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OVERVIEW 

On May 20, 2020, the El Centro City Council and Planning Commission held a joint workshop to 
review and provide guidance for the key land use and policy changes proposed in the City’s 
General Plan Update, provide input regarding the new Environmental Justice Element and to 
give the community another opportunity to participate in the update. The General Plan is the 
City’s long-term planning document that provides guidance for development in El Centro over 
the next twenty years. The focus of the May 20 workshop was revisions to the existing Land 
Use chapter of the General Plan, as well as to review topic areas and policies for the new 
Environmental Justice chapter. A follow-up workshop to address the proposed changes to the 
Mobility Element will be held Thursday, May 28, 2020. The General Plan update project is 
funded by a Caltrans Sustainable Communities grant.  

LAND USE ELEMENT 

The proposed land use updates to the General Plan are based on the City’s existing Vision 
2050 document, direction from the project Community Advisory Committee, and other input from 
the public. Some of the general concerns and issues raised by the City Council and Planning 
Commission include ensuring adequate parking for new uses, the impact of increased density 
on adjacent residential uses, the possible relationship between density and public health 
considerations such as COVID-19, how potential annexation policies would affect the existing 
LAFCO process, how to determine an appropriate mix of uses in any new Mixed Use project, 
and preventing the consolidation/clustering of affordable housing in one place or neighborhood.  

OPPORTUNITY AREAS 
As part of the update, five different Opportunity Areas were identified throughout the City, for 
discussion at the workshop. These are the larger specific areas to be identified in the updated 
General Plan where targeted change is anticipated and/or desired in the next decades, and the 
document will include a distinct vision/concept for each area. (NOTE: See PowerPoint 
Presentation posted on this website for maps of Opportunity Areas and details.) 

Opportunity Area 1: Located along the Adams Avenue corridor, this Opportunity Area was 
identified as a potential location for mixed use development in the City’s 2050 vision. Under the 
proposal, land use would change to a neighborhood-focused mixed use designation, which 
would allow a combination of residential and commercial uses along the corridor at a density of 
15 to 30 homes per acre.  Within the area, outdoor uses would be encouraged, and there would 
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be a focus on creating a pleasant, walkable streetscape, with stores and homes oriented 
towards Adams Avenue, with parking taking access from the alley.  

Councilmembers and Commissioners expressed a number of concerns about the proposals in 
this Opportunity Area, including concerns about traffic increases, the viability of mixed use in 
this type of neighborhood, use of the alley to access uses, crime in the area, and challenges 
related to outdoor uses during the hottest months of the year. Their comments and suggestions 
included ensuring routes to school for students who might live in the neighborhood are 
considered, and the need to include streetscape improvements and landscaping.  

Opportunity Area 2: This Opportunity Area is El Centro’s Downtown. The focus of this area 
would be on small-scale, artisan, entertainment, restaurant, and retail uses that celebrate the 
culture and heritage of El Centro. Ideas for the area were discussed at a recent Virtual 
Community Workshop held on May 7, 2020. Ideas included pop-up retail, festivals, markets, 
food trucks, a kitchen incubator for small food businesses, and the addition of murals and other 
public art to Downtown. New mixed-use residential uses, small “parklets,” outdoor seating for 
restaurants, activation of vacant buildings, and evening uses could also be a focus of this area. 
To encourage new development downtown, the City could facilitate micro and small business 
loans, and reduce or eliminate permit fees.  

Councilmembers and Commissioners recognized the need to offer unique experiences to draw 
customers downtown, and also noted that this is an area that has already received extensive 
funding and attention over the past decades. Many of the ideas suggested for improvements 
downtown have been tried in the past, but ultimately did not make a sustained impact on the 
area. Particularly challenging is the cost to hold regular events downtown, as well as the cost to 
rebuild or remodel downtown buildings to current standards. While mixed use projects, art, and 
outdoor events may be feasible, a clear roadmap for future improvements, along with significant 
resources to fund them, is required to make this area a success.  

Opportunity Area 3: This existing industrial area is located north of Interstate 8, along the 
eastern border of the City. While it is currently designated for general industrial use, it is mostly 
undeveloped. Two options for the area would be to expand the commercial land use while 
allowing some light industrial use, such as business parks, to remain, or to make the entire area 
tourist commercial use, which could include hotels, restaurants, RV parks, active senior living 
communities, and other entertainment uses aimed at attracting visitors to the City. Landscaping 
and streetscape improvements would be recommended with either option.     

Key concerns the Councilmembers and Commissioners identified in this area were traffic and 
access, as well as the open canal along Dogwood Road that would need to be addressed, such 
as undergrounding the canal. 

Opportunity Area 4: This opportunity area is located just south of Opportunity Area 3, on 
the south side of Interstate 8 along the east border of the city. It currently includes large retail 
uses including the Imperial Valley Mall, and some property zoned general industrial.  Two 
options for the area include replacing the industrial area with commercial uses and allowing 
mixed use/master planned projects. Alternatively, the area could be developed with more tourist 
commercial uses, incorporating multi-family residential uses near the mall retail stores, designed 
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to be easily walkable and create a live/work/shop destination.  In either option, pedestrian and 
bicycle connections, landscape, and streetscapes would be improved.  

Councilmembers and Commissioners identified this opportunity area as the one with the best 
potential for mixed use development, with more appealing aesthetics for retail and residential 
space than some of the other opportunity areas. They noted that lack of vehicle capacity on 
Dannenberg Drive could be a challenge to development in the area, and could potentially be 
time-consuming to address. As with other mixed use areas that might incorporate residential 
use, routes to school were also expressed as a concern in this opportunity area. Another 
question posed was regarding the potential implication of changing the land use designation of 
a parcel currently designated as industrial, located near the southwest corner of Danenberg 
Drive and Dogwood Road. If the existing use was grandfathered, how would that affect the 
assessed value of the parcel. 

Opportunity Area 5: This opportunity area is located south of I-8 along the future extension 
of Imperial Avenue in the southwest part of the city.  Two options were presented for this 
opportunity area. Option A would extend commercial use along Imperial Avenue frontage, with 
single-family residential behind the commercial uses. Option B would transform the area into a 
village style master-planned community, with residential and commercial uses, and possibly 
schools, hotels/motels, and small-scale agriculture. Both options would include a focus on bike 
and pedestrian connections, improved streetscapes, and landscaping.  

In this opportunity area, Councilmembers and Commissioners encouraged the development of 
professional and/or medical office space in the commercial area, as opposed to just retail uses. 
They also suggested careful consideration of any potential school sites and where would 
schools need to be located. They noted that development fees, including school fees, can be an 
impediment to development in the City in general. Of the two options, the second (Option B) 
was preferred. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE ELEMENT 

The workshop also included a discussion of the new Environmental Justice element to be 
prepared as a chapter of the General Plan. An Environmental Justice element is a new state 
requirement and represents an opportunity to develop new policies to address issues related to 
the impact of pollution and environmental degradation on El Centro residents. While state 
requirements specify the topic areas that must be included in the Environmental Justice 
element, the specific policies are customized to El Centro. 

Lead by Example – Some proposed policies include providing healthy food options at civic 
events, adding bicycles and electric vehicles to the City’s transportation fleet, holding more 
bilingual meetings, and collaborating with other organizations and agencies working on 
environmental justice in the region. 

Reduce Exposure to Air Pollution – Some proposed policies included increased tree 
planting, providing landscape barriers at key locations to reduce dust exposure, supporting 
efforts to address cross-border pollution, and considering pollution exposure when locating new 
development.   

Equitable Access to Healthy Foods – Some proposed policies include working to 
address food security among El Centro residents, encouraging healthy eating, addressing the 
shortage of high-quality retail food outlets in some neighborhoods, allow for mobile farmer’s 
markets, and keeping organic materials out of landfills by distributing leftover food rather than 
letting it go to waste. 

Increase Opportunities for Physical Activity – Some proposed policies include taking 
action to ensure residents feel safe and secure when outside doing physical activity (e.g., 
increased lighting, code enforcement), adding bike lanes and walking paths to City streets, 
coordinating with schools to ensure safe routes to school, and adding new opportunities for 
indoor and outdoor activities that are seasonally appropriate. 

Safety and Sanitary Homes, Housing Affordability, and Homelessness – Some 
proposed policies include increasing affordable housing through density, coordinating with 
homeless service providers, increasing outreach to absentee landlords about legal requirements 
to maintain properties, and focusing enforcement activities on improving unsafe or unsanitary 
conditions, reducing graffiti, etc.  

Equitable Land Use and Transportation Policies – In this area, some proposed 
policies include prohibiting the overconcentration of problem land uses, particularly in the 
poorest and most impacted neighborhoods or in places where children congregate, ensuring the 
equal distribution of bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure throughout the City, preventing 
incompatible residential and industrial uses from locating adjacent to one another, and locating 
public facilities equitably throughout city. 
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City Councilmembers and Planning Commissioners noted that the City has already taken steps 
to implement many of the policies proposed for the Environmental Justice element. Concerns 
were raised about the feasibility and cost-effectiveness of some of the measures, and mandates 
that do not work well in El Centro, such as the higher cost of maintaining electric vehicles during 
the hottest months of the year. A lack of bicycle parking at local businesses was identified as 
one barrier to additional active transportation in the city. Although many of the direct sources of 
pollution are not in the City’s control, the need to address pollution was expressed as important. 

PUBLIC INPUT 

Members of the public provided input in person at the hearing and via the City of El Centro 
Facebook page. Topics covered in public comments included: 

n Support for improved bicycle and pedestrian connectivity 

n Support for mobility improvements aimed at seniors, such as lighting increases, curb 
ramps and increased crossing times at intersections, and amenities at bus stops such 
as benches and shading 

n Support for an events manager for Downtown El Centro 

n Support for food trucks 

n Concerns about the homeless population downtown 

n Request for Spanish translation of meetings 

NEXT STEPS 

The workshop concluded with the announcement of the second joint City Council/Planning 
Commission workshop to be held on Thursday, May 28, 2020 regarding the Mobility Element; 
reminders of how to follow the General Plan update process on the project website; and 
encouragement to take the survey that will be available on the City’s website until Friday, May 
29, 2020. 


