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TO:        James L. App, City Manager 

FROM:     Ronald Whisenand, Community Development Director 

SUBJECT: Specific Plan Preparation Options

DATE:       February 17, 2009 

Needs: Review process for development of specific plans and consider workload priorities 

Facts: 1. On February 3, 2009, a letter from five out of eight property owners making up the 
southern half of the Olsen Ranch/Beechwood Specific Plan was received requesting 
that Council consideration of a new alternative owner-developed Specific Plan. 

2. The Council requested staff review the plan once submitted, and provide a report for 
consideration as early as April 7, 2009.  Staff was also asked to place discussion of the 
City’s specific plan preparation process on the next Council agenda. 

3. The City’s General Plan and Economic Strategy establish the policy basis for 
preparation of specific plans for Chandler Ranch (CRASP), Olsen Ranch/Beechwood 
(OBPS), and the Uptown/Town Centre. 

4. The Council authorized the processing of an application for a fourth specific plan; 
River Oaks, the Next Chapter (TNC), on February 5, 2008.  The application differed 
from other Specific Plans in that it included authorization for the applicant to 
develop the Specific Plan. 

5. Work continues on all four specific plans involving outside consultants, staff, and 
contract planners. 

Analysis & 
Conclusion: Historically, the City’s process for preparation of a specific plan has been: 

Identifying the need for a master plan or specific plan through the General Plan 
and Economic Strategy. 
Property owners approach the City and request initiation of the specific plan 
process.
City prepares a request for proposal and Council selects a Specific Plan and EIR
consultant based on qualifications. 
Consultant engages property owners and the community in a series of workshops 
or meetings and then prepares a draft specific plan based on General Plan & 
Economic Strategy policies and public input.
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Following development of the draft Specific Plan, a project EIR is prepared 
under the City’s direction. 
The Specific Plan and EIR go through a public review process that concludes 
with Council adoption of a specific plan. 

 This process’s principle benefits include: 

The community and property owners are involved in developing and drafting
the Specific Plan. 
The Public, through City staff, leads the process from beginning to end. 

 Disadvantages that have been expressed include: 

Some property owners feel that owner development goals or concepts are not 
included.
The City has fronted the costs for preparation of the Specific Plan (which can 
mount when reviewing complex specific plan development issues). 

 When accepting the processing of the River Oaks specific plan application, the Council 
chose to modify past practice.  While applicant initiated specific plans are allowed by 
State guidelines, they can create a few challenges: 

The plan uses the applicant’s desired development goals which must be reviewed 
for consistency with established community goals in the General Plan and 
Economic Strategy. 
The public has no involvement in drafting of the specific plan; input is deferred
to the public hearing process. 
Likewise, the City is not involved in the drafting of the specific plan and, as a 
result, a potential for conflict may develop between development and 
community interests.
Applicant prepared environmental studies can lead to public perception that
environmental impacts may not be objectively analyzed.  The process requires a 
separate City peer review in order to ensure adequacy of analysis and compliance 
with State environmental laws. 
Staff time devoted to applicant driven processes exceed those of city driven plans. 
 This is due primarily to considerable and frequent consultation and 
correspondence to consider, evaluate and resolve issues.  For example a total of 
305 hours of staff time have been spent processing the RO-TNC Specific Plan 
through December 31, 2008.  In the month of December alone, there was over 
60 staff hours devoted to RO-TNC. By comparison, the time spent reviewing the 
Admin. Draft Uptown/Town Centre Plan during this same time period was only 
30 hours. 

 The Council has now received a request by several property owners in the OBSP 
requesting a similar process (prepare their own specific plan).  Acceptance of a “substitute 
plan” will complicate matters by the addition of what amounts to the community’s 5th

specific plan in process, and a plan created without public input.  Even with outside 

Agenda Item #10 Page 2 of 5



3

planning assistance, staff resources are insufficient to process all five specific plans in a 
timely and efficient manner.

 The following questions are worthy of discussion:

Should the City continue to allow applicant created specific plans? 
If so, how can the community be involved in the drafting of the plan?  One 
approach would include the following steps:
o Draft specific plans submitted to staff for review and input 
o Community workshops before the Planning Commission and City Council 

before acceptance of a Specific Plan for processing 
o Applicants directed to make changes to draft specific plan to address public 

input and Council direction 
o EIR work not begin until the community, Planning Commission, and 

Council have been involved in formulating the draft specific plan 
Due to limited staff resources, specific plan work efforts must be prioritized. 
What criteria should be used to set priorities?  Options: 
o First in, first out 
o Process plans that are currently contained in the General Plan or Economic 

Strategy before those that aren’t 
o Process plans based on the results of Council Goal Setting 

Policy 
Reference: General Plan, Economic Strategy, Olsen Beechwood/Chandler/Uptown/Town Centre 

Specific Plans. 

Fiscal
Impact: It is adopted policy that processing expenses for planning applications be borne by the 

project proponent.  Historically, the City has advanced the cost for City prepared specific 
plans.  Alternatively, property owners could front all processing costs.  Additionally, 
completion of current Plans should require applicant advance payment for completion 
(inasmuch as the City’s cash reserves are planned for projected operating shortfalls). 

Options: a. Receive staff’s report and provide direction

b. Amend, modify or reject the foregoing option.   

Attached: Detailed Specific Plan Processing Steps 
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