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Discretionary Permits 
A discretionary permit is any permit 
requiring a decision-making body to 
exercise judgment prior to its 
approval.  Discretionary permits 
require: 
• Approval from either the Hearing 

Officer, Subdivision Review 
Board, Planning Commission, or 
Board of Supervisors 

• Environmental review for potential 
impacts pursuant to the California 
Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) 

• A noticed public hearing 

Public hearings allow the applicant 
and all interested parties to present 
their testimony and position on the 
requested use or map.  Such permits 
or maps can be approved, approved 
with conditions or denied.  The 
decision can be appealed to the 
Board of Supervisors (within 14 days 
following the decision) 

For more information about any 
individual type of discretionary permit; 
the submittal materials and 
information required; processing time; 
or filing fees, please review the 
"User's Guides" on the department 
web page. 
 
 
Ministerial Permits  
Ministerial permits are granted if a 
project meets all established 
standards set forth in the general plan 
and ordinances.  No public hearing is 
required for ministerial permits. 

Business Licenses, Zoning 
Clearances (Building Permits), and 
Site Plans are ministerial permits. 

 Permits Involving 
Discretionary 

Decisions 
 

The following types of 
applications are subject to 
discretionary decisions: 

 General Plan Amendments 

 Ordinance Amendments 

 Specific Plans 

 Variances 

 Conditional Use Permits 

 Development Plans 

 Minor Use permits 

 Tract Maps 

 Parcel Maps 

 Land Use Permits 
concurrent with tentative 
map 

 Tentative Map Exceptions 

 Conditional Certificates of 
Compliance 

 Lot Line Adjustments 

 Appeals 

 Revocations of Land Use 
Permits 

 Road Naming 

 Third Time Extensions 
(Land Use Permits) 

 Interpretations 

 Ag Preserve Applications 

 Other Agency Review of 
Discretionary Permits 

Planning and Building staff will 
distribute the application to other 
County departments (Public Works, 
Environmental Health, Ag Dept., 
APCD, Cal Fire, etc), applicable State 
and Federal agencies (Fish and 
Game, RWQCB, Cal Trans, Fish and 
Wildlife, Army Corps, etc), special 
districts, and local Community 
Advisory Committees. 

The purpose of these referrals is to 
solicit comments about your project.  
These comments could lead to 
conditions of approval, a 
recommendation for preparation of an 
Environmental Impact Report (EIR) or 
denial of the application. 
 
 
How long will it take to process 
a Discretionary Permit? 

Once an application has been 
determined to be complete, most 
discretionary permits take 5-8 months 
to process.  Simple applications are 
typically processed in a shorter 
timeframe (ex: Minor Use Permits are 
processed in 4-6 months on average), 
and complicated applications can take 
much longer (a General Plan 
Amendment could take 2+ years). 
 
 
Coastal Permits 
Permits within the coastal zone 
(Coastal Development Permits) follow 
the typical path as other discretionary 
applications.  However, for some 
applications, County decisions are 
sent to the California Coastal 
Commission for their review and 
required appeal period.  In some 
areas of the coastal zone, permits 
must be received directly from the 
Coastal Commission. 

 



 

 

The Discretionary Permit Process 
 
 
 

 

Application Submittal 

Referrals 
30 day review 

Application Complete Application Incomplete 

Information-Hold letter 
sent to applicant 

Applicant submits 
additional information 

Initial Study Completed 
Appropriate environmental document determined 

Exempt / ND/MND/EIR 

Subdivision Review 
Board Public Hearing 

Planning Commission 
Public Hearing 

Pre-Application Meeting 

Permit Types 
• Minor Use 

Permit 
• Lot Line 

Adjustments 
• Rd Name 
• Admin Fine 

Appeals 
 

Permit Types 
• Lot Line 

Adjustments 
• Conditional 

Certificates 
• Parcel Maps 
• Time Ext (LLA 

and PM) 
• Land Use Permit 

concurrent with 
LLA or PM 

Permit Types 
• Conditional Use 

Permits / 
Development Plans 

• Variances 
• Elevated MUPs 
• Tract Maps 
• Time Ext (Tract 

Maps) 
• Third Time Ext 

(Land Use Permits) 
• Site Plan appeals 
• Recommendation - 

Interpretation 
• Recommendation - 

GPA and Ordinance 
Amendments 

Permit Types 
• Final Action - GPA 

and Ordinance 
Amendments 

• Final Action - 
Interpretation 

• Nuisance Abatement 
• All Appeals 

Decision Decision Decision Decision 

Appeal 

Appeal 

Appeal 

Condition Compliance and Mitigation Monitoring 

Record Final Map Building permit application and issuance 

Dept/Administrative 
Public Hearing 

Board of Supervisors 
Public Hearing 


