
preamble

Exeter will utilize a unique planning model in the formulation of the Southwest 
Exeter Specific Plan.  The model will be based on four primary  principles - 1) it 
will be citizen-centered by encouraging citizen involvement in the plan’s 
preparation; 2) it will be conservation-centered by reducing the environmental 
impacts caused by urban development; 3) it will be community-centered by 
insuring that urban development occurring within the planning area is in concert 
with the values of the community as a whole; and 4) it will be context-
centered by recognizing the traditions, history and culture of Exeter.

________________________________________________________
The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan is based on four primary  
principles. It will be citizen-centered; conservation-centered; 
community-centered and context-centered.
_______________________________________________________
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a new planning model for the valley

Given that current planning laws and principals practiced in this country 
have done little to prevent urban sprawl, maintain viable downtowns, reduce air 
pollution, preserve agricultural land or conserve natural resources, the authors 
of this specific plan felt that the pursuit of a new planning model for the 
Valley was timely and necessary, especially given the recent growth pressures 
experienced by this region.   

Why should we plan?  Most planners would respond with, “to protect the 
public’s health, safety and welfare.” The Practice of Local Government 
Planning, known as the big green book by planners, expanded on this answer -  
the protection of health, pluralism, and individuality; the conservation of 
resources; the promotion of efficiency, beauty, and social equity; and the 
advancement of the democratic process (1)

We believe, however, a better and more fundamental reason for why we plan is 
found in the word “ecology” coined by Earnest Haeckle in 1864.   This word 
stems from two Greek words:  oikos, meaning “house or home” and logos, 
meaning “study of.”    Ecology is a science - the study of organisms and how 
they function and interact with their environment. Human ecology is the study 
of man and how he functions and interacts with his environment (2).

The application of ecology occurs often in the planning process.  For example,   
a proposed residential development on the outskirts of a city in the Central 
Valley would be studied by planners to determine the development’s impact on 
the environment (air, water and land).  These findings would be detailed in a 
report called an environmental impact report or EIR.  The planners would also 
determine if the project was consistent with the city’s general plan and zoning 
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ordinance. Unfortunately, these reports and findings accomplish little in terms 
of preserving the environment, forwarding good planning principles, enhancing 
the community or fostering good urban design.  The reason for this failure is 
that planners are generally more focused on the process and less focused on 
the product.  Planners are more concerned with insuring that the development 
complies with zoning ordinance standards, that the development’s environment 
impact report was properly circulated  and that the staff report contained the 
necessary conditions of approval.  These tasks are all important but they are 
more about the process and less about the product, they are more about sales, 
bed, and property taxes and less about the long-term viability of the 
environment.  

As planners, it is time to embrace the line of thinking put forth by Aldo Leopold 
when he coined the phrase “science of land” -  a blend of planning and ecology.  
For this specific plan to provide true solutions to our “land”  problems, the 
authors contend that planning must first and foremost be grounded in ecology 
and community values, and secondarily in the codes and standards of planning 
documents.

________________________________________________________
The “science of land” -  a blend of planning and ecology.

                   Aldo Leopold
________________________________________________________

James R. Karr in his article What from Ecology Is Relevant to Design and 
Planning?, provides an excellent explanation of the relationship between 
planning and ecology.

“Infusing the design and planning disciplines with ecological thinking is crucial 
because designers and planners, as disciplinary generalists and integrators, 
work at the interface of many disciplines.  From the design of buildings to 
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growth management and landscape design, ecological considerations impose 
constraints.  But they also offer inspiration.  The efficiency of ecological 
systems is unparalleled.  Recycling is standard in those  closed systems; 
waste does not occur.  Air and water are not fouled in ways that cause  
biological collapse.  The beauty of plants and animals and the views of 
sweeping landscapes also inspire humans.  But those systems are collapsing, 
largely because of human’s own actions, the most important force for change 
on the surface of Earth today.

For the twenty-first century, we need a new science and art of home 
maintenance (the original meaning of economy), one that helps us understand 
and interpret the consequences of human-driven change.  We need a new view 
of design and planning’s purpose.  We must seek a balance between our 
modern industrial economy - and the designs that support it - and our 
homelands’ natural economies.  As individuals and as societies, we need to 
understand the consequences of our actions for the present and the future, 
ecological thinking is and will be central to attaining that goal”. (3)
 

Garrett Hardin in 1968 wrote an article entitled,  “Tragedy of the Commons” 
wherein he defined the commons as any resource shared by a group of people.  
Hardin described how a tragedy in the commons occurs with the following 
explanation:  

“Each entity (person, household, organization or company) has the right to 
take resources from, or put wastes into the commons.  Each entity believes 
that it can acquire one unit of resources or dump one unit of waste while 
distributing  one unit of cost across all of the entities with whom the 
commons is shared.  To each entity the gain appears large while the cost, 
which is spread among all entities is small.  Many entities attempt to 
accumulate greater gains (wealth) while paying less than their fair share of 
the costs.  Eventually, when too many entities are taking resources from the 
commons or disposing wastes into the commons, the commons collapses.”(4)

An article in the Visalia Times Delta, dated October 11, 2001, elaborated on  
the Valley’s water commons.
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“Water pollution in the San Joaquin Valley is getting worse, according to a 
report by the Regional Water Quality Control Board.  The list of the Valley’s 
most polluted waterways includes every stream and river in the San Joaquin-
Sacramento Delta region.  Every stream on the list in San Joaquin County 
has more than one pollutant, which range from mercury to household 
insecticides and pose health threats to humans and wildlife.

In the past three years, 56 waterways have been added to the list compiled 
by the Regional Quality Control Board, while only three have been removed.  
The State’s Clean Water Act requires a list of polluted waterways to 
determine which need to be studied further for clean-up.”

The eight-county San Joaquin Valley contains booming metropolitan areas--
notably centered on Fresno, Bakersfield, and Visalia. It is one of California's 
most rapidly growing subregions, adding over one million residents in the 10 
years between 1990 and 2000, a gain of almost 38 percent.  By 2010, the 
Valley is expected to add a million persons, bringing the total to 4,899,000 
residents.  The Los Angeles Times reported in an article entitled, Choice for 21st 
Century:  Keep Farming or Build Homes, that the Central Valley since 1984 has 
seen a net loss of 260,000 acres of agricultural land (153,600 in the San 
Joaquin Valley), and that over the next 40 years, another 2.5 million acres 
would be urbanized, representing one-third of the best agricultural land in the 
Central Valley.  In regards to this potential impact on farmland the article 
stated:

“If the state doesn’t find a novel way to manage growth here, they say, it 
will have major repercussions for a nation that has spent billions transforming 
the region from desert and marsh into an agricultural colossus providing 25 percent 
of America’s table food.

“There are no more Central Valleys combining its endless soil and sun, at 
least not on this side of the U.S.-Mexican border.” said Carol Whiteside, the former 
mayor of Modesto.”
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Even the small town of Exeter has fostered farmland conversion.  Exeter, 
located in the citrus belt of California, has converted about 300 acres to 
urban uses - schools, residential subdivisions, service commercial and industrial 
uses - since 1980.

Bad air is suspected as a trigger for everything from asthma to birth defects, 
it reduces the productivity of many of the Valley’s crops and it   could 
eventually choke the Valley’s economy by tarnishing its image as a   healthy 
place to live or raise a family. An article from the Fresno Bee, dated January 
6, 2002, entitled Valley tops L.A. as bad-air king, focused on the Valley’s air 
commons.
   

“By at least one measure, the San Joaquin Valley now has the worst air in 
the country.  The Valley last year violated the federal eight-hour ozone 
standard 101 times - one more than than the Los Angeles area’s South Coast 
Air Basin.  It’s the first time the Valley has ever recorded more annual ozone 
violations than South Coast, which has been the nation’s worst air basin for 
decades.”

The Central Valley has many “commons”.  We drink from a common aquifer, we 
breathe from a common basin of air and we reside on the same plain of land.  
If we in the Central Valley are going to successfully avoid what Hardin 
describes as the “tragedy of the commons”, we must make planning decisions 
that are based on sound science and intelligent planning principals.  
Unfortunately, past decisions on the use of land in the Valley has been based 
on vested interests, economic gain, outdated planning principals and ill-conceived 
design standards.  Few decisions have been based on the “science of land.”  We 
must embrace a new planning model in the Valley if we are to  avoid the land 
use decisions that furnished us with the planning models displayed in the San 
Fernando and Santa Clara Valleys, Orange County and the Inland Empire.
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________________________________________________________
The Central Valley has many “commons” - air, land, and 

water.
________________________________________________________    
 
Most urban development in California, and specifically in the Central Valley, 
creates more problems than it solves - air pollution, urban sprawl, traffic 
congestion, loss of agricultural land, and overdraft of the aquifer.  The 
Arapahoe Indians embraced the wise notion that decisions should be based on 
the impact it has on the future - the seventh generation.  The Southwest 
Exeter Specific Plan . . .a new planning model for the Valley is grounded in this 
notion.  It is the goal of this Plan to cause planners, decision-makers and the 
general public to think differently about how we plan for ourselves and future 
generations. 

The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan will strive to solve more problems than it 
creates.  This plan is based on one of the fundamental principals of ecology - 
everything is connected to everything else and that failure to understand this 
principal leads to “tragedy in the commons ”.

________________________________________________________
The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan is based on one of the 
fundamental principals of ecology - “everything is connected 
to everything else and that failure to understand this 
principal leads to “tragedy in the commons ”.

Garrett Hardin
_____________________________________________
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CITIZEN INVOLVEMENT

The Exeter City Council wanted Exeter citizens to take an active role in the 
preparation of the Southwest Exeter Specific Plan.  Towards this end, the 
Council formed a citizens advisory committee to assist and guide staff in the 
preparation of the plan.  The Committee met once a month for a year.  At 
each meeting issue papers were presented to the Committee by the staff.  
Often these papers were accompanied by a power point presentation to show 
visual images of the topic being discussed.  Once the discussion on each topic 
had been concluded, the Committee was asked to review the staff’s 
recommendations  on the topic and forge a position.  This position guided staff in 
the drafting of policy, development standards and design guidelines that became 
a part of the Southwest Exeter Specific Plan.

The Planning Area

The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan Area is located in the southwest 
quadrant of Exeter, approximately one mile west of State Route 65,  two miles 
south of State Route 198 and ten miles east of Visalia, the county seat of 
Tulare County (see Exhibit 1).

The planning area is delineated by Visalia Road on the north, Belmont Road on 
the east, the southerly extension of Elberta Road on the west and the 
westerly extension of Glaze Avenue on the south  (see Exhibit 2).  It contains 
approximately 320 acres, a half section of land.  Less than one percent of the 
planning area has been developed.  Most of the land is under agricultural 
production. 
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jurisdiction

Presently only about 37 acres of the 320-acre planning area is inside the 
Exeter city limits.  The balance is in the County of Tulare.  Development of  
county land will require annexation into Exeter and detachment from the 
County of Tulare.  Presently, the use of county land is regulated by the Tulare 
County Zoning Ordinance.    Most of the planning area is currently zoned AE-
20 (exclusive agriculture, 20-acre minimum).  This zone district permits all types 
of agricultural uses and many agriculturally-related uses with a conditional use 
permit.

Approximately 35 percent of the planning area is outside the city’s Urban 
Development Boundary (UDB) line, defined as a 20-year growth line.  For this 
land to be developed, Exeter will be required to file for an amendment of this 
line through the Tulare County Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO). 
    

historical background

The idea for the Southwest Exeter Specific Plan originated in Exeter’s 
General Plan Update, 2000 to 2020.  Exeter has always had a strong desire  
to manage its growth, using general plan policies, zoning and growth lines.  The 
use of the specific plan as a planning tool to pilot Exeter’s future growth is 
consistent with its past commitment of effective growth management.  

In 1974, the County of Tulare adopted the Urban Boundaries Element, which 
delineated Urban Improvement Area (UIA) and Urban Area Boundary (UAB) lines 
around the city.  In 1983, the UIA was replaced with a 20-year growth 
boundary line, termed the Urban Development Boundary (UDB) line.  These lines 
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prevented urban sprawl in the county’s eight incorporated cities as well as 
protecting agricultural land from urbanization.

In 1990, the City of Exeter adopted it own growth boundary line, called the 10-
year Annexation Line (see Exhibit 3).  Land could not be annexed beyond this 
line until the inventory of residentially designated land fell below a specific 
threshold.  As of late 2004, a substantial portion of the residential land within 
the 10-year annexation line had been developed -  266 acres of residential land 
since 1990 resulting in 670 single family dwellings and 70 multi-family 
residential units.  

Entering 2005, only 60 acres of land inside the 10-year annexation line remains 
undeveloped.   The Exeter City Council has anticipated the short fall of vacant 
residential land inside the line and has directed staff to prepare the Southwest 
Exeter Specific Plan, which will accommodate Exeter’s next round of residential 
growth.
  

the planning area and the exeter general plan

The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan serves to more specifically implement 
many of the goals, policies and action programs contained in the Exeter General 
Plan, adopted in 2003 (see Exhibit 4).  Adoption of the Specific Plan will serve 
to amend the General Plan as it pertains to the Specific Plan planning area.  An 
abbreviated list of General Plan goals that will be implemented by the Specific 
Plan are highlighted below. 

Growth Management - Promote Smart Growth planning principals in order to 
discourage urban sprawl and the premature urbanization of agricultural land.

Housing Element - Promote equal access to safe and decent housing for all 
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economic groups.

Infrastructure - Insure infrastructure master plans and the general plan are in 
concert with each other.

Natural Resources - Promote energy and water conservation.

Agr iculture - Preserve land in agriculture that is outside the 10-year planning 
area until development is appropriate.

Residential Neighborhoods - Promote attractive, well-maintained and designed 
residential neighborhoods.

Commercial Development - Encourage commercial development to be pedestrian-
oriented.

Schools - Schools that are easily accessible and free from land use and circulation 
conflicts.

Traffic - Insure that streets and intersections in Exeter are not congested.

School Routes - Provide direct routes to school from adjoining neighborhoods.

Street Design - Develop streets that are well designed and visually pleasing.

Intersect ions - Seek innovative methods of controlling traffic at busy 
intersections.

Alternative Modes of Transportat ion - Promote alternative modes of 
transportation, including bicycles, buses, trains and walking.

Bikepaths and Pedestrian Pathways - Encourage persons to ride bikes for 
health reasons as well as for environmental reasons.

Landscaped Medians and Street Trees - Overly wide streets in Exeter should 
be considered for a tree-lined medians.
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The General Plan projected that by 2020, Exeter will have a population 
ranging from 13,306 to 16,177.  To accommodate this population, the General 
Plan projected that the community would need between 239 and 404 acres for 
single family residential development (based on 4.5 units per acre), 17 to 29 
acres for multi-family development (based on 15 units per acre) and 12 to 21 
acres for mobile home parks (based on 8 units per acre).  The General Plan also 
projected that the city would require two elementary school sites (10 acres 
each), 30 to 44 acres of parkland and 20 to 34 acres for retail/office 
development. 

Since the completion of these land demand projections in 2001, Exeter has 
developed approximately 50 acres of single family development; three acres of 
multi-family development; nine acres of parkland and two acres of retail/office 
development.  As Exeter enters 2005, the community still requires over the 
next 15 years the following land use acreages for urban development: single 
family, 189 to 354 acres; multi-family, 14 to 23 acres; mobile home parks, 12 
to 21 acres;  parkland, 21 to 35 acres; two elementary school sites of 10 acres 
each; and 18 to 32 acres of retail/office.  

The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan planning area, which contains 320 acres, 
will play a pivotal role in Exeter’s future growth.  Excluding service commercial 
and industrial uses, the land within the planning area could potentially 
accommodate 32 acres of office/retail uses; 17 acres of parkland, a 23-acre 
elementary school site, 20 acres of multi-family development, and 222 acres of 
single family development.
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the planning area and exeter
  

The planning area is linked to the urbanized portion of Exeter by four 
primary east/west roadways and one north/south roadway (see Exhibit 5).  
Visalia Road and Maple Street connect the planning area to Exeter’s downtown 
and the larger original townsite, located one-half mile to the east.  Firebaugh 
and Glaze Avenues link the planning area to Exeter’s only major north/south 
roadway, Kaweah Avenue (State Route 65).   Many of Exeter’s notable public 
buildings and grounds front onto State Route 65, including Exeter Union High 
School, Exeter Memorial Building, Exeter Cemetery, the Exeter water tower 
and Lincoln Elementary School.  Belmont Road connects the planning area to 
the northwest quadrant of Exeter, containing the Savemart Shopping Center 
and many of Exeter’s new residential neighborhoods.   

the planning period
 

The Southwest Exeter Specific Plan will cover a time period of 20 years, 
2005 to 2025.
 

using the specific plan 

The Specific Plan will be used as a “blueprint” by the City of Exeter to guide 
the development, management and conservation of land within the planning 
area.  The Specific Plan will implement many of the General Plan’s goals, as 
previously mentioned, as well as its own goals, objectives, policies and actions.  
Further, the Specific Plan will establish design guidelines and development 
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standards for new development.

To determine if a development proposal is consistent with the Specific Plan, 
planning staff will complete a Specific Plan Evaluation Form (see Appendix A) on 
each development.  This form will identify any aspects of the project that are 
inconsistent with the Specific Plan.

    
Specific plan format 

The Specific Plan is divided into ten chapters.  

Chapter One - Introduction

Chapter Two -  exeter
 

Chapter Three - existing conditions

Chapter Four - problems & opportunities

Chapter Five -  goals, objectives, policies & actions

Chapter Six - Circulation and Transportation Element
 
Chapter Seven - Land Use Element

Chapter Eight - Infrastructure Element

Chapter Nine - Implementation

Chapter Ten - Design Guidelines and Development Standards 
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what is a specific plan?

A Specific Plan is a plan that is more detailed than a general plan.  It 
typically applies to a portion of an area covered by the general plan.  A 
specific plan details the distribution, location of the uses of land, including open 
space, within the area covered by the plan.  The plan also highlights the 
following specific details pertaining to development within the planning area.  
The plan usually include:

1)  the proposed distribution, location and alignment of major public 
improvements, including streets; sewer, water and storm drainage lines; bike 
paths, sidewalks and open space corridors.

2)  standards and criteria by which development will proceed, and standards for 
conservation, development and utilization of natural resources.

3)  a program for implementation measures including regulations, programs, 
public works projects, and financing measures necessary to carry out the above 
plan components.

A specific plan shall be adopted in the same manner as a general plan and may 
be amended as often as deemed necessary.  Prior to adoption, public hearings 
will be held before the planning commission and city council.

The city council, after adopting a specific plan, may impose a specific plan fee 
upon parties seeking development approval in the planning area.  This fee shall 
defray the cost of preparation, adoption and administration of the specific plan.  
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