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3.9 LAND USE AND PLANNING 

This section evaluates land use and planning impacts that could result from implementation of 
the proposed Program. Key issues addressed in this section include potential conflicts with land 
use plans and policies and the potential for incompatibilities between land uses. Refer to Section 
3.2, Agricultural Resources, for a detailed discussion regarding potential impacts to agricultural 
land uses.  

3.9.1 PHYSICAL SETTING 

San Luis Obispo County is located on the California Central Coast between Monterey County to 
the north and Santa Barbara County to the south. The county’s coastline spans 96 miles and the 
land area encompasses over two million acres of land designated mostly Agriculture and Open 
Space. Incorporated cities include Paso Robles, Atascadero, San Luis Obispo, Grover Beach, 
Arroyo Grande, Morro Bay, and Pismo Beach. Unincorporated communities include San Miguel, 
Creston, Santa Margarita, Los Osos, San Simeon, Cambria, Cayucos, Pozo, Heritage Ranch, Oak 
Shores, Oceano, Nipomo, California Valley, Los Berros, Whitley Gardens, Palo Mesa, Woodlands, 
Avila Beach, Callendar-Garrett, and Shandon. Most urban areas are connected to Highways 1 
and 101, which are the primary transportation corridors serving the Central Coast.  

PLANNING AREAS 

The County General Plan divides the unincorporated county into inland and coastal planning 
areas, with coastal areas consisting of those areas in the Coastal Zone. The Coastal Zone is not 
affected by the proposed project and is therefore not included in this analysis. The project area 
includes only the county’s four inland planning areas: Carrizo, North County, San Luis Obispo 
County, and South County. Area plans establish policies specific to each planning area. Table 
3.9-1 indicates the acreages of land use categories in the four planning areas affected by the 
proposed project.  
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TABLE 3.9-1 
LAND USE DESIGNATIONS BY PLANNING AREA (ACRES) 

Land Use Category 
Planning Area 

Carrizo San Luis Obispo North County South County Total 

Agricultural and Rural Categories 

Agriculture 264,977 43,236 737,863 227,102 1,273,179 

Rural Lands 71,634 16,785 109,886 93,452 291,757 

Residential Categories 

Residential Rural 0 2,587 24,700 14,480 41,767 

Residential Suburban 20,239  1,885 7,501 6,835 36,460 

Residential Single-Family 0 84 2,728 1,261 4,073 

Residential Multi-Family  0 3 246 368 616 

Commercial and Industrial Categories 

Office Professional  0 0 96 39 135 

Commercial Retail 14  54 393 206 667 

Commercial Service 0 184 322 183 688 

Industrial 0  124 280 84 487 

Special Purpose Categories 

Open Space 5,851 871 109,259 94,880 210,861 

Recreation 8 6,767 4,643 5,811 17,229 

Public Facilities 163  4,207 25,888 345 30,604 

Total Acres 362,886 76,786 1,023,804 445,045 1,908,523 

Source: SLO County 2013 
Note: Acreage totals exclude land in the Coastal Zone.  
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Carrizo Planning Area  

Located in the southeastern portion of the county, this largely rural and open space area is 
devoted almost exclusively to the agricultural uses of dry farming and rangeland. Most of the 
population in the Carrizo Planning Area is located in its one village area, California Valley, with a 
population of 356 (SLO County 2014b). 

North County Planning Area 

Approximately 95 percent of the North County Planning Area is designated Agriculture, Rural 
Lands, and Open Space. Much of the new development is increasingly oriented to commuter 
and retirement living, light industry, service businesses, and tourism in the area around the cities 
of El Paso de Robles (Paso Robles) and Atascadero (SLO County 2014b). 

San Luis Obispo Planning Area  

Located in the central western portion of the county and inland from the Coastal Zone, the San 
Luis Obispo Planning Area includes a compact urban center around the city of San Luis Obispo, 
surrounded by open agricultural lands (SLO County 2014b). 

South County Planning Area 

The South County Planning Area generally consists of the land south and east of San Luis Obispo 
to the Santa Barbara county line, between the Coastal Zone and the Carrizo Plain. Land uses in 
this large area are diverse, ranging from urban and suburban development in the incorporated 
cities and older town sites to rural residential and agricultural uses in the foothill and Nipomo 
Mesa areas, and the scenic and natural characteristics of the coastal ridges and the Los Padres 
National Forest (SLO County 2014b). 

3.9.2 REGULATORY SETTING  

STATE 

Government Code Section 65300–65302 – General Plan and Land Use Element 

California Government Code requires each city and county to adopt a comprehensive, long-
term general plan to guide the physical development of the jurisdiction (Government Code 
Section 65300). The general plan includes a land use element to address the distribution and 
location of land uses, such as the built environment, open space, and agricultural uses. The land 
use element must include standards for population density and building intensity for land use 
districts identified in the element (Government Code Section 65302(a)).  

LOCAL 

San Luis Obispo County General Plan – Land Use and Circulation Element Part I: Framework for 
Planning 

San Luis Obispo County’s General Plan includes countywide elements that are supported with 
plans specific to each of the county’s four inland planning areas. The Land Use and Circulation 
Element (LUCE) is a multipart element regulating land use. The LUCE provides countywide 
policies in Part I, the Framework for Planning – Inland. LUCE Parts II and III provide targeted 
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policies and standards for particular planning areas, including community and village plans. 
One of the County’s primary principles is to preserve and protect natural, scenic, and 
agricultural resources. The General Plan states that the County hopes to strategically focus 
future growth away from rural areas and limited resources, closer to existing and planned job 
centers and public facilities where sustainable resources are available. Policies also seek to 
encourage and prioritize renewable energy in appropriate areas. This element also identifies 
nine combining designations (CD) that identify area with characteristics that are either of public 
value or are hazardous to the public. The special location, terrain, man-made features, plants, or 
animals of these areas create a need for more careful project review to protect those 
characteristics or to protect public health, safety, and welfare. Combining designations are 
established to achieve the following: 

1) To relate intensity of development to the sensitivity of natural resources or other 
environmental features to minimize adverse environmental impacts. 

2) To preserve the natural beauty and topography of the county by encouraging intensive 
development only where appropriate with regard to those natural features. 

3) To promote preservation of the historic character of the county and to ensure that new 
development in historic areas is compatible with historic preservation. 

4) To reduce risks to life and property through proper location and design of structures 
within areas subject to man-made or natural hazards, such as airports, flooding, or 
geologic hazards, including active faulting, landsliding, or liquefaction. 

5) To inform developers, owners, and prospective buyers of property about potential flood 
or geologic hazards, supporting reduction of future demands for publicly funded flood 
control, landslide stabilization, and emergency aid. 

6) To enhance property values and increase economic benefits to the county by 
promoting the tourist trade and interest in the historic, scenic and environmental 
amenities of the county. 

7) To recognize the importance of continuing availability of mineral and energy resources 
by avoiding land use decisions which may inhibit the continuing viability of energy and 
extractive operations and result in unnecessary or premature termination of the use of 
such resources. 

8) To recognize the importance of protecting agricultural land for agricultural uses 
(including the production of food and fiber) in the application of the combining 
designations and the siting of development. 

The LUE uses the following nine combining designations:  

AR (Airport Review): Applied to areas identified in the various county airport land use plans 
where proposed developments receive special review (to avoid land uses incompatible with 
airport operations), as well as areas within airport approach and departure patterns. 

GSA (Geologic Study Area): Applied to areas identified in the Alquist-Priolo Geologic Hazard 
Zones Act as "Special Studies Zone" (Public Resources Code Section 2622), to areas within urban 
and village reserve lines subject to "moderately high to high" landslide risk or liquefaction 
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potential (as identified in the Safety Element of the County General Plan), and to lands outside 
urban reserve lines subject to high landslide risk potential (also according to the Safety Element). 

FH (Flood Hazard): Applied to flood-prone areas identified through review of available data 
from various federal, state, or local agencies. Also includes flood elevations of existing lakes and 
reservoirs. 

H (Historic Site): Applied to areas of unique historical significance. 

SRA (Sensitive Resource Area): Applied to areas having high environmental quality and special 
ecological or educational significance. 

LCP (Local Coastal Program): Applied to areas subject to the California Coastal Act of 1976. 

EX (Energy or Extractive Area): Applied to areas where oil, gas, or mineral extraction occurs, is 
proposed, or where the State Geologist has identified petroleum or mineral reserves of statewide 
significance, and areas of existing or proposed energy-producing facilities. 

EX1 (Extractive Resource Area): Applied to areas, including active mines, which the California 
Department of Conservation's Division of Mines and Geology has classified as containing or 
being highly likely to contain significant mineral deposits. Any such areas which are subsequently 
formally designated by the State as containing mineral deposits of statewide significance should 
be included in the EX combining designation subject to an amendment of the Land Use Element 
[Amended 1991, Ord. 2498]. 

TDCS (Transfer of Development Credits Sending Site): Applied to areas where a landowner has 
met the criteria and standards of the Land Use Ordinance for TDC Sending Sites and has entered 
into an easement that qualifies under either the Open Space Easement Act or the Conservation 
Easement Act granted to a qualified public or private nonprofit organization created for the 
purposes of protecting and managing resources, that restricts the development potential of the 
property. May also apply to community-based TDC programs (as set forth in Chapter 6 of 
Framework for Planning) identified through an area or community/village plan update or by 
request of the area property owners. [Added 1996, Ord. 2776] 

TDCR (Transfer of Development Credits Receiving Site): Applied to areas where a landowner has 
met the criteria and standards of the Land Use Ordinance for TDC Receiving Sites and where a 
tentative map requiring the use of TDCs has been approved and recorded. May also apply to 
community-based TDC programs (as set forth in Chapter 6 of Framework for Planning) identified 
through an area or community/village plan update or by request of the area property owners. 
[Added 1996, Ord. 2776] 

San Luis Obispo County General Plan – Land Use and Circulation Elements Part II and III: Area 
Plans and Community/Village Plans 

Parts II and III of the LUCE address planning areas and sub-areas in the overall county. These 
area or community/village plans are adopted as part of the LUCE, while standards are adopted 
as part of the applicable Land Use Ordinance for that area (Title 22). Area and 
community/village plans in the LUCE include detailed descriptions of the County’s planning 
areas, specific programs, and associated planning area standards intended to address local 
planning issues. The area plans also provide maps showing detailed overlays of environmental 
concern, called combining designations. This overlay distinction requires special design and/or 
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development considerations to provide more detailed review when necessary for environmental 
issues such as sensitive habitats or flood hazards.  

San Luis Obispo County General Plan – Other Elements 

The County’s eight General Plan elements establish policies to protect resources, balance 
competing land use priorities, and maintain distinct urban and rural communities. Policies also 
direct the County to encourage and promote renewable energy. The Conservation and Open 
Space Element (COSE) encourages solar electric facilities, especially in remote areas located 
away from utilities with specialized energy needs. COSE policies also support distributed 
generation renewable energy production. Policy E 6.8 directly calls for the protection of areas 
for renewable energy: “Designate and protect areas that contain renewable energy resources 
such as wind, solar, geothermal, and small hydroelectric.”  

While the General Plan supports renewable energy, select policies and implementation 
strategies also present priorities for other types of land uses. Such policies may pose indirect 
limitations to developing renewable energy on sites where certain conditions or resources are 
present. For example, both the Conservation and Open Space Element and the Agriculture 
Element identify the County’s commitment to protect open space and agriculture resources by 
directing new development away from these resources. Conservation and Open Space 
Element Policy OS 1.7 states that the County will “protect open space resources by guiding 
development away from rural areas to more suitable areas.” Similarly, policies in the Agriculture 
Element direct the County to “locate new buildings, access roads, and structures so as to 
protect agricultural land” (Policy AGP18) and “discourage the conversion of agricultural lands to 
non-agricultural uses” (Policy AGP 24). These example policies show that the General Plan’s 
promotion of renewable energy is balanced with other environmental objectives.  

San Luis Obispo County Land Use Ordinance  

The County’s Land Use Ordinance (LUO) provides the implementation framework for the 
County’s General Plan. The LUO establishes which uses are allowed in each land use category 
and regulates site design and development within the land use categories. 

The County’s LUO is divided into two geographically based components—Inland (Title 22) and 
Coastal Zone (Title 23). The Renewable Energy Streamlining Program (RESP or Program) will apply 
to the inland area only.  

Each land use designation specifies what uses are allowed within the designation. Many uses are 
allowed in more than one category. Land use designations are presented in Figure 3.9-1. A new 
land use or development may be allowed within a particular land use category if it is listed as an 
allowable or “special” use in Article 2 of the Land Use Ordinance (Title 22 of the San Luis Obispo 
County Code; Allowable Land Uses and Permit Requirements).  

Chapter 22.42 of Title 22 (Combining Designation Standards) creates additional land use 
designations that function as overlays. Combining designations identify areas with 
characteristics that either are of public value or are hazardous to the public. The combining 
designations are described in Framework for Planning, Part I of the Land Use Element, as 
supplemental categories used on the official maps to identify areas where special 
characteristics, resources, or hazards to the public necessitate review of proposed land uses to 
evaluate their compatibility with those characteristics, resources, or hazards. Combining 
designations in the LUO Title 22 coincide with and implement the combining designations 
described in the LUCE of the General Plan. 
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Additional standards and permit requirements for combining designations are included in 
Chapter 22.42. Further limitations on uses may be imposed by standards in Articles 9 and 10 of 
the Land Use Ordinance. Table 3.9-2 shows the land use categories in Title 22 that currently allow 
development of electric-generating plants. 

TABLE 3.9-2 
LAND USE CATEGORIES AND ALLOWANCES FOR ELECTRIC-GENERATING PLANTS 

Use Group 
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Electricity Generation, 
except WECF,* Inland 
Planning Areas  

A2 A2 A2 A2 — — — — — A2 A2 A2 A2 

Electricity Generation, 
WECF,* Inland Planning 
Areas 

MUP MUP — MUP — — — — — MUP MUP MUP MUP 

Source: SLO County 2014b 
*”Wind Energy Conservation Facilities” (WECF) means any device which converts wind energy to a form of usable energy. WECF 
producing electricity are included here; those used for direct climate control, water pumping, or other conversion to mechanical or 
thermal power are included under “Agricultural Accessory Structures.” Transmission lines located off the site of the power plant are 
included under “Pipelines and Transmission Lines.” Electrical substations are included under “Public Utility Facilities.” 

A2 = Allowable use, subject to the land use permit required by the specific use standards. Procedures are in the Land Use Ordinance, 
Section 22.32. 
MUP = Conditional use – Minor Use Permit required. Procedure is in Land Use Ordinance, Section 22.62.050. 

LUO– Standards for Land Uses and Electricity-Generating Uses  

General property development standards for all land uses in the unincorporated county are 
established in Article 3 of Title 22 (Site Planning and General Project Design Standards). This 
article provides standards such as general setbacks and height limits. LUO Chapter 22.32 
establishes standards for electricity-generating land uses. Standards address steam electric 
generating facilities, wind energy conversion facilities, photovoltaic generating facilities, 
hydroelectric generating facilities, and cogeneration facilities. Performance standards govern 
project siting and other considerations by technology type. Chapter 22.32 requires electricity-
generating uses to prepare an environmental quality assurance program addressing all 
construction and operation aspects of the project.   
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LUO – Planning and Community Area Standards 

Articles 9 and 10 of the LUO provide regulations for project siting and design that apply by area, 
community, or neighborhood. While Article 8 establishes countywide allowed uses by land use 
designation, Articles 9 and 10 provide additional limitations on use that preclude electricity 
generation in specified areas. Table 3.9-3 indicates area and community plans where, 
according to Title 22, Articles 9 and 10, electricity generation is not allowable in certain land use 
categories and areas in which that use would otherwise be allowable according to Article 8. 

TABLE 3.9-3 
RESTRICTIONS ON ELECTRICITY GENERATION IN OTHERWISE ALLOWABLE USE AREAS 

Planning Area Section Reference Program or Standard 

Carrizo Planning Area  

No additional standards that restrict electricity generation.  

North County Planning Area 

Heritage Ranch Village Title 22, 
Article 10 

22.104.030.C Open Space (OS) land use designations: Does not allow 
electricity generation, which would otherwise be an 
allowable use (allows public utility facilities and pipelines 
& transmission lines). 

Heritage Ranch Village Title 22, 
Article 10 

22.104.030.E Residential Rural (RR) land use designations: Does not 
allow electricity generation, which would otherwise be 
an allowable use (also does not allow public utility 
facilities and pipelines & transmission lines). 

Shandon sub-area, State 
Route 46 between 
Shandon and Cholame  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.94.090.C.1 Commercial Service (CS): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

Shandon sub-area, West 
Centre and State Route 46 

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.94.090.C.2 Commercial Service (CS): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

Salinas River sub-area, 
industrial uses in  
Wellsona Road area  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.94.082.E Industrial (IND): Does not allow electricity generation, 
which would otherwise be an allowable use (also does 
not allow pipelines & transmission lines, public utility 
facilities). 

Salinas River sub-area, 
Spanish Camp area and 
Almira Park area  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.94.082.G Residential Rural (RR): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

Salinas River sub-area, 
Wellsona Road area and 
other commercial service 
properties  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.94.082.C-E Commercial Retail (CS): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

Oak Shores Village  Title 22, 
Article 10 

22.104.040.C Open Space (OS) land use designations: Does not allow 
electricity generation, which would otherwise be an 
allowable use (also does not allow pipelines & 
transmission lines). 
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Planning Area Section Reference Program or Standard 

San Miguel Community Title 22, 
Article 10 

22.104.060.D Industrial (IND) land use designations: Does not allow 
electricity generation, which would otherwise be an 
allowable use (also does not allow public utility facilities 
or pipelines & transmission lines).  

San Miguel Community, 
N Street – Adjacent to 
RMF  

Title 22, 
Article 10 

22.104.060.C Commercial Service (CS) land use designation: Does not 
allow electricity generation, which would otherwise be 
an allowable use (also does not allow public utility 
facilities or pipelines & transmission lines).  

San Luis Obispo Planning Area 

Edna and Buckley Roads Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.96.050.C Industrial (IND): Does not allow electricity generation, 
which would otherwise be an allowable use (also does 
not allow pipelines & transmission lines, public utility 
facilities). 

Irish Hills  Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.96.050.B.1 Rural Lands (RL): Does not allow electricity generation, 
which would otherwise be an allowable use (also does 
not allow pipelines & transmission lines, public utility 
facilities). 

O’Connor Way/West 
Foothill area  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.96.050.E.2 Residential Rural (RR): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

San Luis urban area Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.96.060, 
Allowable  
Land Uses  
and Permit 
Requirements 

San Luis Obispo Urban Area: Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use. 
(allows pipelines & transmission lines but does not allow 
public utility facilities). 

West of Bear Valley 
Estates (Tract 502) 

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.96.050.E.3 Residential Rural (RR): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

South County Planning Area 

San Luis Bay (south) sub-
area, Tiffany Rancho Road 
area and Northwest of 
Tiffany Ranch Road area  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.98.062.B Residential Rural (RR): Does not allow electricity 
generation, which would otherwise be an allowable use 
(also does not allow pipelines & transmission lines, 
public utility facilities). 

South County sub-area, 
Nipomo Mesa and Santa 
Maria (Oso Flaco) Valleys 

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.98.072.A.1 Agriculture (AG): Does not allow electricity generation, 
which would otherwise be an allowable use (also does 
not allow pipelines & transmission lines, public utility 
facilities). 

South County sub-area, 
northwest corner of 
Willow and Via Concha  

Title 22, 
Article 9 

22.98.072.F Public Facilities (PF) land use designations: Does not 
allow for electricity generation, which would otherwise 
be an allowable use (also does not allow pipelines & 
transmissions lines or public utility facilities).  

San Luis Obispo County Specific Plans  

Specific plans for the unincorporated area provide additional land use goals, policies, and 
standards for the unincorporated area. Policies and standards provide prohibitions that further 
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limit electricity generation in designated communities. The County’s inland specific plans 
include:  

• Lake Nacimiento Resort Specific Plan (1976)  

• Black Lake Specific Plan (1998) 

• Los Ranchos Edna Village Specific Plan (2001) 

• Oceano Specific Plan (2004) 

• Rocky Canyon Specific Plan (2002) 

• Santa Maria Sisquoc River Specific Plan (1998) 

• Woodlands Specific Plan (1998) 

Airport Land Use Plans 

Three airport land use plans affect lands within the unincorporated county: the Airport Land Use 
Plan for the Oceano County Airport (2007), the Airport Land Use Plan for the Paso Robles 
Municipal Airport (2007), and the Airport Land Use Plan for the San Luis Obispo County Regional 
Airport (2005). These plans establish goals, policies, and standards for land uses within each 
airport planning area. These include standards that prohibit electrical generation within aviation 
safety areas.  

Memorandum of Agreements (MOAs) with Incorporated Cities  

The County has executed memorandums of agreements (MOAs) with the incorporated city of 
San Luis Obispo regarding development on unincorporated land within the city’s sphere of 
influence. The MOAs are intended to guide the logical and orderly development of sphere of 
influence areas, as required by the Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO). The MOA 
between the City of San Luis Obispo and the County of San Luis Obispo includes policies from 
the City of San Luis Obispo General Plan to protect agricultural land, maintain open space and 
greenbelt buffers, and protect hillside areas.  

SUMMARY OF LOCAL REGULATIONS AND POLICIES  

Table 3.9-4 summarizes regulations and policies from the documents described above for land 
uses. Information is organized by planning area, where applicable.  

TABLE 3.9-4 
APPLICABLE LAND USE REGULATIONS AND POLICIES 

Applicable 
Policies/Standards 

Summary 

Countywide 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, 
Implementation Strategy 
E 7.1.1-5 

Locate new or expanded energy generation facilities outside of recreational areas. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy E 6.1 

Promote the development of sustainable energy sources and renewable energy projects 
through streamlined planning and development rules, codes, processing, and other 
incentives. 
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Applicable 
Policies/Standards 

Summary 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy E 6.4 

Use solar electric power generating facilities, especially in areas remote from utility 
services and in places where such systems can meet specialized power needs cost 
effectively. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy E 6.6 

Encourage distributed energy resources to increase the efficiency of the power and 
transmission system and use of local renewable fuel sources. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy E 6.8 

Designate and protect areas that contain renewable energy resources such as wind, 
solar, geothermal, and small hydroelectric. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy EE 1.3 

Balance the capacity for growth with the efficient use or reuse of available resources 
(energy, land, water, infrastructure) and reasonable acquisition of new resources. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy EE 4.8 

Consider supporting reliable, sustainable, and cost-effective energy resources and the 
infrastructure to deliver them. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy 
OS 1.7 

Protect open space resources by guiding development away from rural areas to more 
suitable areas. 

Conservation and Open 
Space Element, Policy 
OS 2.1 

Manage open space resources on public lands to protect, sustain, and, where 
necessary, restore the resources. Encourage such management strategies on private 
lands. 

Land Use and Circulation 
Element, Principle 1  

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

Land Use and Circulation 
Element, Principle 1, 
Policy 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. 

Land Use and Circulation 
Element, Principle 1, 
Policy 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. 

Carrizo Planning Area  

No additional policies or codes for the Carrizo Planning Area.  

North County Planning Area 

Paso Robles Municipal 
Airport Land Use Plan, 
Table 6 

All Aviation Safety Areas, within the Airport Review Area Combining Designation: 
Electricity generation is prohibited.  

San Luis Obispo Planning Area 

Los Ranchos-Edna Specific 
Plan, Table III-C 

Los Ranchos/Edna Village Specific Plan Area: Electricity generation is prohibited. 

Memorandum of Agreement 
between the City of San Luis 
Obispo and County of San 
Luis Obispo regarding the 
City’s Sphere of influence 
(Resolution No. 2005-324), 
Exhibit E  

Within the City of San Luis Obispo Sphere of Influence: The County and City have 
committed to cooperate for implementation of both City and County policies. These 
include protection of open space, preservation of agricultural land for agricultural uses, 
and identification of appropriate greenbelt uses. Development of prime agricultural 
land may be permitted if the development protects agricultural land in the urban 
reserve or greenbelt use. For development that occurs on any parcel that crosses the 
urban reserve of development limit lines, the portion outside of the lines should be 
transferred to land inside the lines. Development standards are provided (LU 6.2.2) that 
limit projects to low profiles, minimized grading, and compatible painting and design.  

South County Planning Area 

No additional policies or codes for the South County Planning Area.  
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3.9 LAND USE AND PLANNING  

3.9.3 IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES 

THRESHOLDS OF SIGNIFICANCE 

A land use and planning impact is considered significant if implementation of the RESP would 
result in any of the following: 

1) Be potentially inconsistent with land use policy/regulation (general plan, local coastal 
plan, specific plan, clean air plan, etc.) adopted to avoid or mitigate for environmental 
effects.  

2) Be potentially inconsistent with any habitat or community conservation plan. 

3) Be potentially inconsistent with adopted agency environmental plans or policies with 
jurisdiction over the proposed project. 

4) Be potentially incompatible with surrounding land uses. 

5) Preclude an existing or permitted land use, or create a disturbance that would diminish 
the function of a particular land use, including recreational trails and facilities. 

Potential inconsistencies with any habitat or conservation plan (Threshold 2) are analyzed for 
direct impacts to biological resources in Section 3.4, Biological Resources, of this EIR. Other 
thresholds for land use and planning are addressed below.  

METHODOLOGY  

The evaluation of the potential land use impacts associated with implementation of the 
proposed Program is based on a review of planning documents, including various components 
and policies of the County General Plan. The following impact discussions relate to policy 
consistency and direct land use impacts that would result from the proposed Program, including 
policy documents, the LUO, the Renewable Energy Combining Designation map, and other 
Program components. Other analysis sections of this EIR address secondary impacts of land use 
activities and development. The reader is referred to the relevant sections of this EIR for a 
detailed analysis of other relevant environmental effects as they relate to a particular issue area, 
such as aesthetics and visual resources (Section 3.1), agricultural resources (Section 3.2), air 
quality (Section 3.3), biological resources (Section 3.4), and cultural resources (Section 3.5).  

PROJECT IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES 

Be Potentially Inconsistent With Land Use Policy/Regulation Adopted to Avoid or Mitigate for 
Environmental Effects (Threshold 1) 

Impact 3-9-1 Implementation of the proposed Program could result in 
potential inconsistencies with County land use policies and 
regulations adopted to avoid or mitigate for environmental 
effects. This impact is considered less than significant (Class III).  

The proposed Program aims to consolidate, amend, and streamline existing regulations for 
renewable energy facilities in the inland planning areas, with a focus on avoiding environmental 
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effects. The current code regulates renewable energy facilities through several mechanisms, as 
described below. 

1) Interpretation of whether a proposed facility is consistent with the definition of electric-
generating plants in Article 8, as defined in Section 22.80.030.E of Title 22. Electric-
generating plants include any facility “engaged in the generation and distribution of 
electrical energy for sale” (Title 22, page 8-22). Any electric facility generating energy for 
sale is subject to the land use requirements of Title 22. Facilities that do not generate 
energy for sale are not considered electric generating plants and are therefore 
allowable without a land use permit and subject only to a building permit. 

2) Requirement of a Minor Use Permit for wind energy conversion systems (WECS), defined 
in Article 8 of Title 22 as “Any device which converts wind energy to a form of usable 
energy” (Title 22, page 8-77).  

3) Requirement of a Zoning Clearance or Minor Use Permit for all other types of electric-
generating plants, depending on the area of site disturbance. Section 22.32.020.A of Title 
22 presents of threshold of 40,000 square feet for site disturbance. Electric-generating 
plants disturbing less than 40,000 square feet require a Minor Use Permit, while all other 
electric-generating plants disturbing 40,000 square feet or more require a Minor Use 
Permit.  

4) Provision of development standards for several electric-generating plant types 
throughout Chapter 22.32. 

The County’s two discretionary permit processes, the Minor Use Permit and the Conditional Use 
Permit, require an environmental determination to determine the appropriate level of California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) review. The environmental determination process for 
discretionary review is described in Sections 22.62.050.B and 22.62.060.B of Title 22. The County’s 
Environmental Coordinator completes an environmental determination to identify whether the 
project requires a negative declaration or an environmental impact report.  

For ministerial permits, projects only require an environmental determination where Site Plan 
Review is triggered by Chapter 22.52 (Drainage) or Chapter 22.14 (Combining Designations) of 
Title 22 (see Section 22.62.040.B, Site Plan Review). If during an environmental determination, it is 
determined that an EIR is required, the project will be processed and authorized only as a 
Conditional Use Permit (Section 22.62.060). If, during an environmental determination, it is 
determined that no EIR is required, processing will be as described in Section 22.62.040.B.2 and 
22.62.040.B.3 of the LUO. 

Where energy-generating facilities are subject to Zoning Clearance or a Site Plan Review, these 
projects are reviewed as ministerial land use permits and not de facto subject to an 
environmental determination, unless otherwise required by other project or site conditions. 
Energy-generating facilities currently allowable with Minor Use Permits include facilities disturbing 
less than 40,000 square feet and WECS. While existing permit requirements for energy-generating 
facilities are generally based on the area of site disturbance, proposed permit requirements 
focus on size criteria and renewable energy technology.  

New permit requirements for solar electric facilities (SEFs) focus on the total acreage of the 
project and site criteria, while permit requirements for WECS focus on the height and location of 
the facility. This proposed process allows for varying permit processes based on the type of 
facility and anticipated environmental impacts. The range of technologies and permit 
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requirements established in the proposed Program allow ministerial permit approval where 
projects meet criteria that avoid or mitigate environmental effects.  

The proposed RESP identifies a process for projects to identify and avoid potential environmental 
effects. New permit requirements would address gaps in the existing standards, identifying a 
range of site-level criteria and project characteristics that require discretionary review. Proposed 
permit requirements in Chapter 22.32 would rely on new “tiers” of SEFs and WECS. These tiers 
correspond to proposed definitions in Article 8 distinguishing between different types of electric-
generating plants. These proposed definitions correspond to new permit requirements proposed 
for Chapter 22.32.  

Within each tier of renewable energy facility, ministerial permit approval would be available only 
for projects consistent with characteristics that would mitigate or avoid potential environmental 
impacts. For instance, Tier 1 SEFs would be allowed when less than 20 acres in size and proposed 
on land with minimal potential for environmental impacts, including when (1) located on the 
roof or structure of a conforming use; or (2) located on land that is graded, disturbed, or altered; 
or (3) located on brownfield land that was previously developed for industrial or commercial 
purposes and degraded or contaminated and then abandoned or underused. This new tier of a 
type of electric-generating plant identifies necessary site criteria for ministerial permit approval. 
Projects inconsistent with these permit criteria are ineligible for streamlining. As a result, the new 
tiers of electric-generating plants provide assurances that projects receiving ministerial permit 
approval are avoiding potential environmental impacts.  

Revisions to Title 22 also ensure that emerging types of renewable energy technologies (such as 
biomass)are subject to a discretionary permit process when appropriate, based on project size 
or land use category, including energy storage and solar thermal facilities. Clarifying permit 
processes for these technologies ensures that any potential environmental effects not 
anticipated by Title 22 are addressed through a discretionary permit process and environmental 
review. Currently, Chapter 22.32 allows electric-generating plants less than 40,000 square feet 
with Zoning Clearance. Revisions to Title 22 ensure that solar thermal facilities always require a 
Conditional Use Permit, while describing where energy storage facilities are primary land use 
permits versus accessory uses permitted with other energy-generating facilities.  

Proposed standards in the RESP would be applicable countywide (except in coastal areas), 
establishing new provisions such as undergrounding of electrical equipment, safety signage, and 
the process for abandonment of ground-mounted facilities. These new standards also help to 
further avoid or mitigate any potential environmental effects of energy-generating facilities.  

The RESP also removes limitations on renewable energy established by Article 9 of Title 22. 
Currently, Article 9 (Community Planning Standards) prohibits electricity generation in select 
planning areas, communities, or areas throughout the county. Areas such as the Los 
Ranchos/Edna Village Specific Plan area are precluded from any type of electricity generation, 
including renewable energy production. Based on the applicability of land use permits 
described in Section 22.06.020 of Title 22, limitations in Article 9 preclude uses that are otherwise 
allowable as identified in Title 22, Article 2. For instance, where Article 2 identifies electric-
generating plants as an allowable use, electricity production is not allowable if Article 9 prohibits 
electricity production for that parcel or area. The RESP removes these prohibitions and 
inconsistencies. Removing Article 9 limitations on electricity production provides greater 
coordination throughout Title 22, allowing projects to rely on the proposed permit requirements 
in Chapter 22.32. The new permit requirements for renewable energy facilities would require any 
proposed in these areas to either avoid or mitigate potential environmental effects, or undergo 
discretionary review. Thus, revisions to Article 9 remove barriers to renewable energy, while 
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revisions to Chapter 22.32 seek to apply discretionary review wherever a project may pose 
environmental impacts.  

The project implements General Plan policies to streamline permit processes for renewable 
energy facilities and expand renewable energy generation. Proposed revisions to Title 22 
address adopted goals, policies, and implementation strategies of the Conservation and Open 
Space Element. Primary policies and implementing strategies supported by the project include, 
but are not limited to, the following:  

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.1: Promote the development of 
sustainable energy sources and renewable energy projects through streamlined 
planning and development rules, codes, processing, and other incentives. 

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.2, Implementing Strategy 6.2.3: 
Disturbed sites: Encourage and support the development of solar and wind power and 
other renewable energy systems as commercial energy enterprises, and … examine the 
potential for use of previously disturbed sites such as former mine sites, or disturbed urban 
areas such as parking lots.  

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.6: Encourage distributed energy 
resources to increase the efficiency of the power and transmission system and use of 
local renewable fuel sources. 

Because the proposed project clarifies development processes, requirements, and standards for 
renewable energy facilities, and because the new permit requirements reduce permit 
requirements for renewable energy facilities where ministerial permit approval is consistent with 
environmental protection and adopted county policies, the project promotes streamlining of 
renewable energy facilities while avoiding or mitigating environmental effects. By encouraging 
renewable energy in a manner that avoids or mitigates environmental impacts, the proposed 
RESP will have a less than significant (Class III) impact on policies and regulations adopted to 
avoid or mitigate environmental effects.  

Renewable Energy Combining Designation  

The project implements General Plan policy to prioritize renewable energy development where 
it is feasible and does not significantly harm sensitive environmental resources. As described in 
other sections of this EIR, the proposed Renewable Energy (RE) Combining Designation provides 
ministerial permit approval for projects that meet performance standards identified in proposed 
additions to Section 22.14.100. Incorporating performance standards into Title 22 provides 
coordination between the code and adopted policies for renewable energy.  

The RE Combining Designation process establishes application requirement and project design 
and operational standards to ensure consistency with adopted County policies. For instance, as 
described in other sections of this EIR, projects to be located on Important Agricultural Soils in the 
RE Combining Designation must provide conservation easement(s) as defined in the designation 
to become eligible for ministerial decision. Proposed standards in the designation require projects 
to demonstrate compliance with existing County policies, including proposed performance 
standards for setbacks, vegetation clearing and restoration, and avoidance/protection of habitat 
and special-status species. Project applicants demonstrating consistency with Section 22.14.100 
and Chapter 22.32 can achieve ministerial permit approval. Site or project conditions that trigger 
discretionary review are clearly identified in Section 22.14.100.  
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Proposed additions to Section 22.14.100 screen out projects from streamlining that pose 
potential environmental impacts and require those projects to follow a discretionary permitting 
process that may trigger additional environmental review. Projects ineligible for streamlining 
under Section 22.14.100 are subject to the countywide permit requirements for renewable 
energy proposed for Chapter 22.32.  

The proposed project includes LUO amendments that codify and/or cite adopted Conservation 
and Open Space Element (COSE) strategies relating to renewable energy. The project also 
includes minor revisions to the Land Use and Circulation Element (LUCE), including changes that 
provide greater consistency between the renewable energy priorities of the COSE and the LUCE. 
Several key policies that the proposed RESP implements include the following:  

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.4: Use solar electric power generating 
facilities, especially in areas remote from utility services and in places where such systems 
can meet specialized power needs cost effectively. 

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.6: Encourage distributed energy 
resources to increase the efficiency of the power and transmission system and use of 
local renewable fuel sources. 

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.8: Designate and protect areas that 
contain renewable energy resources such as wind, solar, geothermal, and small 
hydroelectric. 

• Conservation and Open Space Element, Policy E 6.8: Where renewable energy resources 
have been identified and mapped, renewable energy shall be given high priority while 
balancing the protection of other environmental resources. 

The RE Combining Designation would designate and encourage development of renewable 
energy resources, meeting County objectives to develop local renewable energy resources. 
Additionally, proposed measures under Section 22.14.100 identify when technical studies are 
warranted and if discretionary review is needed, based on certain adopted County policies. For 
instance, any potential conflicts with the Agricultural Element’s protection of Important 
Agricultural Soils are addressed through required studies and additional standards in Section 
22.14.100. Such projects that may harm environmental issues protected by other County policies 
are screened through the proposed study process or mitigated through proposed standards, 
protecting such resources as agricultural lands or special-status species.  

Accordingly, the RE Combining Designation is consistent with and implements County policies for 
renewable energy while providing standards and studies to protect other environmental issues 
addressed in the County General Plan. Therefore, the Program will provide streamlining for 
projects that avoid or mitigate potential environmental impacts consistent with adopted policies 
and regulations. New regulations will also identify project criteria that require additional studies 
and discretionary review to address potential environmental effects. Because the proposed 
Program provides a process for projects to avoid or mitigate environmental effects, this land use 
impact is considered less than significant (Class III). 

Be Potentially Inconsistent with Adopted Agency Environmental Plans or Policies with 
Jurisdiction Over the Proposed Project (Threshold 3)  
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Impact 3-9-2  Implementation of the proposed Program could be potentially 
inconsistent with adopted environmental plans or policies of 
other agencies with jurisdiction over projects. This impact is 
considered less than significant (Class III). 

While the proposed RESP identifies multiples categories of renewable energy facilities, projects 
only qualify for permit streamlining where sited and designed in a manner that reduces potential 
environmental impacts based on standards in the Program. Typical characteristics of projects 
that can obtain ministerial permit approval in the RESP include:  

• Accessory energy-generating facilities that are within size limitations, located on parcels 
with development, and located on specified land use categories deemed to have 
minimal impacts as described in other sections of this EIR (see proposed Chapter 22.32). 

• Tier 1 WECS and TIER 1 SEFs, which include WECS or SEF structures that are roof-mounted 
or SEFs that are located on graded, disturbed, altered, or Brownfield land that was 
previously developed for industrial or commercial purposes and degraded or 
contaminated and then abandoned or underused (see proposed Chapter 22.32), and 
Tier 2 and Tier 3 SEFs within the RE Combining Designation that are consistent with the 
performance standards and project design standards of proposed Section 22.14.100. All 
performance standards included in proposed Section 22.14.100 are analyzed in the 
applicable resource sections of this EIR.  

These provisions ensure that ministerial permit review is provided only to those projects with no 
substantial conflicts with adopted environmental plans or policies. Countywide, ministerial permit 
approval is available only to accessory energy-generating facilities and Tier 1 WECS or SEF 
projects that would not require environmentally related permits from agencies other than the 
County. Within the RE Combining Designation, Tier 2 and Tier 3 SEFS up to 160 acres could qualify 
for streamlining only where they do not require environmentally related permits or demonstrate 
consistency with proposed standards or Section 22.14.100.  

Further, as described above for Threshold 1, the RESP also provides greater consistency with 
adopted policies of the San Luis Obispo County General Plan, providing clarity for projects to 
implement renewable energy while minimizing impacts to environmental resources consistent 
with County policies. Because of the RESP’s alignment with adopted County policies, and 
because projects requiring additional environmentally related permits are no longer eligible for 
ministerial review, the project avoids potential inconsistencies with adopted County 
environmental plans or policies. This impact is considered less than significant (Class III). 

Be Potentially Incompatible with Surrounding Land Uses (Threshold 4) 

The proposed project provides new development standards and site criteria that minimize 
impacts to surrounding land uses. These standards include additional setbacks, height limits, and 
siting requirements that limit the impact of proposed renewable energy facilities on surrounding 
land uses. Whereas existing development standards for renewable energy facilities are largely 
reflective of underlying uses, proposed standards in the RESP are proposed based on underlying 
site criteria, land use category, and renewable energy technology, providing special use 
standards that better define and minimize impacts to surrounding uses from renewable energy. 

Impact 3-9-3 The proposed Program could result in potential land use 
incompatibilities. This impact is considered less than significant 
(Class III). 
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Existing development standards in Title 22 for renewable energy technology types are limited, 
largely deferring to the general site planning and project design standards in Chapter 22.10 for 
general setbacks and height limitations. For instance, the current Title 22 does not establish 
setbacks specific to SEFs. Instead, setbacks for SEFs are determined through a Conditional Use 
Permit process or are based on the underlying land use or land use category of the proposed 
project, depending on the project itself. The proposed RESP includes new standards for SEFs and 
WECS countywide in Chapter 22.32, with additional standards for Tier 2 and Tier 3 SEFs in the RE 
Combining Designation established in Section 22.14.100. The proposed new standards are 
reflective of the unique characteristics of SEFs and WECs, providing additional setbacks, height 
limitations, and design criteria specific both to the proposed technology and to the underlying 
land use category.  

The unique characteristics of SEFs and WECS may pose conflicts to an adjacent land use. For 
example, as described in other sections of this EIR, solar energy facilities and wind energy 
conversion systems may result in new sources of daytime glare and lighting impacts to adjacent 
receptors (see Section 3.1, Aesthetics and Visual Resources). Within the RE Combining 
Designation, Tier 2 and Tier 3 SEFs allowable with a ministerial permit may be up to 160 acres in 
size. Projects of this scale are likely to change the visual character of the area. Another example 
of potential impacts to surrounding uses includes creation of new sources of noise. While the 
construction of new SEFs and WECS would result in noise caused by equipment, the ongoing 
operation of these projects involves the use of on-site power inverters and other switchgear 
infrastructure.  

Both existing standards of the County Code and proposed standards included in the Program 
would reduce effects to surrounding land uses. To minimize the potential for glare, the Program 
includes revisions to Chapter 22.32 that require all solar facilities to use nonreflective surfaces 
(see Section 22.32.050.D.1). Where required, exterior lighting would be activated by motion 
sensors, fully shielded, and downcast (Section 3.1, Aesthetics and Visual Resources) (see Section 
22.32.050.D.5).  

New standards for discretionary projects direct projects to minimize and avoid such impacts, as 
exemplified in a new standard for Tier 3 WECS that requires projects to “be located to minimize 
visual impacts to residences” (see 22.32.060.D.6). The existing County Noise Ordinance (Sections 
22.10.120.B–D) also requires that such equipment be enclosed or sited at such a distance from 
noise-sensitive land uses as to ensure compliance with noise performance standards (see 
Section 3.10, Noise). Proposed standards for Chapter 22.32 also seek to avoid impacts to 
surrounding uses. For instance, Chapter 22.32 establishes greater setbacks for SEFs in rural land 
use categories, recognizing the greater potential size and impacts of SEFs in rural areas. These 
standards clarify minimum setback requirements and height standards, ensuring adequate 
buffers from existing uses. Whereas the current Title 22 provides varying standards that do not 
directly correspond to renewable energy technology types, the proposed RESP includes a clear 
process with a range of development standards that reflect both the scale of the proposed 
project and the underlying land use category.  

For instance, Section 22.32.060.B provides new setbacks for WECS that require facilities to be a 
minimum of two times the overall machine height, avoiding the potential for damaged WECS to 
fall onto adjacent properties or uses. Proposed limitations on accessory energy-generating 
facilities also limit the location of such facilities, precluding such projects where the proposed 
project is closer than 100 feet to any adjacent property. Currently, such accessory facilities are 
allowed based on interpretation of the County Code subject to a Building Permit, without such 
limitations to their location or placement. As a result of proposed additions to Title 22, the County 
could facilitate the siting of SEFs and WECS consistent with the analysis of this EIR, reducing 
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potential conflicts for existing land uses. Therefore, as a result of standards and permit processes 
proposed, indirect land use incompatibility impacts resulting from the Program will be less than 
significant (Class III).   

Preclude an Existing or Permitted Land Use, or Create a Disturbance That Would Diminish the 
Function of a Particular Land Use (Threshold 5) 

Impact 3-9-4 The proposed Program could indirectly create a disturbance 
that would diminish the function of a particular land use. This 
impact is considered significant, unavoidable and adverse 
(Class I).  

As discussed in Section 3.2, Agricultural Resources, the proposed Program could result in the 
conversion of Important Agricultural Soils to nonagricultural uses. Specifically, ground-mounted 
Tier 1 SEFs would be eligible for streamlining as long as they are located on disturbed land that 
does not have Class I or Class II soils. This does not preclude the potential for ground-mounted 
Tier 1 SEFs up to 20 acres in size being developed on Important Agricultural Soils, as disturbed soils 
can also be Important Agricultural Soils. Because some Important Agricultural Soils may be 
converted to nonagricultural uses, the function of those lands would accordingly be diminished. 
This impact is considered significant, unavoidable, and adverse (Class I). Please refer to Section 
3.2, Agricultural Resources, for additional analysis and findings regarding the proposed 
Program’s potential indirect impacts to agriculture. 

CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 

The proposed Program seeks to implement and supplement adopted General Plan policy to 
promote renewable energy while minimizing impacts to environmental resources. Program 
objectives include streamlining renewable energy in suitable locations. While the Program seeks 
to remove barriers to renewable energy and identifies land use categories where SEFs and WECS 
are allowable, the Program also provides standards and criteria to ensure projects are sited and 
developed in a manner that avoids, reduces, or mitigates potential environmental impacts. For 
instance, new standards provide larger buffers from residential uses, adjacent parcels, or 
wetlands, with setbacks determined by the tier of renewable energy facility and the underlying 
land use category (see Chapter 22.32). 

By avoiding and reducing environmental impacts for each parcel on which a SEF or WECS is 
proposed, the Program would also avoid or reduce cumulative impacts of renewable energy 
development in the county. The Program’s land use and planning impacts are therefore less 
than cumulatively considerable.  
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