
LAND USE /  2-1 

This chapter addresses land use, including issues related to the current General 
Plan, existing land use patterns, local planning context, and community 
character. The information in this chapter provides a current perspective on land 
use in Lake Forest and is intended to assist the General Plan update process 
by providing a baseline of existing land use information to be used when 
formulating and considering amendments to the City’s current land use pattern. 
For the purposes of the Lake Forest General Plan Update, the Planning Area is 
defined as the area within the City’s Sphere of Influence that is included in the 
analysis and planning for the approximate 20-year horizon of the City’s General 
Plan Update. 

State Regulatory Framework 

California General Plan Law
Government Code Section 65300 requires that each county and city adopt a 
General Plan “for the physical development of the county or city, and any land 
outside its boundaries which bears relation to its planning.”

The General Plan is a comprehensive long-term plan for the physical 
development of the county or city and is considered a “blueprint” for 
development. The General Plan provides a statement of the community’s 
development, economic, circulation, and environmental goals and includes 
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diagrams and text setting forth objectives, standards, policies, and programs. The General Plan must contain seven State-
mandated elements: Land Use, Open Space, Conservation, Housing, Circulation, Noise, and Safety. It may also contain any other 
elements that the City wishes to include; Lake Forest has decided to also include elements addressing Economic Development, 
Fiscal Sustainability, Community Design, and Community Health and Wellness. The land use element designates the general 
location and intensity of designated land uses to accommodate housing, business, industry, open space, education, public 
buildings and grounds, recreation areas, and other land uses.

For the past several years, the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) has been engaged in a process to update the 
State General Plan Guidelines (GPG). After multiple drafts and public reviews, the GPG update was released on August 2, 2017. 
This guidance is the first comprehensive update in fourteen years and includes legislative changes, new technical advisories, 
guidance documents, and additional resources. The GPG serves as the “how to” resource for drafting a General Plan. For 
mandatory and common optional elements of the General Plan, the GPG sets out each statutory requirement in detail, provides 
OPR recommended policy language, and includes online links to city and county General Plans that have adopted similar 
policies. OPR plans to next update the GPG in 2018 with additional guidance for communities on environmental justice, climate 
change, and recommendations for the development of an optional water element. The Lake Forest General Plan will be prepared 
in accordance with all applicable laws and regulations, including the 2017 GPG. 

California Environmental Quality Act
The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) was developed to protect the quality of the environment and the health and 
safety of persons from adverse environmental effects. Discretionary projects are required to be reviewed consistent with the 
requirements of CEQA to determine if there is potential for the project to cause a significant adverse effect on the environment. 
Depending on the type of project and its potential effects, technical traffic, noise, air quality, biological resources, and geotechnical 
reports may be needed. If potential adverse effects can be mitigated, a Mitigated Negative Declaration is required. If potentially 
adverse effects cannot be mitigated, an Environmental Impact Report is required. These documents have mandated content 
requirements and public review times. Preparation of CEQA documents can be costly and, despite maximum time limits set forth 
in the Public Resources Code, can extend the processing time of a project by a year or longer.

Regional Regulatory Framework 

Local Agency Formation Commission of Orange County 
In 1963, the State Legislature created a Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) for each county, with the authority to 
regulate local agency boundary changes. Subsequently, the State has expanded the authority of a LAFCO. The goals of a LAFCO 
include preserving agricultural and open space land resources and providing for efficient delivery of services. The Orange County 
LAFCO has authority over land use decisions in the County of Orange affecting local agency boundaries. Its authority extends to 
the incorporated cities, including annexation of County lands into a city, and special districts within the County. The City of Lake 
Forest is adjacent to unincorporated areas of Orange County. 

In addition, LAFCO conducts Municipal Service Reviews (MSRs) for services within its jurisdiction. An MSR typically includes a 
review of existing municipal services provided by a local agency and its infrastructure needs and deficiencies. It also evaluates 
financing constraints and opportunities, management efficiencies, opportunities for rate restructuring and shared facilities, local 
accountability and governance, and other issues.

Orange County Airport Land Use Commission
The Airport Land Use Commission (ALUC) was established to provide for appropriate development of areas surrounding public 
airports in Orange County. It is intended to minimize the public’s exposure to excessive noise and safety hazards, and to ensure 
that the approaches to airports are kept clear of structures that could pose an aviation safety hazard.

Orange County ALUC has adopted a series of Airport Environs Land Use Plans (AELUPs) for each of the airports in Orange 
County which include John Wayne Airport (JWA), Fullerton Municipal Airport (FMA) and Joint Forces Training Base Los Alamitos. 
Additionally, there is an AELUP for Heliports. 

Under California Government Code Section 65302.3(a), General Plans must be consistent with any airport land use plan adopted 
pursuant to Public Utilities Code Section 21675. The City of Lake Forest is not within an Airport Influence Area for any Orange 
County airport, and as such, no significant compatibility issues between City planning issues and airport compatibility concerns 
are expected. 
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County of Orange General Plan
Orange County adopted its most current General Plan in 2005, with a number of amendments since that time. The County’s 
General Plan provides a comprehensive set of goals, policies, and implementing actions to guide the County’s growth. The 
County’s General Plan includes the following elements: Land Use, Transportation, Public Services and Facilities, Resources, 
Recreation, Noise, Safety, Housing, and Growth Management. 

Local Regulatory Framework 

City of Lake Forest Zoning Ordinance
Title 9 of the Lake Forest Municipal Code is the City’s Planning and Zoning Ordinance. The Planning and Zoning Ordinance carries 
out the policies of the General Plan by classifying and regulating the uses of land and structures within the City, consistent with 
the General Plan. The Planning and Zoning Ordinance is adopted to protect and promote the public health, safety, comfort, 
convenience, prosperity, and general welfare of residents and businesses in the City.

Zoning provides a legal mechanism for local government regulation of the land uses described in the General Plan Land Use 
Map. In addition to providing specific regulations related to minimum lot size, building heights, setbacks, lot coverage, etc., for 
each zoning district, the Zoning Ordinance also lists the uses that would be acceptable or could be considered in each district, 
as well as those that would be considered unacceptable. For some uses, further regulations are established. Zoning regulations 
designate the process to be used when a permit must be applied for in order to consider approval of a particular land use in a 
district. 

Subdivision Code
A subdivision is any division of land for the purpose of sale, lease or finance. The State of California Subdivision Map Act 
(Government Code § 66410) regulates subdivisions throughout the state. The goals of the Subdivision Map Act are as follows: 

•	 To encourage orderly community development by providing for the regulation and control of the design and improvement of 
a subdivision with proper consideration of its relationship to adjoining areas.

•	 To ensure that areas within the subdivision that are dedicated for public purposes will be properly improved by the subdivider 
so that they will not become an undue burden on the community. 

•	 To protect the public and individual transferees from fraud and exploitation. 

The Map Act allows cities some flexibility in the processing of subdivisions. Lake Forest controls this process through the 
subdivision regulations in the Municipal Code Title 7 (referred to as the Lake Forest Subdivision Code). These regulations ensure 
that minimum requirements are adopted for the protection of the public health, safety and welfare; and that the subdivision 
includes adequate community improvements, municipal services, and other public facilities. Lake Forest’s subdivision provisions 
support the Subdivision Map Act and, in so doing, also support implementation of the City’s General Plan.

Planned Communities
Lake Forest has been primarily developed as a series of Planned Communities prior to incorporation. The Planned Communities 
comprising the incorporated City include Lake Forest, El Toro, Baker Ranch, Pacific Commercentre, Rancho de los Alisos, Rancho 
Serrano, Serrano Highlands, Foothill Ranch, and Portola Hills. Pre-incorporation development agreements apply to a number of 
the Planned Communities in Lake Forest and identify permitted levels of development based on the provision of public facilities 
and infrastructure. The land use designations identified in the Current Land Use Element are consistent with the development 
densities identified in the development agreements.

Opportunities Study
In 2003, the City of Lake Forest initiated the Opportunities Study to study the implications of re-designating vacant land within the 
City that was entitled for business and industrial use on 5 properties in Lake Forest (Shea Baker Ranch, Portola Center, Serrano 
Summit, The Pinnacle, and Whistler Ranch). The zoning changes allow for a new plan with residential uses and facilities such as 
a Sports Park and Civic Center.

The Opportunities Study focused on approximately 800 acres of what was then vacant land located in the City of Lake Forest, 
north and south of the Foothill Transportation Corridor and adjacent to the former Marine Corps Air Station (MCAS) El Toro. The 
study area was formerly encumbered by the 65 Community Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL) contours, which imposed land use 
restrictions due to the aircraft noise generated by airplanes taking off from the now defunct Marine base. 
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In June of 2008, the City Council took the first steps to complete the development of Lake Forest, gaining over $100 million 
in public benefits for the community. After 5 years of study, analysis and negotiations, the City Council voted to certify the 
Opportunities Study Final Program Environmental Impact Report, and approved a General Plan Amendment and zone changes 
for approximately 800 acres of land located near the 241 Toll Road.

 

2.1 PLANNING AREA 
The City Limits includes the area within the City’s corporate boundary, over which the City exercises land use authority and 
provides public services. A City’s Sphere of Influence (SOI) is the probable physical boundary and service area of a local agency, 
as adopted by a Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO). An SOI may include both incorporated and unincorporated areas 
within which a city or special district will have primary responsibility for the provision of public facilities and services. Lake Forest’s 
SOI is contiguous with its City Limits. For the purposes of the Lake Forest General Plan Update, the Planning Area is defined as 
the area within the City’s Sphere of Influence/City Boundary that is included in the analysis and planning for the approximate 
20-year horizon of the City’s General Plan Update. 

The City’s boundary has expanded significantly since the City was incorporated and the first General Plan was prepared. In the 
early 2000s, the City annexed areas north of the Foothill Transportation Corridor within its Sphere of Influence, including Portola 
Hills and Foothill Ranch, resulting in its contiguous City boundary and SOI. Figure 2-1 shows the Lake Forest City Limits, and the 
General Plan Planning Area boundaries. 

2.2 CURRENT GENERAL PLAN
The City’s current General Plan was adopted in 1994 and has been amended periodically since that time. The Safety and Noise 
Elements were updated in 2001; the Circulation Element was updated in 2008; the Land Use, Housing, and Conservation 
and Open Space Elements were amended in 2010; and the Housing Element was amended again in 2014 in accordance with 
applicable state regulations.

Land Use Element 
Land uses in Lake Forest have been developed based on the Land Use Map, along with the goals, policies, and strategies 
established by the City of Lake Forest General Plan. The City’s General Plan Land Use Element includes issues, goals, policies, and 
implementation measures that guide land use and planning decisions within the City.  For a full list of the City’s goals and policies, 
please see the City’s Current General Plan. 

Housing Element 
Housing Element Law (Government Code Sections 65580 through 65589.8) requires local governments to adopt a Housing 
Element that addresses existing and projected housing needs, including their share of the regional housing need. A Housing 
Element must include an analysis of existing and projected housing needs, identification of governmental and non-governmental 
constraints to the provision of housing, an inventory of sites appropriate to accommodate the City’s housing needs, identification 
of resources available to assist with meeting housing needs, a review of the effectiveness of the previous Housing Element, and 
a plan to address the identified housing needs and constraints.

California General Plan law requires each city and county to have land zoned to accommodate a fair share of the regional housing 
need. The share is known as the Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA) and is based on a Regional Housing Needs Plan 
(RHNP) developed by councils of government. The Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) is the lead agency for 
developing the RHNP for the area that includes Orange County and the City of Lake Forest. As part of the region’s planning efforts, 
SCAG must allocate housing units within the region consistent with the development pattern included in the 2016-2040 Regional 
Transportation Plan/ Sustainable Communities Strategy (2016 RTP/SCS or Plan). 

The City’s Housing Element, adopted in January 2014, provides for the accommodation of the 2014-2021 RHNA that has been 
assigned to Lake Forest. The total housing growth need for the City of Lake Forest identified for the 2014-2021 planning period is 
2,727 units, as summarized in Table 2-1. The City of Lake Forest is not required to ensure that actual development to accommodate 
the RHNA occurs; however, the City must facilitate housing production by ensuring that land is available and that unnecessary 
development constraints have been removed. 

Housing Element Law requires that cities update their Housing Elements on a specific schedule based on certification status; 
given that the City has a currently certified Housing Element, updates to the Housing Element are not included in the City’s 
comprehensive General Plan Update. However, the General Plan must remain internally consistent, meaning that the direction 
provided in the City’s Housing Element regarding how the City plans to accommodate future housing needs must be considered 
and reflected in the other elements of the General Plan. 
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Table 2-1  2013-2021 Regional Housing Needs Allocation
Very Low 
Income1 Low Income Moderate 

Income
Above Moderate 

Income Total

Units 647 450 497 1,133 2,727

Percentage of Total 23.7% 16.5% 18.2% 41.5% 100%
1. Includes extremely-low households, estimated to be one-half the very-low need (323 units) 

Source: City of Lake Forest Housing Element, 2014. 

Current Lake Forest General Plan Land Use Designations 
The City of Lake Forest General Plan Land Use Map (Figure 2-2) designates land uses within the Planning Area. Table 2-2 below 
summarizes land uses included on the General Plan Land Use Map. A description of each General Plan Land Use designation is 
provided below. 

The term “density” is used for residential uses and refers to the population and development capacity of residential land. Density 
is described in terms of dwelling units per net acre of land (du/net acre). For example, 50 dwelling units occupying 10 net acres 
of land is 5.0 du/net acre. Development “intensity,” which applies to nonresidential uses, refers to the extent of development on 
a parcel of land or lot: the total building square footage, building height, the floor area ratio, and/or the percent of lot coverage. 
Intensity is often used to describe nonresidential development levels; but in a broader sense, intensity is used to express overall 
levels of both residential and nonresidential development types. In the City’s Land Use Element, floor area ratio and building 
square footage are used as measures of nonresidential development intensity. Floor Area Ratio (FAR) represents the ratio between 
the total gross floor area of all buildings on a lot and the total area of that lot. FAR is determined by dividing the gross floor area 
of all buildings on a lot by the land area of that lot. For example, a 20,000 square foot building on a 40,000 square foot lot yields a 
FAR of 0.50:1. The FAR controls the intensity of use on a lot.

Table 2-2  Current General Plan Land Use Designations 

General Plan Designation Density/
Intensity Parcel Count1 Acres (GIS) % of Total Acres

Very Low Density Residential 0-2 du/ac 0 0 0

Low Density Residential 2-7 du/ac  13,976  2,351 21.9%

Low-Medium Density Residential 7-15 du/ac  2,221  920 8.6%

Medium Density Residential 15-25 du/ac  330  444 4.1%

High Density Residential 25-43 du/ac  44  16 0.2%

Commercial 1.0 FAR max  257  573 5.3%

Professional Office 1.2 FAR max  28  32 0.3%

Mixed-Use 43 du/ac and 1.2 
FAR max  296  135 1.3%

Business Park 1.0 FAR max  192  355 3.3%

Light Industrial 0.60 FAR max  355  734 6.8%

Public Facility 1.2 FAR max  66  344 3.2%

Community Park/Open Space 0.40 FAR max  44  249 2.3%

Regional Park/Open Space 0.10 FAR max  156  1,950 18.2%

Open Space 0.40 FAR max  638  996 9.3%

Transportation Corridor 0.20 FAR max  60  101 0.9%

Roadways (parcelized and non-parcelized) -  -  1,542 14.4%

Total - 18,663 10,742 100%
1. Count includes whole or split pieces of parcels. 

Source: City Lake Forest GIS Dataset, De Novo Planning Group 2018.
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The Current General Plan land use designations include a reference to maximum density and intensity, depending on the use. 
In addition, nonresidential designations include an “effective intensity of development”. These effective levels of development 
represent an anticipated overall density and intensity of development for Lake Forest and are, therefore, less than the absolute 
maximum allowed for an individual parcel of land. For various reasons, many parcels in the community have not been developed 
to their maximum density or intensity and, in the future, maximum development as described in the General Plan can be expected 
to occur only on a limited number of parcels.

Residential Land Uses
Very Low Density Residential (0-2 du/ac): The Very Low Density Residential land use designation provides for the development 
of very low density single-family dwellings and accessory buildings. Uses such as second single-family structures, guest houses, 
churches, public or private schools, family day care homes, public facilities, private recreation facilities, and others that are 
determined to be compatible with and oriented toward serving the needs of very low density single-family neighborhoods may 
also be allowed.

The designation allows a maximum of two single-family dwelling units per net acre of land. Development under this land use 
designation should maintain a very low density character. The average population for this residential designation is approximately 
2.91 persons per dwelling unit, which represents a population density range for this land use designation of 1 to 6 persons per 
acre. The maximum density of this land use category may be exceeded to complement General Plan Housing Element policy in 
accordance with the density bonus provisions of Section 65915 of the California Government Code, as amended in January 1, 
2005 under SB 1818.

Low Density Residential (2-7 du/ac): The Low Density Residential land use designation provides for the development of 
low density single-family dwellings and accessory buildings. Uses such as second single-family structures, mobile homes, guest 
houses, churches, public or private schools, family day care homes, public facilities, private recreation facilities, and others that 
are determined to be compatible with and oriented toward serving the needs of low density single-family neighborhoods may 
also be allowed.

The designation allows a maximum of seven single-family dwelling units per net acre of land. Development under this land use 
designation should maintain a low density character. The average population for this residential designation is approximately 
2.91 persons per dwelling unit, which represents a population density range for this land use designation of 6 to 21 persons per 
acre. The maximum density of this land use category may be exceeded to complement General Plan Housing Element policy in 
accordance with the density bonus provisions of Section 65915 of the California Government Code, as amended in January 1, 
2005 under SB 1818. 

Low-Medium Density Residential (7-15 du/ac): The Low Medium Density Residential land use designation provides for the 
development of a wide range of living accommodations, including single-family detached and attached dwelling units, mobile 
homes, duplexes, and multiple-family dwellings, such as townhomes, condominiums, apartments, and cooperatives. Uses 
such as churches, public or private schools, community care facilities, family day care homes, public facilities, private recreation 
facilities, and others that are determined to be compatible with and oriented toward serving the needs of low medium density 
neighborhoods may also be allowed.

The designation allows a maximum of 15 dwelling units per net acre of land. Development under this land use designation 
should maintain a low medium density character. The average population for this residential designation is approximately 2.91 
persons per dwelling unit, which represents a population density range for this land use designation of 21 to 44 persons per 
acre. The maximum density of this land use category may be exceeded to complement General Plan Housing Element policy in 
accordance with the density bonus provisions of Section 65915 of the California Government Code, as amended in January 1, 
2005 under SB 1818. 

Medium Density Residential (15-25 du/ac): The Medium Density Residential land use designation provides for the 
development of a wide range of living accommodations, including single-family dwelling units, and multiple-family dwellings, 
such as townhomes, condominiums, apartments, and cooperatives. Uses such as churches, public or private schools, community 
care facilities, family day care homes, public facilities, private recreation facilities, and others that are determined to be compatible 
with and oriented toward serving the needs of medium density neighborhoods may also be allowed.

The designation allows a maximum of 25 dwelling units per net acre of land. Development under this land use designation 
should maintain a medium density character. The average population for this residential designation is approximately 2.91 
persons per dwelling unit, which represents a population density range for this land use designation of 44 to 73 persons per 
acre. The maximum density of this land use category may be exceeded to complement General Plan Housing Element policy in 
accordance with the density bonus provisions of Section 65915 of the California Government Code, as amended in January 1, 
2005 under SB 1818. 
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High Density Residential (25-43 du/ac): The High Density Residential land use designation provides for the development of a 
wide range of living accommodations, including single-family dwelling units and multiple-family dwellings, such as townhomes, 
condominiums, apartments, and cooperatives. Uses such as churches, public and private schools, community care facilities, 
family day care homes, public facilities, private recreation facilities, and others that are determined to be compatible with and 
oriented toward serving the needs of high density neighborhoods may also be allowed.

The designation allows a maximum of 43 dwelling units per net acre of land. Development under this land use designation 
should maintain a high density character. The average population for this residential designation is approximately 2.91 persons 
per dwelling unit, which represents a population density range for this land use designation of 73 to 125 persons per acre. The 
maximum density of this land use category may be exceeded to complement General Plan Housing Element policy in accordance 
with the density bonus provisions of Section 65915 of the California Government Code, as amended in January 1, 2005 under SB 
1818. 

Non-residential Land Uses
Commercial (1.0 max FAR): The Commercial land use designation provides for a variety of retail, professional office, and service 
oriented business activities, many of which are roadway oriented and serve a community wide area and population.

Other uses that are determined to be compatible with the primary uses may also be allowed. Commercial land uses serve 
local, as well as broader market areas and generally include professional and business offices, retail and commercial services, 
and community facilities. Site development standards for this land use designation encourage large projects and provide 
for adequate setbacks, parking, landscaping, buffering from residential land use areas, and other features, which create well 
designed, efficient, and attractive projects. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.4:1 and the maximum 
intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 1.0:1. 

Professional Office (1.2 max FAR): The Professional Office designation provides for professional offices and other supporting 
uses. These uses include professional, legal, medical, general financial, administrative, corporate, and general business offices, as 
well as supportive commercial uses such as restaurants, medical services, community facilities, and similar uses, which together 
create concentrations of office employment or community activity. Also included are small convenience or service commercial 
activities intended to meet the needs of the on site employee population. Other uses that are determined to be compatible with 
the primary uses may also be allowed. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.5:1 and the maximum 
intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 1.2:1.

Mixed-Use ( 43 du/ac and 1.2 max FAR): The Mixed Use designation provides opportunities for mixtures of commercial, office, 
and residential uses in the same building, on the same parcel of land, or within the same area. Allowable uses include those 
identified in the Commercial and Professional Office designations, and the Low-Medium Density, Medium Density, and High 
Density Residential designations. When mixtures of uses occur in the same building, retail uses or offices are usually located 
on the ground floor with residential uses above. The mixed uses are generally located in areas where multiple activities and 
pedestrian orientation are considered to be desirable objectives. The expected intensity of nonresidential development is a floor 
area ratio of 0.5:1 and the maximum intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 1.2:1. The expected density is 35 dwelling 
units per net acre of land and a maximum density of 43 dwelling units per net acre of land is allowed for residential projects.

Business Park (1.0 max FAR): The Business Park designation provides opportunities for a mixture of all those uses allowed 
under the Commercial, Professional Office, and Light Industrial land use designations. The effective intensity of development is 
a floor area ratio of 0.35:1 and the maximum intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 1.0:1

Light Industrial (0.60 max FAR): The Light Industrial designation provides for a variety of light industrial uses that are non-
polluting and which can co-exist with surrounding land uses and which do not in their maintenance, assembly, manufacturing 
or operations create smoke, gas, dust, sound, vibration, soot or glare to any degree which might be obnoxious or offensive to 
persons residing or conducting business in the City. 

Allowable uses include: wholesale businesses, light manufacturing and processing, research and development uses, warehousing 
and storage, distribution and sales, high technology production, retail sales, and related uses. Other uses that are determined to 
be compatible with the primary uses may also be allowed. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.35:1 and 
the maximum intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.6:1. 

Public Facility (1.2 max FAR): The Public Facility designation includes a wide range of public uses distributed throughout 
the community, such as schools, government offices and facilities, public utilities, libraries, fire stations, sheriff sub stations, 
cemeteries, hospitals, and other public uses. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.2:1 and the maximum 
intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 1.2:1.
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Community Park/Open Space (0.40 max FAR): The Community Park/Open Space designation provides for public recreational 
uses designed to meet the active and passive recreational needs of the community. This designation includes all public parkland, 
open space, and associated public recreational activities, such as indoor and outdoor sports/athletic facilities, museums, 
theaters, and similar uses. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.1:1 and the maximum intensity of 
development is a floor area ratio of 0.4:1. 

Regional Park/Open Space (0.10 max FAR): The Regional Park/Open Space designation provides for public recreational 
uses designed to meet the active and passive recreational needs of the community and other nearby areas in the region. This 
designation includes the Whiting Ranch Regional Wilderness Park and other County of Orange open space along portions of 
Serrano Creek and Aliso Creek. This designation applies to land that is generally maintained as natural open space with minimal 
improvements. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.001:1 and the maximum intensity of development 
is a floor area ratio of 0.1:1.

Open Space (0.40 max FAR): The Open Space designation provides for private open space designed to meet the active and 
passive recreational needs of the community. This designation includes open space that is held under private ownership, and 
includes facilities for active and passive recreational activities. Open Space activities include indoor and outdoor sports/athletic 
facilities, lakes, club houses, meeting rooms, outdoor gathering areas, and similar uses, as well as ornamentally landscaped and 
natural landscaped open areas. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 1:0.5 and the maximum intensity of 
development is a floor area ratio of 0.4:1.

Transportation Corridor (0.20 max FAR): The Transportation Corridor designation applies to the land within the corridors of 
the San Diego Freeway (Interstate 5), the Foothill Transportation Corridor, and the Southern California Regional Rail Authority, 
and other arterial highways. Lands within these corridors are reserved for transportation purposes as the primary use. Secondary 
uses, such as open space linkages and landscaped areas, public and private parking areas, and other transportation related 
activities and facilities are also allowed. The effective intensity of development is a floor area ratio of .01:1 and the maximum 
intensity of development is a floor area ratio of 0.2:1.

Land Use Overlays 
Mineral Resource Overlay: The Mineral Resource Overlay designation applies to areas classified as an important Mineral 
Resource (MRZ-2) by the State Department of Conservation—Division of Mines and Geology. This overlay provides for the 
management and utilization of mineral resources on an interim basis. The underlying land use designation represents the future 
planned use of the land following reclamation from mining. There is no intensity of development for this overlay, other than the 
intensity of development for the underlying land use designation. 

Business Development Overlay: The Business Development Overlay designation applies to areas designated for Commercial, 
Professional Office, Business Park, and Light Industrial land uses. The overlay provides for a balance of land uses required for 
the continued fiscal well-being of the community. Private property owners of land subject to the Business Development Overlay 
must prove that proposed land use designation changes will not result in a loss of future net revenue for the City. The underlying 
land use designation represents the future planned use of the land, and there is no intensity of development of this overlay, other 
than the intensity of development for the underlying land use designation.

Public Facilities Overlay: The Public Facilities Overlay designation applies to areas designated for Commercial, Business Park, 
and Residential land uses. The overlay includes properties which may be acquired by the City for public facilities. The underlying 
land use designation represents the planned uses of the land should public facilities not occur at these locations in whole or 
in part. The Public Facilities Overlay is placed on properties with General Plan Land Use designations that would allow public 
facilities and parks. The intent of this overlay is to indicate potential sites for future public facilities, government buildings, and 
community parks.
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2.3 EXISTING LAND USE PATTERNS (ON-THE-GROUND)
When discussing land use, it is important to distinguish between planned land uses and existing land uses. The Current General Plan 
land use designations identify the long-term planned use of land, but do not necessarily present a complete picture of existing land 
uses. The Orange County Assessor’s office maintains a database of existing “on-the-ground” land uses on individual parcels. This 
information is used as the basis for property tax assessments and is summarized in Table 2-3 and depicted on Figure 2-3. 

Table 2-3  Existing Land Uses 

Category Parcel Count Acres % of Total Acres
Open-Space and Recreation 695 3,174 35.0%

Single Family Residential 15,230 2,247 24.5%

Roadways (parcelized and non-parcelized) 130 1,718 16.0%

Vacant1 510 800 8.7%

Multi-Family Residential 644 676 7.4%

Commercial and Services 323 502 5.5%

Industrial 177 435 5.0%

General Office 110 215 2.4%

Mixed Commercial and Industrial 206 191 2.1%

Agriculture 18 192 2.1%

Education 17 156 1.7%

Facilities 33 148 1.6%

Transportation, Communication, and Utilities 39 118 1.3%

Mobile Homes and Trailer Parks 11 92 1.0%

Water 42 70 0.77%

Mixed Residential 80 7 0.08%

Grand Total 18,265 10,742 100%
1. According to the Orange County Assessor’s Office, a number of currently approved and under development projects are identified as “Va-
cant”. These projects include the new Civic Center and portions of Baker Ranch and Portola Hills. When these areas are excluded from the 
qualification of vacant land, it becomes clear that there is very little vacant unentitled/unplanned land left in the City of Lake Forest. 

Source: Orange County Assessor’s office, 2018; De Novo Planning Group, 2018

Residential
Residential uses in Lake Forest include Single-Family houses, Multi-Family developments, Mobile Homes and Trailer Parks and 
Mixed Residential. Single Family Residential is the second most dominant land use type in the City, accounting for 24.5% of the 
City’s land area. Single Family Residential land uses are located throughout the City, as shown on Figure 2-3. 

Multi-family Residential refers to parcels that contain more than one housing unit, and attached structures including duplexes, 
triplexes, fourplexes, condominiums, townhomes, and apartment buildings. The predominate type of multi-family developments 
in Lake Forest include Low-Rise Apartments, Condos, and Townhomes. 

Mobile homes and Trailer Parks account for 92 acres in Lake Forest and only make up 1% of all acreage in the City. Similarly, Mixed 
Residential only makes up .08% of all City acreage and consists of 80 acres.

Commercial & Services
Commercial and Services uses make up 5.5% (502 acres) of total acres within the City. Commercial uses, as identified by the 
County Assessor, are varied. The predominate type of commercial land use, based on acreage, is Retail Centers with off-street 
parking other than strip commercial (268 acres). Retail Strip Development is the second most dominant commercial land 
use at 152 acres.  As shown on Figure 2-3, many of the City’s commercial uses are located along and around the City’s major 
transportation corridors. Mixed Commercial and Industrial is also present within the City of Lake Forest, designated for 191 acres.
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Industrial 
Industrial Manufacturing exists across a total of 435 acres, making up 5% of the City’s land uses. Industrial Manufacturing uses 
include Heavy Industrial (7 acres), Light Industrial (12 acres), Manufacturing (0.19 acres), Manufacturing, Assembly, Industrial 
Services (404 acres), and Research and Development (10 acres). Manufacturing, Assembly, and Industrial Services makes up 
a predominant amount of land use designated as Industrial within Lake Forest, accounting for 93 percent. Figure 2-3 shows 
Industrial uses throughout the City. 

Office
Offices uses include General Office Use and Low and Medium Rise Office Use in Lake Forest. Office development includes 
approximately 215 acres of land. Office uses are located throughout the City as shown on Figure 2-3.

Education
Education uses include Educational Institutions, Elementary Schools, Pre-Schools & Day Care Centers, and Senior High Schools 
totaling 155 acres. Elementary Schools represent the most development in the education category with 112 acres of land. The 
category with the second highest amount of development is Senior High Schools, which includes 40 acres. Education uses are 
located throughout the City as shown on Figure 2-3.

Agriculture Land
The Agriculture land category includes general agricultural uses, horse ranches, nurseries, and other agriculture. Agriculture land 
makes up 2.1% (191 acres) of the City’s total acreage. 

Open Space and Recreation
The Open Space and Recreation category of land uses is the most dominant land use category within Lake Forest. Open Space 
and Recreation accounts for 35% (3,173 acres) of all land acreage. Open Space and Recreation includes Cemeteries, Golf Courses, 
Local Parks and Recreation, Other Open Space and Recreation, Regional Parks and Recreation. Regional Parks and Recreation is 
the predominant Open Space and Recreation land use, taking up 48% of the acres within the entire category. 

Transportation Communication and Utilities
The Transportation Communication and Utilities category includes Communication Facilities, Electrical Power Facilities, 
Freeways and Major Roads, Improved Flood Waterways and Structures, Liquid Waste Disposal Facilities, Railroads, Water Storage 
Facilities, and Water Transfer Facilities. The Transportation Communication and Utilities uses includes 117 acres within the City. 

Vacant Lands
Vacant Land is generally unused land. Vacant Lands include 800 acres of land on 510 parcels, and accounts for approximately 
8.7% of the total assessed area of the City. Lands in this category are typical void of structures. Note that the Assessor’s Office has 
continued to identify the new Civic Center and areas of Baker Ranch and Portola Hills, which are currently under development, 
as “Vacant”. When these areas are removed from the summary of available “Vacant” land, the total amount of Vacant land is 
considerably less. 

Facilities
The category of Facilities includes Fire Stations, Government Offices, Public Facilities, Religious Facilities, Special Care Facilities, 
and Other Pubic Facilities. 147 acres of land across 33 parcels in Lake Forest are designated for Facilities. Religious Facilities is the 
most dominant subcategory of Facilities within Lake Forest, making up approximately 86% of Facility acreage. 
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2.4 LOCAL PLANNING CONTEXT 
As the City of Lake Forest embarks on its General Plan Update, it must consider its relationship to other ongoing projects within 
the City and in neighboring jurisdictions. To assist with this consideration, the tables in this section present information on known 
projects that are currently under review in the City of Lake Forest and in the cities of Mission Viejo, Laguna Hills, and Irvine (note 
that there are currently no known projects under review in the City of Laguna Woods). For the purposes of this analysis, the 
tables below summarize projects which involve residential and nonresidential development, which includes the construction of 
new residential units or building square footage and/or significant expansion or redevelopment of a current project. Site permit 
applications and minor discretionary review projects are not included. 

Table 2-4  City of Lake Forest Projects Under Review 

Project Name Location Description
Saddleback Church 
Expansion

1 Saddleback Parkway New 92,391 SF worship center, addition of 
26,924 SF classroom, and associated site 
improvements

Amara at Serrano Summit S of Commercecentre Dr, between Civic Center 
Dr and Serrano Summit Dr

101 single family homes in conjunction 
with TTM 18162 in the previously-approved 
Serrano Summit residential development

Soria at Serrano Summit S of Commercecenter Dr, between Civic Center 
Dr and Serrano Summit Dr

108 townhome condominium homes 
in conjunction with TTM 18162 in the 
previously-approved Serrano Summit 
residential development

Teresina Development North of Trabuco Road, East of Bake Parkway, 
northern end of Peachwood

Amendment to Site Development Permit 
2008-11 for 85 single family homes in Tract 
15594

Coffee Bean 22441 El Toro Rd New 1,710 SF drive-through restaurant

Boys and Girls Club N/A Request to identify requirements for locating 
at Boys and Girls Club at El Toro Community 
Park

Great Scott Contractor’s 
Storage Yard

20865 Canada Rd GPA and Zone Change from OS to LI to 
establish a contractor storage yard use

Worship Uses 23061 and 23071 El Toro Rd Two new 3,312 SF single-story buildings to be 
used as places of worship

Nakase Nursery 
Redevelopment

APN 612-221-01 at Bake Parkway and Rancho 
Parkway

Application to allow development of 122-acre 
site into a mixed-use development with an 
elementary school, senior affordable rental 
housing, parks, open space, 4-5 residential 
products ranging from 5-13 du/ac with 
approximately 600-800 units. 

Source: City of Lake Forest, August 2018

Table 2-5  City of Mission Viejo Projects Under Review 

Project Name Location Description
Greenstreet 28662 Marguerite Parkway Commercial retail development of 17,223 SF, 

approved and under construction 

Skyridge East of El Toro, North of SR-241 Residential - Single Family Homes with 84 
units on 28.5 acres, approved and under 
construction
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Project Name Location Description
NCA Medical Center 27799 Medical Center Road 108,791 SF medical hospital building, 

approved and under construction

Crown Valley Vista 27750 Crown Valley 9,623 SF commercial retail development, 
approved and construction completed

Hampton Inn 28682 Marguerite Parkway 61,241 SF hotel, approved and construction 
completed

Core Area Vision Plan Core Area Vision plan to redevelop the core area of the 
City into a mixed-use activity center. 

Sources: City of Mission Viejo website, August 2018

Table 2-6  City of Laguna Hills Projects Under Review 

Project Name Location Description
ActivCare Laguna Hills 24888 Alicia Parkway 12 bed assisted living facility
Sources: City of Laguna Hills website, August 2018 

Table 2-7  City of Irvine Projects Under Review

Project Name Location Description
Portola Springs Neighborhood 5 Portola Springs 168 units (SFR)

Sterling America Investments 2 Osborn Street in Woodbridge 46,800 sf medical office building

Witherspoon Office Buildings 2 & 6 Witherspoon Add 5,000 sf to the TGS office buildings

Rockefeller Development Central Park West 285 residential condominium units and 
10,000 sf of retail

Millikan Residential Project 16542 Millikan 209 residential units

Pistoia Apartments 17422 Derian Avenue 371 units

Gillette Townhouses 17822 Gillette 137 townhouse units

Gillette Apartments 17832 and 17840 Gillette 336 apartment units

Milani Apartments 18831 Von Karman Avenue 287 apartment units

Diamond Jamboree Center 2701 Alton Parkway 24,618 sf of additional restaurant and retail 
development

360 Fusion Apartments 2852 McGraw 280 residential units

Park Place 3333 Michelson Drive 198,739 sf office building

Los Olivos Irvine Center Drive and Bake Parkway 845 apartment units

Sand Canyon and Nightmist Sand Canyon and Nightmist 80 apartment units
Sources: City of Irvine, Irvine Current Discretionary Projects Under Review, August 2018
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Land Uses Surrounding the City of Lake Forest 
The City of Lake Forest is surrounded by several local jurisdictions including the cities of Mission Viejo, Laguna Woods, Irvine and 
unincorporated Orange County. The following land uses are identified along common boundaries and areas near Lake Forest: 

•	 City of Mission Viejo 
o Recreation
o Business Park/Industrial
o Commercial Highway
o High Density Residential
o Very Low Density Residential
o Community Facility
o Commercial Neighborhood

•	 City of Laguna Hills
o Freeway Commercial 
o Village Commercial 

•	 City of Laguna Woods
o Adult Single and Multiple Family Residential
o Community Facilities
o Neighborhood Commercial

•	 City of Irvine 
o Preservation
o Recreation
o Public Facilities
o Research and Industrial 
o Community Commercial
o Major Highway

•	 Unincorporated County of Orange 
o General Agriculture
o Residential Hillside Estates
o Estates
o Open Space

2.5 COMMUNITY CHARACTER
The community character of Lake Forest is defined by its special natural environment, family-friendly residential atmosphere, 
and gathering places like the Sports Park and upcoming Civic Center. People are attached to their communities through the 
look and feel of a place; some things which are tangible while other qualities are intangible. The City’s General Plan will consider 
the character of Lake Forest and identify goals and policies to maintain the City’s high quality of life while looking towards the 
needs of future generations. Some key considerations related to the formation of Lake Forest’s community character include its 
elevation/topography, the history and quality of its residential neighborhoods (including its Planned Communities), and its visual 
resources. The first two of these topics are described below, while the City’s visual resources, considered a “natural resource” for 
the City of Lake Forest, are described in more detail in Chapter 9. 

Elevation
The elevation in Lake Forest traverses almost 1,500 feet, starting from a low point along I-5 of 260 feet above sea level and rising to 
1,752 feet towards Saddleback Mountain. The elevation change is more gradual between I-5 and 241, changing just 500 feet over 
this large area, while the greatest elevation change occurs north of 241 where elevations rise quickly. This environment creates 
beautiful views to the mountains and ocean throughout the community. However, the City’s unique and undulating topography 
can pose challenges when planning safety for land use development and viewshed preservation. Careful attention must be 
paid to preserving and protecting the City’s natural environment and recognizing the opportunities that come with changing 
elevations and slopes. These qualities can also make walking and biking along certain steep routes difficult, a topic which is 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. Figure 2-4 illustrates the City’s topography, Figure 2-5 highlights its elevation, and Figure 
2-6 illustrates areas of significant slope percentages. 

Residential Areas and Planned Communities
As described earlier in this Chapter, the City of Lake Forest is primarily a residential community with well-established neighborhoods. 
Lake Forest is home to a number of Planned Communities which significantly shape the City’s existing land use pattern and built 
environment through their own individual community design, monumentation, architecture, and amenities. These areas, along 
with the City’s pattern of growth, are illustrated in Figure 2-7. Early in the area’s development, residential neighborhoods first 
appeared in the El Toro area near I-5. While many residential areas in Lake Forest have homeowners associations (HOAs), many 
of the community’s oldest neighborhoods do not. Residential areas in Lake Forest with and without HOAs are illustrated in Figure 
2-8. Some residential areas without HOAs may be multi-family for-rent developments that have their own private maintenance 
organization. 



2-14 /  E XISTIN G CO NDITIONS REPORT 

Age of Structures 
Most of the City’s housing stock located south of Trabuco Road was developed in the 1950s-1970s, with the oldest homes being 
located primarily around Muirlands Boulevard and El Toro Road. Houses north of Trabuco Road, including the areas of Foothill 
Ranch and Portola Hills annexed by the City in the early 2000s, were built later as residential development moved up and away 
from I-5 and easier access was provided by the Foothill Transportation Corridor. Older housing units are more likely to be in need 
of repair, as well as focused maintence and neighborhood enhancement goals, policies, and implementation strategies. The 
median age of the City’s residential homes is illustrated based on current Census information in Figure 2-9. 

2.6 REFERENCES
The primary sources of data referenced for this section are the following:
American Community Survey, US Census, 2016. 

City of Lake Forest. 1992. City of Lake Forest General Plan and associated amendments from 1992-2018. Includes Housing Element Adopted 
January 2014. 

City of Lake Forest. Lake Forest Municipal Code. Codified through Ordinance No. 165, § 1, originally adopted 1996, updated 2007. 

Governor’s Office of Planning and Research 2017 General Plan Guidelines. Available At: http://www.opr.ca.gov/planning/general-plan/

Orange County Airport Land Use Commission (ALUC) 2018, Airport Environs Land Use Plans. Available At: https://www.ocair.com/
commissions/aluc/

Southern California Association of Governments, 2018. Existing land use parcel data provided by SCAG. August 2018.

Conceptual rendering of the new Lake Forest Civic Center  
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Figure 2-2  Current General Plan
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Figure 2-3  Existing Land Uses 
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Figure 2-4  Topography 
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The elevation in Lake Forest traverses almost 
1500 feet, starting from a low point along 
I-5 of 260 feet above sea level and rising to 
1752 feet towards Saddleback Mountain. 
The elevation change is more gradual 
between I-5 and 241, changing just 500 
feet over this large area, while the greatest 
elevation change occurs north of 241 where 
elevations rise quickly.



2-22 /  E XISTIN G CO NDITIONS REPORT 

This page intentionally left blank. 



Figure 2-5  Elevation 
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Figure 2-6  Slope 
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A slope study of Lake Forest starts to reveal 
three distinct zones within the city, a lowland 
that is primarily flat with small slopes, an 
upland that contains a series of canyons and 
steep slopes between flat areas, and finally 
the hills, where elevations climb quickly with 
little flat land.
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Figure 2-7  Planned Communities 
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Figure 2-8  Residential Areas and Homeowners Associations 
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Figure 2-9  Median Age of Residential Unit 
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