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Panelists
» Colin Drukker, Principal, PlaceWorks

» Marc Roberts, Former City Manager, City of Livermore

» Eric Nelson, Planning Commissioner, City of Dana Point

Session Flow
» Introductions and presentations (first half)

» Q & A, especially questions with broad applicability (second half)

» Additional discussion and follow up (time permitted)
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Broad Overview
» 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

» Sometimes called “constitution” or “blueprint” for planning, development, and 
conservation

» Long-range perspective / 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 / 

level of commitment)

Action or 
Implementation 

Program 
(to do list)

General Plan Content
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Typical Land Use Plan
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Typical Circulation Plan
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Housing Element
» Updated based on schedule in State law (generally 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) 

§ Future housing need by income category

• Specific sites zoned for housing at appropriate densities

• Policies to facilitate housing development, greater affordability, and safety

• 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 should be approved, even 
if it some damage to the environment may occur

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 impacts on the environment

» Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND)
• Specifies revisions or actions that can avoid or mitigate impacts

» Environmental Impact Report (EIR)
• If project would have significant impacts 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



Thank You!
Colin Drukker

cdrukker@placeworks.com

Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy    |    March 11, 2026



Planning Commission 101:
The Nuts and Bolts of Planning

Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners Academy  |  March 11, 2026

Presented by 
Marc Roberts, AICP, Retired Livermore City Manager

Consultant, Renne Public Management Group

Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy            |        March 11, 2026



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 

Inception of Downtown Revitalization
Ø 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  

Ø 2003 Specific Plan Workshops
• Community discussion on important issues for Downtown:
üWhere to concentrate growth
üDensity and height
üTransit
üTraffic impacts and pedestrian orientation

Ø 2017 Specific Plan Workshops
• Design of 8.2 Acre Catalyst Site
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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
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Staff 
Report
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Staff 
Report
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Staff 
Report
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Staff
Report
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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



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 



Planning Commission 101Cal Cities 2026: Planning Commissioners’ Academy 



PLANNING COMMISSION 101

The Nuts and Bolts of 
Planning How Commissioners Shape Outcomes



ABOUT ME

EXPERIENCE 
CITY OF DANA POINT
Serves as Chair of the Dana Point Planning Commission, where he applies 

adopted policy and planning standards to legislative and quasi-judicial land 

use decisions. He is currently in his 10th year

LEAGUE OF CALIFORNIA CITIES
Serves on the Board of Directors for the League of California Cities and 

previously served as President of the Community Development 

Department, contributing to statewide discussions on land use, governance, 

and municipal policy.

BUILDING INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION 
Currently serves on the Boards of Directors for the Building Industry 

Association of Southern California (BIASC) and the California Building 

Industry Association (CBIA), contributing to regional and statewide housing 

and land use policy discussions.

STATE OF CALIFORNIA
Serves as a member of the California State Historic Building Code Safety 

Board, contributing to statewide policy and oversight related to the 

preservation and adaptive reuse of historic structures.

Eric A. Nelson is a Planning 
Commissioner and Chair for the City of 
Dana Point, a member of the Board of 
Directors for the League of California 
Cities, and Past President of the 
Building Industry Association of 
Orange County. He serves as Vice 
President of Community Development 
at Trumark Homes and brings more 
than 25 years of experience in 
California land use, entitlement 
strategy, and community development, 
with extensive experience navigating 
General Plans, zoning codes, and 
complex project approvals.
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You Shape Outcomes
Land use decisions affect real people and neighborhoods. Every vote you cast 
influences housing availability, private investment, and the public's trust in local 
government. The record you build as a commissioner matters far beyond the meeting 
room. It becomes the foundation for how your community grows and evolves.

Housing
Your decisions directly shape where 
and how people live.

Investment
Predictable process attracts 
responsible development.

Public Trust
A strong record builds lasting community confidence.

Planning Commission 101



LEGAL FOUNDATION

Follow the Rules
Compliance with state law is not optional — it is the bedrock of legitimate planning decisions. Commissioners must operate within a clear legal 
framework to protect both the public and the integrity of the process.

1

Brown Act Compliance
All meetings must follow open meeting requirements! 
Transparency is non-negotiable.

2

Due Process
Every party, applicant, neighbor, and advocate deserves a fair and 
impartial hearing.

3

Proper Noticing
Correct procedure and public notice protect decisions from legal 
challenge.

4

State Law
State mandates govern local planning authority. Know them and 
follow them.
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Apply Adopted Policy
The General Plan is your adopted policy — the community's vision for growth, approved 
through a public process. The Zoning Code is the implementation tool that translates that 
vision into enforceable standards. Project review is the application of those standards to 
specific proposals.

Personal preference is not the standard. Your role is to measure projects against 
adopted criteria — not to substitute individual taste for community policy.

General Plan
Adopted policy and community vision

Zoning Code
Implementation and enforceable standards

Project Review
Application of standards to proposals

Planning Commission 101



KEY DISCIPLINE

Don't Rewrite It
Public hearings are not the place to reopen policy debates. Adopted density, land use designations, and zoning standards were established through a 
legislative process. At the hearing table, your job is quasi-judicial review — applying the code as written, not renegotiating it.

Avoid Reopening Policy
Don't relitigate decisions already made through the legislative 
process.

Don't Renegotiate Density
Adopted density and use standards are settled — apply them 
consistently.

Separate the Roles
Legislative decisions set policy. Quasi-judicial review applies it. 
Know the difference.

Apply the Code
The written code is your guide — follow it faithfully and predictably.
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Continuances · Conditions · Clarity
Three areas where precision and discipline define the quality of your work as a commissioner. Each one carries real consequences for applicants, 
neighbors, and the city's legal standing.

Continuances
Use when genuinely necessary — not 
reflexively. Delays affect project timing, 
applicant costs, and the predictability that 
the development community relies on.

Conditions
Every condition of approval must be clear, 
enforceable, and directly related to the 
project. Vague or unrelated conditions 
invite legal challenge.

Clarity
Motions should tie directly to findings. A 
clean, well-articulated record protects the 
city and withstands scrutiny on appeal.
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BEST PRACTICES

Preparation Is Respect
Prepared commissioners elevate the entire process. When you 
arrive informed, you honor the time of staff, applicants, and the 
public. Preparation is not optional — it is the foundation of credible 
decision-making.

01

Read the Full Staff Report
Understand the analysis, recommendations, and conditions before the 
hearing begins.
02

Know the Applicable Standards
Identify which General Plan policies and code sections apply to the project.

03

Visit the Site
See the context firsthand — and disclose the visit properly on the record.

04

Ask Questions Early
Clarify issues with staff before the public hearing, not during deliberation.
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Structure Creates Fairness
A well-run hearing is the hallmark of a professional commission. Structure isn't 
bureaucracy — it's the mechanism that ensures every voice is heard and every 
decision is defensible.

1 Follow Hearing Order
Stick to the established sequence: staff presentation, applicant, public 
comment, deliberation.

2 Listen First
Hear all testimony before forming conclusions. Deliberation comes after 
input, not during.

3 Ask, Don't Cross-Examine
Clarifying questions are appropriate. Adversarial questioning undermines 
neutrality.

4 Maintain Neutrality
Your demeanor during testimony signals fairness — or the lack of it.

Planning Commission 101



Findings Matter · Stay Grounded
Findings Matter
Every decision must be tied to adopted standards and 
supported by evidence in the record. Avoid subjective 
language — clear, well-documented findings reduce 
appeal risk and protect the city's legal position.

Tie decisions to adopted standards

Reference evidence in the record

Avoid subjective language

Clear findings reduce appeal risk

Stay Grounded
Emotional testimony is part of public service. 
Political pressure may exist. But popularity is not 
the legal standard. Your obligation is to apply policy 
consistently — especially under pressure.

Emotional testimony is expected

Political pressure may arise

Popularity ≠ legal standard

Apply policy consistently under pressure
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Protect the Process
Consistency builds trust. When you apply standards evenly, reason predictably, and 
treat all parties with respect, credibility grows over time. That is the long-term culture 
you are building.

Protect Due Process
Fairness is the foundation of public confidence.

Apply Policy Faithfully
Adopted standards deserve consistent application.

Build a Defensible Record
Every decision should withstand scrutiny.

Elevate Public Discourse
Set the tone for how your community engages.
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Thank You !
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Panelists
» Colin Drukker, Principal, PlaceWorks

» Marc Roberts, Former City Manager, City of Livermore

» Eric Nelson, Planning Commissioner, City of Dana Point

Questions & Answers 
» Especially questions with broad applicability 

» Additional discussion and follow up (time permitted)
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