


SOIL RESOURCES EXISTING RESOURCES 
 
 

 
 2.10 

  sively developed, there remain pockets of undeveloped agricultural 
soil, some in unincorporated areas.  A narrow band of high quality 
soil parallels the San Andreas Fault, and includes portions of the 
San Francisco Watershed lands as well as partially developed areas 
in the Towns of Woodside and Portola Valley.  On the Coastside, the 
highest quality soils occur in the stream valleys, while the marine 
terrace soils are generally more limited in capability.  Some prime 
soils in the Mid-Coast area have been converted to urban uses, 
especially north of Half Moon Bay. 

 
  The Skyline-Santa Cruz Mountains area contains small isolated 

sections of high quality agricultural soils.  However, the steep 
terrain and very narrow valleys preclude intensive farming as found 
in the Coastal Zone.  The area is noted as the most productive 
grazing land in the County due to deep and heavily textured soils 
and limited brush encroachment.14 

 
 c. Forestry Capability 
 
  The ability of County soils to support timberland is best described 

in the Final Report of the San Mateo County Forest Resources Study 
Committee.15  There are approximately 65,000 acres of land suitable 
for timber growth in the County.  These areas are located primarily 
west of Skyline Boulevard in the south and southwestern mountains 
near La Honda and Pescadero.  Major forest soils have been divided 
into six distinct subgroups, based upon several factors including 
varying capabilities for water retention and penetration.16  These 
variables, plus soil depth, influence the productive capacity of the 
soil for timber operations. 

 
 d. Intensive Use Capability 
 
  Development to accommodate intense human uses also requires soil 

with certain characteristics and capabilities.  Some soil groups are 
more amenable to development than others, however, most can accommo-
date improvements placed upon them with proper engineering tech-
niques.17  Soils requiring special attention are those which exhibit 
high shrink-swell behavior, low bearing capacity, or a high suscep-
tibility to erosion or slope instability.  To a large extent, these 
soil characteristics can be found in areas throughout the County, 
depending on local geologic composition, orientation and other 
factors.18  The Soil Conservation Service has grouped the County 
soils into three generalized categories corresponding to relative 
conduciveness to development.19  Additional factors affecting soil 
feasibility include soil permeability and corrosivity for subsurface 
improvements.  According to Soil Conservation Service data, the 
majority of soils in the County have severe limitations for opera-
tion of septic system drainfields.20  The corrosivity of some soils 
is extremely high and can require use of special types of pipe or 
other in-ground facilities. 
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3. Erosion Potential 
 
 Basic soil data can also be used to classify soils according to their 

inherent capacity to erode.21  Much of the County is highly susceptible 
to soil erosion, due to steep slopes and unstable soils.  In particular, 
the Purisima, Montara, and Mindego formations in the coastal region are 
generally considered unstable for intensive uses and tend to erode, 
contributing large sediment loads onto drainage-ways, roads, streams and 
reservoirs.22  Soil erosion is also a problem, to varying degrees, 
within the Gazos, Butano, Pescadero, Tunitas, Lobitos, Purisima and 
Arroyo Leon Creek Watersheds.23 

 
B. USE OF SOIL RESOURCES 
 
 Use of soil as a resource can be divided into consumptive and protective 

uses.  While consumptive uses are generally confined to development, 
protective uses are broader and involve vegetation, timber and agricul-
ture. 

 
1. Consumptive Uses 
 
 Most types of development can be considered consumptive, because these 

activities place structures, roads and other facilities on the soil that 
are not easily removed and may permanently alter the soil beneath.  Use 
of soil for building material (sand, gravel, road fill, etc.) or 
permanent removal of topsoil are also consumptive uses. 

 
2. Protective Uses 
 
 a. Vegetative/Open Space Uses 
 
  Use of soils to support natural vegetation is generally a protective 

use as nutrients are naturally replenished with each growing cycle.  
As a beneficial use to man, vegetation binds and stabilizes the 
soil, protecting against unwanted erosion and sedimentation. 

 
 b. Forestry Uses 
 
  Timber harvesting is also considered a productive use of soil and 

the second most extensive resource dependent use within the County.  
Given proper management, including erosion and sedimentation control 
measures, timber harvesting can preserve soil availability and 
quality.  The extent and value of forestry as a land use in San 
Mateo County is discussed in the Rural Land Use Chapter. 

 
 c. Agriculture Uses 
 
  Agriculture is the primary soil dependent land use in the County.  

Agriculture is both a productive use of the soil and one which, 
given proper management, sustains the resource for future use.  
Maintenance and expansion of agriculture can therefore act to 
protect soil resources.  The history, extent, and value of agricul-
ture as a land use is discussed in the Rural Land Use Chapter. 
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III. EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND REGULATIONS AFFECTING SOIL RESOURCES 
 
 Soil and agriculture are integrally related.  Although agriculture as a 

land use is evaluated in the Rural Land Use Chapter, many existing 
agriculturally protective regulations and policies have a direct 
implication on protecting soil resources, and therefore will be 
identified in this chapter. 

 
A. FEDERAL, STATE AND REGIONAL 
 
 The use and misuse of soil resources are the legitimate concern of many 

levels of government.  This Chapter focuses primarily on policies and 
regulations within the County's jurisdiction.  However, County efforts 
must be coordinated with the actions of other relevant public agencies.  
The major Federal, State, and regional agencies with responsibilities 
for soil resources and their use are listed in Table 2.3.  Major Federal 
and State legislation concerning these subjects is listed in Table 2.4. 

 
B. COUNTY 
 
1. County General Plan Policies 
 
 a. Conservation and Open Space Element (1973) 
 
  The 1973 Conservation and Open Space Element establishes findings, 

goals and objectives, and management policies for soil resources and 
agriculture which seek to protect the resource, maintain and 
stimulate agriculture, and prevent soil erosion.24 

 
 b. Area Plans 
 
  (1) San Bruno Mountain General Plan Amendment (1976) 
 
   The San Bruno Mountain General Plan Amendment includes several 

policies aimed at minimizing topsoil and vegetation loss during 
construction activities.  These include specific recommenda-
tions on grading, cutting and filling. 

 
  (2) Montara-Moss Beach-El Granada Community Plan (1977) 
 
   The Montara, Moss Beach and El Granada Community Plan includes 

several policies to preserve and enhance agricultural uses, 
which have been incorporated into the Local Coastal Program. 

 
  (3) Emerald Lake Hills Community Plan (1977) 
 
   The Emerald Lake Hills Community Plan seeks to minimize soil 

erosion by a policy limiting grading associated with residen-
tial development. 
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TABLE 2.3 
 

AGENCIES EXERCISING AUTHORITY OVER SOIL RESOURCES IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
AGENCY FUNCTIONAL CAPACITY SUMMARY OF PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES 
   
FEDERAL:   
   
U.S. Department of 
Agriculture 

Advisory, Regulatory, 
Technical and Financial 
Assistance 

Oversees and provides funding for the Soil Con-
servation Service.  Oversees programs for the 
control of soil erosion and water pollution as 
per Title 33, Chapter 26, U.S. Code. 
Administers the Farmland Protection Policy Act of 
1981 as per Title 7, Chapter 73, U.S. Code. 

   
Farmers Home 
Administration 

Financial Assistance Administers loans to rural associations and 
public agencies for soil conservation and 
watershed management improvement projects 
approved by the Soil Conservation Service. 

   
Agricultural 
Stabilization and 
Conservation Service 

Advisory, Technical and 
Financial Assistance 

Administers the Agricultural Conservation 
Program, a cost-sharing program designed to 
encourage farmers and ranchers to install soil 
and water conservation measures. 

   
U.S. Department of 
Interior - Geological 
Survey 

Advisory, Technical 
Assistance 

Monitors sedimentation in streams and waterways.  
Conducts research on soil characteristics and 
soil movements.  Publishes technical and 
scientific reports and maps. 

   
U.S. Department of 
Agriculture - Soil 
Conservation Service 

Advisory, Regulatory, 
Technical and Financial 
Assistance 

Administers the Soil Conservation Act of 1935, 
the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act 
of 1954, and Title 33, Chapter 26, U.S. Code. 

   
  Provides technical and financial assistance for 

soil and water conservation and watershed 
management to Resource Conservation Districts, 
State and local governments, as well as other 
public agencies. 
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TABLE 2.3 (continued) 
 

AGENCIES EXERCISING AUTHORITY OVER SOIL RESOURCES IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
AGENCY FUNCTIONAL CAPACITY SUMMARY OF PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES 
   
FEDERAL:   
   
Fish and Wildlife 
Service 

Advisory, Regulatory, 
Technical and Financial 
Assistance 

Develops and enforces standards concerning soil 
erosion as it affects streams and waterways.  
Funds, supervises, coordinates or conducts work 
on erosion control.  Monitors levels of pesticide 
pollution in land and water environments. 

   
   
STATE:   
   
Department of Conserva-
tion 

Regulatory, Advisory, 
Technical Assistance 

Promotes the protection, conservation, and 
responsible development of State soil resources.  
Promotes the conservation of agricultural and 
open space lands.  Promotes the incorporation of 
soil resource values into land use policies and 
decisions in an advisory capacity to other 
agencies.  Responsible for the Farmland Mapping 
and Monitoring Program authorized by AB 966. 

   
Department of Forestry Regulatory, Advisory, 

Technical Assistance 
Develops and enforces standards concerning soil 
erosion resulting from logging activities, 
including review of timber harvest plans.  Funds, 
supervises, coordinates or conducts work on 
erosion control. 

   
Department of Fish and 
Game 

Advisory, Technical 
Assistance 

Promotes the preservation of wildlife resources 
through the monitoring of sedimentation and 
pesticide pollution levels in natural habitats. 
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TABLE 2.3 (continued) 
 

AGENCIES EXERCISING AUTHORITY OVER SOIL RESOURCES IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
AGENCY FUNCTIONAL CAPACITY SUMMARY OF PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES 
   
REGIONAL:   
   
Regional Water Quality 
Control Board 

Regulatory Exercises control over major sources of water 
pollution and sedimentation in streams resulting 
from erosion. 

   
San Mateo County 
Resource Conservation 
District 

Advisory, Technical 
Assistance 

Conducts surveys related to resource conser-
vation, control measures, and improvements.  May 
construct, operate, and maintain improvement 
works to prevent soil erosion, or conserve and 
distribute water, or provide landowners with 
materials and/or technical assistance for these 
purposes.  May prepare comprehensive district 
plans which identify community watersheds and 
measures for erosion control. 

   
OTHERS:   
   
University of California 
Agricultural Co-Op 
Extension Service 

Advisory, Technical 
Assistance 

Advises farmers on a wide range of agricultural 
matters, including problems relating to soil 
depletion.  Promotes the improvement of agri-
cultural production through research and outreach 
education. 
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TABLE 2.4 
 

MAJOR LEGISLATION AND STATUTES GOVERNING SOIL RESOURCES IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
LEGISLATION 
(STATUTES) ADMINISTRATIVE AGENCY SUMMARY OF LEGISLATION 
   
FEDERAL:   
   
Soil Conservation Act of 
1935 (Title 16, U.S. 
Code, Chapter 3B, 
Section 590) 

Department of Agriculture Establishes the Soil Conservation Service.  
Authorizes the Secretary of Agriculture to 
conduct research related to the prevention of 
soil erosion and to provide technical and 
financial assistance to State and local agencies. 

   
Watershed Protection and 
Flood Prevention Act of 
1954 (Title 16, U.S. 
Code, Chapter 18) 

Department of Agriculture Directs the Secretary of Agriculture to provide 
technical and financial assistance for soil and 
water conservation and for flood control to State 
and local agencies. 

   
STATE:   
   
Public Resources Code 
(Chapter 1, Article 1, 
Section 9001) 

State Department of Food 
and Agriculture 

Authorizes the creation of resource conservation 
districts for the purpose of soil and water 
conservation. 

   
California Statutes of 
1982, Chapter 13 
(AB 966) 

State Department of 
Conservation 

Authorizes Important Farmlands Program and 
defines categories of agricultural land to be 
used for preparation of Important Farmland Series 
Maps.  The purpose of the program is to annually 
monitor changes in the supply of agricultural 
land.  Review of Important Farmland Maps by local 
agencies required. 
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TABLE 2.4 (continued) 
 

MAJOR LEGISLATION AND STATUTES GOVERNING SOIL RESOURCES IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
LEGISLATION 
(STATUTES) ADMINISTRATIVE AGENCY SUMMARY OF LEGISLATION 
   
STATE:   
   
California Land 
Conservation (Williamson 
Act) Government Code 
Sections 51200-51295 

All Public Agencies Provides for the creation of agricultural pre-
serves to protect agricultural lands.  Includes 
procedures for preferential tax assessment in 
exchange for release of development during the 
life of the contract. 
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  (4) Local Coastal Program (1980) 
 
   Of the 12 components of the Local Coastal Program (LCP) four 

address soil resource issues:  the Agriculture Component, the 
Sensitive Habitats Component, the Hazards Component and Energy 
Component. 

 
   (a) Agriculture Component 
 
    The LCP Agriculture Component is the County's major policy 

document concerning agricultural resources, with the 
Coastal Zone including almost all of the undeveloped land 
suitable for agriculture. 

 
    This Component defines agricultural resources, including 

Prime Agricultural Lands and Lands Suitable for Agricul-
ture, and establishes criteria for subdivision and conver-
sion of land use.  The policies attempt to:  (1) maintain 
agricultural parcels as large as possible, (2) concentrate 
nonagricultural parcels uses on the least productive 
portion of the property, (3) assure that agricultural land 
is protected from conversion, and (4) protect the produc-
tivity of remaining agricultural lands.  Agricultural 
parcel size is determined on a case-by-case basis 
according to a set criteria.  Policies governing floricul-
tural uses establish standards to protect the availability 
and quality of prime agricultural soils for agricultural 
use. 

 
   (b) Sensitive Habitats Component 
 
    The Sensitive Habitats Component includes policies which 

protect riparian areas from accelerated soil erosion and 
sedimentation from development activities. 

 
   (c) Hazards Component 
 
    The Hazards Component includes a policy requiring that 

coastal bluff development not contribute to soil erosion 
problems on- or off-site. 

 
   (d) Energy Component 
 
    The Energy Component includes policies which require that 

oil and gas wells not be located on prime soils, that 
erosion from drilling equipment be minimized and that 
disposal of wastewater from drilling operations damaging 
to soil be prohibited. 
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2. Other County Policies and Programs 
 
 a. Williamson Act Program 
 
  The California Land Conservation Act of 1965 (The Williamson Act) 

authorizes counties and cities to enter into ten-year contracts with 
landowners to establish agricultural preserves in exchange for 
preferential tax assessments.  In 1977, the Board of Supervisors 
adopted a policy to establish agricultural preserves as a means to 
protect agricultural soil resources from conversion to development.  
Currently about 43,750 acres are under Williamson Act contracts and 
approximately 67% of these lands are located in the Coastal Zone.  
Most of the remaining land is in the Skyline Area with a few 
relatively small agricultural preserves located in unincorporated 
Bayside areas. 

 
  Very little of the County land in agricultural preserves contain 

high quality agricultural soils or high value, intensively 
cultivated cropland.  In 1974, only 1,390 acres classified as "prime 
soils" were under Williamson Act contract.25  The vast majority of 
the land included in agricultural preserves is woodland, dry pasture 
or other unirrigated farmland. 

 
 b. Surface Runoff Management Plan (1977) 
 
  As erosion and sedimentation were identified as major problems 

throughout the County, a Surface Runoff Management Plan was adopted 
in 1977.  The Plan proposed a program to improve erosion and runoff 
controls in areas with existing or potential problems, particularly 
those resulting from land management practices (tillage, construc-
tion, grazing) and from increases in runoff volume or velocity 
associated with new urban development.26  The Plan also recommended 
that the County develop and implement flexible road standards for 
sensitive areas in order to reduce resulting stormwater runoff, 
streambed erosion and disturbance of natural vegetation.27 

 
 c. County Agricultural Commissioner 
 
  The County Agricultural Commissioner, with offices in Redwood City, 

Half Moon Bay, and the San Bruno Produce Terminal, has responsi-
bility for monitoring and administering agricultural fumigation and 
spraying, eradication of pests, and certification of agricultural 
products when necessary.28  The Commissioner may also investigate 
the adaptation of agricultural products to County conditions, 
including soil and climate. 

 
 d. Agricultural Advisory Committee 
 
  The Agricultural Advisory Committee, established in 1979, advises 

the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors on matters 
relating to agriculture and actively assists in preservation of 
agriculture on the Coastside.29  The Committee consists of 17 
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members appointed by the Board of Supervisors, including individual 
farmers, representatives of farming groups, relevant agency staff 
and members of the general public with interest in agriculture. 

 
3. County Ordinances 
 
 a. Zoning Ordinances 
 
  (1) A-1 (Agricultural District), and A-3 (Floricultural District) 

Ordinance 
 
   The A-1, and A-3 Districts were established to provide for 

agricultural uses.  Presently, a portion of the San Bruno 
Mountain area is zoned A-1 and an area of unincorporated 
Redwood City is zoned A-3, while the balance of the agricul-
tural land in the County has been rezoned to other agricul-
turally protective zoning districts. 

 
  (2) Resource Management (RM) District Ordinance (1974) and Resource 

Management/Coastal Zone (RM/CZ) District Ordinance (1980) 
 
   The ordinances establishing the RM and RM/CZ districts have a 

number of provisions designed to protect against development 
induced soil erosion and contamination and to encourage preser-
vation of agriculture in appropriate locations.  Relevant 
provisions of the Development Review Criteria and density 
requirements protective of soil resources are summarized in 
Table 2.5 and Table 2.8, respectively. 

 
  (3) Timber Preserve Zone (TPZ) District Ordinance (1977) and Timber 

Preserve Zone/Coastal Zone (TPZ/CZ) District Ordinance (1980) 
 
   The ordinances establishing the Timber Preserve Zone and Timber 

Preserve Zone/Coastal Zone districts include generalized 
requirements to protect against development induced soil 
erosion and contamination.  Relevant provisions of the Develop-
ment Design Criteria and density requirements protective of 
soils resources are summarized in Table 2.6 and Table 2.8, 
respectively. 

 
  (4) Coastal Development (CD) District Ordinance (1980) 
 
   The CD District covers the entire Coastal Zone within unincor-

porated San Mateo County.  Development in this District 
requires a Coastal Development Permit, applications for which 
are evaluated against the applicable policies of the Local 
Coastal Program.  Development review criteria relevant to soil 
resources are included in the Agriculture, Hazards, Sensitive 
Habitats and other components of the Local Coastal Program and 
summarized in Table 2.7. 
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TABLE 2.5 
 

REQUIREMENTS OF 
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT (RM) AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT/COASTAL ZONE (RM/CZ) 

 
 
DEVELOPMENT REVIEW CRITERIA SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS 
  
GENERAL REVIEW CRITERIA (Section 
6324 - RM and Section 6912 - RM/CZ) 

 

  
Environmental Quality Criteria Proposed changes in vegetative cover require demonstration that 

minimal adverse impact from erosion will result. 
 
Pesticides and other chemicals used should have no significant or 
persistent adverse effects upon the environment. 
 
Use and discharge of chemical agents, particularly pesticides and 
heavy metals which concentrate in the food chain and interrupt or 
destroy the primary biological network or threaten the survival of 
endangered species is prohibited. 

  
Site Design Criteria Vegetation removed during construction shall be replaced whenever 

possible.  Vegetation for the stabilization of graded areas or for 
replacement of existing vegetation shall be selected and located to 
be compatible with surrounding vegetation, and shall recognize 
climatic, soil and ecological characteristics of the region. 

  
Water Resources Criteria Projects shall clearly demonstrate methods to be employed for 

management of vegetative cover, surface water runoff, and erosion 
and sedimentation processes to assure stability of downstream 
aquatic environments. 
 
Site preparation procedures and construction phasing shall be 
carefully controlled to reduce erosion and exposure of soils to the 
maximum extent possible. 
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TABLE 2.5 (continued) 
 

REQUIREMENTS OF 
RESOURCE MANAGEMENT (RM) AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT/COASTAL ZONE (RM/CZ) 

 
 
DEVELOPMENT REVIEW CRITERIA SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS 
  
Water Resources Criteria To ensure minimal impact on hydrological processes, grading and 

other landscape alteration shall be kept to a minimum. 
  
SUPPLEMENTARY REVIEW CRITERIA FOR 
PRIMARY RESOURCE AREAS (Section 
6325 - RM and Section 6913 - RM/CZ) 

Applies to developments that fall within Primary Resource Areas as 
designated or defined in the Conservation and Open Space Element of 
the County General Plan. 

  
Primary Agricultural Resources Area 
Criteria 

Only agricultural and compatible uses shall be permitted.  
Compatible uses include all permitted uses in the RM District 
providing that agricultural potential is not reduced. 
 
Clustering of uses shall not be permitted unless the Planning 
Commission finds that such clustering would promote the use of the 
land for agricultural purposes. 
 
Where possible, structural uses shall be located away from prime 
agricultural soils. 

  
Primary Water Resources Area 
Criteria 

Development shall not substantially increase erosion, levels of 
silt or chemical nutrient pollution or disrupt or diminish natural 
patterns of groundwater recharge. 
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TABLE 2.6 
 

REQUIREMENTS OF 
TIMBER PRESERVE (TPZ) AND TIMBER PRESERVE/COASTAL ZONE (TPZ/CZ) 

 
 
DEVELOPMENT REVIEW CRITERIA SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS 
  
  
GENERAL DESIGN CRITERIA (Section 
6761 - TPZ and Section 6974 - 
TPZ/CZ) 

All development shall be designed to use only biocides having no 
significant adverse environmental effects. 
 
All development shall maintain soil stability on- and off-site, 
and minimize vegetation and tree removal. 

  
Primary Resource Areas Design 
Criteria 

Development shall be designed to minimize conversion of quality 
forest soils. 
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TABLE 2.7 
 

REQUIREMENTS OF 
COASTAL DEVELOPMENT (CD) DISTRICT 

 
 

DEVELOPMENT REVIEW CRITERIA SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS 
  
Agriculture Component (Section 
6328.23) 

The majority of policies which protect agricultural soil 
resources found in the LCP Agriculture Component have been 
identified when discussing the substantive criteria for the 
issuance of a Planned Agricultural Use Permit of the PAD 
Ordinance. 

  
Definition of Floricultural Uses Define "soil dependent" floricultural uses as those which require 

location on prime soil areas in order to obtain a growing medium. 
 
Define "nonsoil dependent" floricultural uses as floricultural 
uses, including greenhouses, which can be established on flat or 
gently sloping land and do not require locations on prime soils. 

  
Location of Floricultural Uses Allow soil-dependent floriculture to locate on prime soils 

provided that a soil management plan is prepared showing how 
prime soils will be preserved and how they will be returned to 
their original condition when operations cease. 
 
Restrict nonsoil dependent floriculture greenhouses to nonprime 
soil areas on parcels with level to gentle sloping ground (less 
than 20 percent slope). 

  
Development Standards of 
Floricultural Uses 

Require runoff containing fertilizers or pesticides be stored on 
site and not released to any perennial or intermittent stream, 
but disposed of according to standards established by the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency, and the State Regional 
Water Quality Control Board. 
 
Prohibit the use of herbicides or soil sterilants under any 
asphalt or concrete paving installed as part of a greenhouse 
development. 
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TABLE 2.7 (continued) 
 

REQUIREMENTS OF 
COASTAL DEVELOPMENT (CD) DISTRICT 

 
 

DEVELOPMENT REVIEW CRITERIA SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS 
  
Agricultural Management Practices Encourage proper soil conservation techniques and proper grazing 

methods. 
 
Encourage the development of conservation plans on a watershed by 
watershed basis with the Soil Conservation Service. 

  
Energy Component (Section 6328.22)  
  
Appropriate Locations Prohibit wells on prime agricultural soils. 

 
When drilling sites are located adjacent to prime agricultural 
soils, require mitigation to the maximum extent possible. 

  
Road and Drilling Pad Construction Minimize grading to prevent erosion and sedimentation. 
  
Erosion Control Minimize erosion from oil and gas well development by:  requiring 

a buffer strip between streams and roads, constructing water-
breaks at appropriate intervals, constructing roadside berms to 
guide surface waterflow, and planting protective ground cover on 
slopes exceeding 5%. 

  
Sensitive Habitats Component 
(Section 6328.25) 

 

  
Permitted Uses in Riparian 
Corridors 

Permit agricultural uses provided no soil is allowed to enter 
stream channels. 

  
Performance Standards in Riparian 
Corridors 

Require development permitted in corridors to minimize erosion, 
sedimentation and runoff. 

  
Performance Standards in Buffer 
Zones 

Require uses permitted in buffer zones to minimize erosion 
potential by conforming to natural topography. 
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TABLE 2.7 (continued) 
 

REQUIREMENTS OF 
COASTAL DEVELOPMENT (CD) DISTRICT 

 
 

DEVELOPMENT REVIEW CRITERIA SUMMARY OF REQUIREMENTS 
  
Hazards Component (Section 6328.27)  
  
Regulation of Development on 
Coastal Bluff Tops 

Permit bluff and cliff top development only if it will neither 
create nor contribute significantly to erosion problems. 
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TABLE 2.8 
 

EXISTING RURAL DENSITY REQUIREMENTS PROTECTIVE OF SOIL RESOURCES 
 
 
ZONING DISTRICT SUMMARY DENSITY REQUIREMENTS 
  
RM (Resource Management) Density is generated at a rate of one unit per 40 acres for 

land under agricultural preserve (Williamson Act) contract; 
and one unit per 10 acres for remaining land classified as 
prime agricultural soils.  A density bonus is provided for 
clustering development. 

  
TPZ (Timber Preserve) Density is generated at a rate of one unit per 5-40 acres 

without specific consideration to soil type. 
  
  
PAD (Planned Agricultural District), 
RM/CZ (Resource Management/Coastal 
Zone), and TPZ/CZ (Timber Pre-
serve/Coastal Zone) 

Density is generated at a rate of one unit per 160 acres, not 
to exceed one unit per parcel for land classified as prime 
agricultural soil, not to exceed one unit per parcel; and one 
unit per 60 acres for remaining land under Williamson Act 
contract. 

  
 In the PAD, a density bonus is provided when combining 

contiguous parcels for master planning purposes. 
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  (5) Planned Agricultural District (PAD) Ordinance (1980) 
 
   The PAD Ordinance is designed specifically to implement the 

Local Coastal Program policies concerning agriculture.  Its 
purpose is to:  (1) preserve and foster existing and potential 
agricultural operations in San Mateo County in order to keep 
the maximum amount of the County's highest quality agricultural 
soils, and all other lands suitable for agriculture, in agri-
cultural production, and (2) minimize conflicts between 
agricultural and nonagricultural land uses.  More specifically, 
the ordinance governs use, conversion, and subdivision of 
agricultural land within the Planned Agricultural District.  
The PAD covers a large portion of the unincorporated rural 
area, embracing the County's primary agricultural district, to 
comprehensively ensure that soil protection is considered 
during the development review process. 

 
   The PAD Ordinance requires a Planned Agricultural Permit for 

land division and conversion of agricultural land to permitted 
nonagricultural uses.  An essential strategy incorporated in 
the PAD Ordinance is:  (1) to restrict conversion of agricul-
tural soils to locations least suitable for agricultural use 
and (2) to combine agricultural land into parcels as large as 
possible, rather than to allow subdivision into smaller parcels 
which are difficult or economic to farm.30 

 
   Allowable densities are the same as for the RM/CZ District (see 

Table 2.6).  As a condition of approval for land divisions in 
the PAD, applicants are required to grant to the County an 
easement limiting the use of agricultural land to agricultural 
uses, farm labor housing and nonresidential development neces-
sary to agriculture.31  This measure is to further ensure 
protection of suitable agricultural soils. 

 
 b. Other Ordinances 
 
  (1) Topsoil Ordinance (1970) 
 
   The Topsoil Ordinance governs removal of topsoil and includes 

erosion and sedimentation control provisions which specifically 
require slope stabilization and surface drainage control 
measures.32  Topsoil removal requests reviewed by the Planning 
Commission may be conditioned to require additional erosion 
control measures as deemed necessary. 

 
  (2) Excavating, Grading, Filling and Clearing Regulations Ordinance 

(1982) 
 
   The Excavating, Grading, Filling and Clearing Regulations 

Ordinance33 establishes standards and requirements for grading 
activities, including water impoundment construction and land 
development.  The Ordinance was developed in conjunction with 
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   regional-wide planning efforts in erosion and sediment control, 
and implements the policies of the County Surface Runoff 
Management Plan.  Permit applications are reviewed against 
standards contained in the Best Management Practices Handbook, 
a compilation of recommended erosion and sediment control 
measures adopted to conditions in San Mateo County.34  A 
condensed version is available in the Grading Permit 
Performance Standards Handbook. 

 
  (3) Surface Mining and Reclamation Ordinance (1982) 
 
   The Surface Mining and Reclamation Ordinance35 governs removal 

of earth and mineral deposits.  The Ordinance was adopted to 
implement the State Surface Mining and Reclamation Act of 1975, 
and establishes comprehensive erosion and sedimentation control 
standards for mining operations.  The Ordinance specifically 
requires preparation of a reclamation plan, ensuring restora-
tion of mined lands in a manner which, among other things 
minimizes, soil erosion. 

 
  (4) Timber Harvesting Ordinance (1972) 
 
   The Timber Harvesting Ordinance36 governs removal of forest 

products from sites 3 acres or smaller.  The Ordinance contains 
an erosion control chapter establishing detailed requirements 
to avert soil erosion and maintain water quality. 

 
   In 1982, the State legislature adopted SB 856 which transferred 

regulatory authority for timber operations on sites in excess 
of 3 acres from the County to the California Department of 
Forestry.  The State Forest Practices Rules govern local timber 
harvesting on such larger parcels and also require compliance 
with comprehensive erosion control measures. 

 
  (5) Oil and Gas Well Operations Ordinance (1980) 
 
   The Oil and Gas Well Operations Ordinance37 establishes 

standards and requirements governing oil and gas well opera-
tions including measures which protect against accelerated soil 
erosion and sedimentation and soil contamination. 

 
  (6) Emerald Lake Hills (RH/S-18) Ordinance (1979) 
 
   As the implementing ordinance to the Emerald Lake Hills 

Community Plan, the RH/S-18 Ordinance38 establishes a 
slope/density formula aimed at minimizing of water runoff and 
soil erosion, as well as other problems associated with hill-
side development. 
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  (7) Ladera (SS-104) Ordinance (1979) 
 
   The SS-104 Ordinance39 also establishes a slope/density formula 

to avert soil erosion and other problems resulting from hill-
side development within the unincorporated community of Ladera. 
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SOIL RESOURCES ISSUES 
 
 
I. IMPORTANCE OF SOIL RESOURCES 
 
 Soil is a fragile natural resource whose availability, quality, and 

stabilization is of importance to the people of San Mateo County.  Soil 
sustains plant life, allowing for productive agriculture and forestry.  
Soil also supports natural ground cover protecting the resource from 
accelerated erosion and providing a critical link in the ecosystem.  
Although soil is produced very slowly under natural conditions, it can 
be quickly lost when disturbed by human activities.  Accelerated soil 
loss can usually be avoided through appropriate management practices.  
This section will, therefore, identify principal soil protection issues 
and recommend required measures to guarantee continued availability and 
productive use of the resource. 

 
II. OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS AFFECTING SOIL RESOURCE PROTECTION 
 
A. EROSION AND SEDIMENTATION 
 
 Erosion and sedimentation are natural processes which can become accel-

erated by human activities such as construction, forestry, agricultural 
and mining practices.  In the usual case of accelerated erosion, vegeta-
tion binding the soil is reduced or removed, exposing disturbed soils to 
precipitation and surface runoff.  The process often results in loss of 
fertile topsoil, creation of deep ruts and gullies, and sediment filled 
streams.  Statewide information suggests that, on the average, between 6 
and 6 1/2 tons of soil per acre are lost each year in California.40  
This rate is roughly equivalent to the loss of one inch of soil every 
twenty-five years, eighty times faster than the topsoil formation 
process under normal conditions.41 

 
 There is no reliable local estimate as to the total amount of soil lost 

annually to soil erosion in the County.  The Surface Runoff Management 
Plan has identified a number of specific erosion and siltation problem 
areas, including the Denniston Creek and Pescadero Creek watersheds on 
the Coastside and the Brisbane watershed on the Bayside.42  Other poten-
tially critical areas, identified by the Soil Conservation Service, 
include:  (1) agricultural lands west of San Gregorio, (2) cropland and 
hillsides near Moss Beach, (3) timberlands in the La Honda region and 
mountains between San Gregorio and Pescadero, (4) areas west of Skyline 
Boulevard between Highway 92 and La Honda, and (5) the Lake Lucerne and 
Whitehouse Creek watersheds.43 

 
 Erosion potential is determined by four principal factors:  the charac-

teristics of the soil, extent of vegetative cover, topography, and 
climate.44  Soil texture and permeability determine the resistance of 
soil removal by falling or flowing water.  Vegetative cover plays a 
critical role in controlling erosion through shielding and binding the 
soil.  Slope influences rate of runoff and is directly correlated with 
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 erosion potential.  Finally, the intensity and duration of rainfall 
determines the extent and the capacity for flowing water to detach and 
transport soil particles.  As the County has a lengthy mid-year dry 
period, erosion normally occurs during the November through March winter 
season.45 

 
 In most cases, the adverse results of man's activities can be reduced or 

eliminated through various erosion control measures properly employed at 
the appropriate time.  The high cost of lost resources, resource 
replenishment, and post-damage repair and maintenance make both erosion 
control planning and preventive maintenance necessary. 

 
1. Development Induced Erosion 
 
 Unmitigated construction activities contribute the largest single source 

of localized erosion and sedimentation in the Bay Area.46  The erosion 
potential from development activities is approximately 10 times greater 
than land in cultivation, and 200 times greater than on pastureland.47  
Although areas under construction annually represent only 0.1% of the 
total land, they contribute between 2 to 14% of the sediment in regional 
lakes, streams and other water bodies.48  Within the County, past 
grading activities accompanying urbanization of the Bayside foothills 
created extensive soil erosion and slope stability problems.49 

 
 Accelerated soil erosion and sedimentation from construction activities 

occurs from the removal of existing protective vegetative cover, compac-
tion of exposed porous soils by heavy equipment, enlarged drainage areas 
caused by site grading, as well as increased impervious surfaces 
associated with construction of streets, buildings, sidewalks, and 
pavement.  Erosion control methods to protect soil resources during 
construction may include vegetation planting to bind and shield the 
soil, water diversion and interception ditches to concentrate runoff, 
and avoidance of wet season activities.50 

 
2. Forestry Induced Erosion 
 
 Soil erosion and sedimentation can substantially degrade timberlands, 

reducing site quality, lowering forest productivity, and deteriorating 
water quality.  Early logging practices in the County involved clear 
cutting of giant forests and burning of slash, resulting in removal of 
topsoil and ongoing erosion.51  In general, the County's timberland 
soils are highly erosive due primarily to high annual precipitation and 
rapid runoff.  The soils near La Honda are particularly unstable and 
have resulted in occurrences of natural slope slippage and erosion.  
Logging activities in these areas present further erosion problems.52 

 
 Timber harvesting and construction of logging roads constitute a primary 

source for accelerated erosion and sedimentation in forested water-
sheds.53  The operation of road and "yard and skidding" equipment can 
compact the soil, reroute and concentrate water runoff, and increase 
surface flow, thereby increasing erosion potential.  As much as 90% of 
the sediment produced by erosion on timbered lands comes from logging 
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 roads.54  The steeper the terrain traversed and the larger the cuts and 
fills required, the greater the potential for erosion and sedimentation.  
In general, the extent to which effective erosion control measures are 
integrated into the design, construction, and maintenance of logging 
roads, influences the amount of erosion which occurs. 

 
 The timber harvesting practice selected also effects erosion potential.  

For many years "clear-cutting" was the accepted mode.  This system 
removes all timber on a site, potentially exposing expansive areas of 
unprotected soils to erosive precipitation and surface water.  Alternate 
cutting methods, e.g., selective cutting and seed-tree cutting, combined 
with replanting can mitigate impacts and protect the timberland from 
soil erosion. 

 
3. Agriculturally Induced Erosion 
 
 Past farming and grazing activities have generally had a damaging effect 

on the County's soil resources.55  Early agricultural practices ignored 
slope limitations, thus inducing erosion and loss of valuable topsoil.  
Overgrazing exposed bare soils to wind and water erosion, resulting in 
extensive gullying.  Considerable erosion and loss of topsoil also 
occurred during World War II when flax was grown in unsuitable locations 
on the Coastside.  Much of this land has not yet recovered.56 

 
 Agriculturally related erosion primarily results from improper land use 

practices coupled with improper timing.  Disruptive practices include 
site planting without regard for slope and bare soil exposure from land 
clearing activities.57  The erosion potential associated with each 
depends on seasonal characteristics and the extent of precipitation.  
Alternate methods to protect soil resources include plowing and tilling 
along contours, avoiding equipment moving vertically on slopes, and 
covering disrupted soil with sufficient plant residue, mulch, or planted 
grass so as to stabilize it during the wet season.58  On hillsides, 
erosion control practices, such as construction of terraces, water 
diversions, or planting of "filter strips" can be implemented during 
critically erosive periods.59 

 
 Presently, overgrazing is not a significant problem within the County 

due to an abundance of native perennial vegetation with established root 
systems.60  Grazing related erosion primarily results from animal 
compaction of the land and winter range activities. 

 
 According to the U.S. Soil Conservation Service, the incidence of agri-

culturally related erosion in the County is more extensive per acre than 
the statewide average, primarily for two reasons:  (1) the propor-
tionally higher occurrence of farming on sloped hillsides, and; (2) the 
higher concentration of winter rain and runoff over a shorter period of 
time.  Due to these factors, the average County farmer tends to maintain 
a higher level of awareness of the erosion process and required erosion 
control measures.61 
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B. SOIL DEPLETION 
 
 Soil does not have to be washed away or paved over to lose its produc-

tivity.  If it is agriculturally mismanaged, soil can lose many of the 
natural properties which directly contribute to plant growth or its 
capability to respond to agricultural practices.62  The primary deter-
minant of soil quality is organic matter content, i.e., the amount of 
decayed plant and animal remains which exist in an active state of 
decay.63  Organic material is a transient component of soil that must be 
constantly renewed.  Natural levels of organic matter usually drop when 
the soil is cultivated.  For soil to continue as a renewable resource, 
it is incumbent upon farmers to stabilize organic matter decline through 
crop rotation and residue management.  Crop rotation involves seasonally 
changing the crop mix to restore the soils nutrient composition.  
Organic material can be added to the soil in several ways including 
addition of composts comprised of various plant residues, municipal 
sewer sludge and refuse, as well as manure.  Within the County, mushroom 
compost is frequently added to restore organic content.64  The most 
important source of organic matter in cropland soils is the residue from 
crops grown the previous year which is returned to the soil following 
harvest.65  California soils are often naturally deficient in the 
nutrients essential for healthy plant growth to maintain increased crop 
yields.66  These nutrients may also be drained from the soils over time 
due to intensive agricultural or silvicultural practices.  On the Coast-
side, prime agricultural soils supporting local specialty crops are 
primarily deficient in nitrogen.67  The available nitrogen in soil can 
become rapidly exhausted when farmed, thus requiring annual replacement 
by fertilizers and planting of "nitrogen fixing" crops.  Within the 
County, modern conservation oriented farm practices, such as crop rota-
tion, are the general rule resulting in little threat to local agricul-
tural soils from direct misuse.68 

 
C. SOIL CONTAMINATION 
 
 Chemical contamination of soil resources is a potential issue facing 

County soil resources, particularly in Bayside industrial areas.  Many 
chemicals which are toxic to plants and animals are not mobile in soils 
and tend to accumulate, with the potential to produce pollution in the 
long term if applied on a continuous basis.69 

 
 Specific incidents of soil contamination by industrial waste disposal 

and leaking storage tanks have been reported locally and are discussed 
in the Man-made Hazards Chapter.  In particular, soil contamination 
resulting from heavy metal disposal has been identified at five Bayside 
locations.70 

 
 Modern agricultural operations utilize a substantial amount of chemical 

pesticides.  Within the County, floricultural operations, both open 
field and greenhouse, are the major users.  Soil contamination 
associated with pesticide use results from environmentally persistent 
chemicals which accumulate over time.  This is not considered a poten-
tially significant issue in the County as the chemicals used have a  



SOIL RESOURCES OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS 
 
 

 
 2.35 

 relatively short active life, are quickly broken down by natural 
processes, and identified environmentally persistent pesticides, such as 
certain chlorinated hydrocarbons, are prohibited.71 

 
 A review of literature suggests that more research is necessary to 

determine the effects of persistent chemicals on soil ecology and 
productivity.72  The State Department of Conservation reports that 
consequences of soil contamination from pesticide use are difficult to 
assess, as existing data is not sufficiently comprehensive to evaluate 
the relative impact of long-term use, accumulation in the soil, and the 
effect upon soil productivity.73 

 
D. LAND USE IMPACTS 
 
 Given proper management, certain land uses such as agriculture, 

forestry, and open space present an opportunity to protect soil 
resources; while other land uses, particularly those requiring struc-
tural development, preclude this option.  Protective land uses such as 
agriculture or open space can renew and sustain soil for continued use, 
preserving its availability, whereas development can eliminate the soils 
productive potential and natural replenishment process.  Even low 
density development conventionally considered compatible with open 
space, e.g., parks or golf courses, may involve compaction or other 
alterations of natural soil conditions, and usually involve capital 
investments which are unlikely to be reversed. 

 
 The highest quality soil resources are those which are suitable for 

agricultural use.  Conversion of agricultural soils to development is an 
important land use issue of national, state, and regional signifi-
cance.74  Within San Mateo County, virtually all previously farmed soil 
on the Bayside has been converted, and pressure for conversion of Coast-
side agricultural soils, especially in the Mid-Coast is strong.75  
Recent development requests on the Coastside document the demand to 
convert rural open land in a coastal setting to residential and recrea-
tional uses.76 

 
 Agricultural soils in San Mateo County are particularly vulnerable to 

the pressures for conversion for many reasons, including physical 
resource limitations.  The remaining prime agricultural soils are found 
in isolated, scattered packets along the narrow coastal plain and 
adjacent valleys, limiting the scale of agricultural operations.  In 
addition, more than one-half of the agricultural soils on the Coastside 
are covered with invasive coyote brush or subject to brush encroachment, 
further constraining productive use of the land.77  Climatic conditions 
on the coast also limit the range of crops that can be grown.  These 
factors contribute to placing County agricultural uses at an economic 
disadvantage when compared to many other agricultural areas in the 
State.  However, the prospering greenhouse floricultural industry and 
continued demand for specialty crops especially suited to the local 
climate (e.g., artichokes and Brussels sprouts) or metropolitan market 
demands (e.g., pumpkins) partially offset this general disadvantage. 
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 The availability of water and farm labor, as well as increasing produc-
tion costs, including property taxes, are additional factors affecting 
the future of agriculture as a protective and beneficial use of soil 
within the County.  Further, the placement of nonagricultural uses in an 
agricultural district often results in land use conflicts and ultimate 
conversion of agricultural soils.  The Rural Land Use Chapter discusses 
the dynamics of these constraints, including an analysis of alternate 
means to facilitate agricultural use of County soils. 

 
 Within undeveloped urban Bayside areas, eventual conversion of agricul-

tural soils to other land uses is generally considered inevitable and 
has been planned for accordingly. 

 
E. COORDINATION ISSUES 
 
 The large number and diversity of public agencies which address soil 

resource issues (see Table 2.4) can create coordination problems.  Lack 
of agency coordination negatively affects timely transfer of informa-
tion, clarification of delegated responsibilities, and effective 
cooperation between agencies.  This, however, has not been a major 
problem within the County agricultural district as the USDA Soil Conser-
vation Service and State Department of Fish and Wildlife have local 
representatives which adequately coordinate with the Agricultural 
Advisory Committee and Resource Conservation District staff to solve 
rural soil erosion problems. 

 
III. EVALUATION OF EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES, AND REGULATIONS AFFECTING SOIL 

RESOURCES 
 
A. EROSION AND SEDIMENTATION 
 
 Given the high inherent erosion potential of County soils, soil erosion 

is a continuing problem, particularly during years of heavy rainfall.  
The County's:  (1) Resource Management, (2) Timber Preserve, (3) Timber 
Harvesting, (4) Excavating, Grading, Filling and Clearing Regulations, 
(5) Oil and Gas Well, (6) Surface Mining, and (7) Topsoil Ordinances 
provide a comprehensive and adequate approach to controlling distur-
bances from varied sources which accelerate soil erosion.  The San Mateo 
County Resource Conservation District is also effective in continuing 
efforts to improve soil management practices and through ongoing coordi-
nation with local, State and federal agencies, in efforts to repair 
damage from years of severe weather.  At the regional level, Association 
of Bay Area Governments and the Regional Water Quality Control Board 
continue to effectively monitor erosion inducing activities, assisting 
local governments in developing public awareness programs and regulatory 
legislation. 

 
B. SOIL DEPLETION 
 
 The Soil Conservation Service in concert with the University of 

California Cooperative Extension, both located in Half Moon Bay, are the 
primary agencies responsible for assisting local farmers in protecting  
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 soil nutrient quality.  The Soil Conservation Service will, upon 
request, analyze the organic content of soil and is effective in 
developing individual conservation plans, which recommend residue 
management and crop rotation techniques.  The University of California 
Cooperative Extension effectively performs the complementary function of 
recommending crop mixes, and fertilizer selection based upon current 
agricultural research.  The effectiveness of these agencies efforts is 
evidenced by recent observation that, in general, the average organic 
content of soils on the Coastside is increasing due to residue replen-
ishment by local farmers.  In addition, the LCP Agricultural Component 
is effective at preserving soil fertility in soil dependent floricul-
tural operations by requiring preparation of a soil management plan 
which demonstrates how the productive capability of the soil will be 
maintained when operations cease, and by generally encouraging proper 
soil conservation techniques and preparation of conservation plans. 

 
C. SOIL CONTAMINATION 
 
 Contamination of soil by industrial chemicals, particularly heavy 

metals, is a potential issue whose full extent is yet to be determined 
within the County.  The problem has only recently begun to be studied by 
agencies such as Association of Bay Area Governments, Regional Water 
Quality Control Board, and State Department of Health Services.  Until 
basic inventory work is more complete, it is difficult to determine the 
extent of the problem or the adequacy of existing programs to respond to 
it. 

 
 Agricultural use of pesticides and herbicides is carefully monitored by 

the County Agricultural Commissioner.  Currently, most chemicals used 
have a relatively short active life and are not considered to present a 
soil contamination problem.  The Resource Management District Develop-
ment Review Criteria and LCP Agriculture and Energy Components include 
requirements for pesticide and oil well waste disposal to further assure 
against potential contamination. 

 
D. LAND USE IMPACTS 
 
 The issue of land use impacts and soil conversion in rural areas is 

approached differently within and outside of the Coastal Zone.  Within 
the Coastal Zone, the Local Coastal Program recognizes that development 
can have a detrimental effect on soil resources by establishing policies 
and implementing ordinances designed to regulate conversion and division 
of agricultural soils.  The principal strategy of the LCP is to restrict 
conversion of agricultural soils to locations least suitable for 
agricultural use and to prohibit subdivision into parcels too small for 
economically feasible agriculture.  The regulations apply to a large 
portion of the unincorporated rural area, including the County's 
principal agricultural district, to ensure that agricultural soil 
protection is considered during the development review process.   While 
these regulations have only been in effect for several years, they 
appear to be effective, primarily due to low density requirements and 
explicit land division and conversion criteria.  To measure effective-
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 ness, the County will begin monitoring conversion of agricultural soils 
through the State Important Farmlands Program, presently underway. 

 
 Outside of the Coastal Zone, agricultural soils are protected by both 

Williamson Act contracts (primarily Skyline Area grazing lands and 
several floricultural operations) and low density zoning (RM in Skyline, 
A-1 and A-3 in select Bayside agricultural areas).  Timberland soils are 
similarly protected by the RM and TPZ Ordinances. 

 
 Rural zoning protective of agricultural soils outside of the Coastal 

Zone (RM and TPZ) differs from that within the Coastal Zone (PAD and CD) 
in terms of allowable density, number of permitted uses, and development 
standards.  Among the distinctions:  (1) density regulations outside the 
Coastal Zone are generally 4 to 8 times more permissive than within the 
Coastal Zone, (2) the list of allowable nonagricultural uses is more 
extensive, (3) residential clustering is only encouraged rather than 
required, and (4) conversion of agricultural soils is addressed in a 
generalized manner, with no explicit requirement regulating subdivision 
design to protect soil resources.  As the County's best grazing land is 
situated outside of the Coastal Zone, it may be desirable to consider 
whether additional policies to protect agricultural soil resources from 
conversion are necessary in areas presently zoned RM and TPZ. 

 
E. SUMMARY OF PROBLEMS 
 
 In summary, existing programs, regulations and policies adequately 

respond to the issues of soil erosion and sedimentation and soil deple-
tion.  With regard to soil contamination, until basic inventory work is 
more complete, it is difficult to determine the extent of the problem or 
adequacy of existing programs. 

 
 Land use impacts, particularly conversion of agricultural soils, are 

approached differently within the rural unincorporated area.  Existing 
regulations are more protective of agricultural soils within the Coastal 
Zone and stronger policies could be adopted outside this area to attain 
Countywide parity. 
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IV. ALTERNATIVES TO PROTECT SOIL RESOURCES 
 
A. INVESTIGATION OF SOIL CONTAMINATION 
 
 Since the problem of soil contamination from past industrial dumping has 

only recently begun to be appreciated, it may be desirable for the 
County to consider a more comprehensive investigation of the subject 
throughout its jurisdiction. 

 
B. STRONGER PROTECTIONS AGAINST LAND USE IMPACTS OUTSIDE OF THE COASTAL 

ZONE 
 
 There are several alternative approaches the County may pursue to more 

adequately protect agricultural soils in rural areas outside of the 
Coastal Zone.  Alternatives include:  (1) incorporation of PAD regula-
tions into existing open space ordinances so as to affect all lands with 
agriculturally potential soils, or (2) redesignation of such lands from 
Open Space to Agriculture, followed by rezoning to PAD.  Each strategy 
has certain benefits, e.g., uniform protection of agricultural resources 
countywide and utilization of a well developed and presently adequate 
body of regulations; however, both present problems when considering 
appropriate density criteria.  As this is principally a land use issue, 
the Rural Land Use Chapter presents a more detailed assessment of the 
various approaches. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
 
In response to requests by the San Mateo County Planning Commission on Decem-
ber 20, 1984, the following background data was added to the Soils Resources 
Chapter. 
 
1. Description in Text of Timber Harvesting 
 
 A local timber operator has suggested the Soil Resources Chapter misrep-

resents timber harvesting in San Mateo County.  In response, it should be 
emphasized that the chapter describes a range of possible impacts from 
timber harvesting activities which should be considered when developing 
General Plan policy.  To allay these concerns, revisions to the Soil 
Resources Chapter submitted by the respondent are included as follows. 

 
2. Forestry and Erosion 
 
 Soil erosion and sedimentation can substantially degrade timberlands, 

reducing site quality, lowering forest productivity, and deteriorating 
water quality.  The County's timberland soils are generally classified as 
highly erosive due primarily to high annual precipitation and rapid 
runoff. 

 
 Unrestrained timber harvesting and improper road construction can substan-

tially increase the potential for accelerated erosion and sedimentation of 
forested watersheds.  Compacted soil, rerouted and concentrated runoff, 
and increased surface flow increase erosion potential.  As much as 90% of 
the sediment produced by erosion on timbered lands can come from logging 
roads.  The steeper the terrain traversed and the larger the cuts and 
fills, the greater the potential for erosion and sedimentation.  Effective 
erosion control measures integrated into the design, construction, and 
maintenance of logging roads can control erosion. 

 
 The timber harvesting practices selected also affects erosion potential.  

Selective harvesting combined with effective erosion control can mitigate 
impacts and protect the timberland from soil erosion. 

 
 



 

 
 2.2A 

APPENDIX B 
 

TOPICS FOR CONSIDERATION DURING FUTURE PLANNING 
EFFORTS 

 
 
During Planning Commission hearings, the following topics were identified 
relating to the Soil Resources Chapter which are most appropriately addressed 
during future planning efforts, including area plan development and ordinance 
revisions: 
 
1. Reevaluate definition of Prime Agricultural Land and Other Land Suitable 

for Agriculture contained in the Local Coastal Program. 
 
2. Accurately delineate distribution of Prime Agricultural Land.  Provide a 

more permissive set of uses and increased development densities on Other 
Land Suitable for Agriculture. 

 
3. Reevaluate necessity for agricultural easements to run "in perpetuity" as 

required by the Local Coastal Program.  It should be noted that an LCP 
amendment relevant to this issue has been submitted for review by the 
Planning Commission. 

 
4. Develop land division criteria which consider parcel size needs of flori-

culture operations, i.e., allowing smaller agricultural parcels without 
requirement for an agricultural easement. 

 
5. Consider the implications of Local Coastal Program agricultural land divi-

sion criteria on controlling soil erosion. 
 
6. Consider timber related activities as within the definition of agricul-

tural use.  It should be noted that an LCP amendment relevant to this 
issue has been submitted for review by the Planning Commission. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




