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Overview     
In early 2018, the City of Lake Forest embarked on an effort to update its General Plan, 
a long-term policy document which identifies the community’s vision for the future and 
provides a framework to guide decisions on growth, development, and conservation of 
open space and resources in a manner consistent with the quality of life desire by 
residents and businesses. The updated General Plan was adopted in June 2020.  

Over time, the city’s population and the physical environment in which its residents live 
and work changes. In order for the General Plan to be a useful document, it must be 
monitored and periodically revised to respond to and reflect changing conditions and 
needs. As such, a general plan should be comprehensively updated periodically to 
reflect current conditions and emerging trends in order to respond to changes as they 
occur. This effort is the first comprehensive update to the City’s General Plan since 
1994, when the City's first General Plan was adopted following the City's incorporation. 
This General Plan provides the framework for long-term decision making in Lake Forest 
for the next 20 years. We appreciate the community’s participation in this project and 
look forward to a bright future for our City. 

The City of Lake Forest’s Updated General Plan (General Plan) identifies the 
community’s vision for the future and provides a framework that will guide decisions on 
growth, development, and conservation of open space and resources in a manner that 
is consistent with the quality of life desired by the city's residents and businesses. The 
General Plan supersedes and replaces the City’s 1994 General Plan. While the General 
Plan carries forward some of the major goal and policy framework of the 1994 General 
Plan, it has been substantially updated to address current local conditions, community 
priorities, and goals, and has been reorganized to make the document more user-
friendly and straightforward. 
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Scope and Content of the General Plan 
State law requires the City to adopt a comprehensive, long-term general plan for the physical development 
of its planning area. The general plan must include land use, circulation, housing, conservation, open 
space, noise, and safety elements, as specified in Government Code Section 65302, to the extent that the 
issues identified by State law exist in the City’s planning area. Additional elements that relate to the 
physical development of the city may also be addressed in the general plan. The degree of specificity and 
level of detail of the discussion of each general plan element need only reflect local conditions and 
circumstances. The General Plan has been prepared consistent with the requirements of State law and 
addresses the relevant items addressed in Government Code Section 65300 et seq.  

A general plan is a “constitution” or “blueprint” for the future physical and economic development of a 
county or city. All future planning decisions and project approvals must be consistent with the general 
plan, including, but not limited to: Area Plans, Master Plans, subdivisions, public works projects, public 
services, and zoning decisions. A general plan has four defining features, as described below.  

 

General 

As the name implies, a general plan provides general guidance for future land use, transportation, 
infrastructure, environmental, and resource decisions. 

 

Comprehensive 

A general plan covers a wide range of social, economic, infrastructure, and natural resource issues. There 
are seven State mandated topics that general plans must cover including: land use, circulation, housing, 
conservation, open space, safety, and noise. Cities can also address topics of local significance in their 
General Plans, including economic development, community design, and health and wellness. 

 

Long-Range 

A general plan provides guidance on achieving a long-range vision of the future for a city or county. To 
reach this envisioned future, the general plan includes goals, policies, and implementation programs that 
address both near-term and long-term needs. The City of Lake Forest’s General Plan looks ahead approxi-
mately 20 years—to the year of 2040. At the same time, the General Plan will provide policy direction that 
allows for flexibility to respond to changes in the marketplace and in technology, positioning the City for 
long-term success. 

 

Integrated and Coherent 

The goals, policies, and implementation programs in a general plan must present a comprehensive, unified 
program for development and resource conservation. A general plan uses a consistent set of assumptions 
and projections to assess future demands for housing, employment, public services, and infrastructure. It 
has a coherent set of policies and implementation programs that enables residents, landowners, 
businesses, and industry to be more certain about how future planning decisions will be made and 
implemented. 
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Organization of the General Plan Elements  

Each element (i.e., chapter) of the General Plan is organized into a set of goals, policies, and 
implementation actions. Each goal is supported by a particular set of policies and actions to implement 
and achieve that goal. The final chapter of the General Plan (Implementation) includes a complete summary 
of each action that is identified in the various elements, accompanied by the City department responsible 
for implementing the action and the timing of implementation.  

General Plan Policy Document 

This General Plan policy document is the heart of the General Plan. It contains the goals, policies, and 
actions that will guide future decisions within the city and identifies implementation measures to ensure 
the vision and goals of the General Plan are carried out. Two important documents support the General 
Plan. The Existing Conditions Report and the General Plan Environmental Impact Report (EIR) are both 
intended to be used in conjunction with this General Plan and to serve as companions to this policy 
document.  

The General Plan also contains a land use diagram, which serves as a general guide to the distribution of 
land uses throughout the city. The General Plan addresses all of the elements required by State law. The 
table below identified the elements included in the General Plan and the corresponding requirement in 
State law.  

Table IN-1 Relationship Between General Plan Elements and State Requirements  
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Land Use and Design ▲      ▲    

Mobility  ▲         

Economic Development          ▲ 

Recreation and Resources   ▲ ▲    ▲   

Public Safety     ▲ ▲  ▲   

Public Facilities   ▲       ▲ 

Health and Wellness       ▲ ▲  ▲ 

Housing (Separate Cover)         ▲  

Implementation ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ 
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Public Participation 
The Lake Forest General Plan was developed with extensive community input and reflects the 
community’s vision for Lake Forest.  A summary of the community outreach and public participation 
process is provided below. 

Outreach Objectives  

Objectives established for the comprehensive outreach program were to: 

• Educate the public on the City’s history, existing conditions, socioeconomic trends, and fiscal 
health 

• Develop a long-term vision for Lake Forest  
• Build capacity for future public outreach efforts 
• Engage key stakeholders to perpetuate long-term involvement 
• Engage a broad spectrum of the City’s community members 
• Raise the profile of the General Plan and establish a greater connection to current planning issues 

Visioning Workshops 

The City hosted General Plan Update Visioning Workshops in May, June, and July 2018, addressing a 
different topic each month. Each Workshop included a brief overview of the General Plan, including why 
it’s important and why the City is updating its Plan, 
some background information on the evening’s 
topic, and a series of facilitated activities to solicit 
input on key topics or ideas.  
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The first General Plan Visioning Workshop was held on Wednesday May 16, 2018 at the Lake Forest City 
Hall from 6:30 PM - 8:00 PM. Approximately 15 individuals attended this Workshop. The intent of the first 
Workshop was to begin a dialogue with the community regarding its priorities for the next 20 years. 
Following a brief presentation on the General Plan Update, the consultant team facilitated two activities to 
help conduct this conversation. The first activity was to identify assets, vision ideals, and challenges facing 
Lake Forest, and the second activity was to identify opportunity areas that warranted additional land use 
and/or policy direction.  

The second Visioning Workshop was held on Wednesday June 13, 2018 at City Hall from 6:30 PM - 8:00 
PM. Approximately 25 people attended this event. The focus of the second Workshop was on 
transportation and mobility in Lake Forest, including how people get around (cars, walking, biking, transit) 
and regional transit connections. The presentation included background on existing conditions, such as 
existing traffic volumes, transit routes, and accident information. The group also reviewed existing 
commute patterns (where do people who live in Lake Forest go for work, and where do people who work 
in Lake Forest commute from). 

The third and final Visioning Workshop was held on Wednesday July 11, 2018 at City Hall from 6:30 PM 
to 8:00 PM. Approximately 40 people attended this event. The focus of the last Workshop was on land 
use and community design. The discussion focused on better understanding the community’s vision for 
the following five focus areas: Foothill Ranch Towne Centre, El Toro Rd/I-5 Corridor, Lake Forest 
Dr/Muirlands Rd, Civic Center area, and the Rail Corridor/El Toro Road. As part of the overview 
presentation, the group considered how local and regional socioeconomic trends shape land use planning 
in Lake Forest. Representatives from the City’s Homeowners Associations were personally invited to 
participate in this workshop.  

The topics explored in each Workshop along with summaries of the input provided by the community are 
provided in the Vision and Values Outreach Summary Report, which is available for review online at: 
www.lakeforest.generalplan.org.  
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Pop-up Events  

To connect with a broad audience throughout Lake Forest, the City hosted two Pop-up Events where the 
project team was able to educate the community on the General Plan and better understand what 
residents love most about living in the City.  

Bunny Blast  

On Saturday March 24, 2018, the City of Lake Forest hosted its annual Bunny Blast, a fun-filled event for 
the entire family. The day included a range of activities including game booths, rides, and music. The 
General Plan Update hosted a booth inviting attendees to share what they “love about Lake Forest” and 
spin the prize wheel. Project factsheets were also available along with small business cards highlighting 
the project website and contact information. Throughout the day, the project team spoke with over 200 
community members to let them know about the General Plan Update project, including what topics the 
General Plan will address and why the City is updating its Plan, and to hear what each person loved most 
about their community.  

The top responses received included “Parks”, “Community”, “Nature” and “Events”. All of these special 
qualities were identified more than a dozen times. Other key topics and issues identified by the community 
included: “Mobility”, “Retail/Shops”, “Schools”, “Safety”, “Location”, and “Recreation”.  
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National Night Out   

On Tuesday August 7, 2018, the City of Lake Forest hosted National Night Out, an annual community-
building event that promotes police-community partnerships and neighborhood camaraderie. The General 
Plan Update team hosted a booth inviting attendees to share what they “love about Lake Forest”. Project 
factsheets and website small business cards were provided, along with copies of the General Plan 
Advisory Committee (GPAC) Statement of Interest form. Throughout the evening, the project team spoke 
with over 100 community members of all ages regarding their favorite things about Lake Forest.   

The top three responses were the same as those received at Bunny Blast: “Parks”, “Community” and 
“Nature”. These three responses were all each identified at least 10 times.  

Online Surveys and Polls 

The City of Lake Forest hosted a Vision and Values Survey which was facilitated online. The survey was 
open from May 15 through July 13, 2018 and was administered online via the SurveyMonkey web platform. 
During the approximately two-month time period that the survey was active, there were 824 responses to 
the eighteen primary questions related to the General Plan update. The questions involved a wide range 
of response formats that are synthesized in the Visioning and Values Report. The survey responses provide 
insight into the demographics and opinions of Lake Forest community members concerning goals and 
topics related to the update of the City’s General Plan.  

Based on the demographic questions within the survey, the online survey attracted those Lake Forest 
residents with families and children. Respondents to the survey tended to be in their family-forming years, 
or later, and have more than one child. The survey had less representation from single-person households, 
renters, and younger residents than the typical resident demographics for the City of Lake Forest. Of the 
participating community members, survey respondents prioritized the following themes:  

• community safety  
• improved entertainment options 
• open spaces 
• housing affordability 
• traffic calming.  

Detailed survey results and responses are contained in Appendix B of the Vision and Values Summary 
Report, which is available for review online at: www.lakeforest.generalplan.org. 

General Plan Advisory Committee 

The 18-member General Plan Advisory Committee (GPAC), which consisted of residents, homeowners 
association representatives, business leaders, and representatives from the school district, Community 
Services Commission, Traffic and Parking Commission, and Planning Commission, among others, 
collaborated with City staff and the General Plan Update consultant team throughout the development of 
the General Plan.  The Advisory Committee met 11 times between September 2018 and September 2019 
to identify key issues and challenges that Lake Forest faces over the next 20 years, prepare a Community 
Vision Statement, and to develop the comprehensive set of goals and policies contained in the General 
Plan.  Each General Plan Advisory Group meeting was open to the public. All meeting materials are 
available on the project website at www.lakeforest.generalplan.org.    

City Council Briefings  

The City Council received quarterly briefings from City Staff and the Consultant team (for a total of 6 
briefings) to review input from the Visioning Workshops, receive information relevant to the specific topics 
addressed at the General Plan Advisory Group meetings, and provide specific direction and guidance to 
staff and the consultant team regarding the Community Vision Statement and the Land Use Themes 
Report/development of the Benchmark Plan which is analyzed in this Environmental Impact Report.  
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Community Open Houses on Draft General Plan  

The community was invited to two open houses on the General Plan, which were held on November 12, 
2019 at the El Toro Library and on November 13, 2019 at City Hall. At both open houses, the City hosted 
tables focusing on key topics/components of the General Plan (such as land use, community design, 
transportation, and public facilities) and shared key goals, policies, and actions included in the General 
Plan to address these topics. Community members were able to ask questions of City Staff and the 
Consultant team and learn more about the future of Lake Forest.  

Public Outreach 

For all public workshops and meetings, the City of 
Lake Forest conducted extensive outreach, using a 
wide variety of methods and tools, to inform and 
encourage the community to participate in the 
General Plan Update process. The following is a list 
of methods and tools used to inform the public of 
meetings, workshops, and the status of the General 
Plan Update work efforts. 

• General Plan Website:  The City maintains 
a website (www.lakeforest.generalplan.org) 
devoted to informing the public about, and 
encouraging participation in, the General 
Plan Update process.  The website includes 
all public notices, all workshop materials, presentations given to the GPAC and City Council, 
background materials, draft policy documents, and draft versions of the General Plan Land Use 
Map.   

• Focus Group Briefings: The City held General Plan Update briefings with interested focus groups 
including the Executive Committee Roundtable, the Hospitality Roundtable, and the Homeowners 
Association Roundtable.  

• E-mail distribution list:  This list was developed and maintained over time, and included 
approximately 345 agencies, organizations, stakeholders, and individuals. 

• Social Media: The City regularly posted meeting notices and project updates to its social media 
platforms, including NextDoor, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. The project was also provided 
in a “Mayor’s Minute” video which was posted to Facebook and YouTube. All three Visioning 
Workshops were also broadcast via Facebook Live on the City of Lake Forest’s Facebook page. 

• Flyers: Flyers were posted at City Hall and at key locations throughout the community advertising 
the Visioning Workshops and online survey.  

Development of a Community Vision Statement  

Based on the extensive public input received, a Community Vision Statement was prepared to serve as 
the foundation for the General Plan. The Vision Statement and eight associated Guiding Principles—
presented in full on the following pages—was reviewed by the General Plan Advisory Committee and 
approved by the Lake Forest City Council in early 2019.  
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Applying the General Plan  
The General Plan is intended for use by a broad range of persons, including City decision-makers, City 
staff, developers, and community members, to serve the following purposes:  

• To identify Lake Forest’s land use, growth, transportation, environmental, economic, and social 
goals and policies as they relate to land use, conservation, development, and provision of 
community services and facilities.  

• To enable the City Council and the Planning Commission to establish long-range conservation 
and growth goals and policies.  

• To provide a basis for judging whether specific private development proposals and public projects 
are in harmony with these goals and policies.  

• To inform citizens, developers, decision makers, and other jurisdictions of the policies that will 
guide development and conservation within the Lake Forest.  

The General Plan applies to lands in the incorporated area of the City, to the extent allowed by Federal 
and State law. Under State law, many actions, such as development projects, specific plans, master plans, 
community plans, zoning, subdivisions, public agency projects, and other decisions must be consistent 
with the General Plan. State law requires that the City's ordinances regulating land use be consistent with 
the General Plan. The Zoning Ordinance, individual project proposals, and other related plans and 
ordinances must be consistent with the goals and policies in the General Plan. 

Interpreting the General Plan  

In reading the General Plan, one should infer that the goals, policies, and implementation measures are 
limited to the extent that it is financially feasible and appropriate for the City to carry them out and to the 
extent legally permitted by Federal and State law. For example, policies and measures which indicate that 
the City will “provide,” “support,” “ensure,” or otherwise require or carry them out do not indicate an 
irreversible commitment of City funds or staff resources to those activities, but rather, that the City will 
support them when the City deems that it is financially feasible and appropriate to do so. In some cases, 
the City will carry out various policies and measures by requiring development, infrastructure, and other 
projects to be consistent with the policies and actions of the General Plan. In other cases, the City may 
include General Plan items in the Capital Improvement Program, annual budget, or other implementation 
mechanisms, as the City deems appropriate.  
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How to Read Lake Forest’s General Plan  

As the guide for future development and desired conditions, residents, property owners, and business 
owners should also familiarize themselves with how to read this document. Each element contains a brief 
introduction, several goals and related policies, and a description of related actions to help implement the 
City’s vision.  

 

Goals  

A goal in the General Plan is the broadest statement of community values. It is a generalized ideal which 
provides a sense of direction for action. They are overall statements of desired future conditions.  

 

Policies and Implementation  

The essence of the General Plan is contained within its policies. Policies are statements which further 
refine the goals, and guide the course of action the City must take to achieve the goals in the plan. It is 
important to note that policies are guides for decision makers, not decisions themselves. Policies and 
implementation measures must be clear to be useful. However, they may range in terms of commitment 
of resources, importance, and expected results. Therefore, it is important for readers to understand the 
distinctions between various levels of policy and implementation action. The following is a list of common 
terms used in policies and implementation measures, and how to interpret their usage in the General Plan. 
In cases where other terms are used (and not defined below), an equivalent to the closest applicable term 
can be used.  

Shall: Absolute commitment to the policy or action, and indicate that the policy must be adhered 
to in all cases.  

Should: Policy will be followed in most cases, but exceptions are acceptable for good reasons.  

Ensure: Policy indicates that the City plays a role in making sure something happens, often times 
in partnership with other agencies or as part of other City programs and processes. 

Encourage: Policy is highly recommended and/or desired, and should be pursued when feasible.  

Allow: Policy will be supported within certain parameters and certain guidelines. 

Coordinate: Policy will occur in conjunction with another entity, and the City will carry its share of 
the responsibility.  

Explore: Effort will be taken to investigate the subject at hand, to discover whether or not further 
commitment is relevant.  

Consider: Policy may or may not be followed, depending upon the results of analysis that will be 
completed.  

Limit: Effort will be taken to keep the subject within certain limits, or will at least make undesired 
change more difficult. 

Restrict: Effort will be taken to keep the undesired action to a minimum. 
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Amending the General Plan  

The General Plan is not static, but rather is a dynamic and multi-faceted document that defines and 
addresses the changing needs of the City. It is based on an on-going assessment and understanding of 
existing and projected community needs. The City’s decision-makers have broad discretion in interpreting 
the General Plan and its purposes, and are allowed to weigh and balance the various goals and policies 
when applying them. Recognizing the need for the General Plan to remain current and reflective of local 
issues and policies, State law allows the City to periodically amend the General Plan to ensure that it is 
consistent with the conditions, values, expectations, and needs of its residents, businesses, and other 
stakeholders. The General Plan may be amended in accordance with State law. While specific findings 
may be applied on a project-by-project basis, at a minimum the following standard findings shall be made 
for each proposed General Plan amendment:  

1. The amendment is deemed to be in the public interest;  
2. The amendment is consistent and/or compatible with the rest of the General Plan;  
3. The potential impacts of the amendment have been assessed and have been determined not to 

be detrimental to the public health, safety, or welfare; and  
4. The amendment has been processed in accordance with the applicable provisions of the 

California Government Code, the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), and the City’s 
Municipal Code. 

City-initiated amendments, as well as amendments requested by other public agencies, are subject to the 
same basic process described above to ensure consistency and compatibility with the General Plan. This 
includes appropriate environmental review, public notice, and public hearings, leading to an official action 
by the City Council.  
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Timing  

Mandatory elements of the General Plan may be amended up to four times in each calendar year. The City 
Council or any citizen may initiate consideration of a General Plan Amendment. It is left to the discretion 
of the local jurisdiction to establish an amendment schedule to be published one year in advance. State 
law further requires that the Housing Element be reviewed and updated at least once every eight years.  

Exemptions  

The State Legislature has recognized that occasions arise which require the local jurisdiction to have some 
flexibility in amending the General Plan. As set forth in the California Government Code, the following are 
exempt from the General Plan amendment schedule:  

• Amendments to optional elements.  
• Amendments requested and necessary for affordable housing (Section 65358(c)).  
• Any amendment necessary to comply with a court decision in a case involving the legal adequacy 

of the general plan (Section 65358(d)(1)).  
• Amendments to bring a general plan into compliance with an airport land use plan (Section 

65302.3). 

Annual Reporting  
Given the long-term nature of the General Plan, it is critical to periodically evaluate its effectiveness and 
to document the implementation status of the various policies and actions that it contains. State law 
provides direction on how cities and counties can maintain the General Plan as a useful policy guide. State 
law also requires the City to annually report "the status of the plan and progress in its implementation" 
(California Government Code Section 65400(b)) to the City Council.  

The Implementation Element identifies each measure to be carried out by the General Plan, the timing of 
the measure, and the responsible City department for addressing implementation. 
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