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The following principles and policies reflect the Board of Supervisors' adoption of "Smart Growth 
Principles." The purpose of these principles and policies is to better define and focus the county's pro-
active planning approach and balance environmental, economic and social equity concerns.   This 
approach includes strategic planning, which considers constraints and opportunities and identifies 
realistic, short-term strategies that will achieve longer-term goals.  Accordingly, the combination of 
smart growth and strategic planning is considered "strategic growth," which seeks cooperation among 
communities to resolve concerns, respect resource limitations and enhance economic prosperity.   
 
As resources become more limited and the costs of infrastructure increase, the Land Use Element 
encourages planning for compact, efficient and environmentally sensitive development to better utilize 
energy, land, water and fiscal resources.  It emphasizes community-centered growth that provides 
people with additional travel, housing and employment choices that are closer to job centers and public 
facilities.   
 
The following principles reflect the County's mission and vision to plan and develop safe, healthy, 
livable, prosperous and well-governed communities by balancing economic, environmental and social 
equity concerns in planning and development decisions. Each principle is further defined by policies 
and supported by implementing strategies to ensure progress toward the principles.  The implementing 
strategies shall be started and funded within the priorities and time frames that are listed in Table G-1 in 
Appendix G, for timely achievement of the strategic growth policies. 
 
Strategic Growth Definition for San Luis Obispo County 
Strategic growth is a compact, efficient and environmentally sensitive pattern of development that 
provides people with additional travel, housing and employment choices.  It focuses future growth away 
from rural areas and limited resources, closer to existing and planned job centers and public facilities 
where sustainable resources are available.   
 
 
 
Strategically planned communities are urban or village areas with the following characteristics: 

 Adequate resources, services and facilities for long-term growth (20 years), 

 Inter-connected street systems, bicycle and pedestrian ways,   

 Neighborhood areas that can accommodate a variety of housing types that are affordable 
to all income groups, which are located close to focal points serving daily needs, 

 Adequate areas for commerce, employment, education, recreation, civic and social life.  
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Strategic Growth Principles 
1. Preserve open space, scenic natural beauty and sensitive environmental areas.  Conserve 

energy resources.  Conserve agricultural resources and protect agricultural land. 
2. Strengthen and direct development towards existing and strategically planned communities. 
3. Foster distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place. 
4. Create walkable neighborhoods and towns. 
5. Provide a variety of transportation choices. 
6. Create a range of housing opportunities and choices. 
7. Encourage mixed land uses. 
8. Take advantage of compact building design. 
9. Make development decisions predictable, fair and cost-effective. 
10. Encourage community and stakeholder collaboration. 
11. Strengthen regional cooperation. 
 
Together, the principles and policies define how land will be used and resources will be protected.  
They provide the basis for defining the 14 land use categories, determining the land areas to which they 
are applied, and for considering all discretionary development and land division applications.  More 
detailed goals, objectives and policies that address specific planning issues are presented in the other 
chapters of this report and in the area plans.   
The policies also function as criteria to help determine the consistency of a development proposal with 
the LUE.  New development should be located, designed and built in a manner that furthers these 
principles and goals, as well as complying with all other provisions of the LUE.   
 
Principle 1: Preserve open space, scenic natural beauty and natural resources.  Conserve 

energy resources.  Protect agricultural land and resources. 
 
Policies 

1. Maintain and protect a living environment that is safe, healthful and pleasant for all residents.  
 

2. Keep the amount, location and rate of growth allowed by the Land Use Element within the 
sustainable capacity of resources, public services and facilities. 

 
3. Preserve and sustain important water resources, watersheds and riparian habitats.   

 
4. Preserve and protect the air quality of the county by seeking to exceed or at least maintain the 

minimum state and federal ambient air quality standards. 
 

5. Conserve energy resources by: 
a. Planning for energy efficiency and conservation in land use and transportation, and in 

subdivision and building regulations. 
b. Decreasing reliance on environmentally costly energy sources, increasing conservation 

efforts, and encouraging use of alternative energy sources. 
 

6. Encourage the protection and use of agricultural land for the production of food, fiber and other 
agricultural commodities, and support the rural economy and locally-based commercial 
agriculture.  

 
7. Give highest priority to avoiding significant environmental impacts from development through 

site and project design.  Where such impacts cannot be avoided, minimize them to the 
maximum extent feasible.  
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Implementing Strategies  
1. Revise the Land Use Element, Land Use Ordinance and the Growth Management Ordinance to 

assure sustainable resource capacities for long-term growth. 
2. Develop and refine effective techniques for land conservation, such as land banks, density 

transfers and agricultural and conservation easements, and pursue grants and innovative 
financing tools to acquire and preserve open space. 

3. Establish a program that links rural land conservation with agricultural economic development; 
supports locally-based commercial agriculture, preserves scenic rural landscapes and sustains 
resources.  Form a committee of agricultural, conservation and advisory committee 
representatives to assist the program.  

4. Create an urban and rural forestry program that encourages property owners, developers and 
communities to plant, maintain and protect trees to enhance air quality and help offset carbon 
dioxide emissions. 

5. Revise the Land Use and Conservation and Open Space Elements and County ordinances to 
give incentives for energy-efficient construction that minimizes its carbon footprint, especially in 
rural areas. 

 
Principle 2: Strengthen and direct development toward existing and strategically planned 

communities.  
 
Policies 

1.  Maintain rural areas in agriculture, low-intensity recreation, very low-density residential uses, 
and open space uses, that preserve and enhance a well-defined rural character. 

 
2. Avoid establishing or expanding Residential Rural and Residential Suburban areas outside 

urban or village reserve areas. 
 

3. Plan for most future development to be within existing and strategically planned cities and 
communities. 

 
4. Create complete communities with appropriate areas for housing, commerce, civic uses, 

schools, recreation and open spaces. 
 

5. Create active and vital urban and village environments that are attractive, compact and orderly 
arrangements of structures and open space, appropriate to the size and scale of each 
community. 

 
6. Plan adequate and convenient areas within communities for employment and economic 

development near transit and residential areas. 
 

7. Phase urban development in a compact manner, first using vacant or underutilized "infill" 
parcels and lands next to or near existing development. 

 
8. Consider urban expansion Land Use Element amendments when the available inventory of 

suitable internal or "infill" land is largely developed and only when resources, services and 
facilities to adequately accommodate the associated growth can be assured.  

 
9. Give high priority to funding needed infrastructure improvements in a timely manner within 

existing and strategically planned urban and village areas. 
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10. The cost of additional services and facilities will be fairly shared among those who most 
immediately benefit and the entire community. 

 
11. Provide adequate community amenities, parks, natural areas and trails in support of new 

development, which will support a high quality of life and a compact form of community 
development.  

 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Amend the Land Use Element and Ordinance to 1) maintain rural areas in low-intensity uses, 2) 
avoid expanding Residential Rural and Residential Suburban categories in rural areas, and 3) 
preserve and enhance a well-defined rural character. 

2. Revise the Transfer of Development Credits (TDC) program to more effectively shift potential 
rural development to communities with adequate infrastructure and conserve rural lands.  

3. Work with communities to create and maintain distinct urban boundaries next to rural areas, 
while allowing for compact community expansion. 

4. Work with agencies, cities, special districts, unincorporated communities and their advisory 
councils, to identify suitable strategic growth opportunity areas within and adjacent to existing 
communities for compact, affordable development, where supported by sustainable resource 
capacities. 

5. Coordinate with the cities to consider accepting greater shares of overall countywide growth 
with corresponding reductions in unincorporated area growth. Consider compensating 
assistance from the County to offset the transportation, financial and other demands from this 
growth.   

6. Develop a regional and sub-regional economic and land use strategy to stimulate creation of 
head-of-household jobs, improve the jobs-housing imbalance and strengthen the economy 
within each community. 

7. Plan commercial and/or industrial areas that are compatible with overall land use; convenient to 
patrons, neighborhoods and alternative transportation modes; and reflect market demand and 
neighborhood needs.  

8. Revise the Resource Management System and the Growth Management Ordinance to give a 
higher priority to serving existing and strategically planned communities with adequate 
resources, streets and infrastructure, over outlying rural areas. 

9. Conduct long-term planning (20+ years) to fund and provide additional, sustainable public 
resources, services and facilities in sufficient time to avoid overburdening existing resources, 
services and facilities.  

10. Coordinate County land use actions with service districts to provide sufficient public resources, 
services and facilities. 

11. Create an infrastructure policy that addresses the following goals: 
a. New development pays its fair share. 
b. The larger community pays its fair share for existing deficiencies and improvements 

providing general benefit. 
c. Infrastructure is in place or funded concurrent with the need. 
d. Funding mechanisms such as community facilities districts.  

12. Amend the Land Use Ordinance to require that amendments to the Land Use Element or 
Ordinance, which propose increases in density or additional development where critical 
resource levels exist, shall not be approved unless they provide proof that adequate water and 
sewage disposal capacities then exist and are available to serve: 1) development resulting 
from the proposed amendment, 2) existing development, and 3) the allowed development on 
vacant parcels within the rural, urban or village areas that are subject to the RMS Levels of 
Severity.   
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13. Enact revisions to the Land Use and the Real Property Division Ordinances to revise or 
introduce regulations that will promote urban infill instead of prevent it.  Consider regulations 
such as, but not limited to parking, height limits, lot coverage, minimum lot size, minimum 
densities, setbacks, street widths and similar development standards. 

 
Principle 3:  Foster distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place. 
 
Policies 

1. Protect and restore the valuable history, cultures, images and identity of communities and rural 
areas.   

 
2. Protect rural areas between communities to achieve well-defined communities within an 

attractive rural setting. 
 

3. Establish and maintain a distinct edge between urban and rural areas to enhance community 
separation while allowing for appropriate and compact urban expansion at the urban edge. 

 
4. Enhance the commercial identity and viability of down towns. 

 
5. Foster a strong local identity through appropriate design of public spaces and buildings. 

 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Prepare and implement policies and programs in the Conservation and Open Space Element to 
conserve rural visual character within "community separators" that benefit the land owners and 
adjacent communities.   

2. Revise the Land Use Element and Ordinance to 1) retain or create distinct urban boundaries 
and 2) require development intensities that create a clear difference between urban and rural 
areas. 

3. Revise the Countywide Design Guidelines to encourage appropriate, place-based (locally 
relevant), pedestrian-oriented designs within communities. 

4. Foster a strong sense of place by identifying local, valued aspects within each community 
("placemaking"). 

5. Establish an inter-departmental team to fund and develop public facilities and amenities that 
preserve community character, such as public buildings, plazas, parks, and public art. 

6. Hold an annual downtown improvements workshop and work with downtown stakeholders to 
form business improvement districts. 

7. Encourage property owners to protect and conserve historic buildings and resources using a 
variety of means such as the Mills Act, an incentive program for the restoration and preservation 
of historic structures. 

 
Principle 4: Create walkable neighborhoods and towns. 
 
Policies  

1. Plan communities with schools, parks, public spaces, transit stops and commercial districts 
located as focal points within convenient walking distances of neighborhoods. 

 
2. Plan for maximum connectivity between different land uses through walkways or other means. 

 
3. Create attractive street enhancements and public spaces that serve as gathering places on 

corridors and at connecting locations. 
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4. Provide parks, natural areas and recreation facilities with new urban development to enhance a 
community's quality of life and improve public health. 

 
5.  Create neighborhoods and non-residential areas that minimize fear and crime through 

environmental and urban design.  
 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Update the Countywide Design Guidelines to create maximum connectivity between 
neighborhoods, streets and projects for pedestrian and bicycle travel. 

2. Revise the Land Use Ordinance and Land Use Element to enhance neighborhoods with small-
scale and appropriate commercial areas; parks and recreation areas; public spaces; and family, 
cultural and civic facilities, all within convenient walking distances from housing. Work with the 
General Services Agency to plan and implement parks and recreation facilities. 

3. Enhance downtowns and commercial areas with attractive civic and pedestrian facilities, events 
and promotions, and facilitate ways to finance them, for example, through forming business 
improvement and community facilities districts. 

4. Pursue a street tree program on urban streets and public parking lots. 
5. Enhance major boulevards and downtown streets with street trees, street furniture, textured 

crosswalks, planted medians and ornamental lighting.   
6. Revise community plans, the Countywide Design Guidelines and the Land Use Ordinance to 

include features that will minimize fear and crime and strengthen a sense of community by 
environmental design methods. 

 
Principle 5: Provide a variety of transportation choices. 
 
Policies 

1. Design a safe, reliable and effective transportation system that protects natural and scenic 
resources and minimizes environmental impacts. 

 
2. Reduce and minimize the generation of air pollutants and greenhouse gases from existing and 

future development, with emphasis on reducing vehicle miles traveled. 
 

3. Coordinate land use and transportation planning to ensure that all transportation demands can 
be safely and adequately accommodated. 

 
4. Provide public transit, bicycle lanes, multi-use trails and pedestrian walkways that connect 

destinations within and between communities, to encourage alternative transportation. 
 

5. Make communities more bicycle- and pedestrian-friendly with safe and attractive routes. 
 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Integrate LUE area and community plans more closely with transit and pedestrian facilities by 
providing more intensive and diverse land uses near major transit corridors and transit stops 
and within convenient walking distance between destinations. 

2. Give high priority to funding biking, walking and transit facilities and operations within the 
transportation planning programs of the County and the San Luis Obispo Council of 
Governments. 

3. Give highest priority in the programming of Local Transportation Funds (LTF-TDA) to fully fund 
public transit operations, multimodal connections to public transportation, and to facilitate 
strategic growth. 
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4. Provide multi-use trails (for walking, bicycling and equestrian travel) between and through 
communities, and connect them with other means of alternative transportation, consistent with 
the Parks and Recreation Element.  

 
Principle 6: Create a range of housing opportunities and choices.  
 
Policies 

1. Plan for most new housing to be within urban or village areas and close to jobs while protecting 
residential areas from incompatible uses.  

 
2. Provide quality housing choices that are affordable to people with a variety of income levels. 

 
3. Provide a range of housing types within each neighborhood, and avoid creating adverse 

concentrations of affordable units.  
 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Implement the Housing Element to implement these policies.   
2. Update the Land Use Ordinance and LUE area plans to encourage a diversity of housing (sizes, 

types, and costs) within subdivisions and neighborhoods. 
3. Revise the Countywide Design Guidelines, community design plans and specific plans to 

illustrate how to integrate higher density development within existing neighborhoods. 
4. Amend the Land Use Ordinance to require site designs for condominium and planned 

development projects that provide a range of housing sizes, footprints and design features. 
5. Modify the Land Use Element and Land Use Ordinance to allow and encourage a diversity of 

housing (sizes, types, costs) within subdivisions and neighborhoods. 
6. Modify the Land Use Element and Ordinance to create a new land use designation, such as 

"Mobilehome Park (MHP)" to be applied to existing mobile home parks and sites where future 
mobilehome parks are appropriate. 

7. Modify the Land Use Ordinance to allow more affordable units without parking, for residents 
who do not wish to pay for it. 

 
Principle 7: Encourage mixed land uses. 
 
Policies 

1. Integrate residential units designed for affordability with non-residential uses in order to bring 
workplaces, commercial development and homes closer together for workers, senior citizens 
and others. 

 
2. Integrate complementary uses within commercial sites, in order to build effective mixed-use 

neighborhoods. 
 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Revise the Countywide Design Guidelines, the Land Use Element and Land Use Ordinance 
(LUE/LUO) to guide the design of, and offer incentives for affordable mixed-use buildings. 

2. Encourage mixed-use development through affordable housing programs and regulations  
3. Revise community plans and Land Use Ordinance standards to encourage the conversion of 

shopping centers and strip commercial streets into mixed-use developments. 
4. Reduce parking standards in the Land Use Ordinance for mixed-use developments, based on 

their size and location in relation to a central business district or transit stop. Consider creating 
in-lieu parking fee programs. 
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Principle 8: Take advantage of compact building design. 
 
Policies 

1. Develop compact neighborhoods that contain residential uses that are affordable-by-design and 
efficient in land and energy consumption. 

 
2. Include public and private amenities with new development to enhance the livability of compact 

neighborhoods. 
 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Revise the Countywide Design Guidelines to illustrate compact neighborhood and building 
design that fits within existing development visually and functionally. 

2. Revise the Land Use and Subdivision Ordinances to encourage 1) compact buildings and 
subdivisions, and 2) projects that include amenities such as small-scale plazas, formal gardens, 
playgrounds and natural areas. 

3. Reduce the Land Use Ordinance requirements for off-street parking where uses are planned 
close to each other in compact neighborhoods, to increase the viability of projects and 
encourage other kinds of transportation. 

4. Work with developers and communities to finance and build community parking facilities near 
compact development. 

5. Continue public education efforts about compact residential design and building.  
 
Principle 9: Make development decisions predictable, fair and cost-effective. 
 
Policies 

1. Minimize administrative delays and costs to fee payers in the administration of the Land Use 
Element. 

 
2. Expedite development review procedures and provide incentives, such as reduced fees for 

facilities and other project-related costs, for projects that implement these principles.   
 

3. Encourage public participation in planning and development review, and consider the needs of 
all affected persons. 

 
4. Use easy-to-understand language and media to convey proposals and ideas clearly. 

 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Simplify and illustrate zoning and design standards within the Land Use Ordinance or similar 
document in order to make them clear and understandable, for example, through use of a "form-
based" code. 

2. Identify suitable locations for strategic growth projects that are consistent with these principles 
to be eligible for expedited review. 

3. Convene a task force of staff and stakeholders to streamline the permit process to implement 
strategic growth policies. 

4. Explore whether the use of master environmental impact reports (EIRs) for community plan 
updates would benefit communities and developers.  The Master EIR concept should include 
addressing impacts at a project level, including on- and off-site mitigation measures, for any 
strategic growth or expansion site.  
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Principle 10: Encourage community and stakeholder collaboration. 
 
Policies 

1. Provide opportunities to incorporate public opinion early and often within the planning process. 
 

2. Cultivate relationships with those having a stake in the outcome. 
 

3. Encourage cooperation between the County, cities and unincorporated communities to avoid 
and solve growth and development issues early. 

 
4. Work with County departments to achieve compact, mixed-use, walkable communities by 

coordinating regulations, project review, transportation funding and capital improvement 
programming. 

 
Implementing Strategies 

1. Inform the public and stakeholders about strategic growth by various means, such as forums 
and the media. 

2. Build on previous efforts to create consensus with the public about attaining compact, walkable 
communities and rural preservation. 

3. Involve the public, advisory and other groups, cities and other jurisdictions often and routinely in 
the planning and development review processes by early outreach, referrals and responses. 

4. Provide more access to County media to enhance the public's understanding of planning and 
project review. 

5. Convene an inter-departmental team to integrate strategic growth goals into each County 
department's work program, and into the County budget, capital improvements program (CIP) 
and grant funding processes. 

6. Expand public notification for discretionary projects in rural areas. 
7. Work with communities to avoid approving projects that are not supported by a city or a 

community services district within its sphere of influence or urban area.  
 
Principle 11: Strengthen regional cooperation. 
 
Policies 

1. Work closely with cities and regional agencies to achieve common land use goals. 
 

2. Collaborate with communities, stakeholders and the public to plan according to strategic growth 
principles, and encourage "ownership" of the process and the outcomes. 

 
Implementing Strategies  

1. Promote cooperation between the county and all jurisdictions to form and carry out strategic 
growth policies based on shared values, develop mutual agreements and implement programs.. 

2. Develop community and resource indicators to assess what each community needs to be livable 
and affordable, and to meet community and strategic growth goals. 

3. Refrain from approving development in the unincorporated urban fringes that will burden city 
services or conflict with city-County agreements, unless specific mitigation measures are 
included 


