
Neighborhood and Area Plans—Current Status

Educational Forum Co-sponsored by Ward 6 and Tucson Residents for Responsive Government (TRRG)
Thursday, Jan. 18, 2018,  6:00-7:30pm

Ward 6 Community Room, 3202 East First Street

I. Welcome and Introductions.  Bonnie Poulos (TRRG), forum moderator
Introduce:  Steve K, Dan Bursuck (PDSD), Mike Rankin (City Attorney), other officials or aides 
for officials.

II. Open Remarks.  Steve Kozachik (Ward 6)

III. History of COT’s use of Neighborhood and Area Plans
Information requested:
 Definition of General Plan, Area Plan and Neighborhood Plan

General Plan: A “general plan” is a statutorily required (ARS 9-461.05) comprehensive, long-range 
“general” plan that is a statement of the goals and development policies of the City. For larger cities like 
Tucson, the GP must include specific elements (17 of them, such as conservation, recreation, circulation, 
safety, neighborhood preservation, more), and specifically must include a “land use element.” The land 
use element includes statements of policies designating the proposed general distribution of land use 
throughout the city; statements of the standards for density and intensity recommended for various land
use categories; policies that the city may use to promote infill development and locations where infill is 
encouraged; policies re: air quality, solar uses, various others. Arizona statute [ARS 9-461(2)]defines the 
GP as “a municipal statement of land development policies, that may include maps, charts, graphs and 
text that set forth objectives, principles and standards for local growth and redevelopment enacted 
under the provisions of this article or any prior statute.” A GP is an “aspirational guide or statement of 
policies and preferences.” Fritz v. City of Kingman, 957 P.2d 337 (Ariz. 1998).

Plan Tucson (our general plan, approved in 2013) describes itself as “a long-term policy document 
intended to guide decisions affecting elements that shape the city, such as housing, jobs, land use, 
transportation, water, and energy resources. Key to the Plan are goals and policies that provide a 
framework to guide future actions with the understanding that how the city has grown in the past will 
not necessarily work in the future.” The City’s Unified Development Code (UDC) defines the General Plan
as “A comprehensive declaration of purposes, policies, and programs to guide the growth and 
development of the City and its environs, addressing the following elements:  land use; circulation; 
conservation and environmental planning; parks, recreation, open space, and trails; public buildings, 
services, and facilities; cultural heritage; housing; conservation, rehabilitation, and redevelopment; 
safety; human resources; government; economic development; community character and design; 
growth area and population; cost of development; and water resources.”

A GP is approved by the Mayor and Council and by the city’s voters; and must be renewed/revised every 
10 years.
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Area and Neighborhood Plans: Both “area plans” and “neighborhood plans” are types of what state law 
calls “specific plans,” ARS 9-461(6). “Specific plans” are defined in AZ statute as “a detailed element of 
the general plan.” They are defined in the City’s UDC 11.4.20 as “A detailed policy plan or regulation that 
implements the General Plan or any of the elements of that Plan,” and include subregional, area and 
neighborhood plans. Specific plans are permitted by state law, but unlike the GP, are not required (ARS 
9-461.08), and there is no time frame established for when they must be revised or renewed. Specific 
Plans are to be based on the GP, and serve to help implement the policies, goals and objectives of the 
GP; or as stated in the statute, “for the systematic execution of the General Plan.”

Per Plan Tucson (see Chapter 4, Plan Implementation and Administration, p. 4.4), specific plans serve to 
“provide more detailed planning to allow systematic implementation of the General Plan through the 
use of detailed policy direction, in some cases at the parcel level, for smaller geographic areas of the city.
In addition to recommending appropriate locations for different land use types, specific plans guide the 
location of buildings and other improvements with respect to existing rights-of-way; the treatment of 
floodplains, washes, and other amenities; the placement of public facilities; and other issues appropriate
to the area covered by the specific plan.” Specific plans, per statute and the UDC, are adopted and/or 
amended by the Mayor and Council, following a public process that includes public hearings by the 
Planning Commission. 

 Geographic areas of city covered by each type Plan

General Plan: The GP covers the entire City (and identifies potential annexation/growth areas beyond 
City limits).

Specific Plans: Each type of specific plan (subregional; area; neighborhood) covers an area defined by 
that individual plan. Generally, neighborhood plans cover smaller, neighborhood-level areas, sometimes 
down to the parcel level, while area plans cover larger areas, for example several square miles that may 
be characterized by similar physical characteristics and development issues. In each instance, the specific
plans (whether area or neighborhood) serve to provide more specific guidance for the implementation 
and execution of the General Plan; or as described in ARS 9-461(5), to serve as “a detailed element of the
General Plan.” To view the City’s approved Area and Neighborhood Plans and see what areas they cover, 
go to this link:

https://www.tucsonaz.gov/pdsd/plan-documents

While more than 50 specific plans have be approved and are in effect, large areas of the City are not 
covered by any specific plan (area or neighborhood plan). 

 Dates Plans were written

As noted in Plan Tucson (see Chapter 4, p. 4.4), the oldest of our existing Specific Plans dates to 1970, 
with the most recent plan having been adopted in 2009. The majority of the City’s specific plans were 
adopted in the 1980’s. 
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 Relationship of Neighborhood, Area and General Plans

As explained above, Neighborhood and Area Plans are types of “specific plans” that serve to provide a 
more detailed element of the General Plan for a specific area that is covered by that specific plan. 
Neighborhood, Area and other specific plans are intended to help implement and execute the policies 
and goals of the voter-approved General Plan. 

 Reasons for having Plans when they were written

Typically, specific plans were written and approved for the purpose of providing more detailed guidance 
for the development and location of land uses within a specific area. 

IV. Legal Status
Questions:
 When a document says it is adopted by “Resolution,” what does that mean for its legal 

standing?

The Mayor and Council take action through 3 methods: 1) motion; 2) resolution; and 3) ordinance. 
Motions are used to provide direction to staff. Resolutions are an expression of the Mayor and Council’s 
opinion, will, intent or “resolve” regarding matters that are within its purview to act. Resolutions 
typically are used to express policies, rather than laws, that are approved by the Mayor and Council. 
Laws approved by the Mayor and Council – for example Tucson Code provisions, zoning regulations or 
rezoning ordinances – are approved by ordinance. 

 Is there a time limit to Resolutions (do they remain in effect when the council changes)?

Resolutions (and ordinances) remain in effect until repealed, dissolved or amended by the Mayor and 
Council (unless they have a sunset date, in which case they expire on that date unless renewed). 

 When residents believe that a plan has been violated, what are the legal remedies?

This question needs context in order to provide a meaningful answer. The issue of whether a plan (i.e., 
the General Plan, or a neighborhood or area plan) has been complied with or “violated” arises when an 
application for rezoning (or special exception) is under consideration. In this context, the zoning request 
and associated ordinance must be “consistent with and conform to the adopted general plan” [ARS 9-
462.01(F)] and per the UDC, must comply with any applicable sub-regional, area or neighborhood plan 
[see UDC 3.4.5.A.5 for special exceptions; 3.5.3.B.2 and 3.5.3.D.3 for rezonings]. If a person believes that 
a rezoning (or special exception) request does not satisfy these provisions, he or she can make those 
arguments to the Zoning Examiner and to the Mayor and Council as the request proceeds through the 
legislative process. If a rezoning is ultimately approved and the person believes the request is not 
consistent with or does not conform to the General Plan or applicable specific plan, the person can seek 
relief in court through the filing of an action challenging that approval. 
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 What is the legal standing of plans versus the land use code (UDC)?

As noted above, plans are recognized both by state statutes (ARS 9-461.05 for the General Plan; ARS 9-
461.08 for specific plans) and by the UDC (11.4.8, 11.4.20, 3.4.5.A.5; 3.5.3.B.2 and 3.5.3.D.3]. They have 
“standing” as plans – that is, they are planning documents, not laws. The City’s land use code, the UDC, 
is the codification of the City’s land use laws and regulations (with its provisions, and any amendments 
thereto, adopted by Ordinance, and per the statutorily required process for land use laws as set forth in 
ARS 9-462 et seq.]. Plans (including both the GP and specific plans) are statements of policy, goals and 
objectives; and while zoning laws (including rezoning ordinances) must be consistent with and conform 
to the adopted plans, plans are “not to be confused with the exercise by a municipality of its zoning 
powers,” which is done through the City’s zoning ordinances, including the UDC. See Northeast Phoenix 
Homeowners’ Ass’n v. Scottsdale Municipal Airport, 130 Ariz. 487 (App. 1981). 

The question then is what does it mean for a zoning ordinance to be consistent with and conform to 
applicable plans? Per Arizona statute, a zoning or rezoning ordinance conforms to the land use element 
of the applicable general plan “if it proposes land uses, densities or intensities within the range of 
identified uses, densities and intensities of the land use element of the general plan.” ARS 9-462.01(F). 
“In the case of uncertainty in construing or applying the conformity of any part of a proposed rezoning 
ordinance to the adopted general plan of the municipality, the ordinance shall be construed in a manner 
that will further the implementation of, and not be contrary to, the goals, policies and applicable 
elements of the general plan.” Id.

Arizona case law also provides guidance as to the test for whether a zoning or rezoning ordinance is 
consistent with, and conforms and complies with, both the general plan and any applicable specific plan. 
In Haines v. City of Phoenix, 151 Ariz. 286 (App. 1986) the Court rejected a legal challenge to a zoning 
ordinance approved by the Phoenix Mayor and Council that provided for the development of a building 
with a height of 500', where the underlying plan (which was treated by the court as either a general or 
specific plan) limited building height to 250'.  The Court determined that because the zoning ordinance 
was in "basic harmony" with the various components of the underlying plan (which allowed for 
commercial use at the location, required open space set asides and recreational areas, landscaping, etc.) 
it satisfied the statutory requirements, despite the fact that the "rezoning did deviate from the general 
plan in that it surpassed by a large margin the 250-foot height limit." Based on that, the Court concluded 
that the rezoning "granted by the city council was in compliance with the general plan of the city." 

Do Neighborhood and Area plans have legal standing under state law?

Same answer as above – these types of plans are a subset of “specific plans” as described above.

V. Plans’ Utilization in Implementation of the Unified Development Code
Questions:
 Where in code does it say Neighborhood and Area Plans are to be used?  
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The Code (UDC) requires that applications for rezoning and special exceptions shall comply with the 
General Plan and any applicable Specific Plan. See UDC 3.4.5.A.5 for special exceptions; 3.5.3.B.2 and 
3.5.3.D.3 for rezonings. 

 How does staff use the Plans when processing applications?

As required by Code, staff reviews the subject application against the General Plan and any applicable 
specific plan (if there is one – many areas of the City have no applicable neighborhood or area plan). 
Staff determines if the application conforms to the applicable plan(s). This can be difficult at times, as 
many plans (like the General Plan) are written in broad, aspirational language; and in some instances use 
terminology that is out of date or that does not correlate to terminology used in the current UDC. If the 
staff review produces a conclusion that the application conforms to the applicable plan(s), the applicant 
is advised and the application is accepted for processing. If the determination is that the application 
does not conform to an applicable plan, the applicant is informed in writing that he/she must pursue a 
plan amendment in advance of the rezoning or special exception request. In this instance, the applicant 
may appeal this determination to the Mayor and Council. See UDC 3.5.3.D.3. 

 When there is a difference between what a Plan says and the applicant wants to do, 
what action does staff take? 

See prior answer, above. Note that staff makes a preliminary determination of plan compliance in the 
pre-submittal phase, giving the applicant an opportunity to make revisions to the application prior to 
submittal to achieve plan compliance. See UDC 3.5.3.B.Plan Amendments

Questions:
 Who can apply for a Plan Amendment?

Amendments to a specific plan may be initiated by the Mayor and Council, or by the owner of property 
for which an amendment is sought. UDC 3.6.3.C.

 What reasons are given when asking for plan amendments?

Typically an amendment is associated with a request for rezoning. 

 How many have been asked for in the past 5 years?  How many were granted in the past 
5 years?

6 have been requested; 6 have been granted. 

 What criteria is used to determine if the amendment is consistent with the original 
intent of the Plan?  If it is not, what might be some mitigating strategies to minimize the 
negative impact of the proposed amendment?

The most typical amendment requests are for adjustments to a use designation, a specific dimensional 
limit (e.g. height), or to the intensity of the use. The proposed amendment is reviewed for compliance 
with the General Plan, and the request is processed through the statutory and code required public 
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process (including public hearing in front of the Planning Commission) for consideration of conditions 
and mitigations. 

 When Planning Commission and M/C consider Plan amendments, it is prior to the 
rezoning process.  How do those groups know what the implication of the Plan 
Amendment is on the final product which will be coming to Zoning Examiner and M/C 
for rezoning?  Does approving a Plan Amendment, in effect, obligate the approving 
bodies to also approve the later rezoning? Is there any history where a Plan Amendment 
was approved but the final rezoning was not?

The plan amendment process is described above, and includes public notice and a public hearing in front
of the Planning Commission prior to a hearing and consideration by the Mayor and Council. The proposal
for plan amendment describes the requested amendment in connection with the site plan proposed for 
the associated development. Approval of a plan amendment does not obligate the approval of the 
subsequent rezoning proposals, which is a separate legislative act made after a separate public process 
(the Zoning Examiner Legislative Process, which includes public notice, public hearing by ZE prior to 
consideration by Mayor and Council). Staff is not immediately aware of an instance where a rezoning was
denied subsequent to the approval of an associated plan amendment. 

 Do neighborhoods have the option to amend their Plans? If so, what is the process and 
what are the associated costs?

As noted above, an amendment to a specific plan (i.e., neighborhood or area plan) may be initiated by 
the Mayor and Council or by the owner of the property that is the subject of the proposed amendment. 
UDC 3.6.3.C. A neighborhood can ask the M/C to consider the initiation of a plan amendment. 

 
VI. Future of Neighborhood and Area Plans

Questions:
 Does the City have any intention to update the Area and Neighborhood Plans?

For the foreseeable future, City staff only intends to update plans in association with transportation 
improvement projects. 

 Is Tucson unique in having Area and Neighborhood plans that guide development? Do 
other municipalities used them?

Specific plans are used in other jurisdictions, although nomenclature used for the different types of 
specific plans (e.g. area, neighborhood, subregional) may vary between jurisdictions. However, many 
jurisdictions use their General Plan as the guide to zoning decisions, rather than using both the GP and a 
series of specific plans. The fact that Tucson has over 50 of these types of plans adds complexity to our 
process, and can be problematic to our efforts to engage in transportation modelling, including those 
efforts through PAG. The Future Growth Scenario Map included in Plan Tucson has helped in this regard. 

 Who does a citizen contact to meet with to clarify local concerns?
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A person may contact PDSD staff or a representative of the relevant Ward office. 

 Staff makes continual reference to the Plan Tucson map, Exhibit LT-7  Future Growth 
Scenario Map,  which has a disclaimer on it that it is not be used for zoning purposes.  Is 
that map intended to supplant the other plans?  If so, is there going to be a public 
process to determine the appropriateness of the blobs of color?

The disclaimer listed on Exhibit LT-7, Future Growth Scenario Map, states the following: 

“This concept map is for illustrative purposes only identifying a range of potential areas of opportunity 
throughout the City.  It does not constitute zoning regulations, establish zoning district boundaries, or 
indicate official city policy relating to specific sites.  The categories and colors must be interpreted based 
on the policies contained in Plan Tucson.”

This map is not intended to supplant the other plans, but is used as part of the information reviewed 
when determining if the proposed rezoning is appropriate and in compliance with both the General Plan 
(Plan Tucson) and the applicable Area and Neighborhood Plans.  
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