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2.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
The County of San Luis Obispo has existing ordinances and policies governing grading, 
drainage, and erosion and sedimentation control. Projects meeting specified criteria are 
required to prepare grading plans, drainage plans, and erosion and sedimentation control plans 
for review and approval. The proposed ordinance changes will modify the existing criteria and 
standards to reduce impacts associated with grading and other site disturbance activities.   
 
The proposed project consists of revisions to the Land Use Ordinance (Title 22 of the County 
Code), Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance (Title 23 of the County Code), Coastal Plan Policies, 
and North Coast Area Plan. These revisions will modify procedures for reviewing and 
approving development plans, inspecting and monitoring construction sites for compliance 
with stormwater measures, long-term maintenance of post-construction devices, and 
enforcement. The intent of these modifications is to implement three Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) identified in the County of San Luis Obispo’s approved Stormwater Management Plan 
(SWMP): 
 

• Incorporate General Construction Permit standards into the ordinance. 
• Enforce new ordinance requirements. 
• Incorporate Muncipal Separate Storm Sewer System (MS4) post-construction design 

standards into the ordinance. 
 
The proposed ordinances would address grading, drainage, erosion and sedimentation control, 
and stormwater management requirements for new development in the unincorporated areas of 
the county. These changes will not affect allowable uses or intensity of development beyond what 
is already allowed under the General Plan and applicable ordinances. The specific characteristics 
of this project, including the project applicant, project area, project objectives, and required 
approvals, are described below. 
 
2.1 PROJECT APPLICANT 
 
County of San Luis Obispo 
County Government Center 
San Luis Obispo, CA 93408 
Project Managers – Murry Wilson and Michael Conger 
 
2.2 PROJECT AREA 
 
The proposed Grading and Stormwater Management Ordinances would be applied on a 
countywide basis (Figure 2-1). Implementation of these ordinances could possibly affect the 
permitting and inspection procedures for new grading and development throughout the 
unincorporated areas of the county. As such, the project areas are distributed throughout San 
Luis Obispo County. The unincorporated county includes roughly 3,200 square miles. 
Approximately 26.3 percent of this area consists of government-owned land outside of the 
Coastal Zone, where the proposed standards will not apply.  
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2.3 PROJECT OBJECTIVES 
 
San Luis Obispo County is considering the following proposed revisions to the Land Use 
Ordinance, Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance, Coastal Plan Policies, and North Coast Area 
Plan. The State CEQA Guidelines require that the EIR Project Description include "a statement 
of objectives sought by the proposed project” [State CEQA Guidelines, subsection 15124(b)]. 
The County has identified the following project objectives: 
 

• Comply with the County’s Stormwater Management Plan (SWMP). 
• Modify and clarify specific standards in the grading ordinance to avoid 

misunderstanding and misinterpretation.  
• Expand the agricultural exemption program and add the alternative review program in 

the Coastal Zone Ordinance.  
• Ensure relative consistency between the standards in the coastal and inland grading 

ordinances. 
• Reduce impacts related to erosion, sedimentation, and stormwater discharges.  

 
In addition, it is the intent of the proposed ordinance changes to promote pre-construction, 
construction phase, and post-construction Best Management Practices (BMPs) for reducing 
discharges of pollutants into stormwater. The proposed Grading and Stormwater Management 
Ordinances would implement identified measures in the Stormwater Management Plan 
(SWMP) and conservation element. In doing so, this project will reduce impacts related to 
erosion, sedimentation, and stormwater discharges.  
 
2.4 BACKGROUND FOR PROPOSED GRADING AND 
STORMWATER MANAGEMENT ORDINANCES 
 
The background for the proposed Grading and Stormwater Management Ordinances are 
thoroughly articulated in the Stormwater Management Program (SWMP):  
 

Most of the unincorporated communities within the County lack a formal stormwater infrastructure. 
The County currently uses the natural hydrology of the watershed to convey stormwater runoff to 
receiving waters. In areas lacking natural pathways for stormwater runoff, the County uses 
retention/detention basins to slow runoff and allow for infiltration. Urbanized portions of the County 
have a larger proportion of impervious surfaces (i.e., roofs, driveways, parking lots, roads) to 
“natural” surfaces than more rural portions of the County. Impervious surfaces prevent infiltration 
of stormwater, thereby increasing the velocity and volume of stormwater entering a water body at any 
one point. Urbanized communities have a higher concentration of land uses that increase the presence 
of household chemicals, commercial products, and vehicles, resulting in an increase in the potential 
release of pollutants to receiving waters.  
 
Until recently, stormwater runoff in areas with populations of less than 100,000 people was not 
regulated. Although many existing stormwater runoff controls have been in place, there has not been 
an integrated and comprehensive approach to preventing pollution from stormwater runoff in these 
less populated areas. The MS4 General Permit (applicable to jurisdiction that operate a municipal 
separate storm sewer system / do not treat stormwater runoff) requires that the County of San Luis 
Obispo, as a Phase II regulated MS4, develop a Stormwater Management Program (SWMP) 
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designed to reduce the discharge of pollutants to the Maximum Extent Practicable (MEP) and to 
protect water quality. 
 
Enacted in 1990, Phase I of the Stormwater Rule applied to municipal separate storm sewer systems 
(MS4s) with a service population of 100,000 or more, to construction projects affecting five acres or 
more of land disturbance, and to certain industrial activities. Phase II of the Stormwater Rule is 
generally applicable to MS4s serving an urban population of 10,000 or more and construction 
activities affecting one acre or more of land disturbance.  
 
Under the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Phase II Rule and the MS4 
General Permit, Small MS4s that meet specific criteria must obtain MS4 General Permit coverage for 
stormwater discharges. MS4 General Permit coverage for the County was issued by the Central 
Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) on March 23, 2007. Coverage under this 
permit must be renewed every five years. To comply with the State’s MS4 General Permit, the MS4 
operator (in this case, the County) must implement a Stormwater Management Program (SWMP) 
that reduces the discharge of pollutants to the “maximum extent practicable”, that protects water 
quality, and that satisfies the requirements of the Clean Water Act according to California’s MS4 
General Permit.  

 
The County’s SWMP is implemented through a series of Best Management Practices (BMPs). 
These BMPs are grouped as follows: 
 

• Public education and outreach (PE) 
• Public participation / involvement (PP) 
• Illicit discharge detection and elimination (ID) 
• Construction site runoff control (CON) 
• Post-construction runoff control (PC) 
• Pollution prevention / good housekeeping (MO) 

 
The SWMP is being managed and overseen by the County’s Public Works Department. The 
BMPs identified in the SWMP have been assigned to various departments, to be completed in a 
specified time frame. Amongst those BMPs to be implemented by the Department of Planning 
and Building, were modifications to the grading ordinance identified as “Construction site 
runoff control” and “Post-construction runoff control” measures.  
 
2.5 PROJECT CHARACTERISTICS 
 
The proposed project consists of amendments to Titles 22 and 23 of the County Code (Land Use 
Ordinance and Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance), Coastal Plan Policies, and the North Coast 
Area Plan.  
 
2.5.1 Amendments to the Land Use Ordinance (Title 22) 
 
The Land Use Ordinance (LUO), Title 22 of the County Code, is the primary ordinance 
concerning land use in the inland portion of the County. The following amendments are 
proposed to the Land Use Ordinance: 
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• Adding a new section to Chapter 22.10, which will require specific design standards for 
certain types of projects regulated by the State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) 
under the General Permit for Municipal Separate Storm Sewer Systems (MS4). The 
design standards will affect specified uses (e.g. automobile service stations, restaurants, 
subdivisions, etc.) which require discretionary approval from the County.  

• Adding SWRCB General Construction Permit standards to Chapter 22.52. These 
standards will regulate stormwater discharge for projects involving more than 1 acre site 
disturbance.  

• Modifying the enforcement procedures to match fines with those established in the 
Clean Water Act and Porter-Cologne Act and to establish that each day a violation 
occurs constitutes a separate violation.  

• Simplifying the criteria/threshold for when a grading permit is required.  
• Modifying agricultural exemption and alternative review procedures.  
• Implementing Draft Conservation Element Measures SL 1.3.2, which prohibits grading 

on slopes of 30 percent or greater.  
• Adding provisions for the implementation of future hydromodification control 

standards. 
• Reformatting of the sections in Chapter 22.52. 
• Adding relevant definitions to Chapter 22.90. 
• Updating section references throughout.  

 
2.5.2 Amendments to the Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance (Title 23) 
 
The Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance (CZLUO), Title 23 of the County Code, is the primary 
ordinance concerning land use in the coastal portion of the County. The CZLUO is one 
component of the County’s Local Coastal Program (LCP), which has been certified by the 
California Coastal Commission. The following amendments are proposed to the Coastal Zone 
Land Use Ordinance: 

 
• Adding a new section to Chapter 23.04, which will require specific design standards for 

certain types of projects regulated by the State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) 
under the General Permit for Municipal Separate Storm Sewer Systems (MS4). The 
design standards will affect specified uses (e.g. automobile service stations, restaurants, 
subdivisions, etc.) which require discretionary approval from the County.  

• Adding SWRCB General Construction Permit standards to Chapter 23.05. These 
standards will regulate stormwater discharge for projects involving more than 1 acre site 
disturbance.  

• Modifying the enforcement procedures to match fines with those established in the 
Clean Water Act and Porter-Cologne Act and to establish that each day a violation 
occurs constitutes a separate violation.  

• Simplifying the criteria/threshold for when a grading permit is required.  
• Introducing elements from the Land Use Ordinance, including thorough standards for 

grading, drainage, and erosion and sedimentation control; an expanded agricultural 
exemption and alternative review program; and an inspection program.  

• Adding provisions for the implementation of future hydromodification control 
standards. 
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• Reformatting of the sections applicable to grading, drainage, and erosion and 
sedimentation control in Chapter 23.05. 

• Adding relevant definitions to Chapter 23.11 
• Updating section references throughout 

 
2.5.3 Amendments to the Coastal Plan Policies 
 
The Coastal Plan Policies are a component of the County’s General Plan and Local Coastal 
Program (LCP). The following amendments are proposed to the Coastal Plan Policies: 
 

• Updating section references throughout. 
 
2.5.4 Amendments to the North Coast Area Plan 
 
The North Coast Area Plan (NCAP) is a component of the County’s General Plan (Land Use 
and Circulation Elements) and Local Coastal Program (LCP). This plan applies to the North 
Coast planning area, which includes the community of Cambria, San Simeon, and surrounding 
rural areas within the Coastal Zone boundary, extending from Harmony to Ragged Point. The 
following amendments are proposed to the North Coast Area Plan: 
 

• Implementing a portion of Combining Designation Program 14 by introducing a new 
planning area standard relevant to the Lodge Hill area of Cambria.  

• Updating section references throughout.  
 
2.6 REQUIRED APPROVALS 
 
Implementation of the proposed Grading and Stormwater Management Ordinances would require 
review by the Planning Commission and adoption by the Board of Supervisors for revisions being 
made to the Land Use Ordinance, Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance, Coastal Plan Policies, and 
North Coast Area Plan. 
 
Additionally, as the Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance, Coastal Plan Policies, and North Coast 
Area Plan are components of the County’s Local Coastal Program (LCP), these modifications must 
also be submitted to the California Coastal Commission for approval.  
 
Individual projects that could occur under the new or revised ordinances may require other 
approvals from the Planning and Building Department (e.g. grading permits, land use permits, 
etc.). Depending on location, scope, and effect on resources, other local, state, and federal agencies 
may also require permits of individual development proposals. These agencies may include the 
California Department of Fish and Game, the Army Corps of Engineers (including U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service consultation), Air Pollution Control District, and State Water Resources Control 
Board (a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit). Permits from these 
agencies would not be required to approve the ordinance revisions themselves. 
 
 


