Founder and CEO 
Peregrine Strategies 
Email: nanette@peregrinestrategies.net 
 

THE COUNTY-STATE FISCAL RELATIONSHIP 
 

Moderator:        
Jessica Sankus 
Principal Fiscal and Policy Analyst 
California State Association of Counties 
jsankus@counties.org 
 
 

JOURNEY THROUGH THE COUNTY BUDGETING PROCESS 
 

Facilitators: 
Ryan Alsop      Nancy Anderson 
County Executive Officer    County Administrative Officer 
Napa County       Kern County 
Email: ryan.alsop@countyofnapa.org   Email: andersonn@kerncounty.com 
 

A SUPERVISOR’S GUIDE TO LAND USE DECISION-MAKING 
 

Moderator:     Panelists: 
Mark Neuburger    Trevor Keith   Todd Smith 
Legislative Advocate    Planning Director  Planning Director 
California State Association of Counties San Luis Obispo County Sacramento County 
Email: mneuburger@counties.org   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Moderator and Panelist Contact Information 
 
 

 
 
THE ART AND PRACTICE OF LEADERSHIP IN GOVERNMENT 
 
Moderator: 
Chris Lopez  
County Supervisor  
Monterey County 
Email: LopezCM@countyofmonterey.gov 
 
Day 2 
 
EFFECTIVE ADVOCACY: WORKING WITH THE STATE LEGISLATURE AND REGULATORY AGENCIES 
 
Moderator: 
Jacqueline Wong-Hernandez 
Chief Policy Officer 
California State Association of Counties 
Email: jwh@counties.org 
 
A SUPERVISOR’S GUIDE TO COUNTY HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES 
 
Moderator: 
Justin Garrett 
Senior Legislative Advocate 
California State Association of Counties 
Email: jgarrett@counties.org 
 
Panelists: 
Elsa Jimenez   Shelby Boston    Dr. Ryan Quist 
Health Services Director Child, Family & Adult Services Director Behavioral Health Services Dir. 
Monterey County  Sacramento County    Sacramento County 



SUPERVISOR’S GUIDE TO
EFFECTIVE MEDIA
RELATIONS
CSAC NEW SUPERVISORS INSTITUTE
2025

Presented by



WELCOME
Nanette Farag is the founder and CEO of Peregrine, a strategic

communications and public affairs firm specializing in state and
local public affairs, issue advocacy, ballot measures, land use,

public relations, and strategic communications. With a proven
track record of leading high-profile communications initiatives for

state, county and local issues, Peregrine Strategies provides senior-
level counsel, delivers customized strategies and powerful

messaging to help each client conquer intricate political battles,
legislative hurdles and critical communications initiatives with

confidence and success.

CEO of Giggling Platypus Co.CEO of Giggling Platypus Co.  
MORGAN MAXWELLMORGAN MAXWELL



Media Overview
and Issues
Landscape

01

Delivering Your
Message with

Impact

02

Mastering the
Interview/Rules
of Engagement

03

Setting
Response
Protocols

04

Activity &
Discussion

05

Today’s Agenda



The Value of Media and
Message Training
Knowledge and experience provide confidence
to capitalize on media opportunities and
effectively respond during a crisis.



DON’T PLAY INTO
STEREOTYPES “MY ISSUES DON’T

LEND
THEMSELVES TO
SOUND BITES.”

“THE MEDIA IS
GETTING MORE

AGGRESSIVE AND
ANTAGONISTIC.”

“I HAVE TROUBLE
FINDING FRESH
ANGLES FOR MY
KEY MESSAGES.”

“EVEN IF MY
MESSAGE GETS
OUT THERE IT

WON’T MAKE AN
IMPACT



THEY AREN’T
NERVOUS

THEY’VE NEVER
DONE A BAD
INTERVIEW

THEY ARE
NATURALS

THEY NEVER SAY
THE WRONG

THING

And Nobody’s Perfect:
Myths about Communicators



The media is evolving

Competition from
online, social media and

"owned" content

Newspapers struggling
to find the right business

model

Pressure for clicks 

Politics and the press 
Reporter turnover
requires constant

attention



Elements
of Success

Have a goal for the interview

Know the rules of media engagement

Focus on your audience

Stay present

Don’t press to be perfect



The Interview



Don’t get distracted

Take advantage of
notes

Make sure you have strong
connectivity

Phone Interviews



TV INTERVIEWS

Be camera ready; look in
the mirror before you go on

Arrive early for in-studio Turn off cell phone 

Rules of attireLook at reporter, not
camera



Prepare for abrupt start 
Speak passionately
Give short answers
Speak visually 
Repeat your key message

RADIO INTERVIEW
General

Sit close to the mic
Make eye contact with host 

In-studio



Check lighting

01

Always use a
computer

02

Ensure strong
connectivity

03

Be mindful of
backdrop

04

Eliminate
distractions

05

Video/Virtual Interviews



Prevents relationship building

Can seem evasive to reporter and
audience

Could miss opportunity for a better
story 

Paper trail 

Convenient for executives and
sometimes reporter 

Technical information can be easier
to share in writing

Pros Cons

To Email or Not to Email 



Extension of traditional media01

Everything is “on the record”02

Serves as echo chamber03

Powerful advocacy tool04

Social Media



The friendly reporter The quiet type The antagonist

Reporter Styles



The loaded question (speculative) 

The machine gun question

Absent party ploy

01

02

03

Reporter Tactics

04 Silence



What Not To Do



Don’t Go Off the Record, EVER
Assume everything, always, will be made public

“Just between us...”



“I am not a crook.”

Don’t Repeat the Negative
Avoid repeating any negative words or assumptions 



Don’t say “No Comment”
Never admit you don’t want to answer tough questions

“...the Supervisor
refused to comment... ”



“Can you provide guidance on what you hope
to cover and when you plan to publish?”

Don’t ask for a list of interview questions in
advance, or request to review an article before it is
published
It is not the reporters job to prepare you for the interview or have you approve a story

Instead...



The
Successful
Interview

Know your audience and goal

Be prepared

Deliver a message with every answer

No jargon or acronyms

Slow yourself down

Repetition is good



1

2

3

Don’t rush your answers; give yourself
a few seconds to thoughtfully deliver
your message

Answer the question with conviction

Maintain your focus

The Confident Pause is Your
Secret to Success



Answering Tough Questions

Address the issue Pivot
Deliver your
message



Pivoting
Incorporate key
messages into
every answer

Moves you from
defense to offense



“What’s important
to remember is …”

“Even more
important ...”

“I understand your
point, but our main
consideration was ...” 

"I think what you're
really asking is ...”

“That reminds me ...” 

"That speaks to a
bigger point ...”

Bridging Statements

“You should also
remember/consider ...” 

“What I want to make
sure you understand
here is ...”

“Before we move on to
another subject, I want
to add ...” 

“There is more to the
story, specifically ...” 



SittingMake eye contact

Avoid leaning
Don’t cross arms
Hands out of
pockets

Standing

Don’t lean back
Avoid crossing legs

Be relaxed… but not
complacent.

Body Language



Set and Know Your County
Protocols

Do you have a
media protocol?

Do you have a
PIO or

designated
media liaison?

Who is the
designated

spokesperson?

How are you
coordinating

across
jurisdictions?



Group Messaging
Exercise



Heavy rainfall has triggered a mudslide and shut down the main highway in both
directions. A similar situation occurred 12 years ago in the same general area. XYZ
News 1 has reached out for comment and want to do an interview.

Who is involved?
What is your foundational message/comment?
Where do you conduct the interview from?
What are you doing to share information?

Scenario



Discussion 
Q&A



Key Takeaways

Pause, then drive your
message

Know your audience

Succeed

Stay present

Prepare and Practice



THANK YOU!

www.peregrinestrategies.net
More Information

Nanette@peregrinestrategies.net
Email





The County-State Fiscal 

Relationship

Presented by Jessica Sankus

Principal Fiscal and Policy Analyst, CSAC

New Supervisors Institute

February 20, 2025



Why is the history of the 

county-state fiscal relationship 

important?

• County budgets are shaped by state budget actions. 

• Learn from the past to better inform the present.  

• Understand the consequences ( intended and 

unintended) of policies and fiscal conditions.

www.counties.org



Major Events that Shaped the Narrative

Proposition 13 and 

the state’s response

1991 Realignment

Property tax transfers 

to the Educational 

Revenue Fund

Vehicle License 

Fee tax cuts and 

swap

2011 Realignment

State assumption of 

Trial Court costs

Proposition 1A 

(2004)



California Before 1978

• City councils, County Boards of Supervisors, 

Special District Boards, and School Boards 

decided local tax rates. (I.e., government was more local). 

• County Assessors determined the value of 

property for tax purposes. (with some parameters and some 

discretionary authority).

• Property tax rates often varied widely due to 

rate setting by different local agencies. 

Modern California fiscal history is defined by 

distinct eras preceding and following Prop 13.



California in 1977-78: By the Numbers

In the 1970s, the 

US experienced 

a stubbornly 

high average 

inflation rate 

between 6%-

8%; with many 

causes and 

influencing 

factors.

6%-8%
inflation

8th

In the nation

By 1977, 

California 

property tax 

payments, as a 

percentage of 

property values, 

had risen to the 

8th highest in the 

country.

Voters decided on 

21 statewide ballot 

measures in 1978 

(13 in June and 7 

in November)

Prop 13 passed; 

the state’s 

competing 

property tax 

reform package 

failed.

21
ballot measures

State lawmakers 

introduced 3 

major reform 

packages that 

would’ve 

provided relief for 

taxpayers 

2 failed to pass; 1 

measure made it 

to the ballot.

3
reform packages

$3-5 billion
State surplus

The state was 

hesitant to use 

the one-time 

surplus to 

provide relief to 

taxpayers; fueled 

sentiments of 

“taxpayer 

revolt.”



California After 1978

• Limited the property tax rate to 1%.

• Assessed value of all property set at the 1975-76 

value.

• Assessed value to increase by inflation not to 

exceed 2% per year.

• Property assessed at fair market value – new 

construction or change in ownership.

• Allocation of property tax subject to state law.

Modern California fiscal history is defined by 

distinct eras preceding and following Prop 13.



Unintended Consequences 

of Proposition 13

• Concentrated power at the state level. 

• Increased local government reliance on the 

sales tax and user fees. 

• Increased the state’s role in financing local 

services – inextricably linked.

Who authored Proposition 13?

Howard Jarvis

Leader of an association of 

Southern California 

apartment building owners, 

and founder of the Howard 

Jarvis Taxpayers Association. 

Paul Gann

Sacramento real estate 

agent, would later author 

Proposition 4 (1979) that 

would establish “Gann Limits” 

(spending limits) for the state 

and local governments. 





1978-79: 
One-time bailout

Specifically, AB 8 did the following:

• Transfer of property tax from schools to local governments.

• State assumed larger share of school funding.

• State assumed some share of cost for HHS programs.

• Included a deflator in case the state couldn’t afford the 

bailout over time. 

State Response to Proposition 13

1979-80: 
Long-term fiscal relief

Using the state surplus, a backfill for local entities for lost 

property tax revenue (~$1.5 billion for counties). 

Assembly Bill 8 – Law allocating property tax revenue. 

Establishes a system for allocating future growth in revenue.



The Legislature largely prorated local governments’ property tax revenue 

allocation. As a result, local governments’ property tax revenues reflected their 

share of property tax revenue in their counties prior to Proposition 13.

County ability to raise general purpose revenue is considerably constrained.

County general-purpose revenues did not keep up with population and inflation.

Proposition 13: Legacy Impacts

➢ A 1% property tax rate doesn’t fund the needs of an increased population.

➢ Today, property tax shares by county mostly reflect service levels of 1970s.

➢ Ability to change service levels is therefore also constrained.



1991 Realignment

www.counties.org

• In 1991, the state faced a $14.6 billion budget 

deficit ( 33% of the state’s general fund).

• The Legislature shifted significant fiscal and 

programmatic responsibility for many health 

and human services programs from the state 

to counties. 

• The shift included ½ cent sales tax and Vehicle 

License Fee revenue to fund the new 

responsibilities. 

Affected programs and 

responsibilities include: 

• Health and public health 

services, 

• Mental health (“institutes 

for mental disease”), 

• Some child welfare 

programs,

• In-home supportive 

services, 

• and more. 





Property Tax Transfers to ERAF

www.counties.org

• In the early and mid 1990s, the state 

continued to address budget problems. 

• The Legislature transferred property tax 

revenues from local governments to 

schools (reversed most of the post-Prop 13 

bailout). 

• Counties and cities received ½ cent sales 

tax pursuant to Proposition 172 (1993). 

What is the Educational 

Revenue Augmentation 

Fund (ERAF)? 

Created by the Legislature in

1991 to reduce state general 

fund spending on schools. 

The ERAFs receive some 

property tax that was 

previously allocated to 

counties, cities and special 

districts.

Prop 1A (2004) prohibited

the state from increasing the 

amount of property tax 

shifted from counties, cities 

and special districts to ERAFs.





Proposition 1A (2004)

www.counties.org

Specifically?

Until Proposition 1A, the state 

could shift property taxes to 

address budget shortfalls.

Proposition 1A prohibits the 

state from reducing local 

property tax, sales tax, and 

vehicle license fee revenues. 

Proposition 1A constitutionally protects: 

1) Major local government revenues from 

additional transfers to school districts or 

the state, and, 

2) Strengthens local governments’ 

entitlement to reimbursement for 

unfunded mandates.



2011 Realignment

www.counties.org

• In 2011, the state faced a significant budget 

deficit and a federal court order to reduce the 

state inmate population.

• Major shift in authority from state to counties 

for criminal justice programs and funding 

responsibility for other programs.

• In addition to other dedicated funding streams 

for counties, included a transfer of 1.0625 cents 

of state special fund sales tax revenue. 

Affected programs and 

responsibilities include: 

• Adult offenders and 

parolees,

• Court security,

• Various public safety 

grants,

• Mental health services,

• Substance use disorder 

treatment,

• Remaining child welfare 

programs,

• Protective services,

• And more. 











What influences our 

relationship today?

• Trust and understanding are 

affected by the recent past.

• Economic circumstances outside 

of our control.

• Not enough understanding 

about what counties do. 

• Different opinions regarding the 

“right” way to deliver programs.

www.counties.org



So, how does this affect modern 
state budget advocacy?



Questions?

www.counties.org

Jessica Sankus

Principal Fiscal and Policy Analyst

(916) 591-5319 ● jsankus@counties.org



THANK YOU
Copyright 2023 by California State Association of Counties® 



Sources and information for further reading:
1. Legislative Analyst’s Office: The State-County Relationship (as included in the New County Supervisors Institute binder of materials). 

2. Institute for Local Government: Understanding the Basics of Municipal Revenues in California: Cities, Counties, and Special Districts 

3. Legislative Analyst’s Office: California’s Tax System, A Visual Guide 

4. California Budget Project: Proposition 13: Its Impact on California and Implications 

5. Public Policy Institute of California: Proposition 13: 40 Years Later

6. National Bureau of Economic Research: The Anatomy of Double-Digit Inflation in the 1970s

7. New York Times: Brown Asks California Legislature to Use Surplus to Offset Tax Cut (1978) 

8. New York Times: Brown Cuts $570 million From California Budget (1978)

9. Legislative Analyst’s Office. Rethinking the 1991 Realignment 

10. CSAC website: 1991 Realignment Flowchart 

11. Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2011 Realignment: Addressing Issues to Promote Its Long-Term Success

12. CSAC Issue Brief: California Sales and Use Tax 

13. Michael Multari, Michael Coleman, Kenneth Hampian, Bill Statler. Guide to Local Government Finance in California, Solano Press Books, 2012.

14. Coleman, Michael. California Municipal Revenue Sources Handbook. (2019)

https://www.ca-ilg.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/basics_of_municipal_revenue_2016.pdf
https://www.lao.ca.gov/reports/2018/3805/ca-tax-system-041218.pdf
https://calbudgetcenter.org/app/uploads/2018/09/Issue-Brief_Proposition-13-Its-Impact-on-California-and-Implications_04.1997.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/publication/proposition-13-40-years-later/
https://www.nber.org/system/files/chapters/c11462/c11462.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/1978/06/09/archives/brown-asks-california-legislature-to-use-surplus-to-offset-tax-cut.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1978/06/15/archives/brown-cuts-570-million-from-california-budget.html
https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2018/3886/1991-realignment-101518.pdf
https://www.counties.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/1991_realignment_flow_chart.pdf
https://www.lao.ca.gov/reports/2011/stadm/realignment/realignment_081911.pdf
https://www.counties.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/sales_and_use_tax_issue_brief.pdf?1691427952


New Supervisors Institute
County Budgeting Process

The County Budget Process
Understanding the Key Steps, Responsibilities, 

and Challenges

The County Budget Process
Understanding the Key Steps, Responsibilities, 

and Challenges

Presented By:
Ryan Alsop, Napa County Executive Officer

Nancy Anderson, Kern County Administrative Officer

Presented By:
Ryan Alsop, Napa County Executive Officer

Nancy Anderson, Kern County Administrative Officer

OutlineOutline

 Overview of the County Budget Process

 Legal Framework and Key Guidelines
County Budget Act

 Key Stakeholders

 Steps in the Budget Process
 Budget Balancing Exercise

 Challenges and Considerations

 Conclusion

 Q & A
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New Supervisors Institute
County Budgeting Process

Overview of the County BudgetOverview of the County Budget

What is a County Budget?
 A financial plan for a county’s 

operations and services for a fiscal 
year(July 1 to June 30)

 Establishes priorities, allocates resources, 
and provides a guide for county 
government spending

Overview of the County BudgetOverview of the County Budget

Key Components:

 Revenue (Sources)
 Expenditures (Uses or Spending on 

services, operations, etc.)
Capital Improvement Plans (for 

infrastructure)
 Staffing and Personnel Costs

3

4



New Supervisors Institute
County Budgeting Process

Overview of the County Budget: 
KNOW YOUR FUND TYPE

Overview of the County Budget: 
KNOW YOUR FUND TYPE

GENERAL FUND
GOVERNMENT’S BASIC OPERATING FUND

 SPECIAL REVENUE FUNDS
 USED TO REPORT REVENUES THAT ARE LIMITED FOR SPECIFIC USES

 CAPITAL FUNDS
 ACCOUNT FOR CONSTRUCTION, REHABILITATION AND 

ACQUISITION OF CAPITAL ASSESTS

 RESTRICTED FUNDS
 INTERNAL SERVICE FUNDS OR ENTERPRISE FUNDS

 DEBT SERVICE FUNDS
 ACCOUNT FOR REPAYMENT OF DEBT

Sources of County Funds
General Fund

Sources of County Funds
General Fund

Taxes
54.5%

Licenses, Permits & 
Franchises
1.9%

Intergovernmental 
Revenue

8.6%

Other 
Financing 
Sources

7.5%

Charges for 
Services

8.2%

Fines and 
Miscellaneous 

Revenue
2.6%

Use of Fund 
Balance

16.8%

Taxes
36.0%

Licenses, Permits & Franchises
1.0%

Intergovernmental 
Revenue

19.2%

Other 
Financing 
Sources
21.4%

Charges 
for 

Services
8.6%

Fines and 
Miscellaneous 

Revenue
1.5%

Use of 
Fund 

Balance
12.3%

KERN COUNTYNAPA COUNTY
Population 138,000; Total Budget $680M Population 913,820; Total Budget $4.4B

5
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New Supervisors Institute
County Budgeting Process

Uses of County Funds
General Fund

Uses of County Funds
General Fund

Salaries and 
Benefits
48.9%

Services and 
Supplies

19.2%

Other Charges, Special 
Items & Capital Projects

3.3%

Other 
Financing 

Uses
21.7% Increase to 

Fund Balance
6.9%

Salaries and 
Benefits

45%
Services and 

Supplies
23%

Other Charges, 
Special Items & 
Capital Projects
7%

Other 
Financing 

Uses
18%

Appropriation for 
Contingencies

2%
Increase to 

Fund 
Balance

5%

KERN COUNTYNAPA COUNTY

Capital Improvement PlansCapital Improvement Plans
Two Parts:
1) Capital Budget –

upcoming year’s spending 
plan for capital items 

2) Capital Program – 5-10-
year plan for expenditures

Examples:
• Infrastructure 

Upgrades: Updating or 
replacing water lines, 
parking lots, roofs, roads,  
HVAC systems, trails and 
parks improvements

• Facility Renovations: 
Enhancing or 
modernizing office 
buildings

• New Construction

7
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Staffing and Personnel CostsStaffing and Personnel Costs

Considerations:
 Retirement under 

1937 Act or CalPERS 
(Pension 
Contributions)

 Health Benefits and 
Workers’ 
Compensation 
under an insured 
model or self insured

 Retiree Health 
Benefits

Considerations:
 Retirement under 

1937 Act or CalPERS 
(Pension 
Contributions)

 Health Benefits and 
Workers’ 
Compensation 
under an insured 
model or self insured

 Retiree Health 
Benefits

Salaries, Wages and 
Special Pay
$295,795,494 

52%

Employee 
Taxes

$23,300,154 
4%

Unemployment 
and Workers' 

Compensation
$15,639,364 

3%

Health 
Benefits and 

Life Insurance
$46,738,524 

8%

Retirement
$191,498,237 

33%

Kern County General Fund: Employee Costs

Legal Framework and Key 
Guidelines
Legal Framework and Key 
Guidelines

State Requirements:
 Governed by California Government Code, 

particularly 29000-29144 (aka County Budget 
Act)

 Counties must adopt a balanced budget 
each year

 Compliance with the state’s budgeting 
timeline and requirements for transparency

County Charter, Ordinance, Policy:
 Each county may have its own charter, 

ordinance, or policies that govern its 
budgetary process

9
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County Budget ActCounty Budget Act

Article 1. General

Article 2. Budget Request

Article 3. Recommended 
Budget

Article 4. Adopted Budget

Article 5. Tax Levy

Article 6. Appropriations & 
Transfers

Article 7. Miscellaneous

County Budget Act: 
Budget Components
County Budget Act: 
Budget Components

 Fund balances

 Financing sources = to financing uses

 Allocated positions, classifications and salaries

 Budget amounts for capital assets

11
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County Budget Act:
Roles & Responsibilities

County Budget Act:
Roles & Responsibilities

 County Administrator:
• Budget requests due to County 

Administrator on or before June 10; 
Compiles Recommended Budget

•
 Auditor:

• Provides estimates of bonded debt 
service requirements

• Provides financial statements, data 
accounting controls

County Budget 
Act:
Roles & 
Responsibilities

County Budget 
Act:
Roles & 
Responsibilities

 Board of Supervisors:
• Considers and approves Recommended 

Budget by June 30
• Directs Recommended Budget be made 

available to the public by September 8
• Conducts a public hearing 10 days 

following public notice
• Adopts budget by October 2

 Auditor:
• Attends Budget Hearing
• Furnishes appropriate financial 

statements and data
• Files adopted budget in 

Clerk of the Board and
State Controller offices
by December 1

 County Administrator:
• Prepares the Recommended Budget
• Revises Recommended Budget per 

Board action in developing Adopted 
Budget

13
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Key Stake Holders in the 
Budget Process
Key Stake Holders in the 
Budget Process

Board of Supervisors:  Approves the final 
Budget
County Administrative/Executive Officer: 
Oversees budget development, 
implementation, and control; The budget story
Department Heads:  Provide budget requests 
and justifications
Public: Community input and participation 
both before AND during budget hearings
Media: Decision making; The budget story

Know Your Budget RoleKnow Your Budget Role

Board of Supervisors:

 Set Strategic Vision
• County Executive Builds Budget to implement vision

 Provide Oversight
• Review and Approve budget

 Establish Financial Policies
• ie. Reserve Policy

• Fiscal Realities; Revenues

Make Impactful Decisions
• Ensure resources are aligned with strategic plan and available revenues 

(staff, financial, capital, equipment, etc.)

15
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Integrating Your Strategic
Long-Term Plan

Integrating Your Strategic
Long-Term Plan

Performance
Measurement

Budgeting

Operational
Plans

Department
Goals

Analysis &
Evaluation

County
Strategic

Plan

Steps in the Budget ProcessSteps in the Budget Process

Annual CycleAnnual Cycle

17
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Forecast and PrepareForecast and Prepare

 January-February
• Governor’s Proposed Budget Release

• Budget instructions to departments

• Mid-Year Budget Report

• Department budget targets due

• Strategic Long-Term Planning
• 5-Year Forecast Projections

Recommendation DevelopmentRecommendation Development

March-April
Requests due for:

• Equipment
• Major maintenance/capital improvements
• Information technology
• Human resources

 Department budget requests submitted (due June 10 
per the Budget Act)
 County Administrator’s office analyzes requested 

budgets
 Recommended Budget compiled

19
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Recommendation DevelopmentRecommendation Development

May
• Governor’s May Revision to State Budget

• CAO develops final Recommended Budget

• Departments review
CAO’s Recommended Budget

Approval and AdjustmentApproval and Adjustment

 June - July
• Public notice of Budget Hearing

• Media briefing

• Budget Hearing

• Board of Supervisors approval of
Recommended Budget by July 1

• New fiscal year begins July 1 (Budget Adoption)

• State Budget passed (?)

21

22



New Supervisors Institute
County Budgeting Process

Approval and AdjustmentApproval and Adjustment

 August
• Close of fiscal year books and fund balance 

calculated
• Potential revisions to budget

• State Budget passed (???)
• Potential revisions to budget

• Adopted budget hearings

Approval and AdjustmentApproval and Adjustment

 September  - October
• State budget passed (??????)

• October 2 – statutory deadline
to adopt Final Budget

23
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Report and EvaluateReport and Evaluate
 December

Auditor-Controller Reports due:
• Final Budget (to State Controller)

• Comprehensive Annual
Financial Report

• Single Audit Report

The Basic Budget FormulaThe Basic Budget Formula

Fund Balance Available = Year end carryforward/carryover 
from previous fiscal year (not spent)
Decreases to Obligated Fund Balances = Use of  reserves
Estimated Additional Financing Source = Estimated revenue 
to be collected in the year
Estimated Financing Uses = Estimated expenditures (aka, 
appropriations)
Increases to Obligated Fund Balances = Set aside of  funding 
in reserves for future use

25
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CAO Balancing ActCAO Balancing Act

$8.4 
Other 

Needs1

$10.4 
Infra-

structure
$2.4 

Maint 
Needs

$11.1 
New 

Positions

$4.5 
Restore 

Vacancies

$6.9   
Restore 
Filled 

Positions

$15.0
Discretionary 

Revenue
Growth

The Basic Budget Formula ExerciseThe Basic Budget Formula Exercise

Scenario Assumptions: 
1. The County Budget is balanced at $5 Billion
2. The State Budget May Revise includes a $2 million reduction in program 

funding
3. Labor negotiations with SEIU require $3 million in equity adjustments
4. Due to the wildfires, the Fire Department is adding a $13 million helicopter 

to be paid by Federal Grant Revenue
5. The Auditor determines that property tax revenue is coming in higher than 

anticipated by $4 million
HOW DO WE RE-BALANCE THE BUDGET?

27
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The Basic Budget Formula ExerciseThe Basic Budget Formula Exercise

 State Budget May Revise Adjustment ($2,000,000)

 Labor Negotiations ($3,000,000)

 Fire Helicopter ($13,000,000)

 Federal Grant Revenue $13,000,000

 Increase in Property Taxes $4,000,000

Subtotal ($1,000,000)

 Decrease Reserves $1,000,000

Difference -0-

 State Budget May Revise Adjustment ($2,000,000)

 Labor Negotiations ($3,000,000)

 Fire Helicopter ($13,000,000)

 Federal Grant Revenue $13,000,000

 Increase in Property Taxes $4,000,000

Subtotal ($1,000,000)

 Decrease Reserves $1,000,000

Difference -0-

Impact +/(-)

The Basic Budget Formula ExerciseThe Basic Budget Formula Exercise

 State Budget May Revise Adjustment ($2,000,000)

 Labor Negotiations ($3,000,000)

 Fire Helicopter ($13,000,000)

 Federal Grant Revenue $13,000,000

 Increase in Property Taxes $4,000,000

Subtotal ($1,000,000)

 Decrease Reserves Reduce Program Exp      $1,000,000

Difference -0-

 State Budget May Revise Adjustment ($2,000,000)

 Labor Negotiations ($3,000,000)

 Fire Helicopter ($13,000,000)

 Federal Grant Revenue $13,000,000

 Increase in Property Taxes $4,000,000

Subtotal ($1,000,000)

 Decrease Reserves Reduce Program Exp      $1,000,000

Difference -0-

Impact +/(-)

Alternative

29
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Challenges and ConsiderationsChallenges and Considerations

 State Mandates:  
 Unfunded state mandates that require counties to spend money on 

specific programs without adequate state funding

 Ongoing vs. One-time:
 Fiscal stability relies on resources being available to cover an expense. 

Ongoing costs such as salaries should be covered by an ongoing 
source such as property taxes not one-time reserve funds

 Economic Factors:
 Budgeting in response to fluctuating economic conditions, such as 

recession or boom cycles

 Public Needs and Services:
 Balancing limited resources with the growing demand for services, 

such as healthcare, housing and public safety

 Transparency and Accountability:
 Ensuring that the process remains open, and county officials are held 

accountable for their decisions

 State Mandates:  
 Unfunded state mandates that require counties to spend money on 

specific programs without adequate state funding

 Ongoing vs. One-time:
 Fiscal stability relies on resources being available to cover an expense. 

Ongoing costs such as salaries should be covered by an ongoing 
source such as property taxes not one-time reserve funds

 Economic Factors:
 Budgeting in response to fluctuating economic conditions, such as 

recession or boom cycles

 Public Needs and Services:
 Balancing limited resources with the growing demand for services, 

such as healthcare, housing and public safety

 Transparency and Accountability:
 Ensuring that the process remains open, and county officials are held 

accountable for their decisions

Preparing for Future 
Challenges

Preparing for Future 
Challenges

 Reserves

 Pension Liabilities

 Natural Disasters
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Disaster Planning: 
Flood, Fire, and the Unexpected

Disaster Planning: 
Flood, Fire, and the Unexpected

Source: Los Angeles Times

Santa Barbara Mudslides

Kern County Borel Fire

Source: The Associated Press

Los Angeles County Fire      Source: Dailysabah.com

ConclusionConclusion

 Summary
The California Budget Process is a detailed, 

multi-step process that ensures transparency, 
public input, and proper financial 
management.

 Key Takeaways:
Importance of collaboration among 

departments, elected officials, and the public.
Need for continuous monitoring and 

adjustments to align resources with county 
priorities.

 Summary
The California Budget Process is a detailed, 

multi-step process that ensures transparency, 
public input, and proper financial 
management.

 Key Takeaways:
Importance of collaboration among 

departments, elected officials, and the public.
Need for continuous monitoring and 

adjustments to align resources with county 
priorities.
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About This Guide

County and city officials have 
many responsibilities. Among the 
most important is determining how 
the physical configuration of their 
communities will change, develop and 
adapt to meet the present and future 
needs of their residents. 

Communities guide their physical 
growth and development through local 

planning. Planning covers a broad 
spectrum of activities, ranging from 
new development on vacant land, 
to adaptation of existing structures 
for new uses, to more sweeping 
redevelopment of individual parcels 
and whole neighborhoods with new 
buildings and facilities. 

This guide is designed to provide 
a basic overview of the planning 
process for local elected and appointed 
officials and the general public. The 

guide describes the typical participants 
in the planning process and the major 
plans and policies that comprise the 
framework of local planning. Following 
the description of the planning 
framework, the guide presents some of 
the emerging issues in local planning, 
and outlines important legal issues that 
local officials should consider when they 
make land use and planning decisions. 
The tab divider that accompanies the 
guide presents the “nuts and bolts” 
of the process of reviewing a typical 
application for development. 

Resources to learn more about particular 
topics are highlighted throughout the 
guide. The endnotes include information 
on important legal citations and other 
references for those who wish to explore 
issues in more detail.
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THE POWER TO PLAN
Local agencies derive their authority to shape their communities through planning and land use from 

the “police power.”1 The source of this power is both the federal and California constitutions. The police 

power is broad and elastic and entitles cities and counties to take actions to protect the public’s general 

health, safety, and welfare. However, in most cases local regulations may not conflict with overriding 

state law.2

Local authority to regulate land use can expand to meet the changing conditions or priorities of society. 

Thus, actions that might not have been thought of as part of the general welfare a century ago (for 

example, curbing sprawl or promoting affordable housing) can fall within its purview today.3 

Courts have found that a wide variety of local concerns fall within this authority, including maintaining 

socio-economic balance, aesthetic values, property values, residential character, and growth 

management.4

Planning – a Process 
and Profession
Planning, at its most fundamental level, 
refers both to a process and a profession: 

Local officials and residents use a ■

collaborative process to determine 
the location, character, level and 
intensity of development that will be 
permitted or encouraged throughout 

their community, as well as the areas 
to be conserved and protected from 
development. 

Planning is also a ■ professional 

discipline, whose practitioners 
possess technical information, 
analytical tools and problem-solving 
approaches informed by both research 
and practice. 
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The Local Planning 
Framework 
Cities and counties, when they plan, 
need to be able to consider a range of 
issues, from the big picture issues of 
how the community as a whole should 
grow and develop to the fine details of 
how particular buildings and facilities 
will fit in with other uses that share 
space on a neighborhood street. 

Different planning tools have been 
developed to address the unique issues 
and considerations that occur at each 
of these levels. Taken together, these 
tools comprise a framework of local 
planning that officials can draw upon to 
manage the development and realize the 
collective vision for the future of their 
community and its residents. 

The planning framework works along a continuum 
depending on the scope and focus of a particular 
set of decisions. Planning guides decisions for a 
region, a community, a particular neighborhood 
or district, a particular development site and its 
adjacent uses, or the specific details of building 
materials and design for a proposed project. 
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Why Plan?

Planning establishes goals and policies 
for directing and managing the future 
growth and development of a community 
or region. For example, cities and 
counties use planning to address 
fundamental issues such as the location 
and rate of growth, the character of 
development, transportation and housing 
needs, economic vitality, sustainability 
and environmental protection. 

Proper planning offers the  
opportunity to:

Save Money. ■ Good planning can 
save on infrastructure and essential 
service costs by avoiding duplication, 
sizing facilities properly, and 
promoting efficient and cost-effective 
investments.

Create a Sense of Place and ■

Reinforce a Sense of Community. 
Planning can ensure that architectural, 
environmental and aesthetic elements 

are incorporated into projects to 
connect people to their community 
and establish a sense of place – the 
features and characteristics that define 
the unique identity of the community. 

Protect and Enhance Property ■

Values. Property values are enhanced 
when a community plans for parks, 
trails, playgrounds, transit, and other 
amenities. Planning also protects 
property and property values by 
separating conflicting land uses. 

Safeguard Public Health■ . The 
way places are built, rebuilt, and 
maintained affects people’s behavior 
and, as a result, their health. Good 
planning can provide opportunities 
for all residents to improve their 
health through greater physical 
activity and access to healthy foods 
and living situations, while reducing 
their exposure to air pollution and 
other health hazards. 
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Promote Public Safety■ . Proper 
planning and design can make 
communities safer places to live, 
work and travel. Planning safe 
routes for bicycles, pedestrians and 
motorists can reduce accidents. 
Building codes and other regulations 
can reduce the risk of fire, flooding or 
collapse in the event of an earthquake. 
Buildings, parking lots, streets, and 
neighborhoods can all be designed 
to reduce opportunities for crimes to 
occur. 

Increase Fairness and Opportunity. ■

Planning can help ensure that the 
burdens and benefits of development 
are fairly shared by all members 
of a community. Planning can also 
increase opportunities for all residents 
to attend quality schools, access good 
jobs, and participate in community 
life on an equal footing. 

Provide Public Facilities■  and 
Infrastructure. Planning helps 
communities prepare to meet future 
demands for public services and 
facilities, such as water and sewer 
systems, roads and transit lines, 
fire and police stations, schools, 
parks and libraries. Planning can 
ensure that transportation and other 
public facilities meet the needs 
of all members of the community 
and are safe, efficient, reliable and 
environmentally sound. 

Improve Economic Development■  
and Quality of Life. Economic 
development and quality of life issues 
go hand in hand because businesses 
want to locate in communities where 
their employees want to live. Well-
planned communities offer residents 
and businesses a range of convenient 
and affordable choices – for business 
locations, transportation, housing, 
schools, parks, open space and other 
services and amenities. 
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MORE RESOURCES ON PLANNING
As a supplement to this guide, the Institute has published a handy glossary of the sometimes complex 

terminology that is used in the planning process: Understanding the Basics of Land Use and Planning: 
Glossary of Land Use and Planning Terms (see www.ca-ilg.org/planningterms).

To assist local agencies in helping the public understand common planning decisions, the Institute has 

also developed a series of plain-language, one-page descriptions of common land use actions. These 

can be attached to public hearing notices, made available at planning counters and through agency 

websites. Copies are available in PDF and Word formats in both English and Spanish.  

(See www.ca-ilg.org/onepagers)

Protect the Environment■  and 
Conserve Resources. Planning 
helps identify important natural and 
cultural resources and can direct 
development in a way that protects or 
enhances these resources. Planning 
can help communities reduce energy 
use, promote waste reduction 
and recycling, lower emissions of 
greenhouse gases that contribute 
to climate change, and otherwise 
conserve resources and protect the 
environment. 

Provide a Forum for Resolving ■

Conflicts and Reaching Agreement. 
Planning processes provide a forum 
for developing a common vision, 
seeking community consensus and 
resolving disagreements about issues.

Set Clear Expectations. ■ Planning 
establishes the ground rules 
for decision-making regarding 
development. A comprehensive 
general plan, for example, sends 
a clear signal what standards and 
procedures will apply to development. 
Planning also signals which parties 
will be responsible for the various 
costs associated with development. 
This will not eliminate conflicts 
entirely, but does set expectations 
that can help minimize conflict – 
particularly when a jurisdiction has a 
practice of adhering to its plans.
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Participants in the 
Land Use Decision-
Making Process

The Role of Local 
Officials in Planning
Decisions regarding planning and land 
use are a shared responsibility among 
local decision-makers. While local 
elected officials typically have ultimate 
decision-making authority, planning is a 
very participatory process. 

Other key participants include members 
of the planning commission and other 
advisory boards and commissions, 
agency professional staff and legal 
advisors, as well as officials from other 
public agencies who may be affected 
by a land use decision. Important 
stakeholders include property owners 
and project applicants, neighbors, 
business owners, and other members of 
the public. 

Local officials play a number of roles 
in land use matters. Within their 
jurisdictions, local officials typically act 
in three capacities: 

Legislative:■  Adopting broad policies 
governing development, such as 
general plans, zoning ordinances, and 
fee schedules. 

Quasi-adjudicatory:■  Applying these 
policies and state law to specific 
projects. 

Enforcement:■  Taking steps to 
assure that projects, once approved, 
comply with the applicable laws and 
conditions of approval. 

Local officials also play an important 
role in regional planning activities. 
A number of regional agencies have 
been established to make plans for 
transportation, housing, open space, and 
other issues that transcend local agency 
boundaries. Local officials are typically 
selected or appointed to serve on the 
governing boards of these regional 
agencies. In some cases the members 
of the governing board may be directly 
elected by voters. 



WHO DOES WHAT IN THE PLANNING PROCESS?

City Council or County Board of Supervisors
Evaluates staff analyses, recommendations and decisions by advisory bodies, and agency goals in ■

making final decisions on land use plans and proposals

May act as appellate body on entitlement decisions■

Planning Commission and Other Planning Advisory Bodies
Considers staff analyses, including agency goals and policies, along with community input■

Makes recommendations and decisions based on findings■  of fact when applying general policies to 

specific situations such as use permits and tentative maps

Makes recommendations to the governing body on policy matters such as the general plan■ , zoning 

ordinances, and development agreements

May act as appellate body on entitlement decisions■

Planning Staff
Acts as technical staff to the governing body, planning commission■ , or other planning  

advisory bodies

Prepares and maintains local plans and ordinances■

Identifies relevant local regulations for plans and project applications■

Organizes hearings and meetings on plans and project proposals as authorized by local officials■

Works with applicants to ensure that a project complies with community policies and standards and ■

state and federal law

Coordinates with other professional departments and agencies to incorporate comments and ■

technical recommendations into a proposed plan or project

Ensures that all appropriate procedures are followed during the planning process■

Prepares a professional analysis and recommendation■

Monitors project implementation and compliance with planning policies and conditions of approval ■

Agency Counsel (City Attorney or County Counsel)
Advises officials on legal process requirements for decision-making (for example, public  ■

notice obligations) 

Answers questions about applicable law and how the law applies in particular situations ■

Distinguishes between legal advice and policy advice, providing the latter only when asked■

Represents local government in legal issues and disputes■

8 Institute for Local Government



City Council Members and 
County Supervisors

Primary responsibility for making land 
use and planning decisions rests with the 
individuals elected by the voters to serve 
on the governing boards of cities and 
counties. In the case of cities, the mayor 
and city council members make the 
decisions. The members of the county 
board of supervisors – five officials 
elected by district from throughout the 
county – make decisions for counties. 
While they may delegate some functions 
to staff or advisory bodies, final 
authority rests with the representatives 
elected by the public. 

The Planning Commission

The planning commission is a 
permanent committee made up of five 
or more individuals who have been 
appointed by the governing body (the 
city council or board of supervisors) 
to review and act on planning and 
development matters.5 

While the governing body may choose 
to keep this function,6 many cities 
and counties have chosen to establish 
separate planning commissions. 

Commissions have authority to oversee 
the development and review of the local 
general plan and other plans, policies 
and ordinances related to land use. They 
also review (and sometimes decide) land 
use and development applications and 
proposals in the same manner as a board 
of zoning adjustments (described in the 
following section).7 

Commissioners serve at the will of the 
city council or board of supervisors, so 
commission membership may change 
in response to changes in those bodies.8 
Planning commission actions can be 
appealed to the governing body, which 
can uphold the commission’s decision, 
overturn it, modify it, or send it back for 
further study.

THE ROLE OF THE PLANNING COMMISSION
Acts as an advisory board to the governing body on all planning and development issues. 1. 

Reviews development applications and makes factual findings2.  on a case-by-case basis to assure 

consistency with the provisions of the general plan and other local plans, policies and ordinances. 

Functions as the primary decision-making body for many proposals (subject to appeal to the 3. 

governing body, which retains final authority). 

Through public hearings4.  and other means, provides a key venue for residents and other community 

stakeholders to learn about planning issues and project proposals and provide their views. 
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Other Local Planning  
Bodies and Officials

Many cities and counties have 
established other advisory boards or 
commissions or assigned officials to 
assist the agency in making decisions 
on planning and land use issues. In 
larger jurisdictions, these bodies and 
appointees bring additional expertise 
into the decision-making process while 
allowing the planning commission 
and elected officials to focus on broad 
planning issues. They also provide an 
additional way to engage the public in 
planning and land use decisions, both 
through service as an appointee and 
through public meetings and hearings 
conducted by the body. 

Some of these other advisory bodies and 
appointed officials include: 

Board of Zoning Adjustment■  or 
Zoning Administrator. A local 
body or hearing officer authorized 
to consider requests for variances 
to zoning requirements, created 
by ordinance and appointed by the 
governing body.9 

Zoning Appeals Board■ . An optional 
appointed body that hears and decides 
matters relating to the application of 
the zoning ordinance and considers 
appeals of the zoning administrator’s 
decisions.10

Building Official.■  An appointed 
agency official responsible for the 
administration and enforcement 
of building, housing, plumbing, 
electrical and related codes. 

Design Review Commission■  or 
Architectural Review Board. An 
optional commission appointed 
by the governing body to review 
development proposals to determine 
consistency with local adopted design 
goals, policies, guidelines, standards, 
and ordinances.11

Historic Preservation Commission■  
or Architectural Heritage 
Commission. An optional 
commission appointed by the 
governing body charged with 
determining consistency with 
local historic and cultural resource 
preservation goals, policies, standards 
and ordinances.12 

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER  
INFORMATION
The Planning Commissioner’s Book 

is both a training tool for new planning 

commissioners as well as a handy 

general reference on planning. Originally 

published by the Governor’s Office of 

Planning and Research, it is available on 

the ILG website at www.ca-ilg.org/opr.
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ENGAGING THE PUBLIC IN PLANNING
The Institute for Local Government has developed a number of tools to help local officials foster 

greater public participation in land use and planning decisions. See www.ca-ilg.org/cgipubs.

For more information on these and other resources for involving the public, visit the Institute’s website 

at www.ca-ilg.org.

The Role  
of the Public
There are many reasons to involve the 
public in planning and land use decision-
making. Perhaps most importantly, 
participation enhances a sense of 
community. Individuals feel more 
connected when they are involved in 
the process of developing solutions to 
community problems. 

Other benefits of public engagement in 
planning and land use decision-making 
can include:

Better planning policies and ■

documents that reflect issues 
flagged by a members of the public, 
particularly if a broad segment of the 
public participates in the decision-
making process

Enhanced community buy-in and ■

support for policies ultimately 
adopted and less need to revisit the 
same planning issues repeatedly

More knowledgeable residents that ■

understand the trade-offs sometimes 
involved in planning and land use 
decisions

Public participation in local decision-
making is fundamental to democracy. 
The public often evaluates the service 
of local officials based not only on the 
wisdom of their decisions, but also on 
their commitment to involving the public 
in decision making. 
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The General Plan

The general plan is the foundation for 
local land use planning. When an agency 
adopts a general plan, it creates a vision 
for the foreseeable planning horizon — 
usually 10 to 20 years — and translates 
the vision into objectives, goals, policies 
and implementation programs for the 
physical development of the community. 

The general plan covers all of the land 
within the jurisdiction and any additional 
land that, in the agency’s judgment, 
bears a relationship to its planning.13 
Cities and counties may also prepare 
one or more community plans as part 
of their general plan to provide more 
detailed attention to particular areas of 
the locality. 

All other land use ordinances and 
policies flow from the general plan and 
must be consistent with the general 
plan.14 Projects will not be able to 
proceed unless they are found to be 
consistent with the general plan.15 

COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan 

Zoning ■

Subdivisions■

Design Review■

Environmental Review■

Development Agreements■

Dedications and Fees■
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Mandatory Elements
General plans are usually a combination 
of goals, policies, programs, diagrams, 
and maps. Every general plan at a 
minimum must address seven mandatory 
elements:16

Land Use Element■ . Designates and 
provides a diagram or map illustrating 
the general type, intensity, and 
distribution of various land uses.17 

Circulation Element■ . Describes and 
provides a circulation diagram or map 
illustrating the location and extent of 
existing and proposed transportation 
routes, terminals, and other local 
public utilities and facilities.18 

Housing Element■ . Identifies and 
analyzes the existing and projected 
housing needs for all economic 
segments of the community, 
consistent with the regional “fair 
share” allocation of housing needs 
established through a regional 
planning process.19 

Conservation Element■ . Provides for 
the conservation, development and 
use of natural resources.20

Open Space Element■ . Details how 
open space, recreational areas and 
natural resources will be preserved 
and managed.21

Noise Element■ . Establishes noise 
contours and standards, identifies and 
appraises noise sources and problems 
and includes implementation 
measures to address them.22

Safety Element■ . Addresses 
protection from any unreasonable 
risks associated with hazards such as 
fire, flood, and earthquakes.23 



 Understanding the Basics of Land Use and Planning: Guide to Local Planning 15

Optional Elements
Any number of optional elements may 
also be included in a general plan if, in 
the judgment of the city or county, they 
relate to the physical development of 
the area.24 Optional elements frequently 
incorporated in general plans include: 
public facilities, economic development, 
design, historic preservation, air quality, 
growth management, agriculture, 
recreation, and scenic highways. More 
recent additions to this list include 
climate change, energy, water, and 
health. Once adopted, mandatory and 
optional elements have equal legal status 
and must be consistent with each other.25

Local agencies can tailor general plans 
to fit community needs.26 Individual 
elements may be combined so long as all 
legally required issues are addressed.

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
The Governor’s Office of Planning and 

Research has produced many useful 

resources on planning. See www.ca-ilg.

org/opr.
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Consistency 
Requirements
Land use and planning decisions 
require a finding that a land use action 
is consistent with the general plan.27 
Perfect conformity is not required, 
but the project must be found to be 
consistent with the general plan map 
and the general plan’s objectives, goals, 
policies, and implementation programs. 

The individual elements within a general 
plan must be integrated, internally 
consistent, and compatible.28 In other 
words, the plan cannot contradict itself. 
This requirement is commonly referred 
to as “horizontal consistency” and has 
three primary components:29

Consistency among Elements.  ■

All elements of the general plan 
must be consistent with one another. 
For example, if the land use element 
contains proposals that would 
increase population but the circulation 
element does not provide for ways 
to deal with traffic related to the 
population increase, the general plan 
would be inconsistent.30

Consistency within Each Element. ■

Each individual element must be 
consistent with itself. For example, if 
the circulation element presents data 
and analysis indicating insufficient 
road capacity while also stating that 
current roads and other transportation 
alternatives can handle increased 
development, the element would be 
inconsistent.31

Consistency between Language ■

and Maps. The text of the general 
plan must be consistent with 
accompanying maps and diagrams. 
For example, if the text of the general 
plan includes a policy of conserving 
prime farmland while at the same 
time a map designates all or most of 
existing prime farmland as an area for 
housing development, the plan would 
be internally inconsistent.32

In addition, all other plans, ordinances 
and policies must be consistent with 
the general plan. This is often called 
“vertical consistency.” For example, 
subdivision and development approvals 
must be consistent with the general 
plan.33 In counties and general law cities, 
zoning and specific plans must also 
be consistent with the general plan.34 
Charter cities can require consistency 
through their own charter or by 
ordinance, but otherwise are exempt 
from the consistency rule.35



 Understanding the Basics of Land Use and Planning: Guide to Local Planning 17

Relationship of the 
General Plan to 
Other Local Plans
Community Plans. A community plan 
is part of a general plan, focusing on a 
particular neighborhood or community 
within the larger jurisdiction

Community plans allow a city or county 
to concentrate on the most salient 
issues and develop planning strategies 
and actions best suited for particular 
communities without going through the 
time and expense involved in revising or 
updating the general plan as a whole. 

Specific Plans. Unlike general plans, 
specific plans are optional.36 They are 
a flexible planning tool often used 
for larger areas, such as a downtown 
or a major transportation corridor, to 
encourage comprehensive planning.37 

A specific plan may present broad 
policy concepts, focus on a particular 
planning or development issue, or 
provide detailed direction as to the 
type, location, intensity or design, 
financing, or infrastructure needed for 
development. 

Many local agencies find specific plans 
to be a powerful and flexible planning 
tool. They often function as a macro-
scale planning document similar to a 
community plan, but with the added 
power of a zoning ordinance coupled 
with a capital improvement program. 

While not technically a part of the 
general plan as are community plans, 
specific plans must be consistent 
with the general plan.38 All zoning, 
subdivisions, public works projects, 
and future development agreements 
within an area covered by a specific plan 
must be consistent with the plan once 
it is adopted.39 A specific plan may be 
amended as often as necessary.40

Redevelopment Plans. Cities and 
counties may create a redevelopment 
agency to act as a catalyst for the 
revitalization of “blighted” areas.41 Often 
the city council or board of supervisors 
acts as the governing board of the 
redevelopment agency,42 although some 
redevelopment agencies have a separate 
governing board.43 Redevelopment 
agencies create a redevelopment plan 
outlining the programs and strategies 
the agency will employ to redevelop the 
area included in the agency’s purview.44 
Redevelopment plans must be consistent 
with the general plan.45 
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Amending the 
General Plan
The general plan is a living document, 
meaning that it should change as 
conditions in the community change.46 
At the same time, it is also meant 
to provide some certainty for local 
planning. “General law” cities and 
counties (those operating under state law 
without a voter-approved local charter) 
may amend mandatory elements of the 
general plan up to four times per year.47 
Charter cities and counties may amend 
the general plan as often as necessary.48 
Many local agencies regulate how 
often they will consider general plan 
amendments to ensure that specific 
amendments are considered in the larger 
context of other proposed amendments 
and the general plan as a whole. 

Amendments are adopted by resolution 
after a public hearing.49 Optional 
elements can be amended as often 
as the local agency chooses. Project 
proponents may propose general 
plan amendments to fit the needs of a 
proposed development. 

Updating the  
General Plan
While there are no hard-and-fast rules 
as to when a community should update 
its general plan, frequent piecemeal 
amendments can indicate that the general 
plan is dated or out of step with current 
conditions.50 In such cases, an overhaul 
of the general plan may be needed to 
ensure that it remains an adequate basis 
for land use decision-making. 

Periodic updates ensure that the long-
term vision presented in the plan 
reflects the current needs or goals of the 
community. A general plan update can 
be quite expensive — often exceeding 
several hundred thousand dollars in 
mid- to large-size communities. A well 
thought-out plan update with broad 
public involvement and support usually 
pays dividends by reflecting current 
economic and development trends and 
reducing conflict over land use decisions.
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The general plan does not have to 
be completed or updated on a fixed 
schedule (although new cities must 
adopt a plan within 30 months of their 
formation).51 The main exception to this 
rule is the housing element, which must 
be updated every eight years, to coincide 
with the schedule for regional planning 
for transportation mandated by SB 375.52 

Implementation and 
Follow-Through
The adoption of a general plan by 
itself does not guarantee orderly 
development. An agency can adopt a 
very good general plan only to find the 
original vision distorted by frequent 
amendments. City council members or 
county supervisors play a critical role in 
seeing that the plan’s vision materializes, 
assisted by the planning commission and 
other advisory bodies. 

State law provides for an annual 
reporting process on general plan 
implementation. These reports must 
be shared with a number of state 
agencies.53 The reports enable the 
local agency to correlate recent land 
use decisions with the overall goals 
in the general plan, to assess how the 
plan is being implemented, and to 
identify modifications that will improve 
implementation.
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Effects of a Deficient 
General Plan
In order to proceed, a development 
project must be found to be consistent 
with the general plan.54 This is a difficult 
finding to make when the general plan 
is internally inconsistent, invalid, or 
insufficient (for example, because it 
fails to address a statutorily required 
issue). A court can invalidate any land 
use action if it determines that a plan 
is deficient in any of these respects.55 
Typically courts will limit such actions 
to instances where the specific general 
plan deficiency is related to the nature 
or circumstances of the project – for 
example, a residential subdivision 
proposed in a jurisdiction with a housing 
element that has been found to be 
deficient.56 

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pager: About Specific 
Plans (2007) (www.ca-ilg.org/

onepagers)

Land Use One-Pager: About General 
Plan Amendments (2007) (www.ca-ilg.

org/onepagers)

Governor’s Office of Planning and 
Research

The Governor’s Office of Planning and 

Research has produced many useful 

resources on planning. See www.ca-ilg.

org/opr.

California Planning Guide: An 
Introduction to Planning in California 
(December 2005)

General Plan Guidelines (October 2003) 

The Planner's Guide to Specific Plans 
(January 2001) 

Other Resources

Government Code Section 65350 and 

following (accessible from www.leginfo.

ca.gov/calaw.html)

Government Code Section 65450 and 

following (accessible from www.leginfo.

ca.gov/calaw.html) 
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Zoning 

Historically, zoning is the separation of 
a community into districts, or “zones,” 
that regulate land uses and the intensity 
of development.57 A zoning designation 
is assigned to every legally defined 
parcel within a zone in the community. 
An accompanying map shows officials 
and the public 1) the boundaries between 
zones, 2) which uses are permitted, and 
3) the standards that apply to that use. 

The goal of zoning is to assure that 
neighboring land uses are compatible.58 
Residential uses, for example, are 
generally incompatible with heavy 
industrial uses. Most agencies have 
multiple zones in which similar uses 
are permitted but with differing 
development standards. For example, a 
minimum residential density might be 
12 units to the acre in one zone and 16 
units to the acre in another.

Before approving or denying a project, a 
local agency must determine whether the 
project complies with the provisions of 
local ordinances regulating development. 
Examples include the zoning ordinance, 
requirements for a conditional use 
permit, or an historic preservation 
ordinance. 

COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan■

Zoning  

Subdivisions■

Design Review■

Environmental Review■

Development Agreements■

Dedications and Fees■
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Zoning Ordinances
A traditional zoning ordinance will list 
land uses that are allowed “by right” for 
each zone. The term “by right” does not 
mean that the zoning ordinance confers 
an unconditional right to develop for 
a particular use.59 Zoning is merely 
a legislative planning designation.60 
As such, zones are always subject to 
change and do not confer an entitlement. 
Instead, the term “by right” means 
that the permit is not subject to the 
discretionary review that is typical of the 
conditional use permit process.61 

Form-based zoning codes have recently 
emerged as an alternative to traditional 
zoning. Under this type of zoning, 
the form of a development project 
(like height, footprint, materials or 
relationship to other buildings) is 
regulated rather than the specific uses 
(such as residential or commercial). 
The idea is to use zoning to ensure 
compatibility while allowing a greater 
mix of uses than traditional zoning 
affords. 

WHAT TRADITIONAL ZONING ORDINANCES DO
Divide a jurisdiction into various land use categories, such ■

as heavy and light industrial, commercial, residential, open 

space, agricultural, recreational, scenic corridor, natural 

resource, and other purposes.

List permitted uses within each category and provide for ■

conditional and accessory uses.

Regulate the intensity of use (for example, 18 residential ■

units per acre).

Establish development standards, such as building height ■

and bulk, setbacks, lot coverage, parking, signage, and 

landscaping.

Provide for administrative procedures for variances■ , 

conditional use permits, design review, and zone changes.
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Cluster zoning is another variation on 
traditional zoning, allowing applicants 
to cluster uses on a portion of a site in 
order to preserve open space and natural 
areas or reduce infrastructure costs. 

Zoning ordinances must be consistent 
with the general plan and, except 
in some charter cities, are invalid if 
inconsistent.62 Typically the planning 
commission is responsible for making 
zoning decisions on discretionary 
applications under the zoning 
ordinance.63 Some agencies have 
appointed a board of zoning adjustment 
or a zoning administrator to consider 
requests for use permits and variances 
from zoning conditions.64 Building 
design may also be subject to approval 
by a design review board or architectural 
review board.65

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pager: About Zone 
Changes (Rezoning) (2007) (www.ca-ilg.

org/onepagers)

Governor’s Office of Planning and 
Research

Planning, Zoning, and Development 
Laws (February 2009), available at  

www.ca-ilg.org/opr

Other Resources

Form-Based Codes Institute,  

www.formbasedcodes.org

Government Code Section 65800 and 

following (accessible from www.leginfo.

ca.gov/calaw.html)
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Conditional  
Use Permits
Conditional uses are land uses that 
may be approved under the zoning 
code but only upon meeting specific 
conditions.66 The conditional use permit 
(also called a “special use permit”) 
allows a local agency to more closely 
review individual projects that could 
negatively affect neighboring land uses. 
Staff and the planning commission (or 
other review body) can then develop a 
set of conditions to minimize the impact 
before authorizing the development. 

Common conditions on approval 
include limited hours of operation, road 
improvements, soundproofing, additional 
landscaping, and additional parking. The 
permit is granted on the land, not to the 
property owner, and will remain valid 
even if the property changes owners.67 
The original permit may provide that the 
agency can modify the permit terms in 
the future, subject to providing notice 
and a hearing.68 A conditional use permit 
may be revoked for noncompliance or 
other reasons cited in the permit, subject 
to notice and a hearing.69

Variances
A variance is a limited waiver of zoning 
standards for a use that is already 
permitted within a zone.70 Variances 
are considered only in extraordinary 
circumstances when the physical 
characteristics of a property, (such as 
size, shape, topography, location, or 
surroundings) or its use pose a unique 
hardship to the property owner.71 A 
variance can only be granted in special 
cases where the strict application of 
zoning regulations deprives the owner of 
a use enjoyed by other property owners 
in the same zone.72 

Economic hardship alone is an 
insufficient justification to approve a 
variance. A variance may not be used to 
permit a land use that is not otherwise 
allowed in a zone, such as a heavy 
industrial use within a residential zone. 
This would require a zoning change.
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Floating and  
Overlay Zones
A zoning ordinance may include 
regulations for a type of zone that is 
not tied to any piece of property on 
the zoning map. This is referred to as 
a floating zone. The zone “floats” until 
such time that a property owner requests 
to have it applied to his or her land 
through rezoning. A common example 
is a mixed-use district. The zoning 
conditions associated with mixed-use 
development “attach” as soon as the 
proposal is approved. 

An overlay zone, on the other hand, 
places additional regulations on existing 
zones within areas of special concern. 
Their boundaries are fixed and usually 
encompass all or part of multiple 
zones. Overlay zones are often used in 
floodplains, hillsides, near fault lines, 
around airports, and in other areas where 
additional regulations are necessary to 
ensure public safety. Overlay zones are 
also commonly applied to downtowns 
and historic districts to ensure a certain 
aesthetic character.

Planned Unit 
Developments
A planned unit development (“PUD”) 
is both a zoning classification and a 
type of development. Also sometimes 
referred to as “planned communities,” 
planned unit developments normally 
consist of individually owned lots 
with common areas for open space, 
recreation and street improvements. 
Conventional zoning standards are often 
set aside to permit a more imaginative 
use of undeveloped property, such as 
clustering residential uses or integrating 
compatible commercial and industrial 
uses. Any substantial alteration in 
the physical characteristics of the 
development usually requires that 
rezoning procedures be followed.73 
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Nonconforming 
Uses
There are two types of nonconforming 
uses: illegal and legal. Legal 
nonconforming uses — sometimes 
called grandfathered uses — are 
lawful uses that were in place prior 
to the adoption of the current zoning 
ordinance.74 Such uses are generally 
permitted for as long as they operate 
lawfully.75 However, the use typically 
is not allowed to expand or be 
replaced if voluntarily abandoned or 
accidentally destroyed.76 The idea is 
to strike a balance between the notion 
of fairness (the use was lawful at the 
time of development) and the changed 
circumstances of the community (the 
use is no longer compatible with the 
character of the area).

A local agency may require that a 
legal nonconforming use terminate 
after a reasonable period of time (for 
example, after the investment has been 
amortized).77 This allows the owner 
enough time to recoup the value of the 
investment in developing the property 
while also addressing the needs of the 
community. 

On the other hand, illegal 

nonconforming uses are those that 
were built or started in violation of an 
existing zoning ordinance. Such uses 
are not allowed. Local agencies have 
the right to require that such uses be 
terminated immediately, regardless 
of the property owner’s investment. 
Illegal nonconforming uses are usually 
addressed through code enforcement. 

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pager: About Conditional 
Use Permits (2007) (www.ca-ilg.org/

onepagers)

Land Use One-Pager: About Variances 
(2007) (www.ca-ilg.org/onepagers)

Governor’s Office of Planning and 
Research

The Conditional Use Permit (August 

1997), available at www.ca-ilg.org/opr

The Variance (July 1997), available at 

www.ca-ilg.org/opr

Other Resources

Government Code Section 65901 

(accessible from www.leginfo.ca.gov/

calaw.html)

Government Code Section 65906 

(accessible from www.leginfo.ca.gov/

calaw.html)
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COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan■

Zoning■  

Subdivisions 

Design Review■

Environmental Review■

Development Agreements■

Dedications and Fees■

A subdivision is any division of 
contiguous land into separate parcels 
for sale, lease, or financing.78 Any 
land transaction that legally separates 
property into distinct ownership units in 
which long-term ownership rights can 
be vested is a subdivision. California’s 
Subdivision Map Act79 governs how 
local agencies oversee the subdivision 
of land. The process encourages orderly 
development and also protects against 
fraud by assuring that all subdivisions 
are recorded with the county recorder.80 

Each city, charter city, and county must 
adopt an ordinance that designates a 
local process for subdivision approval.81 
Local ordinances can be more restrictive 
than the Map Act so long as they are 
consistent with its provisions. 

The Map Act contains two procedures to 
process subdivision applications based 
on project size. “Major subdivisions” 
— those with five or more parcels — 
require more formal procedures that 
involve filing both a tentative map and 
a final map for approval.82 On the other 
hand, “minor subdivisions” — those that 
involve four or fewer parcels — require 
only a single parcel map (unless the 
local ordinance specifies that tentative 

maps be filed for minor subdivisions as 
well).83 The reasoning for this distinction 
is that minor subdivisions are less likely 
to raise complex issues, such as traffic 
and infrastructure needs. 

A tentative map depicts the design 
and improvement of the proposed 
subdivision and the existing conditions 
that surround it.84 The local agency 
reviews the tentative map to see if it 
meets local subdivision and zoning 
requirements. The local agency may 
impose conditions of approval to ensure 
that the development of the project is 
consistent with the general plan, zoning, 
public works and building standards, and 
any environmental mitigation measures 
adopted for the project.85 

Subdivisions 
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TYPES OF SUBDIVISION MAPS90

Parcel Maps
Procedures and approvals for parcel maps are left to local ordinance.91 The primary difference between 

parcel maps and tentative maps is the number of conditions that can be applied. With a parcel map, 

a city or county can only impose requirements for the dedication of rights-of-way, easements, and the 

construction of reasonable off-site and on-site improvements for the parcels that are being created.92

Tentative Maps
Tentative maps typically illustrate the proposed design of the lots, public streets, sidewalks, parks, 

utilities, and other improvements. After a public hearing, the local agency may approve, conditionally 

approve, or deny the map. The agency may impose additional conditions that are consistent with the 

general plan and the zoning ordinance when approving a tentative map.93 

Vesting Tentative Maps
Some tentative maps are filed as “vesting tentative maps.”94 This type of map confers a vested right 

to proceed with the development in accordance with the local ordinances, policies, and standards in 

effect when the local agency deemed the map application complete. Vesting tentative maps must be 

processed just like a standard tentative map. However, local agencies may impose additional application 

requirements and almost all do, which is why developers do not always use vesting tentative maps.

Once the tentative map is approved, the 
applicant will then prepare a final map 
that is more technically correct and 
incorporates any conditions imposed by 
the local agency. All conditions must 
either be performed or guaranteed — by 
agreement, bond, letter of credit, or other 
financial security — before the final map 
can be approved.86 An engineer usually 
reviews the final map.87 

Approval of the final map is a ministerial 
act — meaning there is no discretion to 
reject the final map if all the conditions 
are met.88 The approved final map is 
then recorded with the county and 
the applicant can proceed with the 
development.89

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pager: About 
Subdivisions (2007) (www.ca-ilg.org/

onepagers)

Other Resources

Government Code Section 66411 and 

following (accessible from www.leginfo.

ca.gov/calaw.html)
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COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan■

Zoning■  

Subdivisions■

Design Review 

Environmental Review■

Development Agreements■

Dedications and Fees■

Design Review

Design review is often used to ensure 
that new development is compatible with 
the aesthetic character of a community 
or individual neighborhood. Whereas the 
zoning code usually focuses on the type 
and intensity of a use, design review 
focuses on aesthetic and architectural 
standards.95 Design review procedures 
usually rely on deeply held values and 
beliefs about what is beautiful and what 
is ordinary. 

In many communities, the planning 
commission functions as the design 
review board. In some communities, 
particularly larger communities or those 
with a concentration of architecturally 
significant structures or neighborhoods, 
the local agency may appoint a 
separate “design review board” or an 
“architectural review committee” to 
conduct design review. 

Local design review ordinances are 
usually integrated into the zoning 
process. The amount of information 
included in a design review application 
will vary. An application for a small 
addition, for example, will probably 
not have as much information as an 
application for a large subdivision. 
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Design review can make it more difficult 
for the landowner or developer to 
determine whether the proposed project 
will be acceptable. Accordingly, the 
more specific the design standards are, 
the greater the certainty will be from the 
perspective of both the developer and 
neighborhood residents. 

Design review can also breed monotony 
(or even mediocrity) to the extent that 
all buildings must conform to a narrow 
set of guidelines. The challenge is to 
develop design guidelines that leave 
enough room for creativity. Finally, 
in some instances, the design review 
process may be abused by those who 
are looking for an opportunity to stop a 
development.

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Land Use One-Pager: About Design 
Review, Institute for Local Government 

(2007) (www.ca-ilg.org/onepagers)

Curtin’s California Land Use and 
Planning Law addresses design review 

issues, available from Solano Press, 

(www.solano.com)

TYPICAL INFORMATION FOR DESIGN REVIEW
Color boards showing the site plan, including the shape and size of the ■

buildings, their relationship to the site, landscaping, and parking.

Conceptual color elevations of each wall, especially those seen by the ■

public or from off-site.

Models showing building mass, form, relationship to the landscape, ■

and effects caused by grading. These can range from simple hand-built models to sophisticated 

computer-generated analyses.

Design details, such as plazas, pavement design, window treatments (sills, awnings, etc.), entry ■

gateways, building top and base treatment, screening details, pedestrian walkways, and lighting.

Colored landscape plans illustrating how landscaping■  will be used to soften the building’s impact on 

its environment.

Controls to ensure that signage will fit in with the rest of the development.■

Summary data, including facts on adjacent properties and sight lines.■
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COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan■

Zoning■  

Subdivisions■

Design Review■

Environmental Review 

Development Agreements■

Dedications and Fees■

Requiring measures to protect the long-
term health of the state’s environment 
has become an integral element of land 
use planning and project approvals. 
The environmental protection law most 
frequently applied to land use decisions 
is the California Environmental Quality 
Act (CEQA). 

The California Environmental Quality 
Act is a complex law with a simple 
purpose: to assure that decision-
makers understand and account for 
the environmental consequences 
of a project.96 A key purpose of the 
California Environmental Quality Act 
is informational, since it gives decision-
makers information on what the 
environmental impacts of a project will 
be and how to minimize those impacts. 

What gives the environmental review 
process its “teeth” is a prohibition 
against approving projects as proposed 
if there are feasible alternatives or 
mitigation measures that would 
substantially lessen significant 
environmental effects.97 In other words, 

Environmental Review 

agencies are not required to eliminate 
all potential harm to the environment, 
but they must reduce the risk of 
harm whenever they determine it is 
feasible to do so. Thus, a project with 
significant environmental impacts may 
be approved if the local agency finds that 
all alternatives or mitigation measures 
are infeasible and discloses the reasons 
for its findings, or adopts a “statement 
of overriding considerations” that 
particular social or economic factors 
override the environmental concerns.98 
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Determining the 
Level of Review
The environmental review process 
involves three possible levels of analysis: 

Negative declaration■ , 

Mitigated negative declaration■ , and 

Environmental impact report■  (often 
known by the acronym EIR). 

In addition, some projects are exempt 
from review.99 Other projects may be 
subject to more limited environmental 

review because they are consistent 
with standards that were previously 
subjected to environmental review.100 
An example is a 2008 law designed 
to promote reductions in greenhouse 
gas emissions from vehicle trips. The 
law allows projects that are consistent 
with an adopted regional sustainable 
communities strategy or alternative 
planning strategy to undergo less 
rigorous environmental review than 
other projects.101 

WHAT TYPE OF REVIEW IS APPROPRIATE?
Is the Action a “Project?”■  Only “projects” are subject to environmental review. A project is any 

discretionary governmental action that could directly or indirectly result in a physical change in the 

environment, such as a general plan amendment, rezoning, public works project or development 

permit. 

Does an Exemption Apply?■  A project may be exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act 

under state law or regulations. 

Initial Study. ■ For projects that are not exempt, an initial study is completed to determine whether the 

project may have a significant effect on the environment. 

Negative Declaration.■  If the initial study shows that the project will not have a significant effect on 

the environment, a negative declaration is prepared that describes why the project will not have a 

significant effect. 

Mitigated Negative Declaration.■  If the initial study shows that the project may cause significant 

environmental effects, a mitigated negative declaration may be prepared. A mitigated negative 

declaration is appropriate if revisions can be made to the project that would clearly avoid or mitigate 

the significant effects. 

Environmental Impact Report.■  If the initial study identifies potential significant environmental effects 

that cannot be eliminated through redesign or other mitigation measures, then an environmental 

impact report must be prepared.102
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The Environmental  
Impact Report 
For projects not exempt from 
environmental review, the general 
rule is that an environmental impact 
report must be prepared if substantial 
evidence shows that there is a fair 
argument that a project may have a 
significant environmental effect.103 This 
is the case even when there is an equal 
amount of evidence suggesting that an 
environmental impact report may not 
be necessary. This is called the “fair 
argument” standard.104 

After determining that an environmental 
impact report is required, the agency 
with primary authority to approve the 
project (known as the “lead agency”) 
must solicit the views of other agencies 
with some level of authority over the 
project (called “responsible agencies”) 
regarding the scope of the environmental 
analysis.105 The lead agency should 
also consult with individuals and 
organizations that have an interest in 
the project.106 This early consultation is 
called scoping.

The lead agency then directs the drafting 
of an environmental impact report based 
on this information and other data it has 
collected. When the draft environmental 
impact report is completed, the lead 
agency files a notice of completion with 
the appropriate state agency.107 

The draft environmental impact report is 
then made available for public review and 
comment for a minimum period of 30 to 
45 days.108 The lead agency must evaluate 
and respond in writing to all comments 
it receives during the review period.109 If 
significant new information is added to the 
draft environmental impact report after it 
has been released for public review, the 
agency must re-circulate the report for 
additional public review and comment.110 

Once the public review period ends, the 
lead agency prepares a final environmental 
impact report, usually consisting of the 
draft report together with responses 
to public comments received during 
the review period.111 The lead agency 
then reviews the project in light of the 
environmental impact report and other 
applicable standards and policies.

A key goal of the California Environmental 
Quality Act is to ensure that the decisions 
made by local officials regarding 
environmental impacts are as well 
informed as possible. The environmental 
impact report must provide enough 
information to allow decision-makers to 
analyze the environmental consequences 
of a project. Thus, the adequacy of an 
environmental impact report is usually 
not judged on perfection or correct 
conclusions, rather on completeness and 
whether the level of analysis is reasonable 
and done in good faith.112
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BASIC ELEMENTS OF AN ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT 
Table of Contents and Summary. Required elements that assist in making 

environmental impact reports—which are sometimes hundreds of pages long—

more accessible to the public.

Project Description. An accurate description of the project, including any 

reasonably foreseeable future phases of the project. 

Environmental Setting. A description of the environment on the project site and in the vicinity of the 

project. 

Evaluation of Impacts. An identification and analysis of each significant impact expected to result from 

the project. Any potential significant effect—such as incompatible land uses, air pollution, water quality, 

or traffic congestion—will have its own discussion.

Mitigation Measures. A detailed description of all feasible measures that could minimize significant 

adverse impacts. Any potential environmental consequences of the mitigation measures must also be 

addressed.

Cumulative Impacts. An evaluation of the incremental effects of the proposed project in connection 

with other past, current, and probable future projects.

Alternatives. A proposed range of reasonable project alternatives that could reduce or avoid significant 

impacts, including a “no project” alternative. This often involves reviewing the location or the intensity of 

the development, or both. The alternatives need not be exhaustive and should not be speculative.

Growth-Inducing Impacts. A description of the relationship of the project to the region’s growth and 

whether the project removes obstacles to growth.

Organizations and Persons Consulted. A list of groups and individuals contacted during the process, 

including during the scoping and public hearing phases.

Inconsistencies. A discussion of any inconsistencies between the proposed project and applicable 

general plans and regional plans.
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UNDERSTANDING THE SCOPE AND APPLICATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL LAWS
For California Environmental Quality Act purposes, the term “environment” includes natural and man-

made conditions that will be directly or indirectly affected by a proposed project, including land, air, 

water, minerals, flora, fauna, noise, and objects of historic or aesthetic significance.118 

Note that other state and federal environmental laws may also apply to a given project. Examples 

include the Endangered Species Act,119 the Clean Water Act,120 the Clean Air Act121 and those pertaining 

to surface mining, timber harvesting and other natural resource issues. 

Certifying the  
Environmental 
Document
The first step in making a final 
determination on a project that has 
undergone environmental review is for 
the city council or board of supervisors 
to approve the negative declaration113 
or certify the environmental impact 
report.114 

The environmental review adds to the 
information decision-makers have 
about the pros and cons of a project. 
Just because a project has no significant 
unmitigated environmental effects does 
not mean the agency must approve the 
project. The local agency retains the 
discretion to reject the project or approve 
it in a manner that acknowledges any 
environmental consequences. The local 

agency may also change the project, 
select an alternative project, impose 
conditions or fees, or take other actions 
(called “mitigation measures”) to avoid 
or minimize the environmental impacts 
of the project.115 When an agency adopts 
mitigation measures it must also adopt a 
program to monitor the implementation 
of the measures.116

In some cases, the environmental 
impacts of a project cannot be avoided. 
If decision-makers decide to approve 
a project with unavoidable significant 
adverse environmental effects, they 
must adopt a “statement of overriding 
considerations” explaining the specific 
social or economic factors that the 
agency considered in deciding to 
approve the project in spite of the 
environmental concerns.117 
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Findings
Before the local agency can approve 
a project for which an environmental 
impact report or other environmental 
document has been prepared, it must 
certify the legal adequacy of the 
document and its review process.122 
The findings must explain whether 
the project as approved would have 
significant impacts on the environment, 
whether mitigation measures are 
feasible, why other alternatives 
were rejected, and in some instances 
why the project’s benefits outweigh 
its consequences (the statement of 
overriding considerations).123 The 
public is entitled to comment on the 
adequacy of the final environmental 
impact report before it is certified by 
the governing body.124

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pagers (2007)  

(www.ca-ilg.org/onepagers):

About the Environmental Review 
Process

About Environmental Impact Reports

About Negative Declarations

Other Resources

State of California website on California 

Environmental Quality Act:  

http://ceres.ca.gov/ceqa/

California Public Resources Code 

Sections 21000 and following 

(accessible from  

www.leginfo.ca.gov/calaw.html)

Solano Press (www.solano.com) has a 

number of land use-related publications, 

including the Guide to CEQA, available 

for purchase.

 
PUBLIC INPUT INTO THE ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW PROCESS
Even though the environmental review process draws on scientific information 

and policy analysis, the process also encourages the public to provide input into 

the analysis.125

Public agencies must also explain their reasoning (typically through findings) 

when they make a decision on a project.126
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COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan■

Zoning■  

Subdivisions■

Design Review■

Environmental Review■

Development Agreements 

Dedications and Fees■

Development Agreements

In California, a project that is in the 
approval process or has been approved 
but not yet built may be subject to new 
regulations and fees as they are adopted. 
Landowners or developers generally do 
not have an assured (or “vested”) right 
to develop until they obtain a building 
permit and have performed substantial 
work in reliance on that permit.127 Until 
then, there is no guarantee that the local 
land use policies and regulations will 
remain the same. 

To offset this risk, developers sometimes 
propose that their project be approved 
through a development agreement — a 
detailed contract between a developer 
and a local agency that spells out 
the rules for a particular project in 
very specific terms.128 Development 
agreements are typically reserved for 
projects that are likely to be developed 
in several phases over a number of years. 

For developers, the advantage is that 
they can “lock in” their entitlements and 
the local regulations that are in effect 
at the time the agreement is approved, 
allowing them to obtain financing and 
get the project underway.129 For local 
agencies, the advantage is that the 
agency and developer may agree to 
additional conditions — such as extra 
park land, school facilities, affordable 
housing, and other public improvements 
— that go beyond what the agency could 
require through the normal development 
process.130 
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A development agreement must describe 
the project’s land uses, density, design 
features, and provisions for reserving or 
dedicating land for public purposes.131 
It also must specify the duration of the 
agreement.132 However, most agreements 
go well beyond these minimums and 
will include construction and phasing 
elements, terms for financing public 
facilities, a description of the scope of 
subsequent discretionary approvals, and 
a number of other items. 

The development agreement constitutes 
a negotiated — and thus voluntary 
— deal. The development agreement 
is adopted by ordinance, considered 
“quasi-legislative” in nature, and is 
subject to referendum.133 

Once approved, the agreement works 
like any contract. The developer 
therefore cannot come back later and 
challenge the conditions as being 
excessive. On the other hand, the local 
agency is also bound to the terms of 
the deal. If the agency wants to make 
changes, the developer will likely seek 
certain concessions if he or she agrees to 
modify the agreement at all. 

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pager: About 
Development Agreements (2007)  

(www.ca-ilg.org/onepagers)

Other Resources

Government Code Section 65864  

and following (accessible from  

www.leginfo.ca.gov/calaw.html)
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Dedications and Fees 

Dedications of land and development 
fees are often imposed as conditions 
on projects to offset new demands 
on public services and facilities.134 
Dedications and fees are sometimes 
called “exactions.” 

New development usually requires 
the extension of infrastructure, such 
as roads, water and sewer lines, parks, 
pathways, libraries, and schools. 
Cities and counties use dedications 
and fees to ensure that new 
development pays its way. 

A dedication occurs when ownership of 
an interest in real property is transferred 
to a local agency.135 Development fees 
are often imposed in lieu of dedications 
when the type of infrastructure does 
not lend itself easily to individual 
dedications of property, such as with 
sewers, water systems, affordable 
housing, libraries, and open space.

COMPONENTS OF PLANNING

The General Plan■

Zoning■  

Subdivisions■

Design Review■

Environmental Review■

Development Agreements■

Dedications and Fees 
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The basic rule when imposing 
dedications and fees is that they must 
be reasonably related in purpose and 
roughly proportional in amount to the 
impacts caused by the development.136 
This means dedication and fee 
requirements may be used to fund 
improvements necessary to address 
the effects of the project. Thus, a small 
development that will only generate light 
traffic cannot be required to cover the 
cost of an entire freeway interchange. 

The legal basis for a dedication or fee is 
often established in the general plan,137 
but can also be established by a capital 
improvements plan,138 the Subdivision 
Map Act,139 or the California 
Environmental Quality Act.140 When an 
agency imposes a development fee, it 
must make several specific findings.141 
The findings are typically based on a 
detailed fee or “nexus” study. 

Once development fees are collected, 
local agencies must also comply with 
detailed accounting requirements 
to ensure that the funds are used 
appropriately. Agencies must deposit 
the funds in a separate capital facilities 
account, and the beginning and ending 
balances, interest, other income, and 
expenditures from these accounts must 
be made public.

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Land Use One-Pager: About 
Development Fees (2007) (www.ca-ilg.

org/onepagers)

Development fees and dedications page 

at www.ca-ilg.org/fees

Other Resources

Government Code Section 66000 and 

following (accessible from www.leginfo.

ca.gov/calaw.html)
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Emerging Topics  
in Local Planning

Land use planning is a dynamic field. 
As new issues arise in importance, 
they are integrated over time into 
local agency plans and policies. For 
example, as public concern regarding 
conservation and pollution heightened 
over the last several decades, planning 
policies, tools and approaches evolved 
to address these concerns. 

Two topics in particular have emerged 
as the focus of advances in the practice 
of planning, especially in California. 
Planning is evolving to integrate issues 
related to the links between health and 
the built environment, and the role that 
land use plays in climate change and 
the generation of greenhouse gases. 

Planning is at the forefront of these 
issues in part because well-planned 
communities with a balance of housing, 
jobs, shopping, schools and recreation 
give people the option of walking, 
biking, or using transit rather than 
driving. This results in lower greenhouse 
gas emissions and also promotes 
physical activity and more vibrant, 
healthy and sustainable communities.
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WHAT MAKES FOR A HEALTHY NEIGHBORHOOD?
Places where walking and bicycling are safe and convenient and where residents of all ages and ■

abilities have the opportunity to be physically active.

Nutritious, fresh, culturally appropriate food – grown locally whenever possible – is affordable and ■

accessible, promoting health and boosting the local economy.

Residents aren’t exposed to environmental hazards or pollutants that endanger their present or future ■

health or well-being.

Health and the  
Built Environment
Because land use decisions affect the 
physical development of communities, 
they can have profound impacts on the 
health of people who live there. Obesity, 
diabetes, heart disease, asthma and 
other health conditions are linked to a 
long-term decline in both healthy eating 
habits and physical activity.142 These, 
in turn, are related to development 
practices and patterns of land use. 143

The design and layout of communities 
can discourage physical activity, 
restrict access to healthy foods, and 
disproportionately expose some 
communities and individuals to 
environmental pollutants that exacerbate 
health conditions such as asthma.

With the links between land use and 
public health established, attention 
has turned to developing planning 
policies and strategies to reverse the 
negative trends related to physical 
inactivity, unhealthy eating, and 
environmental hazards. Efforts to 
educate policymakers, the media, 
and the public on the problems and 
potential solutions have begun to take 
root, as well as efforts to bridge the 
professional and institutional barriers 
between the public health and planning 
and design professions.
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Communities are pioneering a range 
of land use and planning approaches 
to create physical environments that 
promote health. Some examples of 
promising strategies include: 

Adding a health element to the local ■

general plan to articulate policies 
and actions to improve community 
health, or incorporating health-related 
policies throughout the various 
elements of the general plan when it 
is updated or revised. 

Planning and developing facilities to ■

accommodate pedestrian and bicycle 
travel, such as a network of safe bike 
routes, new and improved sidewalks, 
and traffic calming measures to 
reduce conflicts between pedestrians, 
cyclists and motor vehicles. 

Revising zoning regulations so that ■

neighborhoods can accommodate 
farmers’ markets that support local 
farmers and community gardens 
that can provide fresh food for local 
residents. 

Clustering a mix of new and existing ■

development in areas with a range of 
good transportation choices, including 
walking, biking and transit. 

Partnering with schools, recreation ■

districts and others to jointly develop 
and operate parks, playgrounds, 
sports fields, swimming pools and 
other facilities for physical activity. 

Providing incentives for corner stores to ■

provide fresh fruits and vegetables and 
for full service grocery stores to locate in 
underserved neighborhoods.

Adopting zoning policies that restrict ■

fast food establishments near schools and 
playgrounds and limit the density of fast 
food outlets in residential communities.

Preserving and enhancing open space and ■

trails, urban forests and farms, community 
gardens, paths, and greenways. These 
amenities provide attractive destinations 
and recreation spaces that enhance 
residents’ physical activity opportunities.

Reducing the density of alcohol outlets ■

coupled with incentives to increase 
healthy food retail at local markets can 
increase neighborhood safety, reduce 
violence, and reduce exposure to poor-
quality food.

Promoting “eyes on the street.” The way ■

that buildings, sidewalks and parking lots 
are designed and sited can make it easier 
for neighbors and passers-by to keep 
potentially unsafe areas in view, thereby 
discouraging crime.

Providing safe routes to school for ■

students to walk and bike. Local agencies 
can retrofit roadways with sidewalks, curb 
ramps and features that slow traffic, and 
strictly control the operation of motor 
vehicles on and near school sites, at bus 
stops and along school routes, making it 
easier and safer to walk.
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HEALTHY NEIGHBORHOODS RESOURCE CENTER
The Institute for Local Government’s Healthy Neighborhoods Project provides resources local officials 

can use to protect and improve community health through planning, land use and other decisions. The 

Healthy Neighborhoods Resource Center includes information on a variety of topics, including: 

Economic Development and Redevelopment■

Housing■

Community Services■

Planning and Community Design■

Public Safety■

Transportation and Mobility■

Workplaces■

See www.ca-ilg.org/healthyneighborhoods.

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Healthy Neighborhoods Online 

Resource Center at www.ca-ilg.org/

healthyneighborhoods 

Other Resources

General Plans and Zoning:  
A Toolkit on Land Use and Health

Healthy Planning Policies:  
A Compendium from California  
General Plans 

Both publications and other resources 

available from Planning for Healthy 

Places at Public Health Law and Policy 

www.phlpnet.org and  

www.healthyplanning.org

Center for Civic Partnerships  

www.civicpartnerships.org 

Cities, Counties and Schools Partnership 

www.ccspartnership.org 

HEAL Cities Campaign 

www.healcitiescampaign.org

Healthy Eating Active Communities  

www.healthyeatingactivecommunities.org

Leadership for Healthy Communities  

www.leadershipforhealthycommunities.org 
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Land Use and 
Climate Change
California has embarked on an 
ambitious course to halt and then reverse 
the growth in emissions of greenhouse 
gases that trap infrared radiation, 
causing average global temperatures 
to rise and changing the climate. 
Assembly Bill 32, California’s Global 
Warming Solutions Act of 2006, gives 
the California Air Resources Board 
broad authority to regulate sources of 
greenhouse gas emissions.144

Transportation accounts for 40 percent 
of greenhouse gas emissions, with cars 

and light trucks accounting for almost 
three-quarters of those emissions (30 
percent overall.)145 With that in mind, 
another state law (SB 375 (Steinberg), 
adopted in 2008),146 aims to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from cars 
and trucks through changes in regional 
and local planning for land use and 
transportation. That law directs the 
California Air Resources Board to set 
regional targets for reducing greenhouse 
gases for each of the eighteen 
metropolitan planning organizations 
(MPOs) that plan transportation 
investments in the larger urbanized 
regions of the state. 

LAND USE AND COMMUNITY DESIGN STRATEGIES TO REDUCE  
GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS

Create communities and neighborhoods that are safe and convenient for walkers and bicyclists■

Orient new development to capitalize on transit system investments and services■

Adopt policies that promote compact and efficient development in new and existing communities■

Incorporate greenhouse gas emissions considerations into the general plan and environmental ■

review process

Establish minimum levels of energy efficiency and green building standards for local agency ■

buildings and facilities

Establish and implement minimum levels of energy efficiency and green building standards for new ■

and renovated commercial and residential buildings

Implement sustainable landscaping■

Decrease the carbon footprint of the community’s waste and recycling collection system■

Reduce energy use for traffic signals and street lights■

Source: Institute for Local Government’s California Climate Action Network Best Practices,  

www.ca-ilg.org/ClimatePractices
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SB 375 HAS THREE MAJOR COMPONENTS:
Using the regional transportation planning process to achieve reductions in greenhouse gas ■

emissions consistent with California’s climate action goals.

Coordinating the regional housing needs allocation process with the regional transportation process ■

while maintaining local authority over land use decisions.

Offering California Environmental Quality Act incentives to encourage projects that are consistent with ■

a regional sustainable communities strategy that achieves greenhouse emission reductions.

Because the existing regional 
transportation planning and housing 
allocation processes are overseen by 
local elected officials selected by their 
peers to serve on regional agency 
boards, SB 375 is intended to ensure that 
cities and counties are closely involved 
in developing an effective plan for the 
region to achieve the targets. 

The new law establishes a collaborative 
process between regional and state 
agencies to set regional greenhouse gas 
reduction targets, and provides CEQA 
incentives for development projects that 
are consistent with a regional plan that 
meets those targets.

Housing and transportation decisions 
are coordinated through three planning 
processes. Regional agencies prepare 
the regional transportation plan and 
the regional housing needs assessment. 
Cities and counties are responsible for 
updating the housing element of the 
general plan.

To increase public participation 
and local government input, the 
law strengthens several existing 
requirements for public involvement in 
regional planning. 
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The Regional Transportation Plan 
(RTP). An RTP is a plan that outlines 
transportation investments for a region. 
It is drafted by a Metropolitan Planning 
Organization (MPO) or Regional 
Transportation Planning Agency (RTPA) 
every four years (five years in regions 
that have attained federal air quality 
standards) and includes a 20-year 
outlook for likely growth in the region. 

The RTP is the basis for state funding of 
transportation projects. Projects that are 
not in the RTP cannot be “programmed” 
for state or federal funding. The 
provisions of SB 375 apply only to the 
metropolitan planning organizations in 
the more urbanized regions of the state, 
and not to non-metropolitan regional 
transportation planning agencies 
typically found in more rural counties. 

HOW DOES SB 375 AFFECT THE REGIONAL  
TRANSPORTATION PLAN?
Under SB 375, the regional transportation plan must incorporate a sustainable 

communities strategy (SCS), a regional growth strategy that provides the basis 

for transportation investments in the region. The goal of the SCS is to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions from transportation in the region. 

To do this, the SCS identifies the “general location of uses, residential densities, 

and building intensities” within the region, including areas sufficient to house all 

economic segments of the projected regional population, while meeting the greenhouse gas targets 

set by the Air Resources Board. SB 375 requires that transportation funding decisions in the regional 

transportation plan be consistent with the sustainable communities strategy. 

If the SCS falls short of meeting the targets, the region must prepare an “alternative planning strategy” 

(APS) that, if implemented, would meet the targets through a combination of alternative development 

patterns, infrastructure investments, or additional transportation measures or policies. 
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The Regional Housing Needs 
Assessment (RHNA). The regional 
housing needs assessment is a forecast 
of future household growth prepared 
by the council of governments (COG) 
for each region, based on population 
projections provided by the California 
Department of Housing and Community 
Development (HCD). 

The RHNA is used to allocate the 
number of housing units needed to serve 
all income categories to each individual 
city and county within the region. The 
jurisdictions in turn use their regional 
housing needs allocation to periodically 
update the housing element of their local 
general plan. 

The Housing Element of the General 
Plan. The housing element is one of 
seven elements required to be included 
in a city or county general plan, which 
governs land use and development 
within the community. 

In general, the jurisdictions within 
a region where SB 375 applies must 
update their housing element every eight 
years (rather than every five years as 
required prior to SB 375). The updated 
element must demonstrate how the 
jurisdiction plans to accommodate its 
allocation of the regional housing need. 
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HOW DOES SB 375 AFFECT THE REGIONAL HOUSING NEEDS ASSESSMENT  
AND THE LOCAL HOUSING ELEMENT?
SB 375 affects local planning for housing in two key ways. First, it synchronizes the schedule for 

the regional transportation plan, the regional housing needs allocation, and the update of the local 

housing element into a new eight-year planning cycle for each region. Secondly, SB 375 uses the 

SCS to serve as a common set of land use assumptions for both the regional transportation plan and 

the RHNA allocation. 

The SCS influences RHNA and housing elements through what is essentially a four step process:

The California Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) provides population 1. 

growth projections to each region every eight years. 

The MPOs for each region develop an SCS2.  that accommodates that projection and strives to meet 

the regional greenhouse gas reduction target set by the Air Resources Board. 

The council of governments for the region then allocates portions of the growth projections to 3. 

the cities and counties in the region. SB 375 requires the allocation to be “consistent with the 

development pattern included in the sustainable communities strategy.” 

The cities and counties then develop their housing element4. s to accommodate their housing 

allocation.

In the coming years, local planning 
efforts to address the causes and 
impacts of climate change are expected 
to increase dramatically in number, 
complexity and cost. By starting now, 
local communities can get ahead of 
the curve and guide land use and 

development in ways that help reduce 
greenhouse gases, adapt to the changing 
climate, and avoid placing people, 
building, and critical infrastructure in 
harm’s way. 
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RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

California Climate Action Network 

website, www.ca-ilg.org/ClimateChange

SB 375 Web Resource Center,  

www.ca-ilg.org/SB375

Understanding the Basics of SB375,  

a series of publications available at 

www.ca-ilg.org/SB375

Balancing Local and Regional Interests 
when You’re Asked to Serve Both,  

at www.ca-ilg.org/ethicsbalance

Other Resources

The following resources, among others, 

are available through the ILG SB 375 

Resource Center at www.ca-ilg.org/SB 

375:

CAPCOA Model Policies for 
Greenhouse Gases in General Plans 

(2009), California Air Pollution Control 

Officers Association

CALCOG Guide to Regional Planning 
as Revised by SB 375 (2009), California 

Association of Councils of Government
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Managing the Risk of 
Land Use Litigation

Land use decision-making can 
be contentious: developers want 
entitlements, environmentalists want 
growth management, and neighborhood 
organizations want a say in the approval 
process. Other groups may also take 
issue with any given decision. 

Land use decision-making can therefore 
become a “Catch–22” for local agencies: 
the applicant may sue if the project is 
denied and opposition groups may sue if 
the project is approved.

Often the best way to avoid litigation is 
to understand the legal underpinnings 
of land use regulation and implement 
good decision-making processes. Just as 
“walking the beat” prevents more crime 
than a perfectly executed search warrant, 
properly managing project review and 
designing inclusive hearing procedures 
are better risk management tools than 
merely assuring the public three minutes 
of testimony.
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LEGAL ISSUE: EQUAL PROTECTION
The Equal Protection Clause of the federal constitution requires that similarly 

situated persons be treated in an equal manner.152 Because land use regulation is 

a system of classifying property requiring “line drawing,” nearly every regulation 

will make distinctions and affect different properties differently.153 Doing so does 

not offend these protections. Generally, only when a regulation makes an arbitrary 

or discriminatory classification that affects a fundamental right will constitutional Equal Protection 

guarantees be implicated.154 If it is “fairly debatable” that a regulation is reasonably related to a 

conceivable legitimate government purpose, it will generally be upheld.155

Courts apply a strict scrutiny standard when a regulation abridges a fundamental individual right or 

applies only to a suspect class.156 Suspect classes include race, national origin, and personal decisions 

relating to marriage, procreation, family relationships, and child-rearing. In these cases, the government 

must show that there is a “compelling interest” for the classification.157 

For example, a regulation that prohibited landlords from renting units to non-traditional couples would be 

more likely to be judged under the strict scrutiny standard.158 

Fair Process
Certain standards relating to fair process 
apply when an agency acts on a general 
plan amendment, specific plan,147 zoning 
ordinance,148 or subdivision approval.149 
The standards vary according to 
whether decision-makers are acting in a 

legislative or quasi-judicial capacity.150 
But the essence is the same: affected 
parties must receive adequate notice of 
all hearings (written in a way that can 
be reasonably understood) and have a 
fair opportunity to air concerns or rebut 
evidence presented.151 
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LEGAL ISSUE: FREEDOM OF SPEECH
When analyzing free speech rights, courts first classify the type of speech or 

expression being regulated. Courts have drawn a distinction between political 
speech (expressing one’s views or engaging in some expressive activities) 

and commercial speech (providing information about goods and services).159 

Regulations that affect political speech will be more strictly scrutinized.160 

Most zoning regulations, however, affect commercial speech rather than political expression. Sign 

ordinances are a common example.161 Zoning regulations (such as licensing requirements for adult 

businesses) that control the time, place, and manner of speech without prohibiting the speech or activity 

outright will generally be upheld.162 To pass legal muster, the restrictions must be content neutral and 

there must be an alternative location where the speech or activity may take place.163

In California, a number of laws require 
greater notice and public involvement. 
For example, open meeting law 
requirements (the Brown Act),164 the 
notice and publishing requirements in 
the Planning and Zoning Law,165 and 
the review and comment process in the 
California Environmental Quality Act166 
(as well as the National Environmental 
Policy Act167) all assure specific notice 
and participation rights.

Courts accord a degree of deference 
to local agency decision-makers—
particularly when decision-makers 
are acting legislatively.168 However, 
courts increasingly require decisions 
to be supported by sound data and 
reasoning.169 Providing such support 
reduces local agencies’ exposure to 
liability and the costs of litigation. 
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Takings 
The Takings Clause of the U.S. 
Constitution limits the police power, 
not by prohibiting certain actions but 
by requiring compensation when those 
actions impinge too far on private 
property rights.170 For example, if a local 
agency acquires private property for a 
public road, the local agency must pay 
the owner the fair market value of the 
land acquired. This process is known as 
eminent domain.171 

Regulations, including land use 
regulations, can also impinge too far on 
private property rights. This is known as 
a regulatory taking.172 An example would 
be a regulation that zoned an individual’s 
entire parcel for use only as a public 
park. The regulation would have the 
same effect as a taking because it would 
prevent the owner from excluding others 
and putting the land to economic use.

There is a great deal of 
misunderstanding about the relationship 
between property rights and planning 
regulations. The Takings Clause is 
sometimes misunderstood to be a 
prohibition against any regulation that 
decreases property value or prevents 
the owner from “doing what they want 
with their land.” In reality, compensation 
is required only in a limited set of 
circumstances. The Constitution permits 
property to be extensively regulated 
to protect public health and safety and 
promote the public’s welfare; the courts 
have recognized that land use ordinances 
are just as likely to add value to property 
as to decrease it.173 

Nevertheless, some regulations may rise 
to the level of a compensable taking. For 
example, regulations that wipe out all 
or almost all of a property’s economic 
value or all the uses of a property may 
be deemed a taking.174 
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A Starting Point 
for Fairness and 
Predictability
Fair decision-making processes 
promote better governance and 
reduce the risk of litigation. Given the 
emotional and financial stakes often 
associated with land use decisions, it 
is understandable that people may act 
out of fear or anger when the process is 
perceived as unfair. Constitutional and 
statutory procedures and criteria are 
minimum requirements. In this context, 
it is helpful to think of the overarching 
goals of what land use decision-making 
processes are trying to achieve:

Well-Defined General Plan.■  The 
general plan is the cornerstone for a 
community’s physical development. 
It assures that there will be sufficient 
housing, jobs, open space, and 
infrastructure. But it is also the 
foundation for setting expectations 
about how land can be developed. 

As such, a well-defined vision in the 
general plan serves as the baseline for 
a land use risk-management strategy. 

Inclusive and Informed Decision-■

Making. If a decision is only as 
good as the evidence supporting it, 
the information-gathering process 
is important to well-reasoned 
decisions. Inviting the public to 
weigh in on proposals helps decision-
makers identify issues and limit 
the risk associated with unintended 
consequences. Such information 
can also identify measures that 
will address issues and unintended 
consequences. The information may 
also be used to craft findings that 
better support the final decision.

Predictability. ■ Interested parties 
should be able to reasonably 

predict what types of projects will 
be approved or denied. Failure to 
define or prioritize criteria results in 
inconsistent decisions that are more 
likely to be interpreted as arbitrary 
by courts. 
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GENERAL PREVENTATIVE RISK MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Regularly Review Land Use Controls. ■ Agency staff should regularly review 

zoning and subdivision ordinances to assure they are up-to-date. Areas to 

watch include environmental, sign, adult entertainment, telecommunications, 

and affordable housing requirements. Also, the agency should assure that 

the language in current regulations is consistent with past staff and council 

interpretations of policy. 

Provide Strong Staff Support.■  Provide support for all decision-makers, including elected officials, 

planning commissioners, design review board members, and even zoning administrators. Full 

staff support helps the process move more quickly and predictably. It also assures that all relevant 

information will be analyzed in the staff report and that adequate findings will be drafted in support of 

the decision. 

Develop Written Hearing Procedures■ . A written set of procedures to follow at each public hearing 

will help reduce contentiousness. Both the applicant and the public will know what to expect. Ideally, 

the procedures should include a description of the process, the time limits in which the hearing will be 

held, how testimony will be heard, and overall meeting decorum.

Act As An Unbiased Fact Finder.■  Many land use matters involve a quasi-judicial hearing where 

the decision-maker evaluates standards and applies them to a given set of facts. Here, the decision-

maker is playing a role similar to that of a judge and must retain a degree of neutrality. Decision-

makers should refrain from talking with applicants (except at meetings) and avoid the appearance of 

favoritism.

Get Training. ■ Everyone involved in land use decision-making—from the new planning commissioner 

to the most seasoned staff—should have regular training opportunities to better understand each 

other’s role, stay abreast of recent developments, and develop new ideas.
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Balance Benefits and Burdens. ■

Predictability does not mean that the 
same decision must be made for each 
application. Each parcel is unique. 
Land use regulation is built on the 
premise that the sum of an agency’s 
plans, ordinances, and policies will 
balance the benefits and burdens of 
regulation. This assures that different 
areas are set aside for housing, 
commercial activities, schools, and 
open space. 

Specificity, in Plain Language. ■

Policies, final decisions, and even 
comments from decision-makers 
should be easy to understand. Avoid 
acronyms and definitions that can 
confuse those who do not work in the 
field professionally. 

The decision-making process should 
always be objective and consistent. 
People do not generally fare well with 
uncertainty and predictability. With good 
planning, much of the contentiousness 
surrounding the land use decision-
making process can be resolved. 

RESOURCES FOR  
FURTHER INFORMATION
Institute for Local Government

Regulatory Takings and Land Use 
Regulation: A Primer for Public Agency 
Staff (July 2006) (www.ca-ilg.org/

takings)

An Ounce of Prevention: Best Practices 
for Making Informed Land Use Decisions 

(2006) (www.ca-ilg.org/ounce)

Understanding the Basics of Public 
Service Ethics: Transparency Laws (see 

www.ca-ilg.org/transparency)

Other Resources

Open and Public IV: A Guide to the 
Ralph M. Brown Act (2007). Available on 

the League of California Cities website 

at www.cacities.org/openandpublic, in 

hardcopy form by visiting www.cacities.

org/publications, or by calling (916) 658-

8257.

The Brown Act: Open Meetings for Local 
Legislative Bodies (2003). Available 

on the California Attorney General’s 

website at http://ag.ca.gov/ (select 

“Programs A-Z,” click on “Publications,” 

then click on “Open Meetings”) or by 

going to. http://ag.ca.gov/publications/

brownAct2003.pdf.
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Resources for  
Further Information

General Websites
California Land Use Planning Information Network 
http://ceres.ca.gov/planning/

Institute for Local Government
www.ca-ilg.org

Publications
Land Use and Planning
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research
The Governor’s Office of Planning and Research has produced many useful resources 
on planning. See www.ca-ilg.org/opr.

Institute for Local Government
An Ounce of Prevention: Best Practices for Making Informed Land Use Decisions 
(2006) (www.ca-ilg.org/ounce)

Glossary of Land Use and Planning Terms (2010) (www.ca-ilg.org/planningterms)

Land Use One-Pagers (2007) (www.ca-ilg.org/onepagers)

Regulatory Takings and Land Use Regulation: A Primer for Public Agency Staff (July 
2006) (www.ca-ilg.org/takings)

Public Participation
Institute for Local Government
www.ca-ilg.org/cgipubs
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Code Enforcement.................................................................................................... 26

Commercial Speech ................................................................................................. 53

Community Plan ....................................................................................................... 17

Conditional Use Permits ............................................................................... 22, 24, 26

Conservation Element .............................................................................................. 14

Consistency Requirement ........................................................................................ 16

County Counsel .......................................................................................................... 8

Cumulative Impacts .................................................................................................. 34

Dedications of Land .................................................................................................. 39

Design Element ........................................................................................................ 15

Design Review......................................................10, 13, 21-23, 27, 29-31, 37, 39, 56

Design Review Board ................................................................................... 23, 29, 56

Design Review Commission ..................................................................................... 10

Development Agreements ...........................................8, 13, 17, 21, 27, 29, 31, 37-39

Development Application ............................................................................................ 9

Development Fees ..............................................................................................39-40

Due Process. See Fair Process

E-F
Economic Development.................................................................................. 5, 15, 44

Economic Development Element ............................................................................. 15

Economic Hardship .................................................................................................. 24

EIR. See Environmental Impact Report

Elected Officials .....................................................................................7, 9-10, 46, 56

Eminent Domain ....................................................................................................... 54

Endangered Species Act .......................................................................................... 35

Energy Element ........................................................................................................ 15

Enforcement ................................................................................................... 7, 10, 26

Engineer ................................................................................................................... 28

Environmental Impact Report ..............................................................................32-36

Environmental Protection ..................................................................................... 4, 31

Equal Protection Clause ........................................................................................... 52



 Understanding the Basics of Land Use and Planning: Guide to Local Planning 71

Evidence ....................................................................................................... 33, 52, 55
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Land use refers to the relationship 
between people and the land – more 
specifically, how the physical world 
is adapted, modified, or put to use 
for human purposes.  This includes 
even the “non-use” of lands reserved 
as wilderness or protected from 
human impacts.  

Decisions about land use are made 
by people from many walks of life.  
Examples from the private sector 
include residents choosing where to live, 
business owners opening or expanding 
a business, and farmers and ranchers 
raising crops and livestock.  

The public sector also makes important 
decisions about land use.  Legislatures 
and chief executives make policy and 
funding decisions that have myriad 
effects on land use.  Courts interpret 
how laws and policies apply in practice.  
Local, state and federal agencies then 
administer the laws and policies that 
govern the use and development of land, 
both public and private.  

About This Glossary

While many parties play a role, local 
agencies are at the center of decisions 
regarding land use.  In California, city 
and county officials elected by local 
voters have broad authority to regulate 
the development and use of land to 
advance the health, safety and welfare 
of the public.  

The Glossary of Land Use and Planning 
Terms is primarily intended to help 
local officials and the public understand 
the terms that are commonly used in 
the process of making local land use 
and planning decisions.  As in other 
professional disciplines, many of the 
terms used in planning and land use are 
technical.  It is our hope that the Glossary 
will be a handy reference that will make 
the topic of land use and planning less 
mysterious and more accessible to local 
officials and community residents alike. 
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A
AB 32. California’s Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006. The Act requires that California’s greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions be reduced to 1990 levels by 2020. This is a reduction of about 30 percent from 
projected “business as usual” levels. The Act gives the California Air Resources Board (CARB) authority to 
identify and regulate sources of greenhouse gas emissions. The CARB’s “Scoping Plan” for implementing 
AB 32 includes a wide range of strategies including reducing GHG emissions from cars and light trucks 
through transportation planning relating to land use. Other measures include implementing green building 
standards that increase energy efficiency, water conservation, waste reduction, and recycling.

Abandonment. A cessation of the use of the property by the owner without intent to transfer the property 
to another or resume the use of the property.

Abatement. Reducing or eliminating the degree or intensity of a nuisance or other property-related 
problem, usually used in connection with zoning code or environmental program enforcement.

Abutting. Having property or zone district boundaries in common; for example, two lots are abutting if 
they have property lines in common.

Acceptable Risk. A hazard that is deemed to be a tolerable exposure to danger given the expected benefits 
to be obtained. Different levels of acceptable risk may be assigned according to the potential danger and 
how critical the threatened structure or area is deemed. For example, the level of acceptable risk from 
seismic activity may range from “near zero” for nuclear power plants and natural gas transmission lines to 
“moderate” for open space, ranches and low intensity warehouse uses.

Access. A way of approaching or entering a property. Access includes ingress, the right to enter, and 
egress, the right to leave. In zoning and subdivision regulations, recorded lots are required to have direct 
access to a public street or highway or to a private street meeting public standards. This guarantees entry by 
owners and emergency vehicles.

Accessibility/Accessible. A term that describes the usability of a facility, product or service by people 
with disabilities.

Accessory Building or Use. An activity or structure on a property that is incidental and subordinate to the 
main use of a site. For example, a small business office within a store might be considered an accessory 
use, and might not be counted in the calculation of the size of the store for zoning purposes.

Acre-Foot. A volume of water one foot deep covering one acre; approximately 326,000 gallons. One acre-
foot of water is enough to meet the needs of two typical families for a year.

Acres, Gross. The entire acreage of a site. Most communities calculate gross acreage to the centerline of 
proposed bounding streets and to the edge of the right-of-way of existing or dedicated streets. 

Acres, Net. The portion of a site that can actually be built upon. The following generally are not included 
in the net acreage of a site:  public or private road rights-of-way, public open space, and flood ways.

A
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Active Living Community. A community designed to provide opportunities for people of all ages and 
abilities to incorporate physical activity into their daily routines. By encouraging people to be more active, 
active living communities may improve health by lowering people’s risk for health conditions such as 
obesity, diabetes, heart disease, osteoporosis, and depression.

Ad Valorem Tax. A tax assessed based on the dollar value of an item or activity. Typical examples are 
property and sales taxes. Ad valorem taxes contrast with per-unit taxes, such as alcoholic beverage and 
cigarette taxes, which are assessed at a fixed dollar amount per unit purchased. 

ADA. Americans with Disabilities Act. For purposes of planning and land use, federal law that generally 
requires that businesses and public facilities and conveyances be accessible to individuals with disabilities. 

Adaptation. Adjustment in natural or human systems to a new or changing environment. For example, 
adaptation to climate change refers to adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or 
expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities. 

Adaptive Reuse. Converting obsolete or historic buildings from their original or most recent use to a new 
use. For example, an old manufacturing site could be converted into apartments or retail space.

Administrative Decision. See MINISTERIAL DECISION.

Adverse impact. A negative consequence for the physical, social, or economic environment resulting from 
an action or project.

Aerosol.  Particulate matter, solid or liquid, larger than a molecule but small enough to remain suspended 
in the atmosphere. Natural sources include salt particles from sea spray, dust and clay particles as a result of 
weathering of rocks, both of which are carried upward by the wind. Aerosols can also originate from human 
activities and are often considered pollutants.

Afforestation. Planting of new forests on lands that historically have not contained forests, or have not 
been recently forested.

Affordable Housing. Housing capable of being purchased or rented by persons whose income level is 
categorized as very low, low, or moderate within standards set by the California Department of Housing 
and Community Development or the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.

Agenda. A document that specifies what will be discussed at a local agency meeting. Agendas contain a 
brief, general description of each item the governing body will be addressing. Local agencies generally 
cannot discuss and make decisions on items that are not on the agenda. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE 
SECTION 54950.

Aging in Place. The ability to live in one’s own home and community safely, independently, and 
comfortably, regardless of age, income, or ability level.

Agricultural Preserve. Land designated for agricultural use.

A
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Agricultural Urbanism. An approach to integrating growth and development with preserving agricultural 
resources and enhancing elements of the food system. 

Agriculture. Use of land for the production of food and fiber, including the growing of crops and/or the 
grazing of animals on natural prime or improved pasture land.

Air Pollution. One or more chemicals or substances in the air in concentrations sufficient to harm humans, 
other animals, vegetation, or materials.

Air Rights. The right granted by a property owner to a buyer to use space above an existing right-of-way or 
other site, usually for development.

Airport-Related Use. A use that supports airport operations including, but not limited to, aircraft repair 
and maintenance, flight instruction, and aircraft chartering.

Albedo. The fraction of solar radiation reflected by a surface or object, often expressed as a percentage. 
Snow covered surfaces have a high albedo; the albedo of soils ranges from high to low; vegetation covered 
surfaces and oceans have a low albedo. 

Alternative Planning Strategy (APS). A regional growth strategy required under SB 375 for regions 
where the Sustainable Communities Strategy (SCS) will not achieve the greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction 
target set by the California Air Resources Board (CARB). Unlike the SCS, an APS is a separate document 
from the Regional Transportation Plan, and must, if implemented, meet the regional GHG reduction target 
set by the CARB. Residential development and transportation projects consistent with the APS are eligible 
for SB 375’s CEQA streamlining incentives, if cities or counties choose to offer them. See CALIFORNIA 
ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT, SB 375, SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES STRATEGY.

Ambient. Surrounding on all sides; used to describe measurements of existing conditions with respect to 
traffic, noise, air and other environments.

Amortization. The process by which nonconforming uses and structures must be discontinued or made to 
conform to requirements of the current zoning ordinance at the end of a specified period of time.

Anchor Tenant. The major store or stores within a shopping center.

Ancillary Benefits. Complementary benefits of a given policy. For example, ancillary benefits of a climate 
policy could include improvements in local air quality and reduced reliance of imported fossil fuels. 

Annex/annexation. To incorporate a land area into an existing district or municipality, with a resulting 
change in the boundaries of the annexing jurisdiction. 

Anthropogenic. Made by people or resulting from human activities. Usually used in the context of 
emissions produced by human activities.

Appeal. When a person believes a decision was made in error, an appeal may be filed so that a higher 
decision-making body can review the case.

A
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Approach Zone. The air space at each end of a landing strip that defines the glide path or approach path of 
aircraft as they land. The approach zone should be free from obstruction. 

Appropriation. A legal authorization granted by the governing body to expend monies, and incur 
obligations for specific purposes. 

Aquifer. An underground, water-bearing layer of earth, porous rock, sand, or gravel, through which water 
can seep or be held in natural storage. Aquifers generally hold sufficient water to be used as a water supply. 

Arable. Land capable of being cultivated for farming.

Architectural Control; Architectural Review. Regulations and procedures requiring the exterior design 
of structures to be suitable, harmonious, and in keeping with the general appearance, historic character, 
and/or style of surrounding areas. A process used to exercise control over the design of buildings and their 
settings. 

Arterial. A roadway that provides intra-community travel and access to the countywide highway system, 
characterized by medium-speed (30-40 mph) and medium-capacity (10,000-35,000 average daily trips). 
Access to community arterials should be provided at collector roads and local streets, but direct access 
from parcels to existing arterials is common. 

Articulation. Variation in the depth of the building plane, roof line, or height of a structure that breaks up 
plain, monotonous areas and creates patterns of light and shadow.

As-of-right Use. A use of land that is permitted as a principal use in a zoning district.

Assessed Valuation. The value at which property is appraised for tax purposes. 

Assisted Housing. Generally multifamily rental housing, but sometimes single-family ownership units, 
whose construction, financing, sales prices, or rents have been subsidized by federal, state, or local housing 
programs.

Automobile-intensive Use. A use of a retail area that depends on exposure to continuous auto traffic.

B
BANANA. Acronym for the term Build Absolutely Nothing Anywhere Near Anything.

Base Flood. In any given year, a 100-year flood that has a one percent likelihood of occurring, and is 
recognized as a standard for acceptable risk. 

Below-market rate (BMR). (1) Any housing unit specifically priced to be sold or rented to low-or 
moderate-income households for an amount less than the fair-market value of the unit. Both the State of 
California and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development set standards for determining 
which households qualify as “low-income” or “moderate-income.” (2) The financing of housing at less than 
prevailing interest rates.

B
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Benefit Assessment Bonds. Bonds levied by cities, counties and special districts to acquire or construct 
public improvements that convey a special benefit to a defined group of properties.

Benefit Assessment District. A defined area that receives a special benefit from the construction of one 
or more public facilities. A Benefit Assessment District is a financing mechanism for providing public 
infrastructure as allowed under various statutes. Bonds may be issued to finance the improvements, 
subject to repayment by assessments charged against the benefiting properties. Creation of a Benefit 
Assessment District enables property owners in a specific area to cause the construction of public facilities 
or to maintain them (for example, a downtown, or the grounds and landscaping of a specific area) by 
contributing their fair share of the construction or installation and operating costs.

Benefit Assessment. Charges levied on parcels to pay for public improvements or services provided 
within a pre-determined district or area according to the benefit the parcel receives from the improvement 
or services.

Berm. A mound of earth usually 2 to 6 feet high designed to shield and buffer uses like parking areas. Also 
used to minimize water run-off.

Bicycle-Friendly. Possessing policies and practices, including community design and infrastructure, 
which support cycling as a regular mode of travel, as well as recreation. Factors affecting the “bicycle-
friendliness” of a community may include public facilities, such as bicycle racks on streets or by public 
buildings; regulations that allow riders to take bicycles on public transit; accessibility, such as the position 
of bicycle paths relative to roads, quality of the terrain, and presence of curb cuts; and the aesthetics of 
bikeways and their surroundings. Safety features such as lighting, security measures, and protection from 
on-road vehicles are additional factors, and may help people become more comfortable about travelling by 
bicycle, including with other traffic.

Bicycle Lanes, Paths and Routes. A bicycle lane is a corridor expressly reserved and marked for 
bicycles, existing on a street or roadway in addition to any lanes for use by motorized vehicles. A path 
is a paved route not on a street or roadway and expressly reserved for bicycles (and often pedestrians) 
traversing an otherwise unpaved area. Bicycle paths may parallel roads but typically are separated from 
them by landscaping. A bicycle route is a facility shared with motorists and identified only by signs; it has 
no pavement markings or lane stripes.

Bikeways. The term bikeways encompasses bicycle lanes, bicycle paths, and bicycle routes. Bikeways are 
divided into three classes. Class 1 bikeways are paved routes, not on a street or roadway, expressly reserved 
for bicycles traversing an otherwise unpaved area. Class 2 bikeways are corridors expressly reserved for 
bicycles, existing on a street or roadway in addition to any lanes for use by motorized vehicles. Class 3 
bikeways are shared with motorists and identified only by signs. See BICYCLE LANES, PATHS AND ROUTES.

Biological productivity. The amount of plants and animals that grow and thrive in a defined region.

B
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Biosphere. The part of the earth comprising all ecosystems and living organisms, in the atmosphere, on 
land (terrestrial biosphere) or in the oceans (marine biosphere), including derived dead organic matter, such 
as litter, soil organic matter and oceanic detritus. 

Biotic Community. A group of living organisms characterized by a distinctive combination of both animal 
and plant species in a particular habitat.

Biofuels. Fuels derived from biological material, for example ethanol produced from corn, sugarcane, or 
other plants. 

Black Carbon. Particles of carbon in the atmosphere produced by inefficient combustion of fossil fuels 
or biomass. Black carbon aerosols absorb light from the sun, shading and cooling the earth’s surface, but 
contribute to significant warming of the atmosphere. 

Blight. A condition of a site, structure, or area that may cause nearby buildings and/or areas to decline in 
attractiveness and/or utility. The Community Redevelopment Law contains a definition of blight used to 
determine eligibility of proposed redevelopment project areas. See CALIFORNIA HEALTH AND SAFETY CODE 
SECTIONS 33031 AND 33032.

Blueline Stream. A watercourse shown as a blue line on a U.S. Geological Service topographic quadrangle 
map.

Board of Appeals. An appointed board that hears appeals on variances and exceptions.

Board of Supervisors. A county’s legislative body. Board members are elected by popular vote and are 
responsible for enacting ordinances, making appropriations, and establishing county policy. The board 
adopts the general plan, zoning, and subdivision regulations.

Bond. A certificate of debt issued by an entity, guaranteeing payment of the original investment, plus 
interest, by a specified future date. Funds raised through the sale of bonds can be used for various public 
purposes. 

Brown Act. California’s open meeting law for local agencies. The Brown Act imposes certain requirements 
for agendas, public comments, and other aspects of public meetings. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE 
SECTIONS 54950 AND FOLLOWING.

Brownfield. An area with abandoned, idle, or under-used industrial and commercial facilities where 
expansion, redevelopment, or reuse is complicated by real or perceived environmental contamination.

Buffer Zone. An area of land separating two distinct land uses that softens or mitigates the effects of one 
land use on the other. Where a commercial district abuts a residential district, for example, additional use, 
yard, or height restrictions may be imposed to protect residential properties. The term may also be used 
to describe any zone that separates two unlike zones, such as a multifamily housing zone between single-
family housing and commercial uses.
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Building Code. Standards adopted by the state governing the construction, alteration, demolition, 
occupancy, or other use of buildings used for human habitation. The state regulations are substantially the 
same as those contained in the most recent editions of the Uniform Building Code, Uniform Housing Code, 
Uniform Plumbing Code, Uniform Mechanical Code and the National Electric Code. Local governments 
may have stricter standards under certain circumstances. See CALIFORNIA HEALTH AND SAFETY CODE SECTIONS 
17921-17922. 

Building Coverage. The amount of a lot that is covered by buildings, usually expressed as a percentage.

Building Envelope. The space remaining on a site for structures after all building setback, height limit, 
and bulk requirements have been met.

Building Intensity. For residential uses, the actual number or the allowable range of dwelling units per net 
or gross acre. For non-residential uses, the actual or the maximum permitted floor area ratio (FAR). See 
FLOOR AREA RATIO.

Building Official. The person responsible for the administration and enforcement of the building, housing, 
plumbing, electrical and related codes.

Build-to Line. A zoning requirement that sets a line that a building facade must be built to. The opposite 
of a setback. Usually required in order to maintain a uniform street wall and create a street as an “outdoor 
room.” See SETBACK.

Build-out. Development of land to its full potential or theoretical capacity as permitted under current or 
proposed planning or zoning designations. 

Built Environment. Buildings, roads, parks, and all other improvements constructed by people that form 
the physical character of a community. 

Bulk Regulations. Zoning or other regulations that control the height, mass, density, and location of 
buildings. The purpose of bulk regulations is to provide proper light, air, and open space. Some bulk 
regulations also are intended to reflect context-sensitive design.

Business Improvement Districts. Public-private partnerships among property owners and commercial 
tenants who collectively contribute to the maintenance, development and promotion of their commercial 
district.

Bus Rapid Transit (BRT). Transit system using buses that provide faster service than traditional bus 
routes, through improvements in infrastructure, vehicles, and scheduling. Examples include dedicated 
busways, priority bus lanes, limited stop service, and signal pre-emption. 

Busway. A vehicular right-of-way reserved exclusively for buses. 
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C
California Air Resources Board (CARB). State agency responsible for regulating air pollution, including 
emissions of greenhouse gases under AB 32 and SB 375. See AB 32, SB 375.

California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). A state law requiring state and local agencies to analyze 
the potential impacts of their actions on the environment, disclose their findings to the public, and to 
mitigate impacts where feasible. 

California Housing Finance Agency (CHFA). A state agency established by the Housing and Home 
Finance Act of 1975 that is authorized to sell revenue bonds and generate funds for the development, 
rehabilitation, and conservation of low- and moderate-income housing.

CalTrans. California Department of Transportation.

Capital Improvements Program (CIP). A program established by a city or county government and 
reviewed by its planning commission, which schedules permanent improvements, usually for a minimum of 
five years in the future, to fit the projected fiscal capability of the local jurisdiction. The program generally 
is reviewed annually, for conformance to and consistency with the general plan.

Capital Outlay. Expenditures which result in the acquisition of or addition to fixed assets. 

Carbon Dioxide (CO2). A naturally occurring gas, and also a by-product of burning fossil fuels and 
biomass, as well as land-use changes and other industrial processes. It is the reference gas against which 
other greenhouse gases are measured and therefore has a Global Warming Potential of 1. Carbon dioxide 
represents about 84 percent of total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions. See GREENHOUSE GAS.

Carbon Sequestration. The process of removing carbon from the atmosphere and storing it in a “carbon 
sink”, a fixed molecule in soil, oceans or plants. 

Carbon Sink. Carbon reservoirs and conditions that take in and store more carbon than they release. 
Carbon sinks can serve to partially offset greenhouse gas emissions. Forests and oceans are large carbon 
sinks. See CARBON SEQUESTRATION.

Carrying Capacity. (1) The level of land use, human activity, or development for a specific area that 
can be accommodated permanently without an irreversible change in the quality of air, water, land, or 
plant and animal habitats. (2) The upper limits of development beyond which the quality of human life, 
health, welfare, safety, or community character within an area will be impaired. (3) The maximum level of 
development allowable under current zoning. 

Census Tract. Small portions of populated areas in which data is collected for statistical purposes during a 
census.

Census. The nationwide population count conducted every 10 years by the U.S. Census Bureau.
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Central Business District (CBD). The major commercial downtown center of a community. General 
guidelines for delineating a downtown area are defined by the U.S. Census of Retail Trade, with specific 
boundaries being set by the local municipality.

CEQA. The California Environmental Quality Act. CEQA requires that private and public projects’ 
potential adverse effects upon the environment be reviewed by decision-makers and disclosed to the public. 
See CALIFORNIA PUBLIC RESOURCES CODE SECTIONS 21000 AND FOLLOWING.

Certificate of Compliance. (1) Sometimes used synonymously with Certificate of Occupancy. (2) Also 
refers to a certificate issued under the Subdivision Map Act when a division of property is in compliance 
with the Map Act and local subdivision ordinances. (3) Less commonly, may also refer to an enforcement 
device used to inform others (like a potential purchaser) that a property does not comply with local codes 
and details what must be changed to bring the property back into compliance.

Certificate of Occupancy. An official certification that a building or place conforms to the provisions 
of the zoning and building codes, and therefore may be used or occupied. A structure cannot be occupied 
without a certificate of occupancy.

Channelization. (1) The straightening and/or deepening of a watercourse for purposes of storm-runoff 
control or ease of navigation. Channelization often includes lining of stream banks with a retaining material 
like concrete. (2) At the intersection of roadways, the directional separation of traffic lanes through the use 
of curbs or raised islands that limit the paths that vehicles may take through the intersection.

Charrette. A short-term intensive planning session where residents, designers, and others collaborate on a 
vision for development. The charrette workshop is designed to stimulate ideas and involve the public in the 
community planning and design process.

Charter City. A city that is incorporated under its own charter rather than the general laws of the state. 
Charter cities have broader powers than do general law cities in matters that are “municipal affairs” (as 
opposed to matters of “statewide concern”).

Circulation Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan, it contains adopted 
goals, policies, and implementation programs for the planning and management of existing and proposed 
thoroughfares, transportation routes, and terminals, as well as local public utilities and facilities, all 
correlated with the land use element of the general plan.

City Council. A city’s legislative body. The popularly elected city council is responsible for enacting 
ordinances, imposing taxes, making appropriations, establishing city policy, and hiring some city officials. 
The council adopts the general plan, zoning, and subdivision ordinance.

Clear Zone. That section of an approach zone of an airport where the plane defining the glide path is 50 
feet or less above the centerline of the runway. The clear zone ends where the height of the glide path above 
ground level is above 50 feet. Land use under the clear zone is restricted. 
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Climate. Climate is generally defined as the “average weather” over a period of time ranging from months 
to thousands of years. The classical period is three decades, as defined by the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO). Statistical measurements of climate most often focus on surface variables such as 
temperature, precipitation, and wind. See WEATHER.

Climate Change. Climate change refers to any significant change in measures of climate (such as 
temperature, precipitation, or wind) lasting for an extended period (decades or longer). Climate change 
may result from:  natural factors, such as changes in the sun’s intensity or slow changes in the earth’s orbit 
around the sun; natural processes within the climate system (such as changes in ocean circulation); and 
human activities that change the atmosphere’s composition (such as burning fossil fuels) and the land 
surface (such as deforestation, reforestation, urbanization or desertification.). 

Clustered Development. Development in which a number of dwelling units are placed closer together 
than usual, or are attached, with the purpose of retaining an open space area.

Co-Benefit. The benefits of policies that are implemented for various reasons at the same time 
acknowledging that most policies designed to address one issue also have other important rationales (for 
example, related to objectives of development, sustainability, and equity). The term co-impact is also used 
in a more generic sense to cover both the positive and negative side of the benefits. 

Collector. A street that provides circulation within and between neighborhoods, characterized by relatively 
low speed (25-30 mph) and moderate volume (5,000-20,000 average daily trips). Collectors usually serve 
short trips and are intended for collecting trips from local streets and distributing them to the arterial 
network. 

Commercial. A land use classification that permits facilities for the buying and selling of commodities and 
services.

Common Open Space. Land within or related to a development, not individually owned or dedicated for 
public use that is designed and intended for the common use of the residents of the development.

Community. (1) A specific group of people, often living in a defined geographic area, who share a 
common culture, values, and norms and who are arranged in a social structure according to relationships 
the community has developed over a period of time. (2) More generally, a distinct local area such as a 
neighborhood, district, jurisdiction or municipality. 

Community Benefits. In planning and land use, this refers to developer exactions that are required as 
a condition of development. The benefits contained in a community benefits agreement (CBA) may be 
provided by the developer or by other parties benefiting from the development subsidies, such as the stores 
that rent space in a subsidized retail development. Some benefits can be built into the project itself, such as 
the inclusion of a childcare center in the project or the use of environmentally sensitive design elements, 
such as white roofs that help avoid the “heat island” effect. Some benefits will affect project operations, 
such as wage requirements or traffic management rules. Other benefits will be completely separate from 
the project, such as money devoted to a public art fund, or support for existing job-training centers. See 
EXACTION, URBAN HEAT ISLAND.
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Community Care Facility. Housing for the elderly licensed by the California Department of Social 
Services, typically for residents who are frail and need supervision. Services normally include meals, 
housekeeping, security and emergency response, a full activities program, supervision in the dispensing 
of medicine, personal services like assistance in grooming and bathing, but no nursing care. Sometimes 
referred to as residential care or personal care.

Community Character. The image of a community or area as defined by factors such as built environment, 
natural features and open space elements, type of housing, architectural style, infrastructure, and the type 
and quality of public facilities and services. 

Community Development Block Grant (CDBG). A grant program administered by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development on a formula basis for larger “entitlement” communities and by 
the California Department of Housing and Community Development for smaller “non-entitlement” 
jurisdictions. This grant allots money to cities and counties for housing rehabilitation and community 
development, including public facilities and economic development.

Community Facilities District. A special district established by a local agency to finance tax-exempt 
bonds for the planning, design, acquisition, construction, and/or operation of public facilities, as well 
as public services for district residents. Special taxes levied solely within the district are used to repay 
the bonds. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 53311 AND FOLLOWING. See also MELLO-ROOS 
COMMUNITY FACILITIES TAX.

Community Food System. A community food system, also known as a local food system, is a 
collaborative effort to integrate agricultural production with food distribution to enhance the economic, 
environmental, and social well-being of a particular place. Foods produced, processed, and distributed as 
locally as possible support a food system that preserves local farmland and fosters community economic 
viability, requires less energy for transportation, and offers consumers fresh food.

Community Garden. Places where neighbors and residents can gather to cultivate plants, vegetables, and 
fruits and, depending on local laws, keep bees and raise chickens or other livestock and poultry.

Community Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL). A 24-hour energy equivalent level derived from a variety of 
single-noise events, with weighting factors of 5 and 10 dBA applied to the evening (7 p.m. to 10 p.m.) and 
nighttime (10 p.m. to 7 a.m.) periods to allow for greater sensitivity to noise during these hours. See DBA, 
DECIBEL.

Community Park. Land with full public access intended to provide recreation opportunities beyond those 
supplied by neighborhood parks. Community parks are larger in scale than neighborhood parks but smaller 
than regional parks. 

Community Plan. A portion of the local general plan that focuses on a particular area or community within 
the city or county. Community plans supplement the general plan. 
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Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA). A local agency created under California Redevelopment 
Law (California Health and Safety Code sections 33000 and following), or a local legislative body that 
has elected to exercise the powers granted to such an agency, for the purpose of planning, developing, re-
planning, redesigning, clearing, reconstructing, and/or rehabilitating all or part of a specified area with 
residential, commercial, industrial, and/or public (including recreational) structures and facilities. The 
redevelopment agency’s plans must be compatible with adopted community general plans.

Community Service Area. A geographic sub-area of a city or county used for the planning and delivery of 
parks, recreation, and other human services based on an assessment of the service needs of the population 
in that sub-area. Also referred to as a “service planning area” or SPA. 

Community Service District (CSD). A geographic sub-area of a city or county used for the planning 
and delivery of parks, recreation, and other services based on an assessment of the service needs of the 
population in that sub-area. A CSD is a public agency with independent administration. 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). A community of individuals who pledge support to a farm 
operation so that the farmland becomes the community’s farm, with the growers and consumers sharing 
the risks and benefits of food production. More specifically, share-holders pledge in advance to cover the 
anticipated costs of the farm operation and farmer’s salary. In return, they receive shares in the farm’s 
produce throughout the growing season.

Commute Shed. The area from which people may commute from their homes to a specific workplace 
destination, given certain assumptions about maximum travel time or distance.

Compatibility. The characteristics of different uses or activities that permit them to be located near each 
other in harmony and without conflict. The designation of permitted and conditionally permitted uses in a 
zoning district is intended to achieve compatibility. Some elements affecting compatibility include intensity 
of occupancy as measured by dwelling units per acre; pedestrian or vehicular traffic generated; volume of 
goods handled; and environmental effects like noise, vibration, glare, air pollution, or radiation.

Complete Streets. Streets designed to accommodate all modes of travel and enable safe access for all 
users. Pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists and bus riders of all ages and abilities are able to safely move along 
and across a complete street. 

Concurrency. Installing or operating facilities and services needed to meet the demands of new 
development simultaneously (or concurrently) with the development. 

Condemnation. The exercise by a public agency of the right of eminent domain. 

Conditional Use Permit (CUP). A discretionary permit issued by a hearing body to allow a conditional 
use that may or may not be allowable under the zoning code. If approval is granted, the developer must 
meet certain conditions to harmonize the project with its surroundings. Each application is considered on 
its individual merits. CUPs require a public hearing and, if approval is granted, are usually subject to the 
fulfillment of certain conditions by the developer. Approval of a CUP is not a change in zoning.
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Conditional Use. A use that may locate within a zone only upon taking measures to address issues that 
may make the use detrimental to the public health, safety and welfare and will not impair the integrity and 
character of the zoned district. 

Condominium. A structure of two or more units, the interior spaces of which are individually owned; the 
balance of the property (both land and building) is owned in common by the owners of the individual units.

Congestion Management Plan (CMP). A plan controlling and/or reducing the cumulative regional traffic 
impacts of development through growth management techniques, including traffic level of service (LOS) 
requirements, standards for public transit, trip reduction programs, and capital improvement programs. See 
LEVEL OF SERVICE (TRAFFIC).

Connectivity. The ease of travel between two points. The degree to which streets or areas are 
interconnected and easily accessible to one another by direct routes. An example of high connectivity 
would be a dense grid pattern in a downtown area. 

Conservation Easement. A partial interest in land that severs the right to develop the land from its basic 
use, like low-density uses, open space or agriculture. The right to develop the land is usually held by a land 
trust or other entity that monitors the land and enforces the terms of the easement. The underlying owner of 
the land can continue to use the land according to the terms of the easement. 

Conservation Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan. It contains 
adopted goals, policies, and implementation programs for the conservation, development, and use of 
natural resources. These include water and its hydraulic force, forests, soils, rivers and other waters, 
harbors, fisheries, wildlife, minerals, and other natural resources.

Consistency; Consistent with. Free from significant variation or contradiction. The various diagrams, 
text, goals, policies, and programs in the general plan must be consistent with each other, not contradictory 
or preferential. The term “consistent with” is used interchangeably with “conformity with.” 

Consumer Price Index (CPI). A statistical description of price levels provided by the U.S. Department 
of Labor. The change in this index from year to year is used to measure the cost of living and economic 
inflation.

Convenience Store. The National Association of Convenience Stores defines a convenience store as a 
retail business with primary emphasis placed on providing the public a convenient location at which to 
purchase from a wide array of consumable products (predominantly food or food and gasoline services).

Cooperative. A group of dwellings or an apartment building that is jointly owned by the residents, the 
common ownership including the open space and all other parts of the property. The purchase of stock 
entitles the buyer to sole occupancy but not the individual ownership of a specified unit.

Cordon Count. A measurement of all travel (usually vehicle trips, but sometimes person trips) in and out 
of a defined area (around which a cordon is drawn).
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Council of Governments (COG). A single or multi-county entity created by a joint powers agreement 
among the member agencies. COGs are responsible for determining the share of the regional need 
for housing for each of the counties and cities within the COG’s region (the Regional Housing Needs 
Assessment). In most cases, the COG also serves as the Regional Transportation Planning Agency (RTPA) 
responsible for preparing regional transportation plans and expenditure programs. Each of California’s 25 
COGs is governed by a Board of Directors consisting of elected officials drawn from the cities and counties 
belonging to the COG.

County. A political subdivision of the state. A major function of counties is to assist the state in 
administering state programs. Counties provide a variety of important countywide health, welfare and 
social services that serve all residents within a county. For those areas that are not within a city (often 
referred to as the “unincorporated areas” of a county), counties exercise land use authority and may also 
provide such services as law enforcement, fire protection, parks, recreation, public works (including roads), 
water, waste water, solid waste, and libraries—services that are similar to those cities provide within 
their boundaries (known as the incorporated areas). See CALIFORNIA CONSTITUTION ARTICLE XI, SECTION 1, 
CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 23002.

County Service Area. A type of special district that may provide any service that a county may provide in 
unincorporated areas. The service must not be one that the county already provides to the same extent on 
a countywide basis. County Service Areas are commonly used for road and drainage maintenance in new 
subdivisions. The basic premise of a County Service Area is to fund a service that the county would not 
otherwise be able to fund through traditional sources, like property tax or sales tax. County Service Areas 
are governed by the county board of supervisors and funded by a direct assessment paid by property owners 
who benefit from the services provided. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 25210 AND FOLLOWING.

Covenant. A private legal restriction that places a burden on a parcel of land in favor of another parcel. The 
restriction is recorded in the deed. Covenants are most commonly used in the establishment of a subdivision 
to restrict the use of all individual lots in the development to a certain type of use (like single-family units), 
but may also be used to guarantee views and solar access.

Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions (CC&Rs). A term used to describe restrictive limitations—
usually recorded as covenants—that may be placed on property and its use, and which usually are made a 
condition of holding title or lease. They are intended to preserve the physical nature and character of the 
development.

Criterion. A standard upon which a judgment or decision may be based. 

Critical Facility. Facilities housing or serving many people, that are necessary in the event of an earthquake 
or flood, like hospitals, fire, police, and emergency service facilities, utility “lifeline” facilities, like water, 
electricity, and gas supply, sewage disposal, and communications and transportation facilities.

Cross-acceptance. The review by two or more jurisdictions of each other’s plans. Each jurisdiction 
determines whether the plans submitted are consistent or can be made compatible with its own. The process 
provides for communication and negotiation between the affected jurisdictions.
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Cul-de-sac. A short street or alley with only a single means of ingress and egress at one end and with a 
large turnaround at its other end.

Cumulative Impact. As used in CEQA, the total impact resulting from the accumulated impacts of 
individual projects or programs over time. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Curb Cut. A ramp opening in a curb where vehicles or wheel chairs may enter or leave the roadway. 

D
Day-Night Average Sound Level (Ldn). The A-weighted average sound level for a given area (measured 
in decibels) during a 24-hour period with a 10 dB weighting applied to night-time sound levels. The Ldn 
is approximately numerically equal to the Community Noise Equivalent Level for most environmental 
settings. See COMMUNITY NOISE EQUIVALENT LEVEL, DBA.

dBA. The “A-weighted” scale for measuring sound in decibels; weighs or reduces the effects of low and 
high frequencies in order to simulate human hearing. Every increase of 10 dBA doubles the perceived 
loudness though the noise is actually ten times more intense.

Debt Financing. Issuance of bonds and other debt instruments to finance municipal improvements and 
services.

Debt Instrument. Written pledge to repay debt such as bills, notes and bonds. 

Debt Service. Payment of principal and interest on long-term indebtedness.

Decibel (dB). A unit of sound pressure (abbreviated as dB) that is used to express noise level. The 
reference level is a sound pressure of 20 micro newtons per square meter. Zero decibels, the starting point 
of the scale, is about the level of the weakest sound that can be heard by someone with very good hearing in 
an extremely quiet location. Typical examples of noise levels would be 50 decibels in an average residence; 
90 decibels for someone standing 20 feet from a subway train; and 120 decibels if standing 200 feet from a 
jet.

Dedication, In lieu of. Cash payments that may be required of an owner or developer as a substitute 
for a dedication of land, usually calculated in dollars per lot, and referred to as in lieu fees or in lieu 
contributions.

Dedication. A grant of private land to a public agency for public use. Dedications are often used to obtain 
roads and parkland needed to serve a project. Dedication requirements are often imposed as a condition of 
a tentative map, parcel map or as a condition of development. 

Deed Restriction. A private legal restriction on the use of land recorded in the deed. The restriction 
burdens or limits the use of the property in some way. See COVENANT, EASEMENT.
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Defensible Space. (1) In firefighting and prevention, a 30-foot area of non-combustible surfaces separating 
urban and wild land areas. (2) In urban areas, open spaces, entry points, and pathways configured to 
provide maximum opportunities to rightful users and/or residents to defend themselves against intruders 
and criminal activity.

Deficiency Plan. An action program of a congestion management agency for improving or preventing the 
deterioration of traffic level of service on the street and highway network. See LEVEL OF SERVICE (TRAFFIC).

Deforestation. Those practices or processes that result in the conversion of forested lands to non-forest 
uses.

Density. The amount of development per acre permitted on a parcel under the applicable zoning. Common 
measures of density include population per acre or square mile and dwelling units per acre. Gross density 
includes the area necessary for streets, schools and parks. Net density does not include land area for public 
facilities.

Density Bonus. An increase in the allowable number of residences granted by the city or county in return 
for the project’s providing low- or moderate-income housing. A housing development that provides 20 
percent of its units for lower-income households, ten percent of its units for very-low income households, 
or 50 percent of its units for seniors is entitled to a density bonus and other concessions. See CALIFORNIA 
GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65915.

Density Transfer. A way of retaining open space by concentrating densities—usually in compact areas 
adjacent to existing urbanization and utilities—while leaving unchanged historic, sensitive, or hazardous 
areas. In some jurisdictions, for example, developers can buy development rights of properties targeted for 
public open space and transfer the additional density to the base number of units permitted in the zone in 
which they propose to develop. 

Density, Employment. A measure of the number of employed persons per specific area (for example, 
employees per acre).

Density, Residential. The number of permanent residential dwelling units per acre of land. Densities 
specified in the general plan may be expressed in units per gross acre or per net developable acre. See 
ACRES, GROSS; DEVELOPABLE ACRES, NET.

Design Review; Design Control. The comprehensive evaluation of a development and its impact on 
neighboring properties and the community as a whole, from the standpoint of site and landscape design, 
architecture, materials, colors, lighting, and signs, in accordance with a set of adopted criteria and 
standards. “Design Control” requires that certain specific things be done and that other things not be done. 
Design Control language is most often found within a zoning ordinance. “Design Review” usually refers 
to a system set up outside of the zoning ordinance, whereby projects are reviewed against certain standards 
and criteria by a specially established design review board or committee. 

Design Review Board. A group appointed by the city council or county board of supervisors to consider 
the design and aesthetics of development within all or a portion of the community.
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Detachment. Withdrawal of territory from a special district or city; the reverse of annexation. 

Detention Dam. Dams constructed to retard flood runoff and minimize the effect of sudden floods. 

Developable Acres, Net. The portion of a site that can be used for density calculations. Some communities 
calculate density based on gross acreage. Public or private road rights-of-way are not included in the net 
developable acreage of a site. 

Developable Land. Land that is suitable as a location for structures and that can be developed free of 
significant impact on natural resource areas.

Development Agreement. A legislatively approved contract between a jurisdiction and a person having 
legal or equitable interest in real property within the jurisdiction that “freezes” certain rules, regulations, 
and policies applicable to development of a property for a specified period of time, usually in exchange for 
certain concessions by the owner. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65865.

Development Fee. Fee or charge imposed on developers to pay for the costs to the community of 
providing services to a new development. Development fees must not exceed the estimated reasonable 
cost of providing the service for which the fee is charged. The most common are:  (1) impact fees (such 
as parkland acquisition fees, school facilities fees, or street construction fees) related to funding public 
improvements which are necessitated in part or in whole by the development; (2) connection fees (such as 
water line fees) to cover the cost of installing public services to the development; (3) permit fees for the 
administrative costs of processing development plans (such as permits for building, grading, or signage); 
and (4) application fees for the administrative costs of reviewing and hearing development proposals. See 
CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 66000 AND FOLLOWING. 

Development Rights. The right to develop land held by a landowner or by a party other than the owner 
who has obtained the rights to develop. Such rights usually are expressed in terms of density allowed under 
existing zoning. 

Development Rights, Transfer of (TDR). A program that can relocate potential development from areas 
where proposed land use or environmental impacts are considered undesirable (the “donor” site) to another 
(“receiver”) site chosen on the basis of its ability to accommodate additional units of development beyond 
that for which it was zoned, with minimal environmental, social, and aesthetic impacts. Also known as 
transfer of development credits. 

Discretionary Decision. An action taken by a governmental agency that calls for the exercise of judgment 
in deciding whether to approve and/or how to carry out a project.

Discretionary Project. An activity which requires the public agency to exercise judgment in deciding 
whether or not to approve or deny a project, as opposed to an administrative action. See CALIFORNIA 
ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.
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Discretionary Review. A special power through which a city or county can modify or disallow a proposed 
project that complies with local zoning due to exceptional and extraordinary circumstances. These exceptional 
and extraordinary circumstances often involve conflicts with a jurisdiction’s general plan or other policies. For 
example, if zoning permits a four-story building on a parcel but every building in the neighborhood is two 
stories tall, the local agency may exercise its power and deny a permit for a larger building because of general 
plan language requiring that new buildings reflect the existing character of a neighborhood.

Displacement. When long-time or original neighborhood residents move from a gentrified area because of 
higher rents, mortgages, and property taxes.

District. (1) An area of a city or county that has a unique character identifiable as different from 
surrounding areas because of distinctive architecture, streets, geographic features, culture, landmarks, 
activities, or land uses. (2) A portion of the territory of a city or county within which uniform zoning 
regulations and requirements apply; a zone. 

Documentary Transfer Tax. Also called Real Property Transfer Tax, this tax is imposed on the transfer of 
ownership in real estate.

Down-Zoning. A change in the zoning classifications of land to a classification permitting development 
that is less intensive, dense or valuable, for example from multifamily residential to single-family 
residential or from commercial to residential. A change of zoning in the opposite direction is referred to as 
up-zoning. See ZONING.

Due Process (of Law). A requirement that legal proceedings be conducted fairly. Such protections may 
include, depending on the proceeding, the right to be heard, the right to rebut evidence, that sufficient 
evidence is presented to reach an informed opinion, that all decision-makers have reviewed the information 
presented in public hearings, and that conflicts of interest have been avoided.

Dwelling Unit. A room or group of rooms (including sleeping, eating, cooking, and sanitation facilities, but 
not more than one kitchen), which constitutes an independent housekeeping unit, occupied or intended for 
occupancy by one household on a long-term basis.

E
Earmarked Funds. Funds that have been designated or “earmarked” for a specific purpose. 

Easement. The right to use property owned by another for specific purposes or to gain access to another 
property. For example, utility companies often have easements on the private property of individuals to be 
able to install and maintain utility facilities.

Easement, Conservation. A tool for acquiring open space with less than full-fee purchase, whereby a 
public agency buys only certain specific rights from the land owner. These may be positive rights (providing 
the public with the opportunity to hunt, fish, hike, or ride over the land) or they may be restrictive rights 
(limiting the uses to which the land owner may devote the land in the future). 
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Easement, Scenic. A tool that allows a public agency to use an owner’s land for scenic enhancement such 
as roadside landscaping or vista preservation.

Economic Development Commission (EDC). An agency charged with seeking economic development 
projects and economic expansion to provide local employment opportunities. 

Ecosystem. The complex system of plant, animal, fungal, and microorganism communities and their 
associated non-living environment interacting as an ecological unit. Ecosystems have no fixed boundaries. 
Their parameters depend on the scientific, management, or policy question being examined. Depending 
upon the purpose of analysis, a single lake, a watershed, or an entire region could be considered an 
ecosystem.

Effluent. A discharge of pollutants, with or without treatment, into the environment.

Embodied Energy. The energy required to extract, process, package, transport, install, and recycle or 
dispose of materials that make up a building’s construction.

Emergency Shelter. A facility that provides immediate short-term housing and supplemental services for 
the homeless. Supplemental services may include food, counseling, and access to other programs. 

Eminent Domain. The right of a public entity to acquire private property for public use upon the payment 
of just compensation. 

Emissions. The release of a substance into the atmosphere, including particulate matter and gasses.

Emission Standard. The maximum amount of a pollutant that can legally discharged from a single source, 
either mobile or stationary.

Empowerment Zones. Areas designated by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
where businesses may be eligible for tax credits and other financial incentives for hiring local residents.

Encroachment. Any obstruction or protrusion into a right of way or adjacent property, whether on the land 
or above it.

Encumbrance. An anticipated expenditure committed for the purchase of goods and services not yet paid 
for or received. 

Endangered Species. Animal or plant species designated as endangered under federal or state law, whose 
prospects for survival and reproduction are in immediate jeopardy from one or more causes. 

Energy Intensity. The ratio of energy consumption to a measure of the demand for energy services (such 
as the number of buildings, total floorspace, floorspace-hours, number of employees, or constant dollar 
value of Gross Domestic Product).

Energy-efficiency. The ratio of the useful output of services from an article of industrial equipment to the 
energy use by such an article; for example, vehicle miles traveled per gallon of fuel (mpg).
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Energy Smart. Meeting energy needs cost effectively and with the least impact on the environment.

Envelope. The skin of a building – including the windows, doors, walls, foundation, basement slab, 
ceilings, roof and insulation – that separates the interior of a building from the outdoor environment.

Environment. Under the California Environmental Quality Act, “the physical conditions which exist 
within the area which will be affected by a proposed project, including land, air, water, minerals, flora, 
fauna, noise, objects of historic or aesthetic significance.”

Environmental Impact Report (EIR). A report required by CEQA when an agency determines that a 
project may have a significant effect on the environment. An EIR evaluates a proposed project’s impacts 
on the environment, and recommends mitigation measures to reduce or eliminate those impacts. Decision 
makers use information in an EIR to help determine whether or not to approve a project. See CALIFORNIA 
ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), a 
statement on the effect of development proposals and other major actions that significantly affect the 
environment. See NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT.

Environmental Justice. The fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and incomes with respect to the 
development, adoption, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies. 
See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65040.12(E).

Erosion. (1) The loosening and transportation of rock and soil debris by wind, rain, or running water. (2) 
The gradual wearing away of the upper layers of earth.

Exaction. A contribution or payment required as an authorized precondition for receiving a development 
permit; usually refers to mandatory dedication (or fee in lieu of dedication) requirements found in many 
subdivision regulations.

Excise Tax. Tax placed on a person for a voluntary act, making the tax avoidable. Examples include sales 
and use tax, business license tax, transient occupancy tax, and utility user tax. 

Expansive Soils. Soils that swell when they absorb water and shrink as they dry. 

Expenditure. The actual payment for goods and services. 

Expressway. A divided multi-lane major arterial street for through traffic with partial control of access and 
with grade separations at major intersections. 

Extremely Low-Income Household. A household with an annual income no greater than 30 percent of the 
area median family income adjusted by household size.

Exurban Area. The region that lies beyond a city and its suburbs.
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F
Fair Market Rent. Amount of rent, including utility allowances, determined by the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development for purposes of administering the Section 8 Existing Housing Program. 

Family. (1) Two or more persons related by birth, marriage, or adoption (U.S. Bureau of the Census). (2) 
An individual or a group of persons living together who constitute a bona fide single-family housekeeping 
unit in a dwelling unit, not including a fraternity, sorority, club, or other group of persons occupying a 
hotel, lodging house or institution of any kind (California).

Farmers Home Administration (FmHA). A federal agency that provides loans and grants for improvement 
projects and low-income housing.

Farmers Market (Certified California Farmers’ Market). A market (1) operated by a local government 
agency, one or more certified producers, or a nonprofit organization; (2) certified by and operating in 
a location approved by the county agricultural commissioner; and (3) where farmers sell directly to 
consumers agricultural products or processed products made from agricultural products that the farmers 
grow themselves.

Fast Food Restaurant. Any retail establishment intended primarily to provide short-order food services 
for on-site dining and/or take-out, including self-serve restaurants (excluding cafeterias where food is 
consumed on the premises), drive-in restaurants, and formula restaurants required by contract or other 
arrangement to offer standardized menus, ingredients, and fast food preparation.

Fault. A fracture in the earth’s crust forming a boundary between rock masses that have shifted.

Feasible. Capable of being accomplished in a successful manner within a reasonable time taking into 
account economic, environmental, social, and technological factors.

Fee Interest. Entitles a landowner to exercise complete control over use of land, subject only to 
government land use regulations. In contrast, less-than-fee interest refers to the purchase of limited interest 
in land rather than outright ownership such as the purchase of development rights via conservation, open 
space, or scenic easements. 

Feeder Roads. Smaller roadways that “feed” or connect traffic to larger roadways.

Fees. Fees are charges levied by an agency for services that the agency provides to an individual applicant 
or user of a service. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 66013 THROUGH 66018. Development or 
planning fees (also known as monetary exactions) require project proponents to pay certain amounts in 
order to have their applications processed. The fees reimburse the agency for the expenses of processing the 
application. Fees also may be assessed to mitigate the impact of a proposed development on the community 
(for example, school facilities fees to help expand the schools to assure they have enough capacity for the 
demand created by a new housing development.) State law closely regulates the adoption, levy, collection 
and challenge to development fees imposed by a local public agency. It applies to both fees imposed on a 
broad class of projects by legislation of general applicability and fees imposed on a project-specific basis. 
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FHA: Federal Housing Administration. An agency within the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD). FHA insures mortgages made by FHA-approved lenders for single-family and 
multifamily homes including manufactured homes. 

FHLMC/“Freddie Mac”: Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation. A stockholder-owned corporation 
chartered by Congress to increase the supply of funds that mortgage lenders can make available to 
homebuyers and investors in multifamily housing projects. Freddie Mac buys mortgages from lenders 
(such as commercial banks, mortgage bankers, savings institutions and credit unions) then packages the 
mortgages into guaranteed securities and sells the securities to investors. Mortgage lenders use the proceeds 
from selling loans to Freddie Mac to fund new mortgages. 

Field Act. Legislation (passed after a 1933 Long Beach earthquake that collapsed a school) that established 
more stringent structural requirements and standards for construction of schools than for other buildings. 
See CALIFORNIA EDUCATION CODE SECTIONS 17280; 81130 AND FOLLOWING.

Final Subdivision Map. A map of an approved subdivision filed in the county recorder’s office. It usually 
shows surveyed lot lines, street rights-of-way, easements, monuments, and distances, angles, and bearings, 
pertaining to the exact dimensions of all parcels, street lines and so forth. 

Finding. A determination or conclusion based on the evidence presented to a hearing body in support of its 
decision. When it presents its decision, the body is often required to demonstrate in writing that the facts 
presented in evidence support its decision in conformance with the law.

Fire Hazard Zone. An area where, due to slope, fuel, weather, or other fire-related conditions, the potential 
loss of life and property from a fire necessitates special fire protection measures and planning before 
development occurs.

Fiscal Impact Analysis. A projection of the direct public costs and revenues resulting from population 
or employment change to the local jurisdiction(s) in which the change is taking place. Enables local 
governments to evaluate the relative fiscal merits of general plans, specific plans, or projects. 

Fiscal Impact Report (FIR). A report projecting the public costs and revenues that will result from a 
proposed program or development. 

Fiscal Year. The period designated for the beginning and ending of financial transactions. Nearly all local 
agency fiscal years begin on July 1 and end June 30 of the following year.

Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM). For each community, the official map on which the Federal Insurance 
Administration has delineated areas of special flood hazard and the risk premium zones applicable to that 
community.

Flood, 100-Year. The magnitude of a flood expected to occur on the average every 100 years, based on 
historical data. The 100-year flood has a one percent chance of occurring in any given year. 

Floodplain Fringe. All land between the floodway and the upper elevation of the 100-year flood. 
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Floodplain. The relatively level land area on either side of the banks of a stream regularly subject to 
flooding. That part of the floodplain subject to a one percent chance of flooding in any given year is 
designated as an “area of special flood hazard” by the Federal Insurance Administration.

Floodway. The channel of a river or other watercourse and the adjacent land areas that must be reserved in 
order to discharge the “base flood” without cumulatively increasing the water surface elevation more than 
one foot. No development is allowed in floodways. 

Floor Area Ratio (FAR). The gross floor area permitted on a site divided by the total net area of the site, 
expressed in decimals to one or two places. For example, on a site with 10,000 net square feet of land area, 
a floor area ratio of 1.0 will allow a maximum of 10,000 gross square feet of building floor area to be built. 
On the same site, an FAR of 1.5 would allow 15,000 square feet of floor area; an FAR of 2.0 would allow 
20,000 square feet; and an FAR of 0.5 would allow only 5,000 square feet. Also commonly used in zoning, 
FARs are typically applied on a parcel-by-parcel basis as opposed to an average FAR for an entire land use 
or zoning district. 

Floor Area, Gross. The sum of the horizontal areas of the several floors of a building measured from the 
exterior face of exterior walls, or from the centerline of a wall separating two buildings, but not including 
any space where the floor-to-ceiling height is less than six feet. Some agencies exclude specific kinds of 
space (for example, elevator shafts, parking decks) from the calculation of gross floor area.

FMV: Fair Market Value. The price that a property would sell for on the open market between a willing 
buyer and a willing seller. FMV assumes both buyer and seller act freely and have reasonable knowledge of 
the relevant facts. 

FNMA/“Fannie Mae”: Federal National Mortgage Association. A company that offers banks and other 
mortgage lenders financing, credit guarantees, technology and services that enable lenders to make more 
home loans to consumers at favorable rates and terms. First established in 1938 as a government agency, 
Fannie Mae in 1968 became a private, shareholder-owned company with a charter from Congress to 
support the housing finance system. 

Food Desert. Areas characterized by poor access to healthy and affordable food that may contribute to 
social and spatial disparities in diet and diet-related health outcomes. While the term “food desert” can 
mean a literal absence of retail food in a defined area, studies of food deserts more commonly assess 
differential accessibility to healthy and affordable food between socioeconomically advantaged and 
disadvantaged areas.

Food Insecurity. Limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or limited or 
uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.

Food Miles. The distance food travels from where it is grown or raised to where it is ultimately purchased 
by the consumer or end-user.

Food Security. Access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life. Food security 
includes at a minimum the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods and an assured ability 
to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.

F



 Understanding the Basics of Land Use and Planning: Glossary of Land Use and Planning Terms 25

Footprint; Building Footprint. Land area taken up by a building. The outline of a building at all of the 
points where it meets the ground. 

Form-Based Codes. A method of regulating development to achieve a specific urban form by controlling 
physical form primarily, with a lesser focus on land use. Form-based codes address the relationship between 
building facades and the public realm, the form and mass of buildings in relation to one another, and the 
scale and types of streets and blocks.

Fossil Fuels. Carbon-rich deposits in the earth, such as petroleum (oil), coal, or natural gas, derived from 
the remains of ancient plants and animals and used for fuel.

Franchise. Fee paid to a municipality from a franchisee for “rental” or “toll” for the use of city streets and 
rights-of-way. Common franchisees include utilities and cable communications companies. 

Freeway. A high-speed, high-capacity, limited-access road serving regional and countywide travel. Such 
roads are free of tolls, as contrasted with turnpikes or other toll roads. Freeways generally are used for trips 
to or from major land use generators. Major streets cross at a different grade level. 

Friction Factor. Constraint applied in a traffic model to introduce an approximation of conditions that exist 
on streets in a city or county. These conditions reduce the speed of traffic and the desirability of specific 
links in the network upon which the traffic model distributes trips. Examples are frequency of low-speed 
curves, frequency of driveways, narrowness of lanes, and lack of turning lanes at intersections.

Frontage. The frontage, or front, of a lot is usually defined as the side nearest the street.

Full Service Grocery Store. A store offering consumers a wide variety of produce and other foods. 
Defined by the grocery industry as any full-line self-service grocery store generating a sales volume of $2 
million or more annually.

Fund Balance. The difference between the assets (revenues and other resources) and liabilities 
(expenditures incurred or committed to) of a particular fund.

Fund. Accounting entity with a set of self-balancing revenue and expenditure accounts used to record the 
financial affairs of a governmental organization. 

G
Gann Initiative. See PROPOSITION 4. 

Gateway. A point along a roadway where a motorist gains a sense of entering a city or county.

General Fund. Fund used to account for all financial resources except those required to be accounted for 
in another fund (like enterprise or grant funds). Usually, the general fund is the largest fund in an agency. 
Financial resources within the fund of a local agency may be discretionary or may be committed to or 
encumbered by programs mandated by the state or federal government. 

General Law City. A city incorporated under and subject to the general laws of the state.
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General Obligation (G.O.) Bonds. Bonds issued through a governmental entity which has the legal 
authority to levy a tax on real and personal property located within its boundaries to pay for principal and 
interest due. 

General Plan. The general plan is the foundation for local land use planning. The plan provides a vision for 
the foreseeable planning horizon – usually 10 to 20 years – and translates it into goals and policies for the 
physical development of the city or county. All other land use ordinances and policies flow from the general 
plan. The general plan covers all of the land within the jurisdiction and any additional land that, in the 
agency’s judgment, bears relation to its planning. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65300. 

General Revenue. Those revenues that cannot be associated with a specific expenditure, such as property 
taxes (other than voter approved indebtedness), sales tax, and business license tax. 

General Tax. Tax used for general agency purposes which is deposited into the general fund. 

Gentrification. The process of neighborhood renewal and rebuilding, accompanied by a shift in the 
demographic composition of the community and the displacement of long-time residents and/or businesses. 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS). Computer-based systems capable of managing, integrating, and 
displaying geographic and population data to reveal relationships, patterns, and trends. 

Geothermal Energy. Heat that comes from the earth’s interior.

Global Warming. An average increase in the temperature of the atmosphere, which can contribute to 
changes in global climate patterns. Global warming can occur from a variety of causes, both natural and 
human induced. In common usage, “global warming” often refers to the warming that can occur as a result 
of increased emissions of greenhouse gases from human activities. See GREENHOUSE GAS.

GNMA/“Ginnie Mae”: Government National Mortgage Association. A government-owned corporation 
within the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) that promotes the availability of 
mortgage credit to low- and moderate-income homebuyers by creating a secondary market for the sale and 
purchase of residential mortgages.

Grade. (1) Leveling or smoothing the contours of a property. (2) The rate of rise or descent of a sloping 
surface, usually expressed in degrees or a percentage calculated by the number of feet of rise per 100 feet 
of horizontal distance (a 10 percent grade would mean a 10 foot vertical rise over 100 feet of horizontal 
distance).

Granny Flat. An accessory dwelling, typically for one or more elderly persons, attached to or separate 
from a main residence on a single lot. Cities and counties may approve such units in single-family 
neighborhoods. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65852.1.

Grants. Contributions of cash or other assets from a private entity, foundation or governmental agency to 
be used or expended for a specified purpose, activity or facility. 

Green Space. Open, undeveloped land with natural vegetation.
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Greenbelt. A band of countryside surrounding a city or urbanized area on which building is generally 
prohibited.

Greenfield. Farmland and open areas where the lack of prior industrial or commercial activity means that 
the threat of contamination is lower than in urbanized areas. 

Greenhouse Effect. Trapping and build-up of heat in the earth’s atmosphere. Some of the heat flowing 
back toward space from the earth’s surface is absorbed by water vapor, carbon dioxide, ozone, and several 
other gases in the atmosphere and then re-radiated back toward the earth’s surface. If the atmospheric 
concentrations of these greenhouse gases rise, the average temperature of the lower atmosphere will 
gradually increase. 

Greenhouse Gas (GHG). Any gas that absorbs infrared radiation in the atmosphere. Types of greenhouse 
gases include water vapor, carbon dioxide (CO

2
), methane (CH

4
), nitrous oxide (N

2
O), chlorofluorocarbons 

(CFCs), hydrochlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs), ozone (O
3
), hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), perfluorocarbons 

(PFCs), and sulfur hexafluoride (SF
6
). See CARBON DIOXIDE.

Greenways. Linear open spaces that link parks and neighborhoods within the community, such as paths 
or trails. Greenways provide public access to green spaces and opportunities for residents of all ages and 
abilities to be physically active. 

Greyfield. A blighted area, such as a failed shopping center, that is ripe for redevelopment.

Gross Acreage. See ACRES, GROSS.

Ground Failure. Ground movement or rupture caused by strong shaking during an earthquake. Includes 
landslide, lateral spreading, liquefaction, and subsidence. See LIQUEFACTION.

Ground Shaking. Ground movement resulting from the transmission of seismic waves during an earthquake. 

Groundwater Recharge. The natural process of infiltration and percolation of rainwater from land areas or 
streams through permeable soils into water-holding rocks that provide underground storage (aquifers). 

Groundwater. Water under the earth’s surface, often confined to aquifers capable of supplying wells and 
springs. 

Group Home; Group Care Facility. Any facility used to provide non-medical residential care, day 
treatment, adult day care, or foster family agency services. Typically used to assist abused or neglected 
children or people who are physically disabled or mentally impaired.

Growth Management. The use by a community of a wide range of techniques in combination to determine 
the amount, type, and rate of development desired by the community and to channel that growth into 
designated areas. Growth management policies can be implemented through public infrastructure 
ordinances (“concurrency”), urban limit lines, standards for levels of service, phasing, building caps and 
other programs.

Guidelines. General statements of policy direction around which specific details may be later established.
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Guideway. A roadway system that guides and supports the vehicles using it. Examples include railroads 
and monorails. Many guideway rapid transit systems use wayside electrical power for propulsion. 

H
Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP). A plan established under Section 10 of the federal Endangered 
Species Act which allows the incidental taking of a listed, threatened, or endangered species upon the 
approval of a “single” or “multiple” species plan. The HCP must show how the impacts of the taking have 
been minimized and mitigated to the maximum extent practicable, that adequate funding for the plan will 
be provided, and that the taking will not appreciably reduce the likelihood of the survival and recovery of 
the species in the wild.

Habitat. The physical location or type of environment in which an organism or biological population lives 
or occurs.

Hazardous Material. A substance or material capable of posing an unreasonable risk to health, safety, or 
property when transported in commerce.

Hazardous Waste. By-products of society that can pose a substantial or potential hazard to human health 
or the environment when improperly managed. Possesses at least one of four characteristics (ignitable, 
corrosive, reactive, or toxic), or appears on special U.S. Environmental Protection Agency lists.

Hazardous Substance. (1) Any material that poses a threat to human health and/or the environment. 
Typical hazardous substances are ignitable, corrosive, toxic, explosive or chemically reactive. (2) Any 
substance designated by U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to be reported if a designated quantity of 
the substance is spilled in the waters of the United States or is otherwise released into the environment.

Health. A state of physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease and 
infirmity.

Health Disparity. Significant differences from one population to another in the overall rate of disease 
incidence, prevalence, morbidity, mortality or survival. Many different populations may be affected by 
health disparities, including racial and ethnic minorities, residents of rural areas, women, children, the 
elderly, and persons with disabilities.

Health Impact Assessment (HIA). A combination of procedures, methods, and tools by which a policy, 
program, or project may be judged as to its potential effects on the health of a population, and the 
distribution of those effects within the population. HIAs can be used to evaluate the potential health effects 
of a project or policy and to provide recommendations to increase positive health outcomes and minimize 
adverse health outcomes. The HIA process brings public health issues to the attention of persons who make 
decisions about areas that fall outside of traditional public health arenas, such as transportation or land use.

Healthy Community/Healthy Places. Communities that are developed, designed, and built to promote 
health.
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Highest and Best Use. The use of a property that will bring the greatest profit to its owners. In theory, 
the economics of the real estate market establish a maximum value for each parcel of land at any given 
time. However, owners are not necessarily entitled to that use, particularly when that use may have negative 
effects on the use and enjoyment of neighboring properties. See REGULATORY TAKING.

High-Occupancy Structure. All pre-1935 buildings with over 25 occupants and all pre-1976 buildings 
with over 100 occupants.

High-Occupancy Vehicle (HOV). Any vehicle other than a single-occupant automobile or motorcycle  
(for example, a vanpool, a bus, or a car carrying two or more persons).

Highway. (1) High-speed, high-capacity, limited-access transportation facility serving regional and 
countywide travel. (2) Inter-regional roadway that is part of the state transportation system. 

Historic Preservation. The preservation of historically significant structures and neighborhoods to 
facilitate restoration and rehabilitation of the building(s) to a former condition.

Home Owners’ Association (HOA). A nonprofit organization operating under recorded legal agreements 
running with the land. Generally, each lot owner in a condominium or similar planned development 
becomes a member upon purchase. Each lot is subject to a charge for a proportionate share of the expenses 
for the organization’s activities, like maintaining common areas, landscaping, recreation facilities and 
parking areas. May also be referred to as a Homeowners Association or Homeowners’ Association. 

Household. All those persons, related or unrelated, who occupy a single housing unit. 

Households, Number of. The count of all year-round housing units occupied by one or more persons. 
Each new household formed creates the need for one additional housing unit or requires that one existing 
housing unit be shared by two households. Household formation can continue to take place even without an 
increase in population, thereby increasing the demand for housing.

Housing and Community Development, Department of (HCD). The state agency responsible for 
assessing, planning for, and assisting communities in meeting the needs of low- and moderate-income 
households. HCD also certifies housing elements of general plans for local jurisdictions.

Housing and Urban Development, U.S. Department of (HUD). A cabinet-level department of the federal 
government that administers housing and community development programs.

Housing Authority, Local (LHA). A local housing agency established in state law, subject to local 
activation and operation. Originally intended to manage certain federal subsidies, but vested with broad 
powers to develop and manage other forms of affordable housing.

Housing Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan. The Housing Element 
assesses the existing and projected housing needs of all economic segments of the community. It identifies 
potential sites adequate to provide the amount and kind of housing needed; and contains adopted goals, 
policies, and implementation programs for the preservation, improvement, and development of housing. 
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Housing Unit. A house, an apartment, a mobilehome or trailer, a group of rooms, or a single room that is 
occupied as a separate living quarters, or, if vacant, is intended for occupancy as a separate living quarters 
(2000 U.S. Census definition). 

I
Impact Fee. A fee, also called a development fee, levied on the developer of a project by a city, county, 
or other public agency to pay for improvements and facilities required to serve new development and to 
reduce the impacts of new development on a community.

Impact. The effect of any direct human actions or the indirect repercussions of human actions on existing 
physical, social, or economic conditions.

Impacted Areas. As used by the Bureau of the Census, census tracts where more than 50 percent of the 
dwelling units house low- and very low-income households. 

Impervious Surface. A surface through which water cannot penetrate, like a roof, road, sidewalk, or paved 
parking lot. The amount of impervious surface increases with development and establishes the need for 
drainage facilities to carry the increased runoff.

Improved Land. (1) Raw land to which basic utilities such as roads, sewers, water lines, and other public 
infrastructure facilities have been added. (2) Land upon which buildings or other structures have been 
erected.

Inclusionary Zoning. A locally adopted regulatory program requiring that a specific percentage of housing 
units in a project or development remain affordable for a specified period to households with incomes 
that are defined as moderate, low and/or very low. Often such regulations require a minimum percentage 
of housing for very-low, low- and moderate-income households in new housing developments and in 
conversions of apartments to condominiums.

Incorporation. Creation of a new city. 

Incubator Space. Retail or industrial space that is affordable to new, low-margin businesses.

Industrial. A land use classification often divided into “heavy industrial” uses, like construction yards, 
quarrying, and factories; and “light industrial” uses, like research and development and less intensive 
warehousing and manufacturing.

Infill Development. Development of vacant or underutilized land (usually individual lots or leftover 
properties) within areas that are already largely developed.

Infrastructure. Public services and facilities like sewage-disposal systems, water-supply systems, other 
utility systems, schools, roads, bicycle and pedestrian facilities, and transit systems.
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Initial Study. A preliminary analysis prepared by the lead agency of the potential environmental impacts 
of a proposed project. This process is used to determine whether an Environmental Impact Report must be 
prepared, or a Negative Declaration will be sufficient. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Initiative. A ballot measure used to enact new legislation with voter approval. In California, city and county 
initiative measures may be placed on the ballot by petition of the voters or action of the governing body.

In-Lieu Fee. Cash payments that may be required of an owner or developer as a substitute for a dedication 
of land or construction of affordable housing units, usually calculated in dollars per lot, and referred to as 
in-lieu fees or in-lieu contributions. 

Institutional Uses. (1) Publicly or privately owned and operated activities like hospitals, convalescent 
hospitals, intermediate care facilities, nursing homes, museums, and schools and colleges; (2) churches and 
other religious organizations; and (3) other nonprofit welfare, educational, or philanthropic activities that 
cannot be considered residential, commercial, or industrial uses. 

Interagency. Relationship between or among two or more discrete agencies in regard to a specific program. 

Intermittent Stream. A stream that normally flows for at least 30 days after the last major rain of the 
season and is dry a large part of the year. 

Inverse Condemnation. The illegal removal of property value through excessive government regulation. 
For example, a city may widen a street, taking the entire parking lot of a local store. The city may offer to 
pay for the lot, but the store may claim the market has lost all its business since no customers can park, and 
wants the value of the entire parcel, including the market building. 

Investment Earnings. Revenue earned from the investment of idle public funds.

Issues. Important unsettled community matters or problems. Issues may be identified in a community’s 
general plan and dealt with by the plan’s objectives, policies, plan proposals, and implementation programs. 

J
Jobs/Housing Balance. The availability of affordable housing for employees. The jobs/housing ratio 
divides the number of jobs in an area by the number of employed residents. A ratio of 1.0 indicates a 
balance. A ratio greater than 1.0 indicates a net in-commute; less than 1.0 indicates a net out-commute.

Joint Powers Agreement (JPA). A legal arrangement that enables two or more public agencies to jointly 
exercise common powers. A joint powers agreement may establish a separate agency or take the form of an 
operating agreement. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 6500 AND FOLLOWING.

Joint-use Agreements. Agreements between two or more entities, such as a city, county, school district, 
nonprofit or private organization, to share capital, operating costs and responsibilities for a facility. 
Examples include recreational space, meeting facilities, libraries and community centers. 
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L
L10. A statistical descriptor indicating peak noise levels—the sound level exceeded ten percent of the time. 
It is a common descriptor of community noise used in Federal Highway Administration standards and the 
standards of some cities and counties.

Land Banking. The purchase of land by a local government for use or resale at a later date. Banked 
lands have been used for development of low- and moderate-income housing, expansion of parks, and 
development of industrial and commercial centers. The federal rail-banking law allows railroads to bank 
unused rail corridors for future rail use while allowing interim use as trails.

Land Use Classification. A system for classifying and designating the appropriate use of properties. 

Land Use Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan. The land use 
element uses text and maps to designate the future use or reuse of land within a given jurisdiction’s 
planning area. The land use element serves as a guide to the structuring of zoning and subdivision controls, 
urban renewal and capital improvements programs, and official decisions regarding the distribution and 
intensity of development and the location of public facilities and open space. 

Land Use Regulation. A term encompassing the regulation of land in general and often used to mean 
those regulations incorporated in the general plan, as distinct from zoning regulations (which are more 
specific).

Land Use. The occupation or use of land or water area for any human activity or any purpose defined in the 
general plan.

Landmark. (1) A building, site, object, structure, or significant tree having historical, architectural, social, 
or cultural significance and marked for preservation by the local, state, or federal government. (2) A 
visually prominent or outstanding structure or natural feature that functions as a point of orientation or 
identification.

Landscaping and Lighting Act of 1972. The 1972 Act authorizes cities, counties and special districts to 
levy assessments for land purchase and the construction, operation, and maintenance of parks, landscaping, 
lighting, traffic signals and graffiti abatement.

Landslide. Movement of soil and/or rock down a slope, which typically occurs during an earthquake or 
following heavy rainfall.

Lateral Spreading. Lateral movement of soil, often as a result of liquefaction during an earthquake. See 
LIQUEFACTION.

Leapfrog Development. New development separated from existing development by substantial vacant 
land. 

Lease. A contractual agreement by which an owner of real property (the lessor) gives the right of 
possession to another (a lessee) for a specified period of time (term) and for a specified consideration (rent).
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Leasehold Interest. (1) The interest that the lessee has in the value of the lease itself in determining a 
condemnation award. (2) The difference between the total remaining rent under the lease and the rent the 
lessee would currently pay for similar space for the same time period.

LEED. An acronym for Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design. LEED is a voluntary, consensus-
based green building rating system developed and maintained by the U.S. Green Building Council to 
support and certify successful green building design, construction and operations.

LEED for Neighborhood Development (LEED-ND). A rating system for neighborhood design. The rating 
system integrates the principles of smart growth, urbanism and green building and emphasizes the creation 
of compact, walkable, vibrant, mixed-use neighborhoods with good connections to nearby communities.

Leq. The energy equivalent level, defined as the average sound level on the basis of sound energy (or sound 
pressure squared). The Leq is a “dosage” type measure and is the basis for the descriptors used in current 
standards, such as the 24-hour community noise equivalent level used by the State of California.

Level of Service (LOS) Standard. A standard used by public agencies to measure the quality or 
effectiveness of a municipal service like police, fire, or library, or the performance of a facility, like a street 
or highway.

Level of Service (Traffic). A scale that measures the amount of vehicle traffic that a roadway or 
intersection can accommodate, based on such factors as maneuverability, driver dissatisfaction, and delay.

Level of Service A. Indicates a relatively free flow of traffic, with little or no limitation on vehicle 
movement or speed.

Level of Service B. Describes a steady flow of traffic, with only slight delays in vehicle movement and 
speed. All queues clear in a single signal cycle. 

Level of Service C. Denotes a reasonably steady, high volume flow of traffic, with some limitations on 
movement and speed, and occasional backups on critical approaches.

Level of Service D. Designates the level where traffic nears an unstable flow. Intersections still 
function, but short queues develop and cars may have to wait through one cycle during short peaks.

Level of Service E. Represents traffic characterized by slow movement and frequent (although 
momentary) stoppages. This type of congestion is considered severe but is not uncommon at peak 
traffic hours, with frequent stopping, long-standing queues, and blocked intersections.

Level of Service F. Describes unsatisfactory stop-and go traffic characterized by traffic jams and 
stoppages of long duration. Vehicles at signalized intersections usually have to wait through one or 
more signal change and “upstream” intersections may be blocked by the long queues.

Levy. To impose taxes, special assessments or service charges to pay for public programs or facilities; 
(noun) the total amount of taxes, special assessments or service charges supporting public programs and 
facilities. 
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Licenses and Permits. Certification that an applicant has complied with the provisions for regulating 
activities being licensed or permitted, such as the licensing of animals or bicycles. Agencies typically levy a 
license or permit charge to reimburse the costs of regulation.

Lien. A claim on assets, especially property, for the payment of taxes or utility service charges. 

Life-Cycle Costing. A method of evaluating a capital investment that takes into account the sum total of all 
costs associated with the investment over the lifetime of the project.

Light Rail Transit (LRT). Streetcars or trolley cars that typically operate entirely or substantially in mixed 
traffic and in non-exclusive, at-grade rights-of-way. Passengers typically board vehicles from the street 
level (as opposed to a platform that is level with the train) and the driver may collect fares. Vehicles are 
electrically self-propelled and usually operate in one or two-car trains.

Limited Obligation Bonds. Similar to general obligation bonds except that security for the issuance is 
limited to the revenues pledged in the bond statement and not to the full faith and credit of the public 
agency. 

Linkage. A program designed to offset the impact of employment on housing need within a community 
that conditions project approval on the provision of housing units or the payment of an equivalent in-lieu 
fee. The linkage program must establish the cause-and-effect relationship between a new commercial or 
industrial development and the increased demand for housing. See JOBS/HOUSING BALANCE.

Liquefaction. The transformation of loose, wet soil from a solid to a liquid state, often as a result of ground 
shaking during an earthquake. 

Liquidity. The ability to convert a security into cash promptly with minimum risk of principal. See 
PRINCIPAL.

Live-Work Quarters. Buildings or spaces within buildings that are used jointly for commercial and 
residential purposes where the residential use of the space is secondary or accessory to the primary use as a 
place of work.

Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO). Local Agency Formation Commissions in each county 
administer state law governing proposals for local agency incorporation, organization, and annexation. 
They review and evaluate all proposals for formation of special districts, incorporation of cities, adoption 
and amendment of spheres of influence, annexation of territory to special districts or cities, consolidation 
of districts, and merger of districts with cities. The LAFCO members generally include two county 
supervisors, two city council members, and one member representing the general public. Some LAFCOs 
include two representatives of special districts. See GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 56000 AND FOLLOWING.

Local Coastal Program (LCP). A combination of a local agency’s land use plans, zoning ordinances, 
zoning district maps, and (within sensitive coastal resources areas) other implementing actions that together 
meet the local requirements of, and implement the provisions and policies of, the California Coastal Act of 
1976.
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Local Coastal Program Land Use Plan. The relevant portion of a local agency general plan or 
coastal element that details type, location, and intensity of land use, applicable resource protection and 
development policies, and, where necessary, implementation actions.

Location-Efficient Mortgages. Mortgages offered at competitive rates and low down payments to those 
who want to live in “location efficient communities.” These are neighborhoods in which residents can 
walk from their homes to stores, schools, recreation, and public transportation. People who live in location 
efficient communities have less need to drive, increasing the proportion of discretionary income available 
to pay back the loan.

Lot. A tract or piece of land having fixed boundaries and designated on a plot or survey map. A lot must 
meet the requirements of the zoning district in which it is located and must front on a public street or an 
approved private street.

Lot Line Adjustment. The adjustment of a lot line between two or more existing parcels where land taken 
from one parcel is added to an adjacent parcel and where a greater number of parcels than originally existed 
are not thereby created.

Lot of Record. A lot that is part of a recorded subdivision or a parcel of land that has been recorded at the 
county recorder’s office containing property tax records.

Low-Income Household. A household with an annual income usually no greater than 80 percent of the 
area median family income adjusted by household size, as determined by a survey of incomes conducted 
by a city or a county. In the absence of such a survey, the determination is based on the latest available 
eligibility limits established by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development for the Section 8 
housing program. 

Low-Income Housing Tax Credits. Tax reductions provided by the federal and state governments for 
investors in housing for low-income households.

LULU. Locally Unwanted Land Use.

M
Mandatory Element. A component of the general plan mandated by state law. California state law requires 
that a general plan include elements dealing with seven subjects – circulation, conservation, housing, land 
use, noise, open space and safety – and specifies to various degrees the information to be incorporated in 
each element.

Manufactured Housing. Residential structures that are constructed entirely in a factory. These are 
regulated under the federal Manufactured Home Construction and Safety Standards Act of 1974 by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

Marks-Roos Bonds. Bonds authorized by the Marks-Roos Local Bond Pooling Act of 1985 which provide 
local agencies with extremely flexible financing powers through participation in joint powers agencies. See 
JOINT POWERS AGREEMENT.
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Master Environmental Assessment (MEA). An inventory or database identifying environmental 
characteristics and constraints for use with later environmental impact reports and other environmental 
documents. Relevant portions of the MEA can be referenced and summarized in preparing later 
Environmental Impact Reports and negative declarations. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Master Environmental Impact Report (MEIR). Optional form of Environmental Impact Report for 
specific kinds of projects involving broad policy decisions, specifically including general plans. See 
CALIFORNIA PUBLIC RESOURCES CODE SECTIONS 21156 AND FOLLOWING. The MEIR is designed to allow an 
agency to eliminate or reduce the scope of the environmental review of subsequent discretionary activities 
or projects that follow the expected course of action whose environmental effects are addressed in the 
MEIR. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT, ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT.

Mean. The average of a number of figures computed by adding up all the figures and dividing by the 
number of figures. Compare with MEDIAN and MODE.

Mean High Tide Line. The average high tide line in coastal zones. The state of California owns all lands 
located below the mean high tide line.

Mean Sea Level. The average altitude of the sea surface for all tidal stages.

Median. The middle number in a series of items where an equal number figures lie above and below it. 
Compare with MEAN and MODE.

Median Strip. The dividing area, either paved or landscaped, between opposing lanes of traffic on a 
roadway.

Mello-Roos Bonds. Locally issued bonds that are repaid by a special tax imposed on property owners 
within a community facilities district established by a public agency. The bond proceeds can be used for 
public improvements and for a limited number of services. See COMMUNITY FACILITIES DISTRICT.

Mello-Roos Community Facilities Tax. Special non-ad valorem tax imposed to finance public capital 
facilities and services in connection with new development. See AD VALOREM TAX.

Mello-Roos District. A distinct entity of government for the purpose of imposing and collecting the Mello-
Roos Community Facilities Tax. A local agency and a Mello-Roos District may share a common governing 
body and common boundaries.

Mercalli Intensity Scale. A subjective measure of the observed effects (human reactions, structural 
damage, geologic effects) of an earthquake. Expressed in Roman numerals from I to XII.

Metes and Bounds. A system of describing or identifying land using measures (metes) and direction 
(bounds) from an identifiable point of reference like a monument or other marker, the corner of intersecting 
streets, or some other permanent fixture.

Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO). A regional council of governments within a metropolitan 
region as defined by the federal government and authorized under federal law to develop a regional 
transportation plan. See COUNCIL OF GOVERNMENTS, SB 375.
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Microclimate. The climate of a small, distinct area, such as a city street or a building’s courtyard; can be 
altered through functional landscaping, architecture, or other design features. 

Mineral Resource. Land on which known deposits of commercially viable mineral or aggregate resources 
exist. This designation is applied to sites determined by the California Geological Survey as being a 
resource of regional significance. It is intended to help maintain the quarrying operations and protect them 
from encroachment of incompatible land uses.

Minipark. A small neighborhood park of approximately one acre or less. 

Ministerial (Administrative) Decision. An action taken by a public agency that follows established 
procedures and rules and does not call for the exercise of judgment in deciding whether to approve a 
project. Actions taken by planning department staff members that do not require planning commission 
action are ministerial decisions.

Minor Land Division. Contiguous property which is partitioned into four or fewer lots usually qualifies as 
a minor land division.

Mitigated Negative Declaration. A written statement by the lead agency that revisions to a project, agreed 
to by the applicant, would avoid potential significant adverse impacts, and there is no substantial evidence 
that the project, as revised, will have a significant effect on the environment. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL 
QUALITY ACT.

Mitigation Measures. Measures that modify a project to reduce or eliminate a significant environmental 
impact. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Mitigation Monitoring Program. A program adopted in conjunction with a Mitigated Negative Declaration 
or Environmental Impact Report that establishes a reporting system designed to ensure compliance to and 
implementation of the adopted mitigation measures. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Mixed-Use. Properties on which various uses like office, commercial, institutional, and residential are 
combined in a single building or on a single site in an integrated development project with significant 
functional interrelationships and a coherent physical design. A “single site” may include contiguous 
properties.

Mobilehome. A structure, transportable in one or more sections, built on a permanent chassis and designed 
for use as a single-family dwelling unit that (1) has a minimum of 400 square feet of living space; (2) has a 
minimum width in excess of 102 inches; (3) is connected to all available permanent utilities; and (4) is tied 
down (a) to a permanent foundation on a lot either owned or leased by the homeowner or (b) is set on piers, 
with wheels removed and skirted, in a mobilehome park. 

Modal Choices. Transportation options; one’s preferred method of transportation, such as walking, 
bicycling, using an automobile, or riding a bus or rail transit. 

Mode. (1) In statistics, the number that occurs most frequently in a given series. Compare with MEAN, 
MEDIAN. (2) A method of transportation.
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Moderate-Income Household. A household with an annual income between the lower income eligibility 
limits (generally 80 percent) and 120 percent of the area median family income adjusted by household 
size, usually as established by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development for the Section 8 
housing program. 

Modular Unit. A factory-fabricated, transportable building or major component designed for use by itself 
or for incorporation with similar units on site into a structure for residential, commercial, educational, or 
industrial use. Differs from mobilehomes and manufactured housing by (in addition to lacking an integral 
chassis or permanent hitch to allow future movement) being subject to California housing law design 
standards. California standards are more restrictive than federal standards in some respects (for example, 
plumbing and energy conservation). Also called factory-built housing. 

Moratorium. A zoning designation that temporarily reduces or freezes allowable development in an area 
until a permanent classification can be fixed; generally assigned during general plan preparation to provide 
a basis for permanent zoning. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65858.

Motor Vehicle License Fee (VLF). Fee levied for the privilege of operating a vehicle on public streets. 
VLF is levied annually at 1.15 percent of the market value of motor vehicles and is imposed by the state “in 
lieu” of local property taxes. Cities and counties receive 0.65 percent of VLF revenue. VLF is also called 
Motor Vehicle in-Lieu Tax. See CALIFORNIA CONSTITUTION ARTICLE XI, SECTION 15; CALIFORNIA VEHICLE CODE 
SECTIONS 11000 AND FOLLOWING, 10754. 

Multi-family Units. Freestanding buildings composed of two or more separate living units, with each unit 
having its own bedroom, kitchen and bathroom facilities.

Multiple Family Residential. A type of housing that has several residential units on a parcel or parcels of 
land, such as condominiums and apartments.

Multiplier Effect. Refers to the impact the recirculation of money through the economy has on job and 
wealth creation. For example, money paid as salaries to industrial and office workers is spent on housing, 
food, clothing, and other locally available goods and services. This spending creates jobs in housing 
construction, retail stores, and professional offices. The wages paid to workers in those industries is again 
re-spent, creating still more jobs. Overall, one job in an industry that exports most of its production is 
estimated to create approximately one more job in a supporting industry.

Municipal Improvement Act of 1913. Legislation allowing cities, counties, and special districts to levy 
assessments for the construction or acquisition of public improvements, including power and public transit 
facilities. Assessments can be levied before construction begins. See CALIFORNIA STREETS. & HIGHWAYS CODE 
SECTIONS 10000 AND FOLLOWING.

Municipal Services. Services traditionally provided by local agencies, including water and sewer, roads, 
parks, schools, and police and fire protection.
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N
National Ambient Air Quality Standards. The prescribed level of pollutants in the outside air that cannot 
be exceeded legally during a specified time in a specified geographical area.

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). An act passed in 1969 establishing federal legislation for 
national environmental policy, a council on environmental quality, and the requirements for environmental 
impact statements.

National Flood Insurance Program. A federal program that authorizes the sale of federally subsidized 
flood insurance in communities where such flood insurance is not available privately.

National Historic Preservation Act. A 1966 federal law that established a National Register of Historic 
Places and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation. It authorized grants-in-aid for preserving 
historic properties.

National Register of Historic Places. The official list of national historic sites, districts, buildings, 
structures, and objects worthy of preservation. Authorized by the National Historic Preservation Act of 
1966, the list is part of a program to coordinate and support public and private efforts to identify, evaluate, 
and protect historic and archeological resources. 

Natural State. The condition existing prior to development. 

Need. A condition requiring supply or relief that forms a basis for local action. A city or county may act 
upon findings of need within or on behalf of the community. For example, a lack of access to healthy food 
could be identified as a need that provides a rationale for local policy relating to community gardens.

Negative Declaration. A written statement briefly describing the reasons why a proposed project will not 
have a significant effect on the environment and does not require an Environmental Impact Report. See 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Neighborhood Completeness. A land use indicator for how well a neighborhood provides access to 
essential goods and services. Examples include affordable housing, fire and police station, full-service 
grocery store, parks, banks, library, school, and post office.

Neighborhood Park. Publicly-owned land intended to serve the recreation needs of people living or 
working within one-half mile radius of the park.

Neighborhood Unit. Planning concept developed by Clarence Perry (1872-1944). Perry believed that cities 
should be built (or rebuilt) to consist of self-contained residential areas bounded by major roads with shops 
at the intersections and schools in the middle. Children would be able to walk to school without having to 
cross major roads, and the limited size of the units (typically 6,000-10,000 inhabitants) would, he believed, 
encourage community spirit. The theory was first publicized in 1939 in Housing for the Mechanic Age and 
gained rapid acceptance, serving as a template for post-war suburban development. 
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Neighborhood. A planning area commonly identified as such in a community’s planning documents, 
and by the individuals residing and working within the neighborhood. Documentation may include a 
map prepared for planning purposes showing the names and boundaries of neighborhoods. Though 
neighborhoods are not legal designations, they are among the most commonly recognized and understood 
land use designations.

Neotraditional Development. Based on the characteristics typical of pre-World War II communities, 
neotraditional development emphasizes distinct urban areas, each with their own commercial core and 
linked to one another by some form of transit. In addition to a central downtown, the many neighborhood 
centers provide a secondary service area that can be reached on foot from people’s homes. The 
neighborhood centers may include retail establishments, offices, service providers, cinemas, health clubs, 
dense housing, and a transit hub. Architecture is typically characterized by enhanced articulation and 
frequent examples of quality workmanship. 

Net Acreage. The portion of a site that can actually be built upon. The following generally are not included 
in the net acreage of a site:  public or private road rights-of-way, public open space, and flood ways. 

New Urbanism. A design philosophy intended to create a strong sense of community by incorporating 
features of traditional small towns or urban neighborhoods. Compact, walkable neighborhoods with active 
streets are a key hallmark of new urbanism. The Congress for New Urbanism defines the philosophy 
according to these principles:  “neighborhoods should be diverse in use and population; communities 
should be designed for the pedestrian and transit as well as the car; cities and towns should be shaped 
by physically defined and universally accessible public spaces and community institutions; urban places 
should be framed by architecture and landscape design that celebrate local history, climate, ecology, and 
building practice.” 

Nexus. (1) In general, a minimum threshold of connection necessary within a taxing jurisdiction to allow 
taxing authority over out-of-state individuals or businesses. (2) A reasonable connection between required 
development impact fees and a development project subject to the fees. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE 
SECTIONS 66000 AND FOLLOWING.

NIABY. Not In Anyone’s Back Yard.

NIMBY. An acronym for “Not-In-My-Backyard.” Used to characterize opponents of development projects, 
with the implication that the opposition is based on personal self-interest as opposed to the interests of the 
larger community. Local agencies’ alleged responsiveness to “NIMBY-ism” is one of the reasons some 
advocate that state law preempt local agencies’ authority over certain kinds of land use decisions.

NIMTOO. Not In My Term Of Office.

Noise Attenuation. Reduction of the level of a noise source using a substance, material, or surface, like 
earth berms and/or solid concrete walls. See BERM.

Noise. Any sound that is undesirable because it interferes with speech and hearing, is intense enough to 
damage hearing, or is otherwise annoying. 
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Noise Contour. A line connecting points of equal noise level as measured on the same scale. Noise levels 
greater than the 60 Ldn contour (measured in dBA) require noise attenuation in residential development. 
See DBA, DAY-NIGHT AVERAGE SOUND LEVEL.

Noise Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan, it assesses noise levels 
of highways and freeways, local arterials, railroads, airports, local industrial plants, and other ground 
stationary sources, and adopts goals, policies, and implementation programs to reduce the community’s 
exposure to noise.

Non-Attainment. The condition of not achieving a desired or required level of performance. Frequently 
used in reference to air quality. 

Non-conforming Use. A use that was valid when brought into existence, but by subsequent regulation 
becomes no longer conforming. It is a generic term and includes (1) non-conforming structures (by virtue 
of size, type of construction, location on land, or proximity to other structures), (2) non-conforming use of 
a conforming building, (3) non-conforming use of a non-conforming building, and (4) non-conforming use 
of land. Thus, any use lawfully existing on any piece of property that is inconsistent with a new or amended 
general plan, and that in turn is a violation of a zoning ordinance amendment subsequently adopted in 
conformance with the general plan, will be a non-conforming use. Typically, non-conforming uses are 
permitted to continue for a designated period of time, subject to certain restrictions.

Nonpoint Source Pollution. Pollution affecting a water body from widely spread sources. Such sources 
range from runoff from agricultural areas draining into a river to wind-borne debris blowing out to sea. 
Nonpoint source pollution may also include urban runoff, such as contaminated storm water washed off of 
parking lots, roads and highways, and lawns (often containing fertilizers and pesticides). Nonpoint source 
pollution can be contrasted with point source pollution, where discharges occur to a body of water at a 
single location, such as discharges from a chemical factory, urban runoff from a roadway storm drain or 
from ships at sea. There is some debate about whether various forms of urban runoff should be considered 
point or nonpoint sources of pollution. See POLLUTION, POINT SOURCE.

Notice (of Hearing). A legal document announcing the opportunity for the public to present their views 
to an official representative or board of a public agency concerning an official action pending before the 
agency.

Notice of Completion (NOC).A notice issued and properly filed by the lead agency upon completion of 
the Draft Environmental Impact Report. The NOC contains a description of the proposed project. See 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Notice of Determination (NOD). A notice issued and properly filed by the lead agency upon its approval 
of a project subject to CEQA, and stating whether or not the project will have a significant effect on the 
environment. The notice must be filed within five working days of the action approving a project. See 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.
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Notice of Preparation (NOP). A brief notice issued by the lead agency stating it plans to prepare an 
Environmental Impact Report for a proposed project. The notice is sent to responsible and trustee agencies 
and other interested agencies. These parties are asked to comment on the scope of the Environmental 
Impact Report and potential impacts of the proposed project. These comments are then use to further define 
the scope of the Environmental Impact Report. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

O
Objective. A specific statement of desired future condition toward which the city or county will expend 
effort in the context of striving to achieve a broader goal. General plans must spell out the “objectives,” 
principles, standards, and proposals of the general plan. An objective should be achievable and, where 
possible, should be measurable and time-specific. “The addition of 100 units of affordable housing by 
1995” is an example of an objective. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65302.

Off-gassing. The release of gas into the air from products treated with chemicals during their manufacture.

Office of Planning and Research (OPR). A California state agency that has among its responsibilities the 
preparation of a set of guidelines for use by local jurisdictions in drafting general plans. 

Official County Scenic Highway. A segment of state highway identified in the Master Plan of State 
Highways Eligible for Official Scenic Highway Designation and designated by the Director of the 
California Department of Transportation (Caltrans).

Off-site Improvements. Conditions that can be required of a project that involves the installation of 
streets, curbs, gutters, sidewalks, street trees and other improvements that are located adjacent to the project 
on public property.

Off-the-Grid. A term used to describe a system that runs on renewable energy sources independent of a 
conventional public utility grid.

Open Space Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan, it contains 
an inventory of privately and publicly owned open space lands, and adopted goals, policies, and 
implementation programs for the preservation, protection, and management of open space lands.

Open Space Land. Any parcel or area of land or water that is essentially unimproved and devoted to an 
open space use for the purposes of (1) the preservation of natural resources, (2) the managed production of 
resources, (3) outdoor recreation, or (4) public health and safety.

Ordinance. A law or regulation adopted by a public agency, usually a city or county.

Outdoor Advertising Structure. A sign or other device used to promote a business, profession, 
commodity, service, or entertainment available somewhere other than the lot where the structure sits. 
See SIGN.

Outdoor Recreation Use. A privately or publicly owned or operated use providing outdoor recreation 
activities.
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Outer Approach Zone. Airspace in which an air traffic controller initiates radar monitoring for incoming 
flights approaching an airport.

Overlay. A land use designation on the General Plan Land Use Map, or a zoning designation on a zoning 
map, that modifies the basic underlying designation in some specific manner. For example, overlay 
zones are often used to deal with areas with special characteristics, like flood zones or historical areas. 
Development of land subject to an overlay must comply with the regulations of both zones. 

Overlay Zoning. Additional or stricter standards to existing zoning that can be used to protect particular 
natural or cultural features or to avoid or mitigate potential hazards. See ZONING.

Ozone Layer. The protective layer of the earth’s atmosphere, about 15 miles above the ground that absorbs 
some of the sun’s ultraviolet rays, thereby reducing the amount of potentially harmful radiation that reaches 
the earth’s surface.

P
Parcel Map (lot split). A subdivision map that divides a parcel into four or fewer lots. A city or county can 
place conditions on the approval of parcel maps. 

Parcel Tax. Special non-ad valorem tax on parcels of property generally based on either a flat per-parcel 
rate or a variable rate depending on the size, use or number of units on the parcel.

Parcel. A lot in single ownership or under single control usually considered a unit for purposes of 
development.

Parking Area, Public. An open area, excluding a street or other public way, used for the parking of 
automobiles and available to the public, whether for free or for compensation.

Parking Management. A Transportation Demand Management technique designed to obtain maximum use 
from limited parking spaces. It can involve variable pricing and preferential treatment for High-Occupancy 
Vehicles, non-peak period users, and short-term users. 

Parking Ratio. The number of parking spaces provided per 1,000 square feet of floor area, for example, 2.1 
or “two per thousand.”

Parking Space, Compact. A compact parking space (usually 7.5 feet wide by 16 feet long when 
perpendicular to a driveway or aisle) is permitted in some localities on the assumption that many modern 
cars are significantly smaller, and require less room, than a standard automobile. A standard parking space, 
when perpendicular to a driveway or aisle, is usually 8.5 feet wide by 18 feet long.

Parking, Shared. A public or private parking area used jointly by two or more uses.

Parkland; Park Land. Land that is publicly owned or controlled for the purpose of providing parks, 
recreation, or open space for public use. 

Parks. Open space lands whose primary purpose is recreation. 
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Parkway Strip. A piece of land located between the rear of a curb and the front of a sidewalk, usually used 
for planting low ground cover and/or street trees, also known as a “planter strip.” 

Parkway. An expressway or freeway designed for non-commercial traffic; usually located within a strip of 
landscaped park or natural vegetation. 

Particulate Matter (PM). Very small pieces of solid or liquid matter such as particles of soot, dust, fumes, 
mists or aerosols that enter the atmosphere. 

Pay As You Go. Concept of paying for capital projects when the initial cost is incurred, rather than over 
time through the use of debt financing. 

Pay As You Use. Concept that debt financing enables the public entity to spread the cost of a capital 
project over time, as the project is being used. 

Peak Hour/Peak Period. For any given roadway, a daily period during which traffic volume is highest, 
usually occurring in the morning and evening commute periods. Where “F” levels of service are 
encountered, the “peak hour” may stretch into a “peak period” of several hours’ duration. See LEVEL OF 
SERVICE (TRAFFIC).

Pedestrian Friendly. A street, neighborhood, or agency that supports, through planning and zoning, the 
location of stores, offices, residences, schools, recreational areas, and other public facilities within walking 
distance of each other, and oriented to promote pedestrian access. Such areas also often feature narrow 
streets, street trees, awnings, covered transit shelters, benches, brick paving or other less conventional 
paving types, sidewalks on both sides of the roadway, and safe street crossings, among other elements. 

Performance Standards. Zoning regulations that permit uses based on a particular set of standards of 
operation rather than on particular type of use. Performance standards may provide specific criteria to limit 
noise, air pollution, emissions, odors, vibration, dust, dirt, glare, heat, fire hazards, wastes, traffic impacts, 
or visual impact of a use.

Permit. A specific authorization from a planning body to engage in a particular type of development or 
activity. 

Permitted Use. An authorized use within a zoning district. 

Pervious. Permeable; allows something to pass through it.

PHA: Public Housing Agency. An agency created by state or local agencies and eligible to receive federal 
funds to finance or operate low-income housing.

Photovoltaic Cell. A device that converts sunlight into electricity.

Physical Diversity. A quality of a site, community or region where a variety of architectural styles, natural 
landscapes, and/or land uses are found.
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Plan Line. A precise line that establishes future rights-of-way along any portion of an existing or proposed 
street or highway. Plan lines are typically depicted on a map showing the streets, lot lines and the proposed 
right-of-way lines, and the distance from the established centerline of the street or highway, or from 
existing or established property lines.

Planned Community. A large-scale development whose essential features are a definable boundary; 
a consistent, but not necessarily uniform, character; overall control during the development process by 
a single development entity; private ownership of recreation amenities; and enforcement of covenants, 
conditions, and restrictions by a master community association. See HOME OWNERS’ ASSOCIATION.

Planned Unit Development (PUD). Land use zoning which allows the adoption of a set of development 
standards that are specific to a particular project. PUD zones usually do not contain detailed development 
standards. Those are established during the process of considering proposals and adopted by ordinance 
upon project approval.

Planning Area. The area directly addressed by the general plan. A city or county planning area typically 
encompasses the agency’s boundaries and potentially annexable land within its sphere of influence.

Planning Commission. A body, usually having five or seven members, created by a city or county. 
California law requires the assignment of the planning functions to a planning department, planning 
commission, hearing officers, and/or the legislative body itself, as deemed appropriate by the legislative 
body. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 65100 AND FOLLOWING.

Plat Map. A map of a lot, parcel, subdivision, or development area where the lines of each land division are 
shown by accurate distances and bearings.

Police and Fire Special Tax. Special tax on parcels of property to support police or fire protection or both.

Police Power. The legal basis for all planning and land use regulation. This power emanates from the 
Tenth Amendment to the United States Constitution and entitles states to take actions to protect the public’s 
health, safety and welfare. In turn, the California Constitution grants the same power to cities and counties 
– but limits the grant to the extent that local regulations may not conflict with state law.

Policy. A statement of a public body that forms the basis for enacting legislation or making decisions. 

Pollution. A change in the physical, chemical, or biological characteristics of the air, water, or soil that can 
affect the health, survival, or activities of one or more forms of life in an unwanted way.

Pollution, Nonpoint Source. See NONPOINT SOURCE POLLUTION. 

Pollution, Point Source. A single, identifiable, discrete source from which pollution is generated. For 
example, a smokestacks, ditch, pipe, sewer outfall, or an industrial waste pipe. 

Poverty Level. As used by the U.S. Census, families and unrelated individuals are classified as being 
above or below the poverty level based on a poverty index. The index provides a range of income cutoffs 
or “poverty thresholds” varying by size of family, number of children, and age of householder. The income 
cutoffs are updated each year to reflect the change in the Consumer Price Index.
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Prefabricated. Standardized building sections that are created in a factory to be shipped and assembled in 
another location. See MODULAR UNIT.

Prime Agricultural Land. (1) Land used actively in the production of food, fiber, or livestock. (2) All 
land that qualifies for rating as Class I or Class II in the Natural Resources Conservation Service land use 
compatibility classifications. (3) Land that qualifies for rating 80 through 100 in the Storie Index Rating. 
(4) Land meeting certain economic or production criteria that may be enrolled for special property tax 
valuation under California’s Williamson Act. See STORIE INDEX,WILLIAMSON ACT.

Prime Farmland. Land that has the best combination of physical and chemical characteristics for the 
production of crops as determined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Prime Farmland does not include 
publicly owned lands for which there is an adopted policy preventing agricultural use.  

Principal. “Face” or “par value” of a financial instrument. It does not include accrued interest.

Private Road/Private Street. Privately owned (and usually privately maintained) motor vehicle access 
that is not dedicated as a public street. Typically the owner posts a sign indicating that the street is private 
property and limits traffic in some fashion. For density calculation purposes, some jurisdictions exclude 
private roads when establishing the total acreage of the site; however, aisles within and driveways serving 
private parking lots are not considered private roads.

Pro Rata. Refers to the proportionate distribution of something to something else or to some group. For 
example, the cost of infrastructure improvements associated with new development apportioned to the 
users of the infrastructure on the basis of projected use.

Program. An action, activity, or strategy carried out in response to adopted policy to achieve a specific goal 
or objective. 

Project. Under CEQA, the whole of an action that has a potential for resulting in physical change to the 
environment, and is an activity subject to one or more discretionary approvals by public agencies. A project 
may include construction activities, clearing or grading of land, improvements to existing structures, and 
activities or equipment involving the issuance of a permit. CEQA applies to projects undertaken by a 
public agency, funded by a public agency or that requires an issuance of a permit by a public agency. See 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Property Tax. A tax imposed on real property (land and permanently attached improvements) and tangible 
personal property (movable property). It is based on the value of the property. See AD VALOREM TAX. 

Proposition 4. Passed in 1979 and also called the Gann Initiative and now Article XIIIB of the state 
constitution, was drafted to be a companion measure to Proposition 13, Article XIIIA of the constitution. 
Article XIIIB limits growth in government spending to changes in population and inflation.

Proposition 13. Article XIIIA of the California Constitution, commonly known as Proposition 13, 
approved in 1978, caps the base ad valorem tax on real property to 1 percent of the full cash value of the 
property and limits the annual increase in assessed value to 2 percent.
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Proposition 62. A 1986 proposition that, among other things, implemented a majority vote requirement for 
general taxes. This portion of Proposition 62 was later ruled unconstitutional.

Proposition 98. Passed in 1988, this measure establishes a minimum level of funding for public schools 
and community colleges. This measure also provides that any state revenues in excess of the appropriations 
limit be spent on schools.

Proposition 172. A 1993 measure which placed a one-half cent sales tax for local public safety in the state 
constitution. The tax is imposed by the state and distributed to cities and counties.

Proposition 218 Approved in 1996, Proposition 218 requires voter approval for all taxes and for certain 
fees that are “property-related.” Defining what is and is not a property-related fee has been the subject of 
several court cases. Proposition 218 imposes procedures for benefit assessments for capital improvements 
such as streets, sidewalks and landscaping. See BENEFIT ASSESSMENT.

Proximity. The distance between different land uses such as residential and commercial.

Public and Quasi-Public Facilities. Institutional, academic, governmental and community service uses, 
either owned publicly or operated by nonprofit organizations, including private hospitals and cemeteries. 

Public Records. Most public agency documents are public records that must be made available for 
public inspection upon request. Agendas and other documents distributed by any person to a majority 
of the legislative body in connection with any matter subject to discussion at a public meeting item are 
public records, which must be made available to the public “without delay.” If the agency distributes 
material prepared by it (including consultants) or a member of the legislative body during a meeting, 
copies of the material must be available for public inspection at the meeting. Materials prepared by some 
other person and distributed during a meeting must be made available after the meeting. See CALIFORNIA 
GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 54957.5 AND 6250 (OPEN MEETINGS LAW MATERIALS AVAILABILITY REQUIREMENTS). 
See BROWN ACT.

Public Services. See MUNICIPAL SERVICES.

Q
Quality of Life. The degree to which individuals perceive themselves as able to function physically, 
emotionally and socially. Quality of life includes all aspects of community life that have a direct influence 
on the physical and mental health of its members.

R
Radiant Heating. An efficient heating system that warms cold objects, which then radiate heat into the 
surrounding space evenly.

Rail Banking. The practice of leaving the tracks, bridges and other infrastructure intact for potential use as 
trails or to preserve railroad rights-of-way.
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Ranchette. A single dwelling unit occupied by a non-farming household on a parcel of 2.5 to 20 acres that 
has been subdivided from agricultural land.

Reclamation. (1) The reuse of resources, such as those present in solid wastes or sewage. (2) The 
conversion of areas inundated by water or subject to periodic flooding for agricultural or other uses. 

Reconstruction. As used in historic preservation, the process of reproducing by new construction the 
exact form and detail of a vanished structure as it appeared during a specific period of time. Reconstruction 
is often undertaken when the property to be reconstructed is essential for understanding and interpreting 
the value of a historic district and sufficient documentation exists to insure a faithful reproduction of the 
original.

Recreation, Active. A type of recreation or activity that requires the use of organized play areas including, 
but not limited to, softball, baseball, football and soccer fields, tennis and basketball courts and various 
forms of children’s play equipment.

Recreation, Passive. Type of recreation or activity that does not require the use of organized play areas. 

Redevelop/Redevelopment. Building new construction on a site that has pre-existing uses or renovating 
existing uses on a site. Redevelopment generally is a strategy to rehabilitate blighted urban areas through 
renovation. In California, “Redevelopment” is a tool created by state law to assist local governments in 
eliminating blight from a designated area, as well as to achieve the goals of development, reconstruction, 
and rehabilitation of residential, commercial, industrial and retail districts. Cities and counties may 
establish redevelopment agencies which have special powers to achieve these goals. See CALIFORNIA HEALTH 
& SAFETY CODE SECTIONS 33000 AND FOLLOWING.

Redevelopment Agency (RDA). A local agency created by a city or county to promote the redevelopment 
of blighted areas. Redevelopment agencies identify blighted areas, then create and implement plans to 
redevelop those areas. They may work with other public agencies or private partners in implementing 
redevelopment plans. Redevelopment agencies have authority to acquire real property, the power of 
eminent domain, authority to develop and sell property without bidding, and the authority and obligation to 
relocate persons displaced by redevelopment. Redevelopment agencies can use a variety of financing tools, 
including Tax Increment Financing, selling bonds, and borrowing from federal or state governments, or 
private sources. See CALIFORNIA CONSTITUTION ARTICLE XVI, SECTION 16; CALIFORNIA HEALTH & SAFETY CODE 
SECTIONS 33600 AND FOLLOWING. See also TAX INCREMENT FINANCING. 

Referendum. A voter challenge to legislative action taken by a city council or county board of supervisors. 
When enough signatures are filed, the governing body must either rescind its decision or place the issue on 
the ballot for a vote.

Reforestation. Planting forests on lands that have previously contained forests but that have been 
converted to some other use.

Regional. Pertaining to activities or economies at a scale greater than that of a single jurisdiction, and 
affecting a broad geographic area.
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Regional Housing Needs Assessment/Allocation (RHNA). A determination of the existing and 
projected need for housing within a region, made by a council of governments (COG) or by the California 
Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD). The RHNA numerically allocates the future 
housing need by household income group for each locality within the region. This allocation must be 
reflected in the housing element of an agency’s general plan.

Regional Housing Needs Plan/Share. A quantification by a council of governments or by the California 
Department of Housing and Community Development of existing and projected housing need, by 
household income group, for all localities within a region. 

Regional Park. A park typically 150-500 acres in size focusing on activities and natural features not 
included in most other types of parks and often based on a specific scenic or recreational opportunity. 

Regional Transportation Plan (RTP). A plan that, among other things, outlines transportation investments 
for a region. It is drafted by a metropolitan planning organization or regional transportation planning 
agency every four years (five years in regions that have attained federal air quality standards) and includes a 
20-year outlook for likely growth in the region.

Regional Transportation Planning Agency (RTPA). A countywide agency authorized under California 
law to develop a regional transportation plan in areas not served by a metropolitan planning organization.

Regulation. A rule or order issued by a public agency having the force of law.

Regulatory Taking. A regulatory taking occurs when a regulation becomes so onerous that it has the 
practical effect of a physical appropriation of land. An extreme example would be zoning private land as 
a public park. Such a regulation does two things:  1) it prevents the owner from putting the land to any 
economic use, and 2) it prevents the owner from exercising one of the most fundamental characteristics of 
property ownership:  the right to exclude others. Thus, the regulation would have a similar effect as if the 
public agency had condemned the land and built a park. See TAKING.

Rehabilitation. The repair, preservation, and/or improvement of existing structures, such as substandard 
housing.

Reimbursement for State Mandated Costs. Requirement that the state must reimburse local agencies for 
the cost of state-imposed programs. The requirement is commonly referred to as the “SB 90” process after 
its original 1972 legislation. See CALIFORNIA CONSTITUTION ARTICLE XIIIB, SECTION 6.

Relocation Permit. A permit issued by a locality to allow a building to be moved to a lot within the 
locality if the building is to cross a public street, alley or easement.

Renewable Energy. Energy derived from sources that do not deplete natural resources. Examples include 
solar, wind, and geothermal energy from the earth’s core.

Residential. Land designated in the city or county general plan and zoning ordinance for buildings 
consisting only of dwelling units. May be improved, vacant, or unimproved land. 
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Responsible Agency. All public agencies other than the lead agency that have discretionary approval over 
a project. Responsible agencies send comments to the lead agency regarding the environmental impacts 
about which they have expertise. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Retrofit. To add materials and/or devices to an existing building or system to improve its operation, safety, 
or efficiency. Buildings have been retrofitted to use solar energy and to strengthen their ability to withstand 
earthquakes, for example.

Rezoning. An amendment to the map and/or text of a zoning ordinance to effect a change in the nature, 
density, or intensity of uses allowed in a zoning district and/or on a designated parcel or land area. 

Richter Scale. A measure of the size or energy release of an earthquake at its source. The scale is 
logarithmic; the wave amplitude of each number on the scale is 10 times greater than that of the previous 
whole number.

Ridgeline. A line connecting the highest points along a ridge and separating drainage basins or small-scale 
drainage systems from one another.

Right-of-Way. A strip of land occupied or intended to be occupied by certain transportation and public use 
facilities, like roads, railroads, and utility lines.

Riparian Lands. Plant and wildlife areas adjacent to perennial and intermittent streams. Riparian areas are 
delineated by the existence of plant species normally found near freshwater.

Riparian Rights. The right of a landowner to make use of the water in a river or stream on or bordering a 
property.

Runoff. Water from rain or snow that is not absorbed into the ground but instead flows over less permeable 
surfaces into streams and rivers.

S
Safety Element. One of the seven state-mandated elements of a local general plan. The safety element 
contains adopted goals, policies, and implementation programs for the protection of the community from 
any unreasonable risks associated with seismic and geologic hazards, flooding, and wildland and urban 
fires. At the discretion of the locality, many safety elements also incorporate a review of police, emergency 
services, or other public safety needs, objectives, facilities, and services.

Sales Tax. Tax imposed on retailers for the privilege of selling tangible personal property in California. 
The tax base is the total retail price. 

Sanitary Landfill. The controlled placement of refuse within a limited area, followed by compaction and 
covering with a suitable thickness of earth and other containment material.
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Sanitary Sewer. A system of subterranean conduits that carries refuse liquids or waste matter to a plant 
where the sewage is treated, as contrasted with storm drainage systems (that carry surface water) and septic 
tanks or leech fields (that hold refuse liquids and waste matter on-site). 

SB 375. SB 375 (Chapter 728, Statutes of 2008) directs the California Air Resources Board to set regional 
targets for metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from cars and 
light trucks. SB 375 aligns the regional allocation of housing needs and regional transportation planning 
in an effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from motor vehicle trips. See METROPOLITAN PLANNING 
ORGANIZATION, REGIONAL TRANSPORTATION PLAN.

Scenic Highway Corridor. The area outside a highway right-of-way that is generally visible to persons 
traveling on the highway.

Scenic Highway/Scenic Route. A highway, road, drive, or street that, in addition to its transportation 
function, provides opportunities for the enjoyment of natural and scenic resources and access or direct 
views to areas or scenes of exceptional beauty or historic or cultural interest. The aesthetic values of scenic 
routes often are protected and enhanced by regulations governing the development of property or the 
placement of outdoor advertising. 

School Impact Fees. Fees imposed on new developments to offset their impacts on area schools.

Second Unit. A self-contained attached or detached living unit in addition to a primary residential unit on 
a single lot. See GRANNY FLAT.

Section 8 Rental Assistance Program. A federal rent-subsidy program (administered by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development) that is one of the main sources of federal housing 
assistance for low-income households. The program provides “housing assistance payments” to owners, 
developers, and public housing agencies to make up the difference between the “Fair Market Rent” of a 
unit (set by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development) and the household’s contribution 
toward the rent, which is calculated at 30 percent of the household’s adjusted gross monthly income (GMI). 
“Section 8” includes programs for new construction, existing housing, and substantial or moderate housing 
rehabilitation.

Seiche. A standing wave in an enclosed or partially enclosed body of water such as a lake, reservoir, or 
bay. Seiches may be caused by wind, seismic activity, or tsunamis and are often imperceptible to the naked 
eye.

Seismic. Caused by or subject to earthquakes or earth vibrations.

Senior Housing. Typically one- and two-bedroom apartments or condominiums designed to meet the 
needs of and restricted to occupancy by persons 62 years of age and older or, if more than 150 units, 
persons 55 years of age and older. 

Septic System. A sewage-treatment system that includes a settling tank through which liquid sewage flows 
and in which solid sewage settles and is decomposed by bacteria in the absence of oxygen. Septic systems 
are often used for individual-home waste disposal where an urban sewer system is not available. 
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Service Charges. Charges imposed to support services to individuals or to cover the cost of providing 
such services. The fees charged are limited to the cost of providing the service or regulation required (plus 
overhead).

Setback. The minimum distance required by zoning to be maintained between two structures or between a 
structure and a property line.

Setback Regulations. The requirements that a building be set back a certain distance from the front, side 
or rear lot line. The frontage or front of a lot is usually defined as the side nearest the street. On a corner lot, 
the narrowest side is usually determined to be the front lot line. In triangular or other odd-shaped lots, rear 
lot lines may need to be defined more precisely in the code or judged by the planning commission or other 
hearing body with appropriate jurisdiction on a case-by-case basis.

Settlement. (1) The drop in elevation of a ground surface caused by settling or compacting. (2) The 
gradual downward movement of an engineered structure due to compaction. Differential settlement is 
uneven settlement, where one part of a structure settles more or at a different rate than another part.

Short-Term Financing Methods. Fiscal management techniques used for many purposes, such as meeting 
anticipated cash flow deficits, interim financing of a project, and project implementation. Using these 
techniques often involves issuance of short-term notes. Voter approval is not required.

Sign Permit. This permit allows for a sign to be erected in compliance with stated policies or conditions.

Sign. Any outdoor or indoor object, device, display or structure that is used to advertise, identify, display, 
direct or attract attention to a person, organization, business, product, service, event or location by any 
means, including words, letters, figures, design, symbols, fixtures, colors, illumination or projected images. 

Significant Effect/Impact. Under CEQA, a “significant effect” is a substantial, or potentially substantial, 
adverse change in any of the physical conditions within the area affected by a project, including land, air, 
water, minerals, flora, fauna, ambient noise, and objects of historic or aesthetic significance. Authority to 
determine whether or not a potential effect is significant rests with the lead agency for a project, and must 
be based on substantial evidence that the project may have a significant effect. See TITLE 14 CALIFORNIA 
CODE OF REGULATIONS SECTIONS 15000 AND FOLLOWING. See also CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT.

Siltation. (1) The accumulating deposition of eroded material. (2) The gradual filling in of streams and 
other bodies of water with sand, silt, and clay.

Single Room Occupancy (SRO). A type of residential hotel offering one-room units for long-term 
occupancy by one or two people. SROs may have a kitchen or bath facilities (but not both) in the room. In 
most locations, SROs are the lowest-cost type of standard permanent housing. 

Site. A parcel of land used or intended for one use or a group of uses and having frontage on a public or an 
approved private street. 
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Site Plan. A plan, to scale, showing uses and structures proposed for a parcel of land. It includes lot lines, 
streets, building sites, public open space, buildings, major landscape features – both natural and man-made 
– and, depending on requirements, the locations of proposed utility lines.

Site Plan Review. The process whereby local officials, usually the planning commission and staff, review 
the site plans of a developer to assure that they meet the purposes and standards of the zone, provide 
for necessary public facilities like streets, parks, and schools, and protect adjacent properties through 
appropriate siting of structures and landscaping.

Smart Growth. A broad concept that describes the change in community design from post-World War II 
development principles to development that better serves the economic, environmental and social needs of 
communities. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency identified the following ten principles of smart 
growth. (1) Mix land uses (2) Take advantage of compact building design (3) Create a range of housing 
opportunities and choices (4) Create walkable neighborhoods (5) Foster distinctive, attractive communities 
with a strong sense of place (6) Preserve open space, farmland, natural beauty, and critical environmental 
areas (7) Strengthen and direct development toward existing communities (8) Provide a variety of 
transportation choices (9) Make development decisions predictable, fair, and cost effective (10) Encourage 
community and stakeholder collaboration in development decisions. 

Smart Code. A comprehensive form-based zoning and planning approach that incorporates smart growth 
and New Urbanism principles to help organize the human habitat. It is based on the idea of the Transect, 
which defines a continuum of urbanized conditions ranging from the permanently rural and undeveloped, to 
the dense, intensely urbanized city centers. See NEW URBANISM.

Solar Access. The provision of direct sunlight to an area specified for solar energy collection.

Solar System, Active. A system using a mechanical device, like a pump or a fan, and energy in addition to 
solar energy to transport a conductive medium (air or water) between a solar collector and the interior of a 
building for the purpose of heating or cooling.

Solar System, Passive. A system that uses direct heat transfer from thermal mass instead of mechanical 
power to distribute or dissipate collected heat. Passive systems rely on building design and materials to 
collect and store heat and to create natural ventilation for cooling.

Solid Waste. Any unwanted or discarded material that is not a liquid or gas. Includes organic wastes, paper 
products, metals, glass, plastics, cloth, brick, rock, soil, leather, rubber, yard wastes, and wood, but does not 
include sewage and hazardous materials. Organic wastes and paper products comprise about 75 percent of 
typical urban solid waste.

Special District. A governmental entity formed to deliver a specific service, like fire protection, water 
service, recreation or the maintenance of open space.

Special Populations. Certain classifications used to identify target groups including the poor, women, 
children, the elderly, and members of racial/ethnic minority groups.
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Special Tax. A tax imposed for a specific purpose. Two-thirds of voters must agree to adopt, increase, or 
extend a special tax.

Specific Plan. A plan that an agency may adopt to implement the general plan in all or part of the area 
covered by the general plan. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65450. A specific plan must 
specify in detail the land uses, public and private facilities needed to support the land uses, phasing of 
development, standards for the conservation, development, and use of natural resources, and a program of 
implementation measures, including financing measures. 

Speed, Average. The sum of the speeds of the cars observed divided by the number of cars observed. 

Speed, Critical. The speed that is not exceeded by 85 percent of the cars observed.

Sphere of Influence. The probable future physical boundaries and service area of a local agency, as 
determined by the Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) for the county within which the agency 
is located. See LOCAL AGENCY FORMATION COMMISSION.

Spot Zoning. The awarding of a use classification to an isolated parcel of land that is detrimental or 
incompatible with the uses of the surrounding area, particularly when such an act favors a particular owner. 
A special circumstance like historical value, environmental importance, or scenic value could justify 
special zoning for a small area. 

Sprawl, Urban/Suburban. The spreading of a city and its suburbs over rural land at the fringe of 
an urban area. Characteristics of sprawl include single-use zoning that often separates housing from 
jobs and commercial centers; low-density land use focused on single-family homes; and automobile-
dependent communities with extensive land devoted to parking that often require residents to commute 
and conduct errands by car. The term sprawl generally has negative connotations due to associated health 
and environmental issues. For example, residents of sprawling neighborhoods tend to emit more pollution 
per person and suffer more traffic fatalities. Sprawl is also linked with increased obesity since walking 
and bicycling are often not viable commuting options. Sprawl is controversial, however, with supporters 
claiming that consumers prefer lower density neighborhoods and that sprawl does not necessarily increase 
traffic.

Standards. (1) A rule or measure establishing a level of quality or quantity that must be complied with or 
satisfied. General plans must spell out the objectives, principles, “standards,” and proposals of the general 
plan. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65302. Examples of standards might include the number 
of acres of park land per 1,000 residents that the community will attempt to acquire and improve, or the 
“traffic Level of Service” (LOS) that the plan hopes to attain. (2) Requirements in a zoning ordinance 
that govern building and development as distinguished from use restrictions—for example, site-design 
regulations such as lot area, height limit, frontage, landscaping, and floor area ratio.
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State Clearinghouse. In California, the State Clearinghouse has traditionally been part of the Governor’s 
Office of Planning and Research, and is responsible for distributing environmental documents to state 
agencies. Lead agencies are required to submit their draft Environmental Impact Reports or negative 
declarations if a state agency is the lead agency, a state agency is a responsible agency or trustee agency 
or the project is of statewide, regional or area importance. See CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT; 
PLANNING AND RESEARCH, OFFICE OF.

State Responsibility Areas. Areas of the state in which the financial responsibility for preventing and 
suppressing fires has been determined by the State Board of Forestry to be primarily the responsibility of 
the state rather than local agencies or private property owners. See CALIFORNIA PUBLIC RESOURCES CODE 
SECTION 4125.

Stock Cooperative Housing. Multiple-family ownership housing in which the occupant of a unit holds a 
share of stock in a corporation that owns the structure in which the unit is located.

Storie Index. A numerical system (0-100) rating the degree to which a particular soil can grow plants or 
produce crops, based on four factors:  soil profile, surface texture, slope, and soil limitations. 

Stormwater Detention. Any storm drainage technique that retards or detains runoff, like detention or 
retention basins, parking lot storage, rooftop storage, porous pavement, or dry wells. 

Street Furniture. Features associated with a street that are intended to enhance its physical character and 
use by pedestrians and bicyclists, such as benches, trash receptacles, kiosks, lights, bicycle racks, and 
newspaper racks.

Street Network or Grid. The patterns formed by roadways and the extent to which they are connected to 
each other. For example, the traditional urban block-like grid involves a dense matrix of interconnected 
streets typically seen in older urban areas. On the other hand, a hierarchical grid, common in most suburban 
areas, consists of sets of minor streets and cul-de-sacs that feed into secondary roadways that ultimately 
feed into major roadways. See CONNECTIVITY.

Street Trees. Trees strategically planted-usually in parkway strips, medians, or along streets-to enhance the 
visual quality of a street.

Street Tree Plan. A comprehensive plan for all trees on public streets that sets goals for solar access, and 
standards for species selection, maintenance, and replacement criteria, and for planting trees in patterns that 
will define neighborhood character while avoiding monotony or maintenance problems.

Street right-of-way. Publicly owned land that contains both the street and a strip of land on either side of 
the street with facilities such as sidewalks, sewers and storm drains.

Streets, Local. See STREETS, MINOR. 

Streets, Major. The transportation network that includes a hierarchy of freeways, arterials, and collectors to 
service through traffic. 
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Streets, Minor. Local streets not shown on the General Plan Circulation Plan, Map, or Diagram, whose 
primary intended purpose is to provide access to fronting properties.

Streets, Through. Streets that extend continuously between other major streets in the community.

Streetscaping. Physical enhancements that affect the appearance or view of a street. Streetscaping can 
include changes to the road cross section, traffic management, sidewalk conditions, landscaping, street 
furniture (such as utility poles, benches, or garbage cans), building fronts and materials, signage, and other 
amenities.

Strip Development. Commercial and higher-density residential development located adjacent to major 
streets. This type of development is characterized by its shallow depth, street-oriented layout, and numerous 
points of automobile access. 

Strip Zoning. A zone normally consisting of a ribbon of uses fronting both sides of a major street and 
extending inward for approximately half a block. Strip commercial development is the most common form. 

Structure. Anything constructed or erected that requires location on the ground (excluding swimming 
pools, fences, and walls used as fences).

Subdivision Map Act. State law that vests the regulation and control of the design and improvement of 
subdivisions in local legislative bodies, including the requirement for tentative and final subdivision maps. 
See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 66410 AND FOLLOWING.

Subdivision. The division of a tract of land into defined lots, either improved or unimproved, which can 
be separately conveyed by sale or lease, and which can be altered or developed. The process often includes 
setting aside land for streets, sidewalks, parks, public areas, and other infrastructure needs, including the 
designation of the location of utilities.

Subregional. Pertaining to a portion of a region. Subregions may be formally recognized in law or 
regulation, or comprise informal portions of a region with distinct physical, social, economic or other 
characteristics. 

Subsidence. The sudden sinking or gradual downward settling and compaction of soil and other surface 
material with little or no horizontal motion. Subsidence may be caused by a variety of human and natural 
activities, including earthquakes. 

Subsidize. To assist by payment of a sum of money or by the granting of terms or favors which reduce the 
need for monetary expenditures. For example, housing subsidies may take the form of mortgage interest 
deductions or tax credits from federal and/or state income taxes, sale or lease at less than market value of 
land to be used for the construction of housing, or payments to supplement a minimum affordable rent. 

Substandard Housing. Residential dwellings that, because of their physical condition, do not provide safe 
and sanitary housing. 
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Substantial Evidence. Under some circumstances, a local agency’s land use decision must be supported 
by what is called “substantial evidence” in light of the whole record. The agency’s findings must be 
supported by substantial evidence and then the findings must support the agency’s decision. For example, 
agency determinations that a project may have a significant effect or impact on the environment must be 
supported by substantial evidence. Substantial evidence does not include information or conclusions that 
are purely hypothetical, speculative, or based upon conjecture. 

Substantial Rehabilitation. Repair, preservation or improvement of a dwelling unit, the value of which is 
at least 25 percent of the after-rehabilitation value of the dwelling unit, including land value.

Subvention. A type of financial support provided by one level of government to another. The state levies 
certain taxes that are provided to counties and cities. The motor vehicle license fee and the motor vehicle 
fuel tax are examples. Most subventions are restricted to particular programs (for example, gas tax receipts 
can only be used for streets and transportation). Some can be spent as a county or city’s leaders think best 
(such as vehicle license fees). See MOTOR VEHICLE LICENSE FEE.

Supplemental Property Tax. In the event a property changes ownership, the county collects a 
supplemental property tax assessment in the current tax year by determining a supplemental value over the 
current assessed value of the property. In future tax periods, the property carries the full cash value. 

Sustainable/Sustainability. Broadly, to keep up or keep going, to maintain an action or process. In the 
context of land use and environmental sustainability, there are many definitions and some debate about 
their merits. The U.S. National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 declared as its goal a national policy 
to “create and maintain conditions under which [humans] and nature can exist in productive harmony, 
and fulfill the social, economic and other requirements of present and future generations of Americans.” 
The United Nations’1987 Report of World Commission on Environment and Development:  Our Common 
Future defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

Sustainable Communities Strategy (SCS). A regional growth strategy required under SB 375 that, in 
combination with transportation policies and programs, strives to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 
and, if it is feasible, achieves regional GHG reduction targets set by the California Air Resources Board. 
The SCS is part of a Regional Transportation Plan; must comply with federal law; and must be based upon 
“current planning assumptions” that include the information in local general plans and sphere of influence 
boundaries. See SB 375.

Sustainable Development. (1) A pattern of physical development and resource use that aims to meet 
human needs while preserving the environment, often stated as development meeting the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. (2) Physical 
development that simultaneously provides for economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social 
equity. 
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T
Taking. A taking occurs when a public agency takes, occupies, or encroaches upon private land for its own 
proposed use, such as to build roads, create parks, or develop other public uses. These actions—called 
eminent domain or condemnation actions—are premised upon the payment of just compensation or fair 
market value for the property.

Target Areas. Specifically designated sections of the community where loans and grants are made to bring 
about a specific outcome, such as the rehabilitation of housing affordable by very low- and low-income 
households. 

Tax Allocation Bonds. Bonds issued by redevelopment agencies to revitalize blighted and economically 
depressed areas of the community and to promote economic growth. The bonds “allocate” some portion of 
the property tax increment accruing to the redevelopment agency to repay bond holders. 

Tax Allocation Districts. Defined areas where real estate property tax money gathered above a certain 
threshold for a certain period of time (typically 25 years) is used for a specified improvement. The funds 
raised from a tax allocation district are placed in a tax-free fund where the money can continue to grow. 
These improvements are typically for revitalization and especially to complete redevelopment efforts. Tax 
increment financing may be used in a tax allocation district. See TAX INCREMENT FINANCING.

Tax Base. The objects or transactions to which a tax is applied (such as parcels of property or retail sales). 
State law or local ordinances define the tax base and the objects or transactions exempted from taxation.

Tax Increment. Additional tax revenues that result from increases in property values within a 
redevelopment area. State law permits the tax increment to be earmarked for redevelopment purposes 
but requires at least 20 percent to be used to increase and improve the community’s supply of housing 
affordable to low- and very-low income residents. 

Tax Increment Financing. A tax incentive designed to attract business investment by dedicating to 
the project area the new property tax revenues generated by redevelopment. The increase in revenues 
(increment) is used to finance development-related costs in that district. See REDEVELOPMENT AGENCY.

Tax Rate. The amount of tax applied to the tax base. The rate may be flat, incremental or a percentage of 
the tax base, or any other reasonable method. 

Tax. Compulsory charge levied by a government for the purpose of financing services performed for the 
common benefit. 

TEA-21. The Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21), which was enacted June 9, 1998, 
as Public Law 105-178. TEA-21 authorized the federal surface transportation programs for highways, 
highway safety, and transit for the 6-year period 1998-2003. This law provided authorization and funding to 
transform outdated transportation priorities.
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Telecommuting. Working at home or in a location other than the primary place of work and 
communicating with the workplace and conducting work via wireless or telephone lines, typically in 
conjunction with computers or other electronic devices. 

Temporary Use. A use established for a fixed period of time with the intent to discontinue such use upon 
the expiration of the time period.

Tentative Subdivision Map. A map showing the design of a proposed subdivision of five or more lots. 
It includes existing conditions in and around the subdivision. This is the stage when a city or county 
must place all the restrictions it deems necessary on the map. The term “tentative” is misleading, because 
additional conditions or substantive design changes cannot be required once a tentative subdivision map is 
approved. See SUBDIVISION MAP ACT.

Tract Map. See FINAL SUBDIVISION MAP.

Traffic Calming. A strategic set of physical changes to streets to reduce vehicle speeds and volumes. It 
refers to the use of street design techniques, such as curb extensions, widened sidewalks, traffic circles and 
speed humps, to slow and control the flow of automobile traffic. 

Traffic Model. A mathematical representation of traffic movement within an area or region based on 
observed relationships between the kind and intensity of development in specific areas. Many traffic models 
operate on the theory that trips are produced in a predictable way by persons living in residential areas who 
are attracted by various non-residential land uses. 

Traffic Zone. In a mathematical traffic model the area to be studied is divided into zones, with each zone 
treated as producing and attracting trips. The production of trips by a zone is based on the number of trips 
to or from work or shopping, or other trips produced per dwelling unit.

Transect. A path or line used for sampling the characteristics of different areas, such as a transition from 
one neighborhood to another. A transect may also be a line dividing two areas for comparison.

Transect Planning. The urban-to-rural transect is an urban planning model created by New Urbanist 
Andrés Duany. The transect defines a series of zones in transition from sparse rural farmhouses to the dense 
urban core. Each zone is fractal in that it contains a similar transition from the edge to the center of the 
neighborhood. The transect is an important concept in the New Urbanism and smart growth movements. 
See NEW URBANISM.

Transfer of Development Rights (TDR). Also known as “Transfer of Development Credits,” a program 
that can relocate potential development from areas where proposed land uses or environmental impacts 
are considered undesirable (the “donor” site) to another (“receiver”) site chosen on the basis of its ability 
to accommodate additional units of development beyond that for which it was zoned, with minimal 
environmental, social, and aesthetic impacts.

Transient Occupancy Tax (TOT). Local tax on persons staying 30 days or less in a hotel, inn, motel, 
tourist home, non-membership campground or other lodging facility. Also called Transient Lodging 
Tax or Bed Tax.
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Transit. The conveyance of persons or goods from one place to another by means of a local or regional 
public transportation system.

Transit, Public. A system of regularly scheduled buses and/or trains available to the public on a fee-per-
ride basis. Also called mass transit.

Transit-Dependent. Refers to persons unable to operate automobiles or other motorized vehicles, or those 
who do not own motorized vehicles. Transit-dependent citizens must rely on transit, paratransit, or owners 
of private vehicles for transportation. Transit-dependent citizens include the young, the disabled, the elderly, 
the poor, and those with prior violations of motor vehicle laws.

Transit-Oriented Development (TOD). Moderate- to higher-density development, located within easy 
walk of a major transit stop, generally with a mix of residential, employment, and shopping opportunities 
designed for pedestrians without excluding the auto. TOD can be new construction or redevelopment of one 
or more buildings whose design and orientation facilitate transit use. 

Transition Zone. Controlled airspace designated for aircraft approach extending upward from 700 or more 
feet above the ground. The transition zone lies closer to an airport than the outer approach zone and outside 
of the inner approach zone. 

Transitional Housing. Shelter provided to the homeless for an extended period, often as long as 18 months 
and generally integrated with other social services and counseling programs to assist in the transition to 
self-sufficiency through the acquisition of a stable income and permanent housing. 

Transportation Demand Management (TDM). A strategy for reducing demand on the road system by 
reducing the number of vehicles using the roadways and/or increasing the number of persons per vehicle. 
For example, TDM attempts to reduce the number of persons who drive alone during the commute period 
and to increase the number in carpools, vanpools, buses or trains, or walking or biking. TDM can be an 
element of TSM (see below).

Transportation Systems Management (TSM). A comprehensive strategy to coordinate many forms of 
transportation (such as car, bus, carpool, rail transit, bicycle and pedestrian modes) to reduce the impact of 
additional development on transportation capacity. Transportation Systems Management focuses on using 
existing highway and transit systems more efficiently rather than expanding them. Computerized traffic 
signals, metered freeway ramps, one-way streets, rideshare matching services and other TSM measures are 
characterized by their low cost and quick implementation time frame.

Transportation Tax. Special tax imposed by counties for county transportation needs. Typically collected 
with the sales and use tax, some cities receive a portion of the transportation tax, usually in .25 percent tax 
rate increments. 

Trip. A one-way journey that proceeds from an origin to a destination via a single mode of transportation; 
the smallest unit of movement considered in transportation studies. Each trip has one “production end,” (or 
origin—often from home, but not always), and one “attraction end” (destination). 
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Trip Generation. The dynamics that account for people making trips in automobiles or by means of 
public transportation, walking or bicycling. Trip generation is the basis for estimating the level of use for a 
transportation system and the impact of additional development or transportation facilities on an existing, 
local or regional transportation system. Trip origins of households are correlated with destinations that 
attract household members for specific purposes.

Truck Route. A path of circulation required for all vehicles exceeding set weight or axle limits, a truck 
route follows major arterials through commercial or industrial areas and avoids sensitive areas.

Tsunami. A wave, or series of waves, generated when a large volume of a body of water, such as an ocean, 
bay, or lake, is displaced rapidly. Tsunamis may be caused by earthquakes, volcanic eruptions or other 
underwater explosions, landslides, or other disturbances.

Turbidity. A thick, hazy condition of air or water resulting from the presence of suspended particulates or 
other pollutants.

U
Underutilized Parcel. A parcel that is not developed to its full zoning potential.

Undevelopable. Specific areas where topographic, geologic, and/or soil conditions indicate a significant 
danger to future occupants and a liability to the city or county are designated as “undevelopable” by the 
city or county.

Undue. Improper, or more than necessary.

Uniform Building Code (UBC). A national building code that sets minimum standards for construction. 

Uniform Housing Code (UHC). State housing regulations governing the condition of habitable structures 
with regard to health and safety standards and providing for the conservation and rehabilitation of housing 
in accordance with the Uniform Building Code (UBC).

Universal Design. Design of buildings, products and environments that are usable and effective for 
everyone, not just people with disabilities. The Center for Universal Design identifies seven principles of 
universal design:  1) equitable use; 2) flexibility in use; 3) simple and intuitive; 4) perceptible information; 
5) tolerance for error; 6) low physical effort; 7) size and space for approach and use.

Upzone. The rezoning of land to a less restrictive zone (for example, from industrial to residential). 
Upzoning generally increases the economic value of land. See ZONING.

Urban. Of, relating to, characteristic of, or constituting a city. Urban areas are generally characterized 
by moderate and higher density residential, commercial, and industrial development, and the availability 
of public services required for that development, specifically central water and sewer, an extensive 
road network, public transit, and other such services (for example, safety and emergency response). 
Development not providing such services may be “non-urban” or “rural.”
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Urban Design. The attempt to give form, in terms of both beauty and function, to selected urban areas or to 
whole cities. Urban design is concerned with the location, mass, and design of various urban components 
and combines elements of urban planning, architecture, and landscape architecture.

Urban Forestry. Urban forestry is the careful care and management of urban forests. These are tree 
populations in urban settings maintained to improve the urban environment. Urban forestry advocates 
the role of trees as a critical part of the urban infrastructure. Trees cool cities and save energy; improve 
air quality; strengthen quality of place and local economies; reduce storm water runoff; improve social 
connections; complement smart growth; and create walkable communities.

Urban Growth Boundary. An officially adopted and mapped line dividing land to be developed from 
land to be protected for natural or rural uses. Urban growth boundaries (also called urban limit lines) are 
regulatory tools, often designated for long periods of time (20 or more years) to provide greater certainty 
for both development and conservation goals. 

Urban Heat Island. Refers to the tendency for urban areas to have warmer air temperatures than the 
surrounding rural landscape, due to the extensive surface area of streets, sidewalks, parking lots, and 
buildings. These surfaces absorb solar radiation during the day and release it at night, resulting in higher 
temperatures. 

Urban Land Use. Residential, commercial, or industrial land use in areas where urban services are 
available.

Urban Limit Line. See URBAN GROWTH BOUNDARY.

Urban Reserve. An area outside of an urban service area but within an urban growth boundary, in which 
future development and extension of municipal services are contemplated but not imminent. 

Urban Services Area. (1) An area in which urban services will be provided and outside of which such 
services will not be extended. (2) Developed, undeveloped, or agricultural land, either incorporated 
or unincorporated, within the sphere of influence of a city, which is served or will be served by urban 
facilities, utilities, and services during the first five years of an adopted capital improvement program. The 
boundary around an urban service area is called the “urban service area boundary” and is developed in 
cooperation with a city and adopted by the county’s local agency formation commission (LAFCO). See 
CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 56080. See also LOCAL AGENCY FORMATION COMMISSION.

Urban Services. Utilities (like water, gas, electricity, and sewer) and public services (like police, fire, 
schools, parks, and recreation) provided to an urbanized or urbanizing area.

Use Permit. Formal permission following a review by a public agency for a discretionary activity, function 
or operation on a site or in a building or facility. A use permit may be issued with various conditions of 
approval. 

Use Tax. The use tax is imposed on the purchaser of a product whenever the sales tax does not apply, such 
as on goods purchased out-of-state and delivered for use in California and on long-term leases. The tax 
base is the total retail price. 
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Use. The purpose for which a lot or structure is or may be leased, occupied, maintained, arranged, designed, 
intended, constructed, erected, moved, altered, and/or enlarged in accordance with the city or county zoning 
ordinance and general plan land use designations.

Utility Corridors. Rights-of-way or easements for utility lines on either publicly or privately owned 
property. 

Utility Users Tax. Tax imposed on the consumer (residential and/or commercial) of any combination of 
electric, gas, cable television, water, and telephone services. 

V
Vacant. Lands or buildings that are not actively used for any purpose.

Variance. Relief from certain provisions of a zoning ordinance granted to a property owner when, because 
of the particular physical surroundings, shape, or topographical condition of the property, compliance 
would result in a particular hardship upon the owner, as distinguished from a mere inconvenience 
or a desire to make more money. A variance may be granted, for example, to reduce yard or setback 
requirements, or the number of parking or loading spaces.

Vehicle-Miles Traveled (VMT). One vehicle traveling the distance of one mile. Total vehicle miles is 
the aggregate mileage traveled by all vehicles. VMT is a key measure of overall street and highway use. 
Reducing VMT is often a major objective in efforts to reduce vehicular congestion and achieve air quality 
goals.

Very-Low Income Household. A household with an annual income usually no greater than 50 percent 
of the area median family income adjusted by household size, as determined by a survey of incomes 
conducted by a city or a county, or in the absence of such a survey, based on the latest available eligibility 
limits established by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development for the Section 8 housing 
program. 

Vested Right. A right that has become absolute and fixed and cannot be denied by subsequent conditions 
or changes in regulations, unless it is taken and paid for. There is no vested right to an existing zoning 
classification. 

View Corridor. The line of sight - identified as height, width, and distance - of an observer looking toward 
an object of significance to the community (like ridgelines, rivers and historic buildings, for example); the 
route that directs the viewer’s attention.

Viewshed. The area within view from a defined observation point.

VLF. See MOTOR VEHICLE LICENSE FEE.
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Volume-to-Capacity Ratio. A measure of the operating capacity of a roadway or intersection, in terms of 
the number of vehicles passing through, divided by the number of vehicles that theoretically could pass 
through when the roadway or intersection is operating at its designed capacity. Abbreviated as “V/C.” At a 
V/C ratio of 1.0, the roadway or intersection is operating at capacity. If the ratio is less than 1.0, the traffic 
facility has additional capacity. Although ratios slightly greater than 1.0 are possible, it is more likely that 
the peak hour will elongate into a peak period. 

W
Walkability Audit. An evaluation to identify concerns for pedestrians related to the safety, access, comfort 
and convenience of the walking environment. The audit also assesses potential policy, educational or 
enforcement alternatives or solutions.

Walkable Community. Communities where goods (such as housing, offices, and retail) and services (such 
as transportation, schools, and libraries) that a community resident or employee needs on a regular basis 
are located within an easy and safe walk. Walkable communities facilitate pedestrian activity, expanding 
transportation options, and creating a streetscape that better serves a range of users -- pedestrians, 
bicyclists, transit riders, and automobiles. To foster walkability, communities typically mix land uses and 
build compactly, and ensure safe and inviting pedestrian corridors. 

Water Table. The upper surface of groundwater, or the level below which the soil is seasonally saturated 
with water.

Watercourse. Natural or once natural flowing water including perennial or intermittent rivers, streams, and 
creeks. Includes natural waterways that have been channelized, but does not include manmade channels, 
ditches, or underground drainage and sewage systems.

Water-Efficient Landscaping. Landscaping designed to minimize water use and maximize energy 
efficiency.

Watershed. The total area above a given point on a watercourse that contributes water to its flow; the entire 
region drained by a waterway or watercourse that drains into a reservoir, lake, or sea.

Weather. Atmospheric condition at any given time or place, in contrast to climate, generally defined as the 
“average weather” over a period of time ranging from months to thousands of years. It is measured in terms 
of such things as wind, temperature, humidity, atmospheric pressure, cloudiness, and precipitation. 

Wetlands. Transitional areas between terrestrial and aquatic systems where the water table is usually at or 
near the surface, or the land is covered by shallow water. Under a “unified” methodology now used by all 
federal agencies, wetlands are defined as “those areas meeting certain criteria for hydrology, vegetation, 
and soils.”

Wildlife Refuge. An area maintained in a natural state for the preservation of both animal and plant life.
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Williamson Act. Known formally as the California Land Conservation Act of 1965, it provides property 
owners a financial incentive to retain prime agricultural land and open space in agricultural use, thereby 
slowing its conversion to urban and suburban development. The program entails a ten-year contract 
between the city or county and an owner of land whereby the land is taxed on the basis of its agricultural 
use rather than its market value. The land becomes subject to certain enforceable restrictions, and certain 
conditions need to be met prior to approval of an agreement. See GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 51200 AND 
FOLLOWING.

Woodlands. Lands covered with woods or trees.

X
Xeriscaping. Landscaping with slow-growing, drought tolerant plants to conserve water and reduce yard 
trimmings.

Y
Yard. The open space between a lot line and the buildable area within which no structure may be located, 
except as provided in the zoning ordinance.

Yield. (1) The total amount of revenue a government expects to receive from a tax, determined by 
multiplying the tax rate by the tax base. (2) The annual rate of return on an investment, expressed as a 
percentage of the investment. 

Z
Zero Lot Line (ZLL). A development approach in which a building is sited on one or more lot lines. The 
intent is to allow more flexibility in site design and to increase the amount of usable open space on the lot

Zone, Combining. A special purpose zone that is superimposed over the regular zoning map. Combining 
zones are used for a variety of purposes, such as airport compatibility, floodplain or wetlands protection, 
historic designation, or special parking regulations. Also called “overlay zone.” 

Zone, Interim. A zoning designation that temporarily reduces or freezes allowable development in an area 
until a permanent classification can be fixed; generally assigned during general plan preparation to provide 
a basis for permanent zoning. See CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65858.

Zone, Traffic. In a mathematical traffic model, the area to be studied is divided into zones, with each zone 
treated as producing and attracting trips. The production of trips by a zone is based on the number of trips 
to or from work or shopping, or other trips produced per dwelling unit.
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Zoning. The division of a city or county by legislative regulations into areas, or zones, that specify 
allowable uses for real property and size restrictions for buildings within these areas; a program that 
implements policies of the general plan. 

Zoning Adjustment Board. A body appointed by the local legislative body to consider minor zoning 
adjustments such as conditional use permits and variances. It is empowered to conduct public hearings 
and to impose conditions of approval. Its decision may be appealed to the local legislative body. Not all 
jurisdictions use this model.

Zoning Administrator. A planning department staff member responsible for hearing minor zoning permits. 
Typically, the zoning administrator considers variances and conditional use permits and may interpret 
the provisions of the zoning ordinance when questions arise. The decision may be appealed to the local 
legislative body.

Zoning Amendment. An amendment to make a change in the zoning ordinance or to the application 
of zoning to a particular parcel or area. Zoning amendments can take three forms:  1) a comprehensive 
revision or modification of the zoning text and map; 2) a text change in zoning requirements; and 3) a 
change in the zoning designation of a particular parcel or parcels of land.

Zoning District. A designated section of a city or county for which prescribed land use requirements and 
building and development standards are uniform.

Zoning Map. A legislative body may divide a county, a city, or portions thereof into zones of the number, 
shape, and area it deems best suited to carry out the purposes of the zoning ordinance. See CALIFORNIA 
GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65851. These zones are delineated on a map or maps called the zoning map.

Zoning, Exclusionary. Development regulations that result in the exclusion of various groups of people, 
such as low- and moderate-income individuals, families with children, particular racial or ethnic groups, or 
residents of a certain age from a community. 

Zoning, Incentive. Local actions to encourage development projects that include public benefits over and 
above those otherwise required. Examples include preservation of greater than the minimum required open 
space, provision for low- and moderate-income housing, or plans for public plazas or other amenities. 
Common incentives include streamlining review procedures or allowing more intensive use of land. State 
law requires local agencies to grant a density bonus and incentives or concessions to a developer who 
requests a density bonus and agrees to construct or donate land for affordable or senior housing. See 
CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 65915. See also DENSITY BONUS.

Zoning, Inclusionary. Regulations to diversify the range of housing choices constructed or offered within 
a development to meet the needs of low- and moderate-income families. Often such regulations require a 
minimum percentage of housing for low- and moderate-income households in new housing developments 
and in conversions of apartments to condominiums.

Z
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A Key Leadership Competency 
SELF-REFLECTION

Immanuel Kant once said, “Man is distinguished above all animals by his self- 
consciousness.” Applying this philosophical thought in the workplace-- more 
specifically to leadership-- one can use self-reflection as an active and continuing 
thought process, focusing on self-awareness and constant evaluation of how your 
values match (or don’t) your actions, whether you are Modeling the Way. 

To effectively practice leadership, it is vital to make time to “get up on the balcony” and observe what is 
happening to you, around you, and to reflect on your actions (or inaction), emotions, decisions and 
behaviors. 

Self-reflection is critical in successfully exercising leadership competencies. 

Self-Knowledge 
Self-awareness incorporates the ability to read and comprehend your emotions and responses, and 
their effect on others. Self-reflection helps to: 
♦ Develop a keen sense of your strengths as well as limits
♦ Foster a clearer understanding of your capabilities
♦ Better understand others’ reactions and responses to you
♦ Enhance the alignment of your self-image with the perceptions of others

Self-Management 
Through clarity of your strengths and limits, you can hone your ability to self-manage; this includes 
emotional self-control and the ability to adapt to changes that arise in the workplace and to deal 
with complex and ambiguous situations without taking things personally. You better understand 
your” hot buttons” and how they affect your reactions to others. 

Personal Literacy and Integrity 
Consistency, transparency, exhibiting honesty and integrity lead to developing trust with 
colleagues, staff and stakeholders; this establishes your credibility. Consequently, you can become 
more engaged, passionate and take on a positive outlook and see opportunities whereas before 
you may have seen only obstacles. 

Relationship Dexterity 
Leadership requires the capacity to build and maintain a wide range of relationships. With self-
reflection, you begin to observe how well you display understanding, relate to others and their 

A Definition of Self-Reflection 
 The act of reflecting or the state of being reflected. 
 An image; representation; counterpart. 
 A fixing of the thoughts on something; careful consideration. 
 A thought occurring in consideration or mediation. 
 An unfavorable remark or observation. 



 

 

 

view, and show concern for their position. Not only do you better connect with others, but you 
expand your perceptive read on the climate of the organization: understanding why decisions are 
made or actions were taken, an awareness of organizational dynamics around you. In other 
words, hearing both the words AND the music of the songs around you. 
 
These benefits come from making the time to reflect. More specifically, it is about being honest 
with yourself and then acting on that honesty-- whether it entails apologizing, communicating 
more effectively with others, recognizing you may be acting on personal irritation instead of actual 
behavior when in conflict with an employee or that you could increase your work in encouraging 
the heart. You begin to see your contributions to the success – or the mess – and what you can do 
to expand your leadership capacities. 
 
Make the time every day to find a quiet place for 15 minutes to get up on the balcony. Other  
techniques can enhance the value of self-reflection: journaling, exercise, inspirational reading and 
learning, and coaching to name a few. Striving to create a healthy work environment is every supervisor’s 
responsibility, but you must start with yourself first. 

 
What are some questions that would be of value to you in self-reflection? 

 
1. Think about a critical decision you made. How did you make that decision? What factors did you 

consider? How do you know that you used good data? Whom did you involve? How did you 
involve them? What have been the consequences? 
 

2. Are you developing your subordinates? Did you involve them in decisions that will enable their 
development? Did you coach or mentor them? Is there someone on your staff who's ripe for a 
challenging project? Are you preparing someone on your team to take over your job? 
 

3. How did you fill your day? Was your time spent on busywork or key priorities? Did you attend 
meetings by habit or necessity? Could someone else go? 
 

4. How did you respond to that employee today? Did you hear what she was saying, or did you 
dismiss her comments because of who she is? What non-verbal signals did you send? Did you 
miss an important point? 
 

5. Did you let staff know how much you appreciated their work on a specific project today? Why 
not? 

 
6. Did you listen with comprehension or were you thinking about something else? 

 
7. What was going on during the meeting today? There seemed to be some undercurrents and 

surprising comments. What did they mean? What else might be going on? What was unsaid? 



 

 

 

10 Habits of Highly Effective  
Boards of Supervisors 

 

1 Think and Act Strategically 
� Govern by creating policy focused on the ends rather than becoming immersed in the 

means 

2 Demonstrate the Elements of Teamwork 
� Works collectively to deliberate fully as the many and act as one 

3 Diagnose Situations and Practice Effective Decision Making 
� Build capacities to interpret circumstances and maintain strong interpersonal relationships, 

apply data and knowledge and act adaptively in complex decisions 

4 Shared Definition of Roles and Relationships 
� Clear understanding of the role and responsibilities of each Board member, the Board as a 

whole, the CEO and the staff 

5 Establish and Abide by Board—Executive Partnership 
� Board establishes ends and sets limits to CEO means and empowers them; staff acts on 

means within set limits to achieve ends; Board evaluates results produced 

6 Make Periodic Evaluations of Strategy and Policy Implementation 
� Regularly review and receive feedback on strategy, outcomes, priorities and changing 

circumstances from community and staff 

7 Use Board Time and Energy Wisely 
� Use the very limited time together to best benefit their community; put Board time in 

the things that matter. 

8 Live By Transparent Rules and Procedures for Governance at Meetings 
� Meetings are conducted respectfully and productively by adherence to agreed-upon 

norms, rules and/or procedures designed to enhance decision-making and 
community engagement 

9 Consider Public Value for All Owners 
� Board acts in trusteeship on behalf of all owners in the county, not just the ones who put 

them in office nor only the people of their district 

10 Pay Attention to Themselves 
� Practice continuous individual and collective professional and governance 

development 



 

 

Building Blocks of Effective Governance 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Sense and Unity of Purpose 

 
A common focus on the difference the organization makes in the lives of its 

stakeholders, the core values and key goals the council members hold in common about the community 
and the services the organization provides, the clear sense and unity of purpose helps board members 
transcend their differences to fulfill a greater purpose. 
 
The Reality 

♦ You were appointed as an individual but serve as a member of a team. 
♦ You don’t have the authority as an individual to fix the problems you want to fix. 
♦ Your success as a board member and organization is inextricably tied to the success of your board and your staff. 

 
 

 

   Roles and Relationships 
 
The Board’s responsibility for itself: A common understanding of how the 

individuals will work together to accomplish the unity of purpose. Boards should have a well-defined 
definition of their function. The performance of that role and the relationships among members must be 
defined through conversation, mutual definition of those behaviors and practices expected of the members 
and the chief executive, and mutual responsibility for the board’s performance. 

 
Strong Governing Boards work effectively with their executive and staff: Recognition that the role of the 
board and that of the chief executive and the professional staff are truly separate. With the complexity of 
governance in today’s organizations, the balance is less one in which there are firm boundaries to roles, and 
more one in which stakeholders, board members and professional staff view themselves as mutually 
supportive partners in the unity of purpose, problem solving and the delivery of agency services. 

 
Board’s Focus on Ends 

♦ Goal-setting – retreats 
♦ Exploration and analysis – committees 
♦ Disposition and policy – regular meetings 
♦ Stakeholder relations – stay in touch with the community ‘owners’ as well as constituents 
♦ Resource stewardship – effective direction to staff 

 
Culture of Team Success 
 
How the board leads as a team: How collectively and individually the board models 

and practices behaviors which inspire others, drives performance, shares authority and responsibility, and 
demonstrates to stakeholders and employees a caring about people, the community and the unity of 



 

 

purpose. Board members value differences while recognizing the importance of finding common 
ground. Trust is built around understanding and respect, not necessarily agreement. Successful boards 
appreciate the profound influence of interpersonal practices on governance and strive to develop 
expected norms. 

 
Focus on Ends 
 
Bifocal vision – The board is forward thinking both on immediate ends and the creation of 

policies with a long- range perspective. Immediate ends are aligned with long term priorities. 
 

Strategic agility – The board manages political diversions to avert detours and focus its efforts and 
those of the staff on the immediate ends and collective goals. It guides these “means” through clear 
and consistent expectations of outcomes. 

  



 

 

 
 

 

 

A Conversation for the Board and Executive 
 

� What expectations do the governing board and governing board members have of the 
executive? 

 
� What will the governing board contribute to support the executive? 

 
� What will the executive contribute to support the governing board? 
 
� What expectations does the executive have of the governing board and governing board 

members? 

Division of Responsibilities in Local 
Government Board-Executive Relations 

EXECUTIVE 

MEANS 
 

Administration 

BOARD 

Board Oversight 

CHIEF GOVERNING 

Manager 
Policy 
Advice 

ENDS  
Policy 



 

 

 
 

       
 
 

Adopted from: Svara, J.H., 1985. Dichotomy and Duality: Reconceptualizing the Relationship between Policy and Administration in Council-Manager 
Cities. In: Public Administration Review 45:228, and Carver, J., 2006. Boards that Make a Difference: A New Design for Leadership in Nonprofit and 
Public Organizations. Jossey-Bass Publishers, San Francisco. 

A Model for Governance in Local Government 

Typical Tasks 
 
Determine purpose of 
organization, establish 
long-term vision, 
determine services and 
service levels, set 
strategic goals and 
priorities. 
 
Pass ordinances, approve 
projects and programs, 
ratify budget, identify 
ends and outcomes, 
establish values and 
perspectives in policy. 
 
Make key implementation 
decisions (i.e. siting), 
handle complaints, 
oversee administration, 
set decision boundaries, 
review performance 
measures. 
 
Suggest management 
changers to manager, 
approve labor and other 
major contracts, review 
performance of 
organization in manager 
review. 

Typical Tasks 
 
Advice, options, past practice, 
analyze conditions and 
trends, identify constraints. 
 
Make recommendations on 
all decisions, formulate 
budget, determine service 
distribution formulae, create 
implementation plans 
(means). 
 
 
Establish practices and 
procedures, make decisions 
for implementing policy, 
monitor performance. 
 
Control human, financial, 
material, and informational 
resources of organization to 
support policy and 
administrative functions. 
 
 



 

 

Board Governance 
Working Together to Accomplish Good 

 

Foundations of “Policy” 
♦ Values 
♦ Perspectives 

 
Categories of Board Policy—A Model for Governance 

♦ Ends to be Achieved 
♦ Executive Limitations to Means 
♦ Board-Executive Relationship 
♦ Board Process of Governance 

 
Focus on Results 

♦ Reasons for organization’s existence 
♦ Clarifying and sustaining mission 
♦ Results = Ends = Outcomes = Impacts 

♦ Product Benefits to be produced 
♦ Recipients For whom 
♦ Efficiency At what cost 

♦ What good is to be accomplished for which people at what cost? 
 
Core Board Products 

♦ Linkage to Ownership 
♦ Explicit Governing Policies 
♦ Assurance of Executive Performance 

 
E Pluribus Unum 

♦ Pursuing Pluribus 
♦ Achieving Unum 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Adopted from: Carver, J. 1997. Boards That Make a Difference: A new design for 
leadership in nonprofit and public organizations. Jossey-Bass Publishers, San 
Francisco. 
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#1 Leadership starts
with self-awareness.
To exert positive influence, a leader must 
strive to be self-aware and self-critical. 
Self-awareness includes understanding 
your own values, strengths, and areas for 
growth and development. It also includes 
awareness of your “gifts” that you as a 
leader are compelled to give away.  »
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Reflecting on my life story, 
I have come to understand 
that my gift is courage. People 
tend to follow me because I am 
willing to take risks in pursuit 
of worthy ends. I know that I 
can leverage this gift and attract 
followers. However, when I 
over-do this gift, my risk-taking 
becomes recklessness. Given 
this tendency, I endeavor to 
surround myself with trusted 
and truth-telling coaches and 
colleagues who can help me 
avoid unwarranted gambles.

Strong leaders leverage their 
strengths instead of focusing on 
their weaknesses. To minimize 
the impact of their weaknesses, 
good leaders “flex” their 
behavior. For instance, those of 
us who tend to talk too much 
and dominate meetings may 
structure team meetings so 
that we first ask for ideas from 
others, acknowledge different 
perspectives, and speak last. If 
you are not good at conducting 
large community meetings, you 
may partner with a colleague 
who knows how to facilitate 
large gatherings of people.

(See Career Compass #19 
“Why Should Anyone Follow 
Me?” and #22 “Overcoming Your 
Blind Spots.”)

#2 People choose
to follow. 
Even if you are a chief executive 
of a local government agency, 
your positional or formal 
authority can only force a 
minimal level of compliance 
on the part of employees or 
others. To create followers, 

the other person. It is the ability 
to understand, acknowledge, 
and consider (and hopefully 
respond to) the unique hopes, 
fears, ideas, and perspectives of 
the other person.

Why is empathy so critical 
in the uncertain environment 
of local government? First, 
empathy allows you to create 
relationship and connection. 
Second, in times of adversity, 
organizations need employees 
and other stakeholders to adapt. 
A leader cannot exert influence 
and promote adaptation 
without acknowledging the 
hopes, values, and fears of 
others and then tying positive 
change to those values 
and concerns.

Leaders need data from 
employees and other 
stakeholders. This includes not 
just facts and figures but also 
their beliefs and values based on 
their life experiences and their 
current feelings and emotions.

The best way to promote 
empathy is to engage in 
authentic conversation and ask 
questions, such as:
• Why is this issue 

important to you?
• If we figure out how to 

address this issue or problem, 
what is your hope?

• What would 
success look like?

• What are your concerns?
• What are we missing?
• Who are we missing?
• How might we address this 

issue or problem?
• If you were to join the effort 

to address this issue, how 
could I support you?
Leadership is as much about 

asking questions than providing 

formal authority is helpful 
but completely insufficient. 
People decide to follow (or 
not) because of a leader’s 
interpersonal (even moral or 
spiritual) attributes. 

Given that leadership 
is based on your people 
skills, you can lead from 
any place. Leadership has 
nothing to do with position. 
Leadership is all about exerting 
positive influence. 

(See Career Compass #41 
“The Post-Heroic Leader, #92 
“Leveraging Six Sources of 
Influence,” and #5 “Developing 
Leadership Skills When You Have 
No Formal Authority.”)

#3�������������
facilitate results.
For most of my career as a city 
manager, I was more results-
oriented than relationship-
oriented. Only when I became 
more seasoned did I realize 
that a leader produces results 
through relationships.

People tend to follow 
you if they have a positive 
relationship with you and feel 
connected to you.

(See Career Compass #79 
“Leading by Connecting.)

#4 Leadership is all
about engaging others 
���!��"�$������

Leading is often about 
connecting with others through 
conversation. Conducting 
authentic conversations 
can help you:
• Glean critical information 

from others, especially “soft” 
data (their values, interests, 
concerns, and fears). 

• Address those concerns.
• Incorporate the ideas 

of others into any 
proposed actions. 

• Create relationship 
and connection.
It is not an authentic 

conversation if you as the 
leader are not truly open to 
the conversation and different 
perspectives and ideas. The 
key questions for leaders are: 
“Am I truly open to be changed 
by this conversation?” and 
“Am I willing to constructively 
respond based on the 
conversation?”

Conducting authentic 
conversations requires humility. 
Humility is a modest view 
of our own importance. 
Humility acknowledges that 
leaders are dependent on 
others to generate good ideas 
and different perspectives 
as well as to achieve good 
results. Humility is a critical 
leadership competency.

(See Career Compass #61 
“Leadership is the Art of 
Conversation,” #76 “Humble 
Leaders Get Results,” and 
#89 “Avoiding the Arrogance 
of Expertise.”)

#5 Empathy is
a superpower.
Empathy is defined as seeing 
the world through the eyes of 

IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT, LEADERSHIP IS 
EXERTED IN A MESSY AND UNCERTAIN WORLD.

A LEADER PRODUCES 
RESULTS THROUGH 
RELATIONSHIPS.
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the proposal (so the proposal 
becomes “our” proposal, 
not “my” proposal). Your 
original idea that is reshaped 
with the input of others is 
typically a better and more 
realistic proposal.

Once you identify a 
stakeholder’s interests, it is 
helpful to “frame” the proposal 
in terms of those interests. 
By properly framing an issue 
or idea, others will be able 
to consider the positive 
possibilities of the proposed 
action. After providing the 
basic information to all 
stakeholders, you frame an 
issue differently for different 
groups. For example, if you 
want to pursue a clean energy 
project, you may want to 
frame the project either as a 
“save the planet” effort or a 
“jobs” program, depending on 
the interests of the key players.

You may also want to call the 
project a pilot or an experiment. 
With pilot projects, you expect 
and learn from mistakes. 
Decision-makers are often 

answers. Of course, after 
generating this “soft” data, it is 
critical to respond to the data in 
some concrete fashion. 

(See Career Compass #86 
“Empathy Is a Superpower.”)

#6��%�!�"�����&�$�
avoid seeking buy-in.
Even if you are trying to secure 
buy-in for a worthy idea or 
project, you will ultimately fail. 
Elected officials, employees, 
and outside stakeholders can 
smell the search for buy-in a 
mile away. Seeking buy-in is 
often manipulative. You are 
trying to “sell” your idea or 
program and therefore people 
will resist.

Instead of buy-in, leaders 
should engage decision-
makers and other stakeholders, 
including employees, in a series 
of conversations and identify 
their interests, concerns, and 
ideas. You can then work to 
incorporate their ideas and 
address their concerns so that 
they get their “fingerprints” on 

There are no easy 
technical solutions to the big 
adaptive challenges, such 
as homelessness or climate 
protection. It is hard to sustain 
your leadership efforts when 
you are continually criticized 
or blocked in trying to move 
forward on a worthy initiative. 
Therefore, it is essential to 
remind yourself of your “why” 
and engage others in their 
“why” or purpose. 

Exerting leadership 
is difficult but our 
contributions expand our lives 
and who we are.

(See Career Compass 
#57 “Leading by Living 
Your Values.”) 

#8 Successful leaders
are storytellers.
In local government, you 
certainly need data and 
sound analysis to persuade 

open to pilots since they are 
“reversible.” In pursuing your 
agenda as a leader, it is often 
important to “think big but 
start small.”

(See Career Compass #47 
“Leadership Myths Debunked” 
and #18 “Taking Smart Risks.”)

#7 Leaders must
remember “why” they 
exert leadership.
When facing a challenge, we 
often run into staff meetings 
and focus the discussion on 
“what” we need to do and 
“how” we need to do it. It is 
important that we start with the 
“why” for ourselves and others.

Everyone has their own 
“why” based on their values 
and passions. My “why” may 
be promoting social justice or 
building community. Others 
may value environmental 
sustainability.
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decision-makers. While data 
is necessary, it is completely 
insufficient. Storytelling is 
the most powerful way to 
communicate and lead.

While professionals and 
administrators are driven 
by “what I know,” elected 
officials are often driven 
by “what I believe.” The 
narrative (or story) is key to 
persuading elected officials and 
community stakeholders.

To be authentic, stories must 
be aligned with the data. Stories 
put a human face on the data, 
make the data come alive, and 
move people to action. Data 
does not change behavior—
stories do. Stories are “data 
with a soul.”

(See Career Compass #50 
“Story-Telling: A Powerful Way to 
Lead and Communicate.”)

#9 Amid turbulence, 
great leaders point 
the way and serve as 
'(������$��
In this era of great uncertainty 
and turbulence of all kinds, 
an effective leader provides 
“clarity” of where their team 
is going and “flexibility” 
on how to get there. In 
turbulence, long-term 
planning is useless. Within 
certain guiderails, people 
must have the autonomy to 
“figure it out.”

With the end-goal in 
mind, successful teams take 
a few steps forward, pivot 
as necessary, and learn as 
they go. The role of the team 
leader is to help the team 
figure out the direction; 
send the team on its way; 
support team members; 

and promote learning, 
shared accountability, 
and adaptation.

As they help their teams 
adapt, effective leaders 
are “multipliers” (not 
“diminishers”). They amplify 
the smarts and capabilities 
of those around them. 
They help people stretch, 
learn, and grow. 

In contrast, diminishers tell 
people what to do and then 
test them to see if they did it 
the “right” way. (With adaptive 
challenges, there is no right 
way.) By “telling and testing,” 
these kinds of managers 
diminish the capabilities of 
those around them. They are 
know-it-alls, not learn-it-alls.

(See Career Compass #94 
“10 Principles for Leading in 
Turbulency, #84 “We Need 
Adaptive Leaders Now,” and #41 
“The Post-Heroic Leader.”)

#10��%�!�"�����&�$�
are culture-builders.
Leaders are ineffectual without 
great followers. Therefore, to 
become an effective leader, you 
must attract, retain, and grow 
your organizational talent.

You cannot win the war for 
talent on salary and benefits. 
Competitive compensation 
is necessary but will not carry 
the day. A leader attracts 
and retains talent based on 
organizational culture.

Culture is “the way we do 
things around here.” Values, 
beliefs, and behaviors create 
and sustain organizational 
culture, whether it is at the 
organization-wide level, at the 
department or division level, or 
at the team level. 

In an enriched culture, 
employees conclude that:
• I have a sense of 

purpose in my work.
• I belong here.
• People care about me.
• I have some flexibility in how 

I do my work.
• I feel appreciated.

Formal and informal leaders 
are culture-builders every 
day. Their values and most 
importantly their behaviors 
build and sustain a positive 
culture. They “model the way.”
(See Career Compass #51 
“Building a World-Class 
Culture” and #85 “To Thrive 
in Post-Pandemic, Enhance 
Employee Experience.”

Conclusion:  
Leadership Is an Art
Leadership is an art, not a 
science. In local government, 
leadership is exerted in a messy 
and uncertain world. You 
achieve artistic mastery amid 
uncertainty by being guided 
by your purpose and values. 
However, you may not have the 
right answer and anybody can 
block you. The key challenge for 
leaders is “how do I get to ‘yes’ 
when anybody can say ‘no’?”

Given this political reality, 
you need to engage in authentic 
conversations with decision-
makers, employees, and 
other stakeholders. In these 
conversations, you must ask 
questions and collect soft as 
well as hard data, incorporate 
the ideas of others, figure out a 
direction, take a few steps, pivot 
as necessary, and learn as you go.

Good leaders are agile 
learners. They are always asking 
themselves and others:
• As we proceed, what 

is going well?
• What is not going so well?
• What are we learning 

to apply as we continue 
the journey?

• How can I better support you 
on our journey?
To be a good leader, you 

obviously must give a lot of 
yourself. But as you give a lot, 
you get a lot.

I plan to continue writing 
Career Compass columns for 
the ICMA Coaching Program 
(at least for a while). I hope 
that these advice columns are 
worthy of your consideration 
as you continue on your 
leadership adventure.

Remember, through leading 
in pursuit of noble goals, you 
make a positive contribution to 
the lives of community 
members and those who 
serve with you. 

SEEKING BUY-IN IS 
OFTEN MANIPULATIVE.

P U B L I C  M A N A G E M E N T  |  J A N U A R Y  2 0 2 3



This page intentionally blank to facilitate double-sided printing. 



The Art of 
Leadership

Supervisor Chris Lopez
Third District, County of Monterey

Why Leadership 
Matters in 
County Governance

• Leadership is about influence, 
not position.

• Understanding VUCA: 
Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity, Ambiguity.

• Governing is navigating 
unpredictable challenges.

• Trust, credibility, and 
consistency are key.

• Which element of VUCA will 
impact your role the most?



The Transition: 
From Campaign to 
Governance
• Shift: From promises to priorities 

and execution.
• Challenge: Let go of campaign 

rhetoric, manage expectations.
• "Leadership is what happens when 

we stop saying someone should, 
and start saying, I will." 

• How can you shift from ‘someone 
should’ to ‘I will’?

• Stay away from the sound bites

Proactive vs. 
Reactive Leadership

"In a democracy, you govern by 
leadership or by crisis.”
-Leon Panetta

• Proactive leaders 
anticipate and solve 
problems early.

• Reactive leadership means 
waiting for crisis.

• Can you recall an issue that 
could have been avoided 
with proactive leadership?



Counting to Three -
Building a Majority

In most counties, three votes 
win. Count to three.

Understand board dynamics 
and build coalitions

How have you built 
consensus in the past?

The Qualities of a 
Great Leader
Great leaders are Decisive, Resilient, 
Emotionally Intelligent, and Consistent.

Emotional intelligence builds trust.

What’s your greatest leadership strength? 
Where do you want to improve?



Building a Narrative-
Storytelling as a Leadership Tool

"People don’t buy what you do; 
they buy why you do it.”

• Stories frame issues and 
inspire action.

• What story illustrates your 
leadership values?

Active Listening and Relationship Management

“Seek first to understand, then to be understood.”

80/20 Rule: Listen 80%, talk 20%.

Key Technique: Repeat back your colleagues’ positions and why they hold them 
before stating your own

How do you ensure you’re actively listening?



Sharing Wins & 
Fostering 
Collaboration

Portion of the County of Monterey Third District Newsletter

"If you don’t tell your story, someone else will."

Celebrate small victories, acknowledge partnerships.

How can you better communicate your successes?

Leadership in Action
A Challenge for You

• What is one leadership 
action you will take in the 
next 30 days?

• Leadership is about 
practice, not perfection.

• Write it down and share 
with a peer.



Questions & 
Answers

Build relationships, listen, tell a 
story, count to three.

Leadership is what you do when no 
one is watching.

What will you do next?

RECAP:



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The following is an overview of the State legislative process. 
 
Introduction of Bills 
When the author wishes to introduce a bill, he or she delivers it to the Assembly Chief Clerk or 
Secretary of the Senate who gives the bill a number. During a regular session, no bill other than the 
Budget Bill may be heard by any committee or acted upon by either house until 30 calendar days have 
elapsed following the date the bill was introduced; however, this provision may be dispensed with by 
the consent of three-fourths of the members of the house. This waiting period permits proponents and 
opponents to review the provisions of the bill and to prepare testimony for presentation to the 
committee. 
 
For clarity and ease of reference, bills are assigned specific designations based on their origin in either 
the Assembly or Senate. Assembly bills are labeled "AB," while Senate bills are labeled "SB." Concurrent 
resolutions are noticed two days before their hearing and are marked as "ACR" (Assembly Concurrent 
Resolution) or "SCR" (Senate Concurrent Resolution). Joint resolutions are designated with the letters 
"AJR" or "SJR," while constitutional amendments are identified as "ACA" (Assembly Constitutional 
Amendment) or "SCA" (Senate Constitutional Amendment). 
 
Opposition to bills or resolutions can often be addressed through amendments, which may be 
proposed by the committee or the author of the bill. Amendments to bills are introduced during 
committee hearings, while amendments to resolutions are typically submitted in the committee as 
well. However, a bill cannot be amended without either the author's consent or approval from a vote of 
the full house. 
 
Resolutions within a single house are designated as "HR" (House Resolution) in the Assembly and "SR" 
(Senate Resolution) in the Senate. 

 
Restriction on Bill Introduction 
Bills must be introduced by late February with a few exceptions-- such as constitutional amendments. 
The rules in each house presently place a limit on the number of bills that can be introduced in a two-
year session. Currently a Senator or Assembly Member may introduce no more than 35 bills in the 
regular session.  
 
Bills and Standing Committees  
After introduction, a bill is referred to the Rules Committee, to the standing committee, or occasionally 
two committees, which deals with the bill’s policy. A schedule or calendar of bills set for hearing is 
proposed by each committee. Publication of this list in the Daily File must occur at least four calendar 
days prior to the first committee of reference hearing the bill. For instance, a Senate or Assembly bill 
first referred to the Assembly Committee on Transportation must be noticed at least four days prior to 

The State Legislative Process 



 

the hearing; if the bill is subsequently re-referred to a second committee such as the Assembly 
Committee on Local Government, the bill must be noticed two days prior to hearing in that committee. 
Many times, opposition to bills can be overcome by amendments submitted in committee. 
Amendments can be proposed by either the committee or author but the bill cannot be amended 
without either the author’s consent or a vote of the full house. 
 
The rules in each house presently  hold most bills for consideration at a single time and place a limit on 
the number of bills that can be  considered to ensure that only the most important bills are introduced 
in a two-year session. Currently  those that cost money are passed. 
 
The Joint Rules of the Senate and Assembly are explicit regarding the conduct of the meetings of 
standing committees. Committee actions are also published in a manner prescribed by each house. If 
a bill fails to get the necessary votes to pass it out of committee and reconsideration is not granted 
within 15 legislative days, it is returned to the Chief Clerk of the Assembly or the Secretary of the Senate 
and may not be considered further during the session. 
 

 
The biennial session is governed by constitutional deadlines for bills to be acted upon. The first occurs 
on January 31 of the second year of the biennium (even numbered years), at which time those bills 
introduced in the first year of the biennium (odd numbered years) and still in the house of origin may 
no longer be acted upon by the house and they are filed with the Chief Clerk or the Secretary of the 
Senate. No bill may be presented to the governor after November 15 of the second year of the 
session. Another deadline occurs at the end of the second year, following adjournment sine die 
(November 30), when all bills remaining in committee are returned to the Chief Clerk or Secretary of 
the Senate. 
 
After final adjournment, the Chief Clerk of the Assembly and the Secretary of the Senate file all the bills 
of the respective houses in the archives of the Secretary of State’s office. 
 
Second Reading and Engrossment of Bills 
After a bill has been reported from a committee without amendments, it is read the second time and 
placed on the third reading file. In the event that the bill has been reported out of committee with 
amendments, it is reprinted, showing such amendments by the use of strikeout type for matter 
omitted and italic type for the new matter. Thereafter, the bill is as of the date of the last amendment, 
e.g., AB 2207 as amended in the Senate, August 19, 2014. 
 
Third Reading and Floor Consideration 
When a bill is placed on the Third Reading File, it is eligible to be taken up on the floor for a vote of 
the full membership. However, it is not unusual for some bills to remain on the Third Reading File 



 

for many days or weeks before they are taken up. Each bill receives an item number in the Third 
Reading section of the Daily File and is referred to by that number. The number changes daily as 
items in other sections of the Daily File move off or are added to the file. 
 
No bill may be taken up on either floor until printed copies are distributed to members and floor 
analyses are available. The floor analysis summarizes the bill in its current version, including most 
recent amendments, and provides other details such as how members voted on the measure in 
policy and fiscal committees. In the Assembly, floor analyses are prepared by the Floor Analysis Unit 
in the Office of the Chief Clerk. In the Senate, floor analyses are prepared by the Senate Office of 
Floor Analyses under the direction of the Secretary of the Senate. 
 
If a bill is amended on the floor of either house, it must be sent out to print and returned to the 
Daily File; this means the bill cannot be taken up that same day unless the rules are waived. In the 
Assembly, bills as amended and reprinted cannot be acted upon until they have been on the Daily 
File for one calendar day. 
 
Amendments require a majority of those present and voting for adoption. In the final days of a 
legislative session, special rules regarding floor amendments can apply. Except for unusual 
circumstances, the last day to amend bills has typically been four to five days prior to the close of 
session. 
 
After an author has taken up a measure and all debate has concluded, voting begins. In the Assembly, 
the roll is opened, and members vote electronically from their desks. In the Senate, the roll is called by 
the Reading Clerk, and members answer “aye” or “no” or abstain from voting. 
 
Voting 
Most bills require a majority vote of each house (41 votes in the Assembly, 21 votes in the Senate). 
However, some measures require a two-thirds vote of each house. 
 
Measures requiring a two-thirds vote: (54 votes in Assembly, 27 votes in Senate) 

1. The budget bill 
2. Urgency measures (effective immediately upon signature of the governor instead of January 1 

of following year) 
3. Constitutional amendments 
4. General Fund appropriation bills (any bill appropriating money from the General Fund, except 

money for public education) 
5. Tax levies (imposes, repeals, or alters a state tax) 
6. Personal property tax exemptions or reclassifications 
7. Veto overrides (bills passed over the Governor’s veto) 
8. Bills that amend the Political Reform Act 

 
Measures requiring a four-fifths vote: (64 votes in Assembly, 32 votes in Senate) 

1. Amending the Tobacco Tax and Health Protection Act of 1988 
2. Suspending Proposition 1A (2004) property tax protections 

 
Placing a Call - Once a vote has been taken, but prior to the announcement of the vote on a bill, 
motion, or any other matter, any member may “move a call.” This motion is made typically by the bill’s 
author in an effort to obtain more votes for a measure but the motion can also be made by an 
opponent of whatever issue is before the house. A call can be placed regardless of the number of 
votes recorded on a measure. If, however, there is an objection, it takes a majority of those present 



 

and voting to place a call.  
 
Reconsideration - If a measure fails to receive the required number of votes, the author can move 
that the bill be reconsidered (“I move that the vote whereby SB   was defeated be reconsidered.”). 
This motion, if adopted, allows the measure to be taken up for a vote on passage on another 
legislative day (another Floor Session day). The motion to reconsider is not granted unless 
receiving at least 41 “aye” votes in the Assembly or 21 “aye” votes in the Senate. Reconsideration 
motions must be made in the Assembly on the same day that the measure in question was taken 
up. On the day the measure is taken up, the motion in the Assembly is made by a member 
“noticing reconsideration” on the next legislative day. 
 
The motion to reconsider is then placed in the Daily File on the next legislative day and is then 
eligible to be voted on at that time. In the Senate, a motion to reconsider may be made and is 
usually taken up on the same day the measure in question is voted on. After the succeeding 
legislative day, the reconsideration motion may not be taken up without the concurrence of 30 
Members. 
 
Consent and Special Consent Calendars 
Some measures are considered so minor and noncontroversial that they will be voted out of policy 
committees with a recommendation that they be placed on the Consent Calendar. This is a list of 
bills noticed in the Daily File for at least two legislative days under the heading of “Consent 
Calendar.”  
 
The Consent Calendar is usually taken up at the end of a Floor Session and passed with one vote 
regardless of how many bills are included. Any member may pull a bill from the Consent Calendar 
up until the roll is called for a vote. 
 
“Special Consent Calendars” are constructed by the Chief Clerk of the Assembly and the Secretary of the 
Senate for their respective houses during particularly busy periods of the legislative year. 
 

 
Unfinished Business/Conference Committees 
Most measures pass from the house where they originated (house of origin) to the other house where 
they are amended in some fashion. If a bill has been amended in any way in the second house, it must 
return to the house of origin for concurrence in those amendments. Measures awaiting concurrence in 
amendments taken in the other house are placed on the “unfinished business” portion of the Daily File. 
 
A bill’s author may ask for nonconcurrence in amendments so that a conference committee can be 
formed to forge an agreement between the two houses on the bill. Conference committees are 
composed of three members of the Assembly and three members of the Senate. Two of the three 



 

members from each house should have voted with the majority and one from each house should have 
voted with the minority. Two members of the majority party and one member of the minority party are 
typically placed on conference committees. The Speaker appoints Assembly conferees; the Senate 
Rules Committee appoints Senate conferees. After a conference report-- which is in the form of 
amendments-- is approved by the conference committee, it must go back to both houses for approval. 
If both houses approve, the measure is sent to the Governor. 
 
Governor’s Signature 
The Governor usually has 12 days to sign or veto a bill after receiving it. The bill becomes law with 
no signature should the Governor take no action. However, when the Legislature adjourns for the 
Interim Study Recess (first year of a two-year session), the Governor has 30 days to consider bills. 
In the second year of the session, the Governor has until September 30 to consider bills passed by 
the Legislature before September 1 but delivered to him after that date. 
 
If the Governor vetoes a bill, it is returned to the house of origin and placed on the unfinished 
business portion of the Daily File. The Legislature has 60 days to attempt to override the veto. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

Handy Glossary of Legislative Terms 
 
Amendment Formal proposal to change the language of a bill after it has been introduced. 
 
Appropriation The amount of money set aside for a specific purpose and designated from a specific 
source such as the General Fund, Environmental License Plate Fund, etc. 
 
Approved by the Governor Signature of the governor on a bill passed by the Legislature. 
 
Assembly The lower house of the California Legislature, consisting of 80 Members elected from 
districts apportioned on the basis of population who serve two-year terms. 
 
Bill A proposed law introduced in the Assembly or Senate and identified with a number. 
 
Bill Analysis A document that must be prepared by committee staff prior to hearing the bill in 
committee; it explains how a bill would change current law and sometimes mentions support and 
opposition from major interest groups. 
 
Chamber The Assembly or Senate chamber where Floor Sessions are held. 
 
Chapter After a bill has been signed by the governor, the Secretary of State assigns the bill a Chapter 
number (such as Chapter 1235, Statutes of 1993) which is subsequently used to refer to the measure 
rather than the bill number. 
 
Coauthor Any member of either house, with the agreement of the author of a bill, may add his or her 
name to that member's bill as coauthor, usually indicating support for the proposal. 
 
Codes Bound volumes of law organized by subject matter; the code to be changed by a bill is referred 
to at the top of the bill. 
 
Concurrence One house approving a bill as amended in the other house. If the author is unwilling to 
move the bill as amended by the other house, the author requests nonconcurrence in the bill and asks 
for the formation of a conference committee. 
 
Concurrent Resolution A measure introduced in one house which, if approved, must be sent to 
the other house for approval. The governor's signature is not required; these measures usually 
involve the business of the Legislature. 
 
Conference Committee Usually composed of three legislators (two from the majority party; one 
from the minority party) from each house who meet in public session to forge one version of 
similar Senate and Assembly bills. The final conference committee version must be approved by 
both the Assembly and Senate. Assembly conferences are chosen by the Speaker; Senate 
conferences are chosen by the Senate Rules Committee. 
 
Consent Calendar A group of noncontroversial bills passed by a committee or the full Assembly or 
Senate on one vote. 
 
Constituent Citizen residing within the district of a legislator. 
 



 

Constitutional Amendment A resolution affecting the Constitution, adopted by the Legislature or 
presented by initiative, requiring an affirmative vote of the electorate to become effective. 
 
Daily File Publication produced by the Assembly and Senate, respectively, for each day those 
houses are in session. The publication provides information about bills to be considered at 
upcoming committee hearings and bills eligible for consideration during the next scheduled Floor 
Session. Pursuant to Jt. Rule 62(a), any bill to be heard in committee must be noticed in the Daily 
File for four days, including weekend days. The Daily File also contains useful information about 
committee assignments and the legislative calendar. 
 
Daily Journal Produced by the Assembly and Senate, respectively, the day after a Floor Session. 
Contains roll call votes on bills heard in policy committees and bills considered on the Floor and 
other official action taken by the body. Any official messages from the Governor are also included. 
A Member may seek approval to publish a letter in the Journal on a specific legislative matter. 
 
Do Pass The affirmative recommendation made by a committee in sending a bill to the Floor for final 
vote; do pass as amended - passage recommended, providing certain changes are made. 
 
Enacting Clause By statutory provision, each proposed law must be preceded by the phrase, "The 
People of the State of California do enact as follows …". 
 
Enrolled Bill Whenever a bill passes both houses of the Legislature, it is ordered enrolled. In 
enrollment, the bill is again proofread for accuracy and then delivered to the governor. 
The enrolled bill contains the complete text of the bill with the dates of passage, certified by the 
Secretary of State and the Chief Clerk of the Assembly. 
 
Extraordinary Session A special legislative session called by the governor to address only those 
issues specified in the proclamation. Measures introduced in these sessions are numbered 
chronologically with a lower case "x" after the number (i.e., 28x); they take effect immediately upon 
being signed by the governor. 
 
First Reading Each bill introduced must be read three times before the final passage. The first reading 
of a bill occurs when the measure is introduced. 
 
Fiscal Committee The Appropriations Committees in both houses to which all fiscal bills are referred 
if they are approved by policy committees. If the fiscal committee approves a bill, it then moves to the 
Floor. 
 
Floor The Assembly or Senate chambers. 
 
Hearing A committee meeting convened for the purpose of gathering information on a specific 
subject or considering specific legislative measures. 
 
Inactive File The portion of the Daily File containing legislation that is ready for Floor consideration, 
but, for a variety of reasons, is dead or dormant. An author may move a bill to the inactive file and 
subsequently move it off the inactive file at a later date. During the final weeks of the legislative 
session, measures may be moved there by the leadership as a method of encouraging authors to take 
up their bills promptly. 
 
Initiative A method of legislating that requires a vote of the people instead of a vote of the 



 

Legislature for a measure to become law. To qualify for a statewide ballot, statutory initiatives 
must receive 546,651 signatures and constitutional amendment initiatives must receive 874,641 
signatures. 
 
Interim The period of time between the end of the legislative year and the beginning of the next 
legislative year. The legislative year ends on August 31 in even-numbered years and September 15 
in odd-numbered years. 
 
Item (Line-Item) Veto The Governor's refusal to approve a portion or item of a bill; however, the 
remainder of the bill is approved. 
 
Joint Resolution Expresses an opinion about an issue pertaining to the federal government; 
forwarded to Congress for its information. Requires the approval of both the Assembly and Senate 
but does not require the signature of the Governor to take effect. 
 
Law Rule of conduct determined by the people through their elected representatives, or by direct 
vote. 
 
Legislative Counsel's Digest A brief summary of the changes the proposed bill would make to 
current law, found on the front of each printed bill. 
 
On File A bill on the Second or Third Reading file of the Assembly or Senate Daily File. 
 
Policy Committee Each house of the Legislature has a number of committees referred to as 
"policy" committees. As bills are introduced in each house, the Rules Committee assigns each to a 
policy committee. The policy committee sets up public hearings on the bills, conducts hearings and 
following such testimony and votes on whether or not to recommend passage of the bill to the 
Floor of the respective house. Other actions a policy committee may take include amending a bill 
and re-referring it to the same or another committee for additional hearings. 
 
President of the Senate The State Constitution designates the Lieutenant Governor as President of 
the Senate, allowing him or her to preside over the Senate and cast a vote only in the event of a 20-20 
tie. The Lt. Governor's role is largely ceremonial because he or she has not cast a tie-breaking vote 
since 1975 and, in practice, does not preside over the Senate. 
 
Reading Presentation of a bill before either house by the reading of the title thereof; a stage in the 
enactment of a measure. A bill, until passed, is either in process of First, Second or Third reading, no 
matter how many times it has actually been read. 
 
Resolution An opinion expressed by one or both houses which does not have the force of law. 
Concurrent resolutions are voted on by both houses but do not require the Governor's signature; joint 
resolutions are voted on by both houses. 
 
Roll Call A vote of a committee or the full Assembly or Senate. Committee roll calls are conducted by 
the committee secretary who calls each Member's name in alphabetical order, with the Chair's name 
last. Assembly roll calls are conducted electronically with each Member pushing a button from his/her 
assigned seat. Senate roll calls are conducted by the Reading Clerk who reads each Senator's name in 
alphabetical order. 
 
Second Reading Each bill introduced must be read three times before final passage. Second Reading 



 

occurs after a bill has been reported by the committee. 
 
Section Portion of the codes, cited in each bill, proposes to amend, create, or replace. 
 
Senate The upper house of the California Legislature, consisting of 40 Members elected from districts 
apportioned on the basis of population, one-half of whom are elected or re- elected every two years 
for four-year terms. 
 
Session Period during which the Legislature meets: Regular - the biennial session at which all 
classes of legislation may be considered; Extraordinary - special session called by and limited to 
matters specified by the Governor; Daily - each day's meeting; Joint - meeting of the two houses 
together. 
 
Speaker Highest ranking Member of the Assembly; elected by all Assemblymembers at the 
beginning of each two-year legislative session. 
 
Statutes Compilation of all enacted bills, chaptered by the Secretary of State in the order in which 
they became law, and prepared in book form by the State Printer. 
 
Third Reading Each bill introduced must be read three times before the final passage. Third 
Reading occurs when the measure is about to be taken up on the Floor of either house for final 
passage. 
 
Third Reading Analysis A summary of a measure ready for floor consideration contains the most 
recent amendments and information regarding how Members voted on the measure when it was 
heard in committees. Senate floor analyses also list support or opposition information from 
interest groups and government agencies. 
 
Title A brief italicized paragraph identifying the subject matter and preceding the contents of a 
measure. 
 
Unfinished Business The portion of the Daily File that contains measures awaiting Senate or 
Assembly concurrence in amendments taken in the other house; also contains measures vetoed by 
the Governor for a 60-day period after the veto. The house where the vetoed bill originated has 60 
days to attempt to override. 
 
Urgency Clause A bill which contains an urgency clause takes effect upon the governor's signature. A 
vote on the urgency clause must precede a vote on the bill and requires a two-thirds vote for passage. 
 
Veto The governor's refusal to approve a measure sent to him by the Legislature. 
 
Vote There are two categories of votes: majority and two-thirds: 

• Majority Vote: A vote of more than half of the legislative body considering a measure. The full 
Assembly requires a majority vote of 41 and the full Senate requires 21, based on their 
memberships of 80 and 40 respectively. 

• Two-Thirds (2/3): A vote of at least 2/3 of the legislative body considering a measure. The full 
Assembly requires a 2/3 vote of 54 and the full Senate requires 27, based on their 
memberships of 80 and 40 respectively. 
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Advocacy Engagement with CSAC and the Capitol 
Community 

 
CSAC Legislative Affairs Team  
California’s counties play a vital role in delivering essential services-- protecting public health, ensuring public 
safety, maintaining infrastructure and more. As counties navigate these responsibilities, it’s critical that your 
voices are heard in shaping the policies that directly impact our communities. 
 

The CSAC Legislative Affairs team is here to support county officials navigating the legislative process and 
forging strong relationships with their California State Legislature representatives. Do not hesitate to use the 
CSAC Legislative Affairs team as a resource! CSAC staff work diligently with legislators and their staff, as well 
as with local government partners, to help shape legislation that impacts counties. CSAC staff also works closely 
with the state to help shape the implementation of new laws and programs. Please reach out to the CSAC 
Legislative Affairs team to stay updated on the latest developments concerning the status and impact of both 
pending and recently enacted legislation.  
 

CSAC’s 2025 Legislative Priorities highlight the critical issues that guide our advocacy efforts in Sacramento and 
Washington, D.C., focusing on aligning legislation with local capacity, funding, and workforce realities while 
promoting solutions that empower counties to lead. 

 
2025 Legislative Priorities 

 
Administration of Justice: 
 
♦ Felony Incompetent to Stand Trial (IST) Growth Cap and Penalty Program - Previous program 

improvements align with the shared goal of reducing the number of IST commitments, while also 
reducing the total statewide county penalty amount in the millions of dollars, which will be critical 
as we approach fiscal year 2026-27 when the tiered penalty rate schedule will sunset. CSAC will 
continue advocacy to incorporate further changes to the IST growth cap and penalty program and 
engage on legislation and budget items that impact local systems and the larger IST population. 

 

♦ Juvenile Justice - CSAC will continue to advocate for the necessary funding and resources to 
provide care for justice-involved youth and young adults close to their loved ones and ensure 
access to effective, individualized treatment while upholding public safety. The goal is to ensure 
that all youth are safe, healthy, and supported to become contributing members of their 
community. 

 

♦ California Advancing and Innovating Medi-Cal Justice-Involved Initiative (CalAIM JI) - As 
counties implement this program, CSAC will continue to provide updates and guidance from the 
state, convene counties for vital information sharing and learning opportunities, and advocate for 
adequate, long-term funding necessary for successful implementation of the CalAIM JI initiative. 

 
Agriculture, Environment and Natural Resources:  
 
♦ Community Resilience - CSAC will advocate for appropriate state, federal and local emergency 

support and planning, funding for community resilience measures. Counties need investment 
from state and federal partners, including in areas where the state or federal government are the 



 

majority landowner, to prepare their communities against catastrophic future disasters, whether 
from wildfire, flood, heat, or other extreme weather events. 

 
♦ Energy Storage - As the state continues to strive to meet its ambitious clean energy goals, the 

need for robust energy storage solutions is becoming increasingly important. However, it’s 
important that counties maintain local land use authority when citing these projects and have the 
best available information to inform their decisions. CSAC staff will continue to work with state, 
local, and industry partners to provide counties with the resources they need to make the best-
informed decisions, and advocate for resources to support citing and permitting. 

 

♦ Wildfire Insurance - CSAC will continue to build upon these permits streamlining successes to 
develop permanent actions that improve county water, flood and environmental restoration 
projects while reducing the amount of time it takes to obtain state permits.  

 
Government Finance and Administration:  
 
♦ Address Workforce Challenges - CSAC will continue to advocate for policies that help counties 

rebuild the public service pipeline. CSAC will also push back against efforts to make contracting 
more challenging, as third-party contractors have long performed vital roles in providing public 
services and whose necessity is acutely felt when workforce challenges exist. 

 
♦ State Imposed Mandate Reimbursement Reform and Debt Repayment - CSAC will actively 

work with the governor’s administration and local government stakeholders to review the current 
mandate reimbursement system, identify potential alternatives to establish greater payment 
security, and reduce the potential for payment backlogs on services already rendered. To this 
end, CSAC will lead discussions and advocate for alternatives to the process for mandate 
determination, methodologies, and processes for mandate cost estimates, among other 
solutions. 

 
♦ Modernize the Brown Act and Promote Safe, Welcoming Public Meetings - The Brown Act 

ensures that public decisions are deliberated on and made in public at noticed meetings in which 
the public can participate, but some of its out-of-date provisions make it difficult for members of 
boards, commissions, and advisory bodies to participate-- especially those with young children, 
medical issues, or disabilities. CSAC will continue to lead in developing proposals to modernize 
the Brown Act and foster public meetings that are safe and welcoming for all community 
members. 

 
Health and Human Services:  

 
♦ CalAIM Implementation - CSAC will continue to focus on the federal, state, and local finance 

implications as well as the impacts on county operations, successful programs, and the people 
and families served. Additionally, CSAC will continue to advocate for prioritization and funding of 
counties to provide services that leverage counties’ existing expertise and for the state to consult 
with counties in formulating and implementing all policy, operational and technological changes 
of this multi-faceted initiative. 

 

♦ CARE Act Funding/Implementation and Technical Assistance - CSAC will continue to advocate 
to secure adequate, flexible, and sustained funding across all impacted local agencies to support 
counties’ efforts in this new statewide program. Additionally, CSAC will advocate for any 
necessary program changes and needed technical assistance related to implementation as 



 

counties continue to roll out this new program statewide. 
 

♦ IHSS (In-Home Supportive Services) - A statewide report that analyzes the costs and benefits of 
moving IHSS collective bargaining responsibilities from counties to the state level will be released 
in January and there is a strong likelihood that legislation on this issue will be introduced. CSAC 
will continue to engage on IHSS collective bargaining in a manner that protects county fiscal, 
programmatic, and administrative responsibilities for any possible transition of collective 
bargaining to the state level. 

 
♦ Early Childhood and Childcare - CSAC will continue to look for ways to increase county advocacy 

on early childhood and childcare issues. This year, CSAC will expand its engagement with counties 
on early childhood and childcare issues as it relates to benefits to families, economic impacts, and 
connections to county administered programs. In addition, CSAC will look to build upon the work 
in 2024 to further engage on bill and budget items that align with county needs and county 
responsibilities. 

 

♦ Homelessness - CSAC will advocate for ongoing homelessness funding, appropriate 
accountability mechanisms, and a broad range of homelessness bills and budget items at both 
the state and federal level that are aligned with the policy recommendations of the six pillars of 
the AT HOME plan. In addition, CSAC will remain engaged in the implementation of HHAP Rounds 
5 and 6, which included increased collaboration, accountability and planning requirements. CSAC 
will work with the Administration and Legislature on implementation needs and to highlight 
county urgency, utilization and successes with this funding. 

 

♦ Proposition 1 Planning and Implementation / Behavioral Health Funding - CSAC will continue 
to represent the needs of counties to successfully leverage investments and to make 
transformative changes envisioned in the voter-approved measure. That requires addressing the 
underlying county mental health plan funding shortfalls, and recognizing the resource and 
authority needs stemming from the expanding set of roles and responsibilities on county 
agencies. 

 

♦ Safety Net Programs - CSAC will work to protect funding for county safety net programs in the 
state budget. Counties were able to preserve most of this funding in the 2024 Budget Act but the 
state continues to experience significant fiscal uncertainty. There is the possibility that 
detrimental cuts to county health and human services (HHS) programs will once again be 
proposed in 2025. CSAC will work to highlight the importance of these programs and protect 
funding for the full range of HHS programs that counties administer. 

 

Housing, Land Use and Transportation: 
 

♦ Stabilize State Transportation Fund - CSAC will assist efforts to broaden and stabilize the 
state’s transportation funding system to ensure that counties continue to receive reliable funding 
for transportation programs. 

 

♦ Housing at-all Levels - CSAC will support bills that seek to aid the construction of all types of 
housing-- especially housing that supports the most vulnerable-- while appropriately balancing 
county participation in the process. 

 

♦ Impact Fees - Counties charge a variety of fees to support their duties to provide housing and 
land use planning, development and enforcement services. Advocates have begun to view these 



 

fees as excessive and have successfully passed legislation to restrict or eliminate a county’s 
ability to collect these vital fees. CSAC will work to draw the link between these fees and the 
county staff they support to fulfill county responsibilities in the land use and housing spaces. 

 
Federal Priorities 

 
♦ Resilience - California’s counties continue to be on the front lines of preparing for and 

responding to extreme weather events and natural disasters including catastrophic fires, 
earthquakes and floods. Federal resources and investments are a key component of locally-
driven efforts to address the impacts of climate change, including the severity and increased 
frequency of major disasters. CSAC will continue to work with the California congressional 
delegation to pursue investments in key pre-disaster mitigation and resiliency initiatives. CSAC 
will also continue to work with congressional partners and other stakeholders on much-needed 
reforms to FEMA disaster preparedness and response programs. 

 
♦ Wildfire Insurance - As disasters continue to increase in number and severity, homeowners in 

disaster-prone regions of the country face higher insurance premiums, policy non-renewals, and, 
in many cases, some higher-risk communities do not have access to property insurance at all. 
CSAC will continue to engage with federal policymakers on how to effectively address the state’s 
burgeoning wildfire insurance crisis. 

 
♦ Housing and Homelessness - California’s affordable housing and homelessness crises continue 

to impact counties statewide. CSAC’s comprehensive AT HOME plan includes several federal 
policy proposals that are part of the holistic strategy aimed at helping individuals who are 
unhoused or at risk of becoming unhoused, such as creating flexible housing subsidies and 
modifying federal Housing Choice Vouchers to help more individuals utilize rental assistance to 
maintain housing. Additionally, AT HOME promotes increased federal investments for key local 
programs and supportive services, including county behavioral health services. CSAC will 
continue to promote key aspects of AT HOME at the federal level, including working with 
members of the California congressional delegation-- a number of whom have championed a 
series of association-supported housing and homelessness initiatives. CSAC will work to protect 
and enhance funding for key housing and homelessness programs administered by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

 
♦ Affordable Connectivity Program - The Affordable Connectivity Program (ACP) expired in 2024 

and, as of this writing, has not been renewed by Congress. CSAC will continue to aggressively 
advocate for permanent continuation of the ACP or a similar broadband benefit program. 

 

♦ Rural Development and Public Lands - Despite efforts aimed at reauthorizing the 2018 Farm 
Bill, lawmakers fell short of renewing key agricultural, commodity, and nutrition programs in 
2024. As a result, the 119th Congress will be responsible for advancing a new long-term Farm Bill 
package. As policymakers look to reauthorize the law in 2025, CSAC will continue to advocate for 
a robust rural development title and will seek to maintain and expand funding and eligibility for 
key nutrition programs, including SNAP/CalFresh. In addition, CSAC will remain engaged in 
federal forest management reform discussions and will support efforts to enhance wildfire 
protection, preparedness and forest resiliency. Finally, CSAC will advocate for a long-term 
reauthorization of both the Payments-in-Lieu-of-Taxes (PILT) program and the Secure Rural 
Schools (SRS) program. 

 



 

♦ Protecting and Strengthening the Social Safety Net - CSAC will continue to work to protect 
county administered safety-net programs, including Medicaid/Medi-Cal, the Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, child welfare, access to health care and services, 
public health, mental and behavioral health, aging and other important programs that support 
vulnerable populations. 

 

♦ Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act Reauthorization - Many of the key provisions of the 
2021 Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) are slated to expire in September of 2026. All 
told, the historic bipartisan infrastructure law authorized $1.2 trillion in spending for over 350 
district programs across more than a dozen federal departments and agencies. In 2025, 
Congress will begin the process of reviewing the IIJA and considering options for reauthorizing 
program spending, including policy considerations for renewing the five-year surface 
transportation title of the Act. CSAC is in the process of developing its transportation priorities 
and will begin laying the groundwork with members of Congress in anticipation of the IIJA 
reauthorization process. 

 

♦ Victims of Crime Act - Recent cuts to Victims of Crime Act (VOCA) grants have significantly 
impeded the ability of county district attorneys, law enforcement, and local non-profit agencies 
to provide essential crime victim services including crisis intervention, emergency assistance, 
counseling, behavioral health, and shelter and emergency housing services. CSAC will continue 
to work to ensure that VOCA is adequately funded through the appropriations process. 
Moreover, CSAC will continue to urge Congress to enact legislation that would provide long-term 
funding certainty for VOCA grants by stabilizing the financial health of the Crime Victims Fund. 

 

♦ County Finance and Tax Priorities - Key provisions of the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act are set to 
expire at the end of 2025. As part of efforts to renew the law, CSAC will support efforts to 
reinstate or expand public financing tools that help counties fund key local infrastructure 
projects, including advocating for the reauthorization of Build America Bonds, the expansion of 
private activity bonds, the restoration of advance refunding bonds, and the protection of the tax-
exempt status of municipal bonds. CSAC also will support an expansion of the Earned Income 
Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit. Finally, CSAC will support legislative efforts that would fully 
restore the State and Local Tax (SALT) deduction and oppose any effort to further reduce or 
eliminate this tax benefit. 

 

♦ Help America Vote Act - The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) remains a vital source of federal 
funding for bolstering election security, improving voting systems, and modernizing 
infrastructure. CSAC will advocate for consistent and predictable funding as well as essential 
policy improvements to address evolving election challenges. CSAC’s priorities include securing 
additional resources to counter the growing impact of AI-generated misinformation, enhancing 
ADA-compliant infrastructure, and advancing county-driven voter education initiatives. CSAC also 
will promote the need for additional flexibility in how HAVA funds can be utilized, enabling 
counties to address their unique election-related needs effectively. 

  



 

How to get more involved with CSAC…. 
Introduce yourself to the  CSAC Legislative Affairs team. Request to be added to the distribution lists for 
various communications from CSAC by policy area. This allows you to receive updates and provide feedback 
from your county. Participate in a CSAC Policy Committee meeting during our spring Legislative Conference 
or our fall Annual Meeting.  
 
   CSAC Issue Area Policy Committees 
 

Agriculture, Environment, and Natural Resources (AENR) 
The Agriculture, Environment, and Natural Resources (AENR) Policy Committee is responsible 
for the review of state and federal legislative proposals, state budget items, regulatory issues, 

and ballot measures relating to the environment and California’s natural resources. The 
committee’s     wide range of policy issues includes agriculture, air quality, cannabis, water, 
forestry, mining, endangered species, disasters, energy, parks and recreation, public lands, 
coastal resources, fish and game, solid waste, and hazardous waste. 
 

   Administration of Justice (AOJ) 
The Administration of Justice policy area has responsibility for a broad array of justice-
related issues that includes juvenile justice; probation; courts; local law enforcement; adult 

and juvenile detention; grand juries, and all county functions connected to the civil and 
criminal justice systems. The committee has    primary responsibility for the development of 
policies relating to the administration and financing of the various county programs under its 
purview. 

 

Government Finance and Administration (GFA) 
The Government Finance and Administration (GFA) Policy Committee reviews state and 
federal legislative proposals, state budget items, ballot measures, and regulatory changes    

associated with a wide range of matters involving finance, government operations, and 
employee relations. 
 

Health and Human Services (HHS) 
 The Health and Human Services (HHS) Policy Committee reviews state and federal 
legislative proposals, state budget items, ballot measures and regulatory activities.  

Counties are both providers and employers in the health and behavioral health care systems 
and are responsible for a range of eligibility and enrollment activities related to social services 
programs. 

 
Housing, Land Use and Transportation (HLT) 
The CSAC Housing, Land Use and Transportation Policy Committee reviews state and 
federal legislative proposals and budget items, regulatory issues, and ballot resolutions in 

these three important interrelated areas. 
  



 

The CSAC Legislative Affairs team has created several issue briefs on topics covering 
important issues including Incompetent to Stand Trial, State Mandates, County 
Behavioral Health and SB 1383. You can find these and other key topic issue briefs in 
the CSAC Legislative Resource Library.  

 

How to get more involved with CSAC…. 
CSAC’s Public Affairs department is dedicated to amplifying the Association’s advocacy efforts before 
the media and key Capitol decision-makers. Through strategic communications, media relations and 
digital engagement, Public Affairs positions CSAC as the leading voice on local governance issues. By 
crafting compelling narratives, coordinating press outreach, and shaping public discourse, the team 
ensures that county priorities remain at the forefront of statewide policy discussions. 
 

The Member Engagement department fosters engagement and connection among California’s 58 
counties, creating opportunities for members to share their stories, collaborate on solutions and 
strengthen relationships. Through signature events such as the Legislative Conference, Regional 
Meetings and Annual Meeting, Member Engagement provides platforms for county leaders to 
exchange ideas, influence policy and enhance their impact at the state and federal levels. 
 

By supporting professional development and peer-to-peer networking, the department empowers 
county officials to drive innovation and effective governance. 

CSAC Bulletin 
The CSAC Bulletin is a weekly electronic newsletter 
delivering the latest updates on state legislation, 
budget developments, and CSAC initiatives, along 
with valuable county news and resources for our 
members. 
 

 

CSAC Member Portal 
The CSAC Member Portal enhances access to CSAC 
member tools, simplifies event registration and 
more.  
 

 
CSAC Speakers Bureau 
The CSAC Speakers Bureau allows you to contribute 
your expertise by providing testimony during the 
legislative session, participating in press 
conferences, and offering quotes for rapid media 
response.  
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Heath & Human Services

Shelby Boston, Director
Department of Child, Family and Adult Services

Sacramento County

Ryan Quist, Director 
Behavioral Health Department

Sacramento County

Elsa Mendoza Jimenez, Director
Health Department

Monterey County

February 21, 2025

What We Will Discuss

• Programs and Services
• Mandates and Legislation
• Target Populations
• Funding
• Emerging Policy Issues
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Heath & Human Services

Human Services Programs

Public 
Assistance 
Programs

• CalWORKs/Welfare-to-Work
• Medi-Cal Eligibility
• CalFresh
• General Assistance

Child 
Welfare 
Services

• Child Protective Services
• Foster Care
• Permanency & Adoptions

Adult 
Services 

Programs

• Adult Protective Services
• In Home Supportive Services (IHSS)
• Homeless Services

Child Welfare Programs
Populations Served: Funding Sources:
 All Children/Families 

regardless of citizenship 
status.

 Foster Youth through age 21

 50% - Federal
 35% - 2011 Realignment
 15% - County/1991

Realignment

Recent Program Changes:
 Federal Families First Prevention Services Act
 Continuum of Care Reform
 Extended Foster Care
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Heath & Human Services

Adult Service Programs

Homeless 
Services

• Outreach
• Emergency Shelter
• Housing
• Supportive Services / Whole Person Care

Adult Protective 
Services

• Scope
• Local Discretion
• Challenges

In-Home 
Supportive 

Services

• Client and Caregivers
• County Assessment
• Public Authority – Employer of Record

Adult Services Programs
Populations Served: Funding Sources:

 APS – Adults 60 years and older and 
disabled adults

 IHSS - Low Income
 Disabled Children and Adults
 Elderly

 Homeless – All Ages

Recent Program Changes:
 APS – Home Safe / Housing 
 IHSS – Caseload Growth 
 Master Plan for Aging 

 APS
 50% - Federal
 35% - Realignment 

(2011)
 15% - County

 IHSS*

 Homeless Services
 County / City
 Federal/HUD
 State (various)
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Heath & Human Services

Public Assistance Programs
• Counties determine eligibility and issue 

benefits
• Work Participation Requirements
• Supportive Services

• Subsidized Employment    • Housing Support
• Family Stabilization            • Child Care

CalWORKs

• State version of SNAP (a.k.a. food stamps)
• Counties determine eligibility and issue benefits
• Outreach

Medi-Cal • Counties determine eligibility

CalFresh

Public Assistance Programs

• 100% County Program
• Welfare and Institutions 

Code 17000 Obligation
• Grant levels
• Time limit flexibility

General 
Assistance/

General 
Relief
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Heath & Human Services

Public Assistance Programs
Populations Served:
 CalWORKs – Low/No Income Families with Legal Status

 CalFresh – Low/No Income Persons with Legal Status

 Medi-Cal – Low/No Income Persons with Legal Status;
- Low/No Income Undocumented Adults (limited scope)
- Low/No Income Undocumented children up to age 19 

(full-scope benefits)

 General Assistance – Single Adults, Low/No Income with Legal
Status and County Residency
Recent Program Changes:

 Medi-Cal expansion / CalAIM waiver
 CalWORKs 2.0 and CalOAR

Public Assistance Programs
Funding Sources: CalWORKs

 Administration - 95% - Federal/State; 5% - County (MOE)
 Assistance – 97.5% - Federal/State; 2.5% - County

 CalFresh
 Assistance – 100% Federal; 100% State for State-only program 

for some immigrants
 Administration* – 47% - Federal, 41% - State, 12% - County

 Medi-Cal* – 50% Federal, 50% State

 General Assistance – 100% County General Funds

* Sharing ratios are changing
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Heath & Human Services

Behavioral Health Programs

•Severe Mentally Ill/ Severely Emotionally Disturbed – County responsibility
•Mild to Moderate Mental Illness – Medi-Cal Managed Care responsibility 
•Early Periodic Screening, Diagnosis and Treatment (EPSDT)
•Mental Health Services Act (Prop. 63)
•Behavioral Health Services Act (Prop. 1)
•Mental Health Parity 

Mental Health

•Organized delivery system
•Outpatient, Residential, Narcotic Treatment
•Criminal Justice Treatment Programs

Substance Use Disorder

County Mental Health Delivery 
System

Source: CBHDA:  2018-CBHDA-fact-sheeet-1 (squarespace.com)
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Heath & Human Services

Substance Use Disorder 
Organized Delivery System

Source: CBHDA:  2018-CBHDA-fact-sheeet-1 (squarespace.com)

Health
Mandates and Legislation

Welfare & Institutions Code 
Section 17000

•Every county and every city 
and county shall relieve and 
support all incompetent, 
poor, indigent persons, and 
those incapacitated by 
age, disease, or accident, 
lawfully resident therein, 
when such persons are not 
supported and relieved by 
their relatives or friends, by 
their own means, or by state 
hospitals or other state or 
private institutions. 

Health and Safety Code 
101025

•“…take measures as may 
be necessary to preserve 
and protect public 
health…of the county…”

CA Code of Regulations Title 
17, Chapter 3 

•Data collection and analysis
•Communicable disease 

control
•Environmental Health
•Laboratory services
•Maternal Child Health 

Services
•Nutrition services
•Chronic disease prevention 

services
•Public health nursing 

services
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Heath & Human Services

Publicly Funded Health Programs
Medi-CalPublic HealthIndigent Health Care

Federal/County:  50/50 for pre-
ACA eligible and 90/10 for post 
ACA eligible

Realignment; state and 
federal funds; other 

Realignment; other local 
funds

Payer

Income eligible families and 
adults; undocumented children 
and adults 

County populationUninsured, ineligible for Medi-
Cal

People Served

Comprehensive health care 
services, including: Inpatient, 
outpatient and emergency 
services; Maternity and 
newborn care; Mental health 
and substance use disorder 
services; Prescription drugs; 
Preventive and wellness 
services & chronic disease 
management; children’s 
services (including oral and 
vision); adult dental

Monitor, investigate and 
contain disease outbreaks; 
Plan for and respond to local 
disasters; Ensure safe water 
supplies; Enforce local and 
state health and safety codes; 
Educate the public about 
emerging health risks and 
prevention measures; Track 
health equity and the health 
status of our communities

Counties mandated as 
providers of last resort.  
Includes minimum primary, 
emergency, and dental care
Most indigents now covered 
by Expanded Medi-Cal under 
Affordable Care Act

Services 
Provided

What is Public Health?
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Heath & Human Services

The Public Health System

FEDERAL 

STATE

LOCAL 

The Public Health System
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Heath & Human Services

10 Essential 
Public Health Services 

To protect and 
promote the health of 

all people in all 
communities 

Determinants of  Health

https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople/obj
ectives-and-data/social-determinants-
health
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Heath & Human Services

Equality vs. Equity 
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Heath & Human Services

COVID-19, Mpox, Avian Influenza, 
and Local Public Health Role
 LHDs are the first line of defense against public health threats, such as 

COVID-19, Mpox, and Bird Flu 
 LHDs rely on trained public health professionals such as epidemiologists, 

communicable disease investigators, public health nurses, laboratorians, 
and health educators

 LHDs have been tasked with rapidly ramping up:
 Testing
 Case investigation and contact tracing
 Isolation & quarantine resources
 Outbreak investigation and response
 Vaccination
 Outreach to vulnerable and hard-to-reach populations
 Disease surveillance, risk assessment, disease mapping to identify disparities and 

support focused and equitable access to services, care, and vaccination

Challenges in Public Health

 Rebuilding the Public Health Infrastructure
 Addressing Racism and Health Inequities
 Developing Workforce Pipelines
 Emerging Diseases
 Opioid Epidemic
 Cannabis Outreach and Education
 Impacts of Social Determinants of Health
 Categorical Funding
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Heath & Human Services

Public Health: Emerging Challenges

 Rebuilding the Public Health Infrastructure
 Addressing Racism and Health Inequities
 Developing Workforce Pipelines
 Emerging Diseases
 Opioid Epidemic
 Cannabis Outreach and Education
 Impacts of Social Determinants of Health
 Categorical Funding

CSAC Affiliates

County Health Executives Association of California
www.cheac.org

Health Officers Association of California
www.calhealthofficers.org

California Behavioral Health Directors Association
www.cbhda.org

California Welfare Directors Association
www.cwda.org

Additional affiliates (CSAC website):
www.counties.org
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Heath & Human Services

Questions
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