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Panelists
» Moderator: David Early, AICP, Senior Advisor, PlaceWorks

» Joanna Jansen, Managing Principal, PlaceWorks

» Marc Roberts, Former City Manager, City of Livermore

» Seema Patel, Planning Commissioner, City of San Mateo
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My Topics
» Source of Power to Regulate Land Use 

» General Plans 

» Zoning

» California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)

» Role of the Planning Commission
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Land Use Regulation
» Arose from “good government” movements as a response to unsanitary urban 

conditions

» Embodied desire to rein in private market excesses through government regulation

» Based on local government’s 
Police Power:  
health, safety and welfare
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» 1909 Los Angeles imposes first zoning ordinance limiting industrial uses (not 
comprehensive)

» 1916 New York imposes first 
comprehensive zoning ordinance 

» 1922 Standard State Zoning 
Enabling Act (SZEA) 

» 1926 Euclid v. Ambler – 
upholds constitutionality 
of zoning

Key Milestones -- Nationwide
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Key Planning Milestones -- California
» California has long been a leader in planning and land use regulation:

• 1927 California passes law requiring that cities and counties have a Master Plan

• 1928 Standard City Planning Enabling Act (SPEA)

• Zoning and planning laws have changed faster in California than the rest of the country due to 
rapid growth
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Land Use Regulation Today
» Only two plan types are defined in California law: 

• General Plans lay out a jurisdiction's future development plans through a series of policy 
statements in text and map form

• Specific Plans are a special set of development standards that apply to a particular geographical 
area

» Zoning provides detailed land use and design regulation.

» Other planning documents include Master Plans, Area Plans, 
Vision Plans, etc., but these are not defined in the law.
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Policy Plans and Regulations

Subdivision
Maps

Develop-
ment

Permit

Conditional
Use

Permits
Variances

Capital
Improve-

ments

GENERAL PLAN

Specific Plans
Coastal Plans

Zoning
Design Guidelines

Long-Term More General

Short-Term More Detailed
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General Plans
» Bedrock of California planning.

» Required by State Law

» The “constitution” for planning, development, and conservation

» Provides long-range vision (20 to 30 year horizon)

» Basis for local land use decisions and other policies

» Identifies important community issues

» Sets the ground rules
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Required General Plan Elements
HOUSING CIRCULATIONLAND USE

CONSERVATION OPEN SPACE NOISE SAFETY

ENVIRONMENTAL 
JUSTICE

AIR QUALITY
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GOAL
(desired outcome)

Policy
(statement of regulation)

Action or 
Implementation 

Program 
(to do list)

General Plan Content
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Typical General Plan Land Use Plan
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Typical General Plan Circulation Map
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Housing Element
» Updated based on schedule in State law (4 or 8 years)

» Certified by the State’s Department of 
Housing and Community Development (HCD)

» Annual progress report to the State on implementation

» Key Required Contents:
• Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA) 

 Housing need by income category

• Specific sites zoned for housing at appropriate densities

• Policies to facilitate housing development

• Actions to remove barriers to housing production
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Zoning
» Ordinance that implements and is consistent with General Plan policies

» Prescribes allowable land uses and development standards including:

 Building uses.

 Building size (height, lot coverage and setbacks).

 Landscaping.

 Signs and billboards.

 Parking requirements.

 Other performance standards.
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Zoning
» Traditional “Euclidean” Zoning 

• Based on identification and separation of uses.

• Focuses on:

 Uses

 Intensity

 Setbacks

 Less emphasis on building form
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» Focuses on:
• Building design and mass.

• Building scale, type and context.

• Relationship of buildings to public 
space.

• Design of streets and public realm.

» Key Components
• Building form.

• Building frontage.

• Building type.

• Roadways.

• Public spaces.

• Architectural detail.

Form Based Zoning
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Goals
» Inform decision-makers about environmental effects.

» Identify ways to avoid environmental damage.

» Prevent avoidable environmental damage.

» Disclose to the public why a project is needed, even if it 
results in environmental damage.

California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
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Types of CEQA Documents
» Exemption

• Available when project meets one of many criteria found in State law

» Negative Declaration (ND)
• If project found to have no significant effect on the environment.

» Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND)
• Specifies revisions to project plans that can avoid or mitigate effects.

» Environmental Impact Report (EIR)
• If project would have significant effects that cannot be eliminated through 

redesign or mitigation.
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» Long Range Planning:
• Creation and Amendment of Plans and 

Regulations

» Current Planning:
• Only for Discretionary Projects

• No role for Ministerial Projects

» For Discretionary Current Planning Projects:
• Project Review

• CEQA Review

• Project Approval

Role of the Planning Commission

Andy Abeyta/The Desert Sun



Thank You!
Joanna Jansen

jjansen@placeworks.com
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Inception of Downtown Revitalization
 Visioning 2001 - 2002

• The City conducted a City-wide visioning effort
• Downtown was in decline and was a focus of concern 
• Visioning call for a revitalization plan and led to a Specific 

Plan process  

 2003 Specific Plan Workshops
• Community discussion on important issues for Downtown:
Where to concentrate growth
Density and height
Transit
Traffic impacts and pedestrian orientation

 2017 Specific Plan Workshops
• Design of 8.2 Acre Catalyst Site

Cal Cities 2025: Planning Commissioners Academy                            Planning Commission 101                                                 
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Community Workshops
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Specific Plan Area
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Existing Conditions:
Documents the land use pattern that existed in 2003/2004

Revitalization Strategy:
Provides a coordinated direction for all plan elements to achieve specific community 
objectives.

Land Use and Development Policies
Provides the regulatory framework governing development.

Development Standards:
Provides detailed regulations for site development. 

Design Standards and Guidelines:
Provides specific direction on appropriate building types and principles of urban design to 
simplify the review process and provide greater certainty for developers.

Downtown Specific Plan Components
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Circulation and Transportation: 
Contains specific recommendations for First Street, new mid-block streets and alleys and 
other roadway improvements. 

Parking:
Identifies specific parking standards for new development and provides a parking strategy to 
meet the overall parking demand as the Downtown redevelops. 

Public Utilities and Infrastructure:
Identifies major capital improvements needed to support Downtown revitalization. 

Implementation:
Lists priorities for revitalization and identifies specific areas where focused investment will 
provide the most benefit in achieving community objectives.  It also includes specific 
recommendations for Catalyst Projects that are designed to “jump-start” revitalization.

Downtown Specific Plan Components
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Revitalization Strategy

1. Promote the concentration of activity-generating uses in a compact cluster in 
the center of Downtown. 

2. Maximize investment in new housing construction throughout the Specific Plan 
Area.

3. Dramatically transform the character of the Downtown’s primary pedestrian 
space, First Street.

4. Focus immediate attention on opportunity sites capable of delivering dramatic 
short-term beneficial change.

5. Maximize transit opportunities. 
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» Approval/Amendment Process
• Review General Plan, 

Housing Element, and Zoning Code

• Conduct a public hearing

• Make a recommendation to the 
Board/City Council

• Board/City Council Adoption 
(Legislative Action)

Role of the Planning Commission
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First Street Before
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First Street After
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First Street Before
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First Street After

Outdoor Dining: Flex Zone
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Blacksmith Square Before 
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Blacksmith Square After
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Blacksmith Square After
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LVC Site: Mixed Use 
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» Implementation Process
• Individual development project review

 Site and Architectural Permits

 Conditional Use Permits

 Other

• Consistency with the General Plan and 
Specific Plan

• Public hearing

» Project approval (Quasi-Judicial Action)

Role of the Planning Commission
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Design Standards



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2025: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 

Staff 
Report
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Staff 
Report
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Staff 
Report
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Staff
Report



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2025: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 

Staff
Report
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Staff 
Report
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Downtown Specific Plan

Downtown Core
Subarea 1
• Mixed-Use Required
• Three floors, 45-foot maximum height

Subarea 2
• Multi-Family Residential
• Four floors, 55-foot maximum height 
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Proposed Project
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Architecture
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Seema Patel
Chair, San Mateo Planning Commission*
March 5, 2025
* Speaking on my own behalf and not as a representative of the City of San Mateo

Planning Commission 101
The Nuts and Bolts of Planning
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Background

● Education
○ BS Physics & BS Psychology
○ Master’s Computer Science
○ Master’s Entertainment Technology

● Career
○ Interbots 2006 - 2013 | CEO
○ Google 2013 - Present | Experiential Design Lead, Real Estate

● Public Service
○ 2020 | Housing Leadership Council & Peninsula for Everyone
○ 2021 | Community Relations Commission
○ 2021 | Planning Commission
○ 2022 - 2023 | General Plan Subcommittee
○ 2022 | Civic Arts Committee
○ 2025 | Measure W Citizens Oversight Committee



Advice



Follow the rules. 
Be mindful of the Brown Act

Be mindful of due process

Parliamentary procedures are your 
friend

Take trainings and file forms in a timely 
manner

State law is not optional



Always be prepared.

Review the agenda materials

Visit the site (if applicable)

Meet with the applicant (if you’d like)

Meet with residents and community groups 
(if you’d like)

…but don’t forget the Brown Act & due 
process



Triage large packets. 

● staff report
● public comment
● data sheet
● design drawings
● other materials 



Set staff up for success.

Ask clarifying questions in advance

Raise concerns in advance

Be mindful of the burden of your 
requests



Leave personal opinion out of 
decision making.

Be objective

Be data driven

Provide clear and solutions-oriented 
feedback 



Represent your city.

Be professional

Be respectful - to staff, the public 
and each other



Don’t take criticism personally.

Jeers, angry emails & social 
media posts, Zoom bombing, 
harassment - it can be a lot!

Don’t suffer in silence 



Live your values.



Thank you!
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