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Introduction 
 
This report reviews the activities that took place to implement the County General Plan 
between July 1, 2008 and June 30, 2009.  The General Plan is the guiding document for 
growth and development within the unincorporated area outside cities.  It is charged with 
meeting California laws that regulate land use planning and development, and this report 
fulfills a state requirement to provide a way to measure progress in implementing the plan. 
The scope of the report includes:   

 
1. Status of the County General Plan  
2. Major planning activities that were begun, worked on or completed, 
3. Changes to the plan and ordinances to implement plan policies,  
4. Private and public development and division of land, and   
5. Residential development in relation to Housing Element goals.   

 
The County of San Luis Obispo is a “local” government that serves over 100,000 people 
within the unincorporated area (outside incorporated cities) who are distributed among at 
least 10 communities and a rural area of over 3,000 square miles.  It is required by the State 
of California to protect resources, plan an orderly distribution of land uses and apply fair and 
equitable regulations for new development.  The following County mission statement 
provides the context for these activities: 
 

The County’s elected representatives and employees are committed to 
serve the community with pride to enhance the economic, environmental 
and social quality of life in San Luis Obispo County. 
 

Several guiding principles are key approaches to serving the community: 
• Sense of Pride 
• Aim for Excellence     
• Respect for Others    

• Response to Change 
• Fiscal Responsibility     
• Community Service 

 
The Department of Planning and Building provides services within several roles, as 
visionary, statistician, designer, regulator and protector of public health, safety and welfare, 
to name a few.  All of these roles are summarized within the Department’s mission:  
 

Promoting the wise use of land Helping build great communities
 

Within all of its roles, the Department’s major responsibility is to serve the public with cost-
effective and courteous actions, and to represent the public’s interest by creating fair and 
equitable policies and recommendations.  These ethical commitments are the foundation of 
the recommendations and decisions of the Planning and Building Department.  Key 
stakeholders are recognized below: 
 

• The Board of Supervisors has the major role of deciding the direction and 
implementation of the General Plan, through its decisions on proposed plan 
amendments, applications, and priorities and funding. 

• The clients are applicants and the public who receive immediate and direct services from 
the Department. 

• The general public, as the “end-user” of the general plan, has the important role of 
shaping the purpose, meaning and effect of the General Plan through participation in 
drafting, reviewing and commenting on plans, ordinances and permits.    

• The employees of County departments and non-County agencies have varying roles 
implementing the General Plan.   
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The County General Plan 
 
The General Plan is both the vision and blueprint for  
how the County as a community wants to develop 
and grow while protecting valued resources.  The 
General Plan provides policies for planning land 
uses and for allowing new development and 
land divisions.  It also is the vision for protecting 
special places such as the landmark Morros, 
essential uses such as agriculture, and resources such as air, water, and plant and animal 
habitats.  Currently the General Plan includes the documents, called elements, shown in 
Table 1, which also includes brief information about their status and whether they are 
required or optional. 

Table 1, General Plan Elements 

Element 
Required 
or 
Optional 

Date of 
Adoption or 
Last Major 
Revision 

Comment 

Land Use* 
Framework for 
Planning 

Required 2009 

Framework for Planning is the core 
document; 7 of 13 area plans have 
been updated since 1980 as shown 
below: 
• A major consolidation and update 

was authorized on July 15, 2008 by 
the Board of Supervisors. 

• Strategic Growth policies were 
adopted on April 28, 2009 by the 
Board of Supervisors.  

 
Area Plans:    
Huasna-Lopez   1986  
South County   1994  
San Luis Obispo  1994  
Salinas River  1996  
El Pomar – Estrella  2003  

Estero   2009 Approved and certified by California 
Coastal Commission 

Cambria – San 
Simeon portion of 
North Coast 

 2008 Approved and certified by California 
Coastal Commission 

Local Coastal Plan - 
Coastal Plan Policies Required 2004 Land Use Element for the Coastal 

Zone; implements the Coast Act  

Circulation Required 2009 
Partially updated with Strategic 
Growth policies on April 28, 2009 by 
the Board of Supervisors.  

Housing Required 2009 
Certified by the State in 2004. 
Update adopted on August 25, 2009 
by Board of Supervisors. 

Agriculture and Open 
Space* Required 1998  

Conservation Required 1974 Includes Historic and Esthetic 
Elements; update begun in 2006 

State law requires that each city 
and county adopt a general plan 
“for the physical development of the 
county or city, and any land outside 
its boundaries which bears relation 
to its planning.”
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Noise Required 1992  
Safety* Required 1999  
Master Water & Sewer 
Plan Optional 1972  

Energy* Optional 1995  
Offshore Energy* Optional 1992  
Economic  Optional 1999  
Parks and Recreation Optional 2006  
Notes: 
 * = Received outstanding plan award from American Planning Association 
Underline = Change in status 
 

Major Planning Activities 
Update and Consolidation of the Land Use and Circulation Elements 
The Board of Supervisors authorized a major update and consolidation of the Land Use and 
Circulation Elements on July 15, 2008.   The project will formally commence in January 2010 
after selection of EIR and outreach consultants and staff preparations and research.  The 
update will take a regional approach to growth, resource and transportation issues in the 
rural areas (outside of urban and village reserve lines) through the year 2035.  Community 
plans will be left as is, to be addressed in a later phase of amendments.  The 15 Land Use 
Element area plans will be consolidated into five sub-regional plans.  Planning area 
standards will be consolidated and clarified.  Adoption is tentatively scheduled in 2012.   

Update of the Conservation Element 
An update of the 1972 Conservation Element began in 2006.  The scope includes 
incorporating the Open Space Element.   A Public Review Draft of the Conservation and 
Open Space Element was released on December 18, 2008.  The Public Hearing Draft was 
issued on April 24, 2009.  The County Planning Commission is currently considering the draft 
plan in a series of public hearings.  

Housing Element Update and Implementation 
On August 25, 2009, the Board of Supervisors adopted the 2009 Housing Element, which 
covers the five-year period from 2009 to 2014.  Since the previous update in 2004, the 
County has enacted the following: 
 Affordable housing re-sale standards – January, 2007 
 Condominium conversion ordinance (limits the annual number of units) – January, 2007 
 Mobilehome park closure ordinance – November, 2008 
 Inclusionary housing ordinance, which requires affordable housing units in residential 

and commercial projects or payment of in-lieu fees – December, 2008  
(received the 2009 American Planning Association California Chapter Award for 
Advocacy in Planning) 

 Mobilehome park subdivision ordinance – January, 2009 
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Shandon Community Plan Update  
 An update of the Community Plan for Shandon looks at land use, circulation, infrastructure 
financing, housing, including workforce housing, economic development, and community 
growth and vision.  Community workshops were held in summer 2007.  Work on the draft 
plan began in November 2007 and on the Environmental Impact Report in December 2008. 
The Public Review Draft Plan and EIR will be released in early 2010, with public hearings 
starting in summer 2010.  
  

Economic Development Strategy 
A countywide economic development strategic plan (EDSP) is being prepared concurrently 
with amendments to the County's existing Economic Element. The Economic Element will 
likely still contain goals and policies, but most of the implementing actions will be established 
in the EDSP. It is possible that the County might even choose to eliminate the element 
entirely once the EDSP is approved. The EDSP is being prepared through a collaboration of 
public, nonprofit and private stake holders, with the nonprofit Economic Vitality Corporation 
acting as lead agency. A consultant has been selected to provide data analysis and 
facilitation services. 

General Plan Amendments  
 
Changes or amendments to the General 
Plan occur through applications by the 
public or by the County government after 
authorization to proceed by the Board of 
Supervisors.  State law requires the 
General Plan to be kept current.  Updates 
are recommended to occur every five 
years.  The following amendments were 
approved in FY 2008-09: 
 
 

Table 2 
General Plan Amendments Completed - Fiscal Year 2008-2009 

 

Amendment 
 

Description 
 

LRP2007-00018 
County of SLO 

Change various properties in the county from Rural Lands and Open 
Space to the Agriculture land use category due to their inclusion in 
the Agricultural Preserve program.  Approved 10/28/08 

LRP2006-00011 
Takken/O'Connor 

Change a 1.38-acre site from Commercial Service to Commercial 
Retail/Office and Professional to facilitate the development of a 
mixed-use project.  Located in the community of Oceano.  Approved 
10/28/08 

LRP2005-00013 – 
County of SLO 

Update Part I of the Land Use Element -Framework for Planning by 
adding Strategic Growth policies that will facilitate sustainable 
community development.  All areas.  Approved 4/28/09. 
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Strategic Growth Principles in the General Plan 
The Board of Supervisors adopted landmark amendments on April 28, 2009 (available online 
at http://www.sloplanning.org/) to include strategic (smart) growth principles, policies and 
implementing strategies in the Land Use Element.  The amendments require that 
subdivisions and development projects be consistent with the principles and policies. They 
include the principles listed in Table 3, policies to guide planning and development, and 
implementing strategies with priorities and time frames for achieving them.  Although the 
project is not considered an “update” of the Land Use Element, it introduces major land use, 
services and transportation policies in a new “strategic” approach to planning.  The changes 
will give direction to plan for more compact, affordable communities; reduce rural sprawl; and 
link growth to adequate resources, services, transit, bicycle and pedestrian travel. 
 

Table 3 
Strategic Growth Principles 

 

Implementing the General Plan 
 
Implementation of the General Plan occurs through a variety of ordinances, as well as 
through programs to develop needed public facilities, add services and commit public 
resources to building and maintaining streets, facilities and buildings.   

Ordinance Amendments 
Ordinances implement the General Plan by regulating land use and development, such as 
the Land Use Ordinance (which is adopted as the zoning ordinance), or by managing the 
rate of growth as in the Growth Management Ordinance.  Decisions to approve or deny 
permits or land divisions are based on these and other ordinances. 
 
The Land Use Ordinance (LUO) is the official zoning ordinance for the County of San Luis 
Obispo; it implements General Plan policies with zoning standards.  In Fiscal Year 2008-09, 
the following Land Use Ordinance and other amendments were approved: 

1. Preserve open space, scenic natural beauty and natural resources.  Conserve energy resources.  
Protect agricultural land and resources.  

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. 
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Table 4 
Ordinance Amendments Approved - Fiscal Year 2008-2009 

 
File Number– 

Applicant Description 

LRP2008-0008 – 
County of SLO 

Amend Title 26, the Growth Management Ordinance to clean up and 
update various references, and to adopt the annual growth rate for 
unincorporated areas.  All areas.  Approved 5/19/09 
 

LRP2006-00005 
– County of SLO 

Modify mobilehome park conversion and subdivision standards.  All 
areas.  Approved 1/6/09. 
 

 

Grading and Stormwater Ordinances 
Amendments to the Land Use Ordinance are being prepared to implement the County 5-
year Stormwater Management Program (SWMP).  The amendments will implement 
National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Phase II stormwater regulations 
and enact local stormwater requirements that avoid pollution of watercourses with sediments 
or other pollutants generated on or caused by surface runoff on or across construction sites.  
The amendments will also be proposed to do the following, as well as other revisions: 
1) Modify the enforcement program for the grading ordinance. 
2) Modify the threshold for grading permits.   
3) Modify agricultural exemption and alternative review program procedures. 
4) Prohibit grading on slopes over 30 percent. 
5 Add provisions for hydro-modification. 
6) Bring coastal and inland grading ordinances into alignment. 
Adoption of the amendments is planned by March 2010. 

Resource Management System and Growth Management Ordinance  
On April 29, 2009, the Board of Supervisors authorized improving the linkage between the 
Resource Management System and the Growth Management Ordinance.  Several 
amendments are being considered, including updating the time frames for establishing 
thresholds for Levels of Severity within the Resource Management System.  

Implementation Programs 
The General Plan is static unless its vision, goals and concepts are implemented in policies 
or projects on the ground.  Each document or element of the General Plan contains 
programs to complete.  Each area plan within the Land Use Element (LUE) also includes 
programs to fulfill needs for local services, transportation, resources and land use.   Most of 
these programs have been prioritized by the Board of Supervisors with community input.  
Over 70 programs with the highest priority are outstanding at this time.  A selected list of a 
dozen of these programs is shown in Table 5, to illustrate the range of concerns.  Some of 
these programs are on-going in some form.     
 
A critical step in implementation is working with communities and decision-makers to select 
the most suitable programs to fund and complete.  The challenge is to determine which 
program should have priority ranking, considering how it would affect work assignments and 
staff resources.   The budget process for each fiscal year allows the opportunity to make 
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these determinations and consider one or more of these or other programs.  During FY 
2008-09, limited action was taken on the listed programs 2 and 7:  
 

Table 5 
Examples of Potential General Plan Implementation Programs 

(high priority, short time frames) 
 
 

 
No. 

 
Title 

 
Task 

 
Reference 

1 Tree Protection Research 
Research regulations and 
survey opinion to restore and 
manage rural woodland habitats 
and regulate removal. 

County-wide; El 
Pomar Area Plan 
program 4 

2 Transit-Oriented Development 
Planning 

Work began with SLOCOG to 
identify Sustainable Community 
Strategies to implement SB 375. 

Salinas River Area 
Plan, Ch. 5, #6 

3 Gateway Signs & Park Concept Plan 
Create or improve community 
gateways and signs to convey a 
“visitor-friendly message. 

Salinas River Area 
Plan, San Miguel 
Design Plan, #7 

4 Village Signs & Furniture - 
community concepts & design 

Develop concepts and plans for 
signs and street furniture in the 
Main Street corridor and East 
and West Villages. 

North Coast Area 
Plan, Cambria 
Design Plan, #5 

 
5 

Greenbelt, Gateways & Scenic 
Corridors - Grants & City coord. 

Work with San Luis Obispo on a 
greenbelt program and gateway 
corridors. 

San Luis Obispo 
Area Plan, Ch4 
#2&3 

6 Business Improvement Districts in 
Nipomo and San Miguel 

Establish an improvement 
district(s) within the downtown 
areas to fund facilities and 
maintenance. 

South County             
Area Plan, Ch4 
#11; Salinas River, 
Ch4, #10 

7 Public/Private Development on 
County-Owned Property 

Work began with the General 
Services Agency  to create a 
plan for a public park and/or 
plaza to be funded by a private 
venture within the site of the 
Pacific Coast Railway station. 

South County             
Area Plan, Olde 
Town Plan 

8 Agriculture Water Supplies 

Establish policies to maintain 
water resources for production 
agriculture and prevent their 
loss to urban and suburban 
development. 

Agriculture/Open 
Space Element, 
AGP 11 

9 Conversion of Agricultural Land 

Establish clear criteria in the 
LUE for maintaining the 
Agriculture land use category in 
certain conditions, to avoid new 
rural residential designations. 

Agriculture/Open 
Space Element, 
AGP 24 

10 Ecosystem & Corridor Program - 
Phase 1  

Identify, protect and sustain 
major ecosystems, including 
their biological diversity and 
natural processes. 

Agriculture/Open 
Space Element, 
OSP 13,14,15 

11 Business Suitability Study 

Prepare an analysis to identify 
types of businesses that are 
suitable for each community 
with respect to local businesses, 
the labor force and housing. 

Economic Element, 
1.a.1 

12 Housing Related Amendments 
Prepare various amendments to 
implement Housing Element 
policies and programs. 

Housing Element 
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Affordable Residential Development 
 
The primary purpose of the Housing Element of the County General Plan is to facilitate the 
provision of needed housing. The secondary purpose is to meet the requirements of State 
law and achieve certification by the California Department of Housing and Community 
Development, which in turn helps the County qualify for certain funding programs offered by 
the State. 
 
The current Housing Element was certified by the State in August 2004 and covers the 
reporting period through December 2008. It documents that sufficient vacant land is 
designated in the County General Plan to accommodate housing needed by county residents 
of all income groups, as established in the Regional Housing Needs Plan (RHNP). 
Unfortunately, the production of new housing affordable to county residents has remained far 
below the quantified objectives established in the Housing Element, as listed in Table 6.  
Over the entire five-year reporting period from January 2004 through December 2008, 792 
affordable units were developed, which was 57 percent of the County goal of 1,386 
affordable units.  
 

Table 6 
Housing Goals and Production in San Luis Obispo County 2001- 2008 for the  

Housing Element Reporting Period 
(NOTE: Table 6 reflects only the Housing Element Reporting period.  See Table 7 for housing 

units constructed in the 2008-2009 fiscal year.) 
 

    
Very Low 
and Low 
Income 

Moderate 
Income 

Above 
Moderate 
Income 

Total 

1 Housing units completed 
during FY 2007-08  102 22 747 871

2 
Cumulative housing units 
completed Jan. 1, 2001 
through FY 2007-08 

 776  422 6,112 7,310

3 

Unincorporated County 
housing need per Regional 
Housing Needs Plan 
(RHNP) 2001-June 30, 
2008 

1,807 929 4,284 7,020

4 
Cumulative housing units 
completed Jan. 1, 2004 
through Dec. 31, 2008 

568 224 4,083 4,875 

5 
5-year Unincorporated 
County Goals per Housing 
Element 2004-08 

 924   462 2,168 3,554

Note: New text in Table 6 and Discussion is underlined.  
 
Discussion of Rows in Table 6: 
1.   Even with available subsidies and incentives, only 14.2 percent of the total housing 

units built in Fiscal Year (FY) 2007-2008 were affordable to very low-, low- and 
moderate-income families, as shown in Row 1 of Table 6.  This was double the 56 
such units produced in FY  2006-07, as shown in Table 7. 
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2 and 3.  The number of affordable housing units completed from fiscal year 2001-02 
through fiscal year 2007-08 (Row 2) remained far below (43.8 percent) the housing 
need identified in the RHNP (Row 3). 

4 and 5.  During the five-year period to achieve Housing Element goals, the number of 
affordable housing units shown in Row  4 met only 57 percent of the affordable 
housing goals shown in row 5.  

 
Affordable Housing Projects Completed in 2008-09 FY 
The Serenity Hills Apartment project, developed by Global Premier, was completed around 
December 2008 and produced 44 very low- and low-income apartment units in Templeton.  
The Lachen Tara Apartment project in Avila Beach was completed in 2008 and produced 29 
very low and low income housing units.  People’s Self Help Housing developed that project.  
Several secondary dwellings, mixed-use units, and farm support quarters were constructed 
countywide.  A total of 100 affordable units were constructed as shown in Table 7. 
 

Table 7 
Trend of Affordable Housing Compared to Total Housing Production 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Residential Development 2008-09 FY 
 
The pace of residential development has declined and is expected to remain slow for another 
year or more.  This reduced construction activity reflects a slowing in the pace of home 
buying, increased inventory of unsold homes, tightening of mortgage credit, and a 
decreasing inventory of land where housing can be built.  The trend in multi-family residential 
development (in all price ranges) has remained very low compared to detached single-family 
housing, as shown in Table 8, but an upward trend is underway. 

Housing Units 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 
All New Housing 
Units 1,044 1,009 732 871 592

New Affordable 
Housing Units (in 
above totals) 

267 116 56 124 100

Percent Affordable 
Units 26% 11% 8% 14% 17%
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Table 8, Trend in Residential Development, 2003 – 2008 FY 
 

FINAL BUILDING 
PERMITS 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 

Single-Family 1,008 979 666 772 512

Multi-Family 36 30 66 99 80

Total new units 1,044 1,009 732 871 592
Percent of Total in 
Multi-Family 4% 3% 10% 13% 16%

 

Application Decisions 
 
Table 9 lists applications for development and policy decisions compared to previous years.      
 

Table 9, Major Application Decisions  
 

Fiscal Year 
Decision Body and Type of 
Actions 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 

Board of Supervisors    

General Plan/Ordinance          
Amendments 36 23 15 5 5 

    Agricultural Preserves 9 21 11 11 32 

Planning Commission    

    Conditional Use Permits 37 35 34 20 32 

    Tract Maps 36 44 17 14 13 

    Variances 3 3 3 4 5 

Subdivision Review Board 
    

    Parcel Maps 56 76 39 20 18 

Planning Director Hearings    

Minor Use Permits 170 162 151 110 114 

Lot Line Adjustments – Inland 35 35 42 30 21 

Other Actions   

Certificates of Compliance 65 35 240 19 72 
 


