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GENERAL LAND USE ISSUES

ADEQUACY OF AVATLABLE LAND TO MEET DEMAND FOR NEW DEVELOPMENT

The Association of Bay Area Governments' (ABAG) Series 3 Projections
estimate that the County will grow from its present population of
587,000 to 625,000 by the year 2000. The question the County and
cities must address in their General Plans is where will these addi-
tional 38,000 people Tive and work?

There are 447 square miles of land in San Mateo County. Presently,
approximately 62,794 acres (21%) are developed and 234,819 acres (79%)
are undeveloped. Although there appears to be an adequate supply of raw
land to accommodate new development, not all vacant land is suitable for
urban land uses. As described in the other parts of the General Plan,
much Tand in the County, because of hazardous conditions and Tack of
public facilities and services, is very difficult and expensive to build
on, and much land contains natural resources of significant economic,
scenic and recreational value. These physical limitations place
significant constraints on urban development. On the other hand, 62,794
acres are urbanized, have a varying range of available urban services
and contain pockets of vacant land. Which Tands are most suitable to
meet the demand for new development? Before these decisions can be made
intelligently, it is necessary to identify and analyze major opportuni-
ties and constraints for planning the future use of land in San Mateo
County.

OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS TO CONSIDER FOR GENERAL LAND USE PLANNING

Assessing five categories of major opportunities and constraints can
help the County decide not only which land should best be used to accom-
modate new development but what type and density of development should
be permitted in certain areas. These categories are: (1) Economic (how
development and Tand use patterns affect governments' financial
resources of the public sector and the economics of the private sector);
(2) Infrastructure (how infrastructure affect development and land use
patterns); (3) Natural Resources (how development and land use patterns
affect valuable natural resources); (4) Natural Hazards (how environ-
mental hazards affect development and land use patterns); and (5) Land
Use Patterns (how development and land use patterns affect community
character and identity).

Once major opportunities and constraints have been assessed, intelligent
Tand use decisions may still be difficult to make. The impact of
certain land uses might be fiscally beneficial, but environmentally
detrimental. General Plan policies need to be set which clearly
identify County-wide Tand use priorities. Developing policies to recon-
cile conflicting objectives is hard, but more than ever, governmental
decisions about the use of land must conscientiously balance economic
and social needs with environmental and fiscal constraints.



GENERAL LAND USE OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS

A. ECONOMIC
1. Fiscal

Certain types of land use can be either an economic asset or a liability
to local government. They can generate revenues or they can deplete
them. The type, density, and location of development have significant
impacts on fiscal resources. Depending on local conditions, certain
types of land uses and patterns can be encouraged or discouraged to
assure that the provision of necessary public services and facilities
does not burden the fiscal resources of Tocal government.

Studies have shown that it is much more economical to build in or near
developed areas than in undeveloped locations. In particular, Tow
density urban sprawl, which distributes development over large land
areas at distances farther and farther from urban centers, requires the
construction of more roadways, the extension of more public facilities
and services, and the Tengthening of more utility lines when compared to
more compact development patterns.’

The costs of providing public facilities and services are not the only
fiscal concerns of Tocal governments. Because the capital costs of new
development can often be recaptured through fees and exactions, the
lTongstanding commitment to providing ongoing services to populated and
developed communities is becoming more and more a major burden.

The recent passage of tax and expenditure limitations in California
(i.e., Proposition 13 and Proposition 4) have severely constrained local
governments from generating tax revenues to fund ongoing public
services. Local governments have responded to these limitations in
various ways: (1) general plans and zoning regulations which dictate a
certain mix of land uses which show a positive balance; (2) strict
zoning regulations which yield from each and every new development
proposal a maximum gain; (3) cost-revenue analyses to ensure that all
new development pays its way; (4) fees, charges, and exactions to cover
marginal costs; and (5) growth management programs to regulate the pace
of development and keep expenditures down and property values up.?

There are several zoning approaches for determining a mix of Tand uses
to assure fiscal gains. "Neutral fiscal zoning" generates the exact
amount of revenues to pay for the cost of providing public services and
facilities. The overall advantage of this approach is that residents do
not have to subsidize new development and nonresidents do not have to
subsidize the community. "Fiscal squeeze zoning," on the other hand,
produces a mix of land uses which produce the most net tax revenue. New
development pays much more than its way. "Scarcity zoning" more
directly restricts the amount of land available for development. Public
expenditures are kept in check and property values are kept high.
Another approach, "public goods zoning," determines a mix of Tand uses
which is the least dependent on public services and facilities. Here,
the social and economic characteristics of new residents and the type
and nature of new business are carefully determined through land uses
controls.?
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Sound fiscal planning also requires that new development patterns
perpetuate and support the orderly formation and development of local
governmental units. Developmental patterns that cause the proliferation
of single purpose districts and/or cause the overlapping of government
services unnecessarily burden local resources. At present, several
areas in the County are urbanized but do not 1ie within the corporate
Timits of any city. These areas, often completely surrounded by incor-
porated lands, require services from the County which inefficiently
duplicate those of adjacent cities.

2. Local Economies

In urban areas, development and land use patterns can contribute to the
economic deterioration or revitalization of commercial, industrial, and
residential districts. It is important for the County to attract indus-
tries and businesses which contribute to the support of the Tocal
economy and the economic well-being of the population. Also, it is
important to look for opportunities to locate them in the right places;
however, rapid economic growth and development can raise land costs and
consequently increase the price of homes. This can Tead to housing
shortages and overcrowding.

If industries and businesses are attracted to urban fringe areas,
existing older commercial centers lose patronage and economic vitality.
Residential areas can experience the same downward spiral. As middle-
income households rush to new outlying areas, low-income, elderly, and
minority households are left behind. Lack of investment advances
structural deterioration and leads to abandonment of buildings. The tax
base begins to erode, services diminish, and the downward spiral becomes
self-perpetuating. Efforts to conserve, rehabilitate, and revitalize
older areas can halt such deterioration of existing neighborhoods.

In rural areas, conversion of agricultural Tands and timberlands, which
provide the local economic base, can threaten the jobs and security of
the local work force. Land use decisions in rural areas must protect
natural resources of significant economic value in order to sustain
local economies.

B. INFRASTRUCTURE

The Tocal infrastructure costs for low density, urban sprawl develop-
ments can be almost 50% higher than for more densely developed communi-
ties.* In particular, a recent Planning Division analysis compared the
costs, per dwelling unit, for providing sanitary sewers, water systems,
and roads in three areas: (1) East Palo Alto (before incorporation),
(2) San Bruno Mountain, and (3) the Skyline Area. The existing availa-
bility of facilities and services and the natural physical characteris-
tics of the land were variables which influenced costs the most. For
example, in developed East Palo Alto, because public facilities and
services are already there and the land is flat, the costs were
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relatively low. In the undeveloped Skyline Area, however, the costs
were significantly higher, because public facilities and services do not
exist or are in need of improvement, and there are many environmental
constraints (e.g., steep slopes, geologic hazards, dense vegetation).

C. NATURAL RESOURCES

In recent years, attitudes about the use of land have changed. Past
decades of rapid growth in the Bay Area have made local governments
realize that land is not only a commodity, but a valuable and Timited
resource that needs to be used effectively and managed properly. Growth
usually requires the conversion of rural or open space lands to urban
uses. Some lands, however, are not suitable for urban land uses because
they possess irreplaceable natural resources.

The natural resources which exist in the County need to be protected for
ecological, scenic, and recreational value. Some, like agricultural
soils and redwood forests, must be protected and managed for their
economic value. And, nationally, it is important to conserve oil and
natural gas supplies to protect world-wide reserves and stabilize
national economic conditions.

1. Vegetative, Water, Fish and Wildlife Resources

Certain parts of the County, particularly in the Santa Cruz Mountains
and the Coastside, contain plant and animal species which are unique and
rare and living in environments relatively pollutant-free. Decisions
about how to use these Tands must be carefully deliberated, because
fragile ecological systems could be damaged by pollution or development
and the existence of endangered species could become threatened.

2. Air Quality

Development and land use patterns can also affect air quality. Certain
patterns generate more traffic and consequently result in more unsightly
and unhealthy air pollution. Experts agree that air pollution increases
the incidence of disease which causes Californians to pay several
hundred million dollars a year in medical bills. Because of increased
auto use, lTow density development and Tand use patterns (i.e., urban
sprawl) can generate as much as 45% more air pollution than those of
higher density. When auto use is curtailed, air pollution levels drop.’
Although air pollution is, at present, no longer as bad as it once was
in the Bay Area, land use patterns which contribute to increasing
pollution Tevels need to be discouraged.

3. Water Quality

Water pollution is also influenced by development and land use patterns.
As identified in the County's Surface Water Runoff Management Program,
development in several Bayside watersheds caused significant pollution
in streams and the Bay. In general, denser development patterns
generally require fewer miles of roadway and cover smaller amounts of
open space, because dwelling units are clustered or stacked.
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Consequently, fewer acres are paved and fewer pollutants are carried by
water runoff into storm drainage systems or sediment basins. Also,
potential problems of downstream flooding can be avoided if the size of
upstream areas covered by pavement is reduced.

4, Recreational and Scenic Resources

The Santa Cruz Mountains and the Coastside provide significant recrea-
tional and scenic opportunities. Decisions about the use of land in
these areas should protect and enhance these resources.

5. Agricultural Soil Resources

The prime agricultural soils in the Mid- and South Coast, together with
climatic conditions, provide the most ideal environment in the nation
for growing certain specialty crops. Thus, these soils are in
particular need of protection to provide the maximum opportunity for
agricultural production. Although the County recently adopted strong
policies to protect agriculture in its Local Coastal Program, there is
continual development pressure to divide and convert agriculture land to
non-agricultural uses. The problem is statewide. Every year the State
of California loses 15,000 to 20,000 acres of agricultural land to urban
uses. Although new land is brought into agricultural production yearly,
lands suitable for such use are limited. If the most productive agri-
cultural lands continue to be paved over and replaced by less fertile
acreages, more intensive cultivation and irrigation will be required and
the costs of agricultural production will be increased.

6. Timberland Resources

The County contains precious and valuable redwood forests. Land use
decisions about the future use of these forests must protect not only
their ecological and scenic value, but their significant economic value
as well. Providing a balance between utilization and protection of
timberland resources is essential.

7. Energy Resources

Development and land use patterns clearly affect the amounts of energy
consumed for transportation. Depending on the condition of transporta-
tion systems, land use densities, and distances between employment
centers and housing areas, development and Tand use patterns can be
energy-efficient or wasteful. Clustered and denser patterns can save up
to 44% more energy than similar sized urban sprawl developments.®

The private automobile has made urban sprawl possible. At present, no
other form of transportation can support low density development and
lTand use patterns as conveniently and economically. But because of the
great distances between working and living areas that sprawl allows, a
great amount of energy is consumed by using automobiles for home to work
trips. Nationally, auto trips from home to work account for 36% of all
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trips made and for 43% of all vehicles miles traveled. So dependent is
sprawl on auto use that nationally only 4% of all trips are made by
public transportation.’

But the cost of energy has risen dramatically. High levels of gasoline
consumption are becoming increasingly more costly. Over the past
decade, County residents have felt sharp rise in energy prices. Per
capita energy expenditures rose from $324 in 1972 to $1,181 in 1980,
faster than the general inflation rate. While it now appears that
conventional energy supplies should be available through the end of this
century, it is certain they will continue to become more costly in real
terms. There is simply no assurance that development constructed today
will be able to rely on present energy sources and distribution systems
in future years.

D. NATURAL HAZARDS

Natural hazards exist in many parts of the County. For instance, much
of the Tand in the Santa Cruz Mountains has steep and unstable slopes
which can cause landslides; much is susceptible to geotechnical hazards
such as intense shaking, ground rupture, and ground failure; and all of
the area is considered a hazardous fire zone. And, along San Francisco
Bay, some Tands are subject to liquefaction, flooding, tsunamis and
seiches. Development of such hazardous areas with urban Tand uses is
unsuitable, because it endangers lives and property.

E. LAND USE PATTERNS

Development needs to be accommodated in land use patterns which are
clear and coherent. It is important that people perceive their neigh-
borhoods as distinct units within their cities, and their cities as
distinct units within the County. As the physical and social building
blocks of urban areas, neighborhoods must be identifiable to be viable.
Yet, Tow density land use patterns which spread over large land areas,
can make it impossible for people to identify with their neighborhoods,
communities, and cities. Indistinguishable boundaries tend to blend
communities together, destroying their uniqueness and sense of place.
When neighborhood identity diminishes, people can lose interest and
pride in their neighborhood and in its affairs. Loss of concern can
threaten the economic and social stability of neighborhoods.

Reinforcing the image of neighborhoods and cities requires understanding
and identifying the components which strengthen urban form and structure
(e.g., identity activity centers, streets, boundaries, landmarks).®
Although people may develop different images based on personal percep-
tions, strong structural elements in the urban landscape such as inten-
sive, bustling commercial and cultural centers, well articulated trans-
portation networks, distinct boundaries, and historical landmarks
establish commonly perceived images which enhance neighborhood and civic
identity, increase community affiliation and participation, and generate
an overall sense of well-being.
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In San Mateo County in the 1950's and 60's, new development was accom-
modated in a pattern of Tow density urban sprawl. Significant growth
pressures after World War II caused cities along the Bayside to expand
outward from their historical centers. As development pressed on, open
spaces between cities were filled in, boundaries became indistinguish-
able, and the Bayside melded into one long strip of cities stretching
southward from San Francisco. Although San Francisco Bay and the Santa
Cruz Mountains confined urbanization in the County to a relatively
narrow corridor, the low density pattern of urban development was,
nevertheless, sprawl.

Today, the Bayside has physically matured and transformed itself into a
linear city, a link in a chain of communities which now surround San
Francisco Bay. The Bayside is held together by a network of freeways
and highways which support a thin commercial and industrial spine which
runs the length of the County along the E1 Camino transportation
corridor.

EVALUATION OF EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND REGULATIONS AFFECTING GENERAL
LAND USE

Plans, policies, and regulations affecting general land use include the
State's Urban Strategy, ABAG's Regional Plan, the County's General Plan,
and LAFCo's Policies and Criteria. The State's Urban Strategy is
advisory to Tocal governments, and ABAG's Regional Plan is used to
evaluate funding proposals. The County's existing Land Use Element is,
as noted earlier, effectively superseded. This section, therefore, will
be 1Timited to an evaluation of San Mateo County LAFCo's Policies and
Criteria as they affect general land use.

ECONOMIC

LAFCo regulations require the agency to assess fiscal impacts when
developing spheres of influence and when evaluating specific proposals
affecting governmental organization. These regulations effectively
assure that, when establishing spheres of influence, cities and special
districts are financially capable of establishing urban services for
these areas.

Specifically, when assessing the fiscal impacts of proposals on public
services, LAFCo compares incremental capital improvement and operating
costs for schools, police, fire protection, health services, etc., with
the additional revenues generated by the proposal. Positive and nega-
tive fiscal impacts are thus clearly and adequately identified.

In addition, in order to be fiscally prudent, LAFCo regulations
adequately discourage the duplication and waste of public services by
requiring the elimination or consolidation of small, single-purpose
districts, with either multi-purpose districts or general governments.
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B. INFRASTRUCTURE

When determining spheres of influence, LAFCo's general policies do not
consider the availability of infrastructure. Only when "urbanized" Tand
is considered for assignment to a city is it required that the city or
district demonstrate that they have the existing or potential financial
capability of providing services. Cities do not have to demonstrate
that they can serve rural lands which are considered for inclusion
within their spheres. There should be some consideration given to the
availability and cost of providing public works before assigning land to
a city. Specific proposals, on the other hand, are required to consider
the availability of public works, because they have to document the
fiscal impact of infrastructure improvement or development.

C. NATURAL RESOURCES

When establishing city spheres of influence, LAFCo regulations require
the consideration of the impacts of development and urban service on
open space and agricultural Tands. Specifically, physical and economic
impacts must be considered, particularly effects on the economic
viability of agricultural preserves. No such consideration is required
for establishing special district spheres of influence.

LAFCo regulations also require the agency to evaluate the impact that
proposals would have on open space and prime agricultural Tands. The
regulations try to discourage the annexation of open space and agricul-
tural lands if it would induce, facilitate, or result in development and
conversion to other land uses.

These regulations could be much stronger in protecting agricultural
lands from eventual urban development. For instance, land which is
designated as Agriculture in the County's Local Coastal Program and
General Plan should not be included in a city sphere of influence,
because the County feels it very important to take advantage of the
opportunity to use these lands for farming and ranching.

D. NATURAL HAZARDS

LAFCo regulations do not recognize natural hazards as an opportunity or
constraint when determining spheres or evaluating proposals. To avoid
risk to human safety and personal property, it seems logical that Tands
which have significant flood or seismic hazard potential should not be
urbanized and, therefore, not included within a city sphere of
influence. LAFCo regulations need to add natural hazards as a decision-
making criterion when determining spheres and evaluating proposals.

E. LAND USE PATTERNS

LAFCo regulations use spheres of influence to discourage urban sprawl
and premature urban development. When evaluating proposals, the regula-
tions seek planned, well-ordered, efficient urban development
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IV.

patterns. In particular, the regulations try to prevent urban sprawl,
premature development, and unincorporated islands or corridors in urban
areas.

The regulations, however, in no way require LAFCo to review, consider,
or conform to the County's General Plan when designating spheres.
Although State Taw requires LAFCo to consider the type of development
planned or occurring for an area, the County's General Plan may be
considered on an equal basis with a city's plan for the same unincor-
porated area. Thus, if the County feels strongly about preserving a
rural area next to a city, LAFCo could potentially counter this policy
by allowing it to be designated within a sphere, eventually annexed and
developed as an urban area. County land use policy and LAFCo sphere
determination are not required to be coordinated.

ALTERNATIVES

Taking all of the previous opportunities and constraints into account,
the County needs to develop specific objectives which can help make
decisions about the type, distribution, Tocation and density of land
uses. Developing land use patterns which: (1) minimize the costs of
providing public improvements, facilities, and services, (2) maximize
the strength and viability of local economies, (3) minimize negative
impacts on natural resources, (4) minimize the consumption of transpor-
tation energy, (5) minimize exposure of 1ife and property to environ-
mental hazards, and (6) provide physically coherent and workable
communities would achieve many positive economic, social, and environ-
mental effects. These could be used as the objectives for planning how
land in the County should be used.

These objectives could be achieved by conserving the existing housing
stock, developing vacant Tands in existing areas where public facilities
and services already exist, increasing densities in appropriate loca-
tions, and when necessary, developing lands which are contiguous to
existing developed areas. Conserving the existing housing stock would
maintain the social and economic stability of existing neighborhoods and
lessen the demand for outward urban expansion. Developing vacant land
within developed areas would maximize the efficiency of existing public
facilities, utilities, and services and reduce the need for vast capital
improvements. Increasing densities would allow households of all income
levels to find housing near commercial, employment, and cultural
centers. Preventing non-contiguous development would bring people
closer to their jobs and reduce the need for long work trips and high
gasoline consumption. It would also help to protect valuable resources
such as agricultural Tands and minimize the exposure to the natural
hazards which exist predominantly in the undeveloped portions of the
County: Tlandslides, wild fires, seismicity and erosion.

In following these approaches, the County and cities would have to take
specific actions. For the County, conserving and "infilling" existing
developed unincorporated areas and increasing densities in these areas
where appropriate, is a logical way to begin addressing future growth
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requirements. Cities, where 92% of the County's population Tives, can
do much to alleviate pressure for expansion by infilling vacant parcels
and increasing densities. Density increases, however, should occur only
where there are or will be adequate public facilities and services.
Density increases near transportation corridors can encourage the use of
public transit, bring trip origins and destinations closer together, and
make walking and bicycling a reasonable substitute for driving cars. On
the other hand, density increases in isolated areas could increase
dependence on the automobile.

But before these objectives can be achieved, the County and LAFCo need
to develop a common strategy for determining which lands in the County
will be devoted to urban or rural land uses.

A. DEVELOP SPECIFIC DEFINITIONS OF URBAN AND RURAL AREAS AND ESTABLISH A
FIRM URBAN/RURAL BOUNDARY TO CONTAIN SPHERES OF INFLUENCE

This alternative would develop specific definitions of urban and rural
areas which are not dependent on existing LAFCo spheres of influence.
For the purpose of clarity, the areas best able to accommodate signifi-
cant lTevels of new development would be defined and designated on the
Land Use Plan Map as urban, while areas where less intensive development
is appropriate would be defined and designated as rural. These two
broad land use designations would be the basis for developing general
land use policies. A boundary line separating these two areas could be
drawn, showing clearly where new development in the County is to be
lTocated and concentrated. This line could be called an urban/rural
boundary similar to the one that was established in the Local Coastal
Program. It would establish a perimeter around urban areas beyond which
significant Tevels of development, and public facilities and services
would not be permitted.

When designating spheres of influence for cities and special districts,
the County, in an effort to make spheres completely consistent with the
General Plan, could request LAFCo to use the boundary as the outer Timit
beyond which spheres would not be extended. In this way, an efficient
and effective growth management strategy could be established which
would make LAFCo's spheres of influence, the future political boundaries
of Tocal governments, consistent with the County's General Plan land use
designations. The boundary could be adjusted to meet changing condi-
tions, but its function would be to establish, clearly and firmly, a
Tine which would 1imit urban and rural development to specific areas.

B. DEVELOP SPECIFIC DEFINITIONS OF URBAN AND RURAL AREAS AND DESIGNATE
RURAL AREAS WITHIN LAFCO SPHERES AS TRANSITION AREAS

1. This alternative would also develop independent definitions of urban and
rural areas; however, it would accept the boundaries of existing LAFCo
spheres and designate rural lands within them as a third category called
Transition Zones.
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Rather than having a firm urban/rural boundary separate urban and rural
areas, a more flexible line could be drawn that would separate urban
areas from transition zones. In these zones, the incremental extension
of urban development would be permitted. When annexations occurred,
urban development would take place within these newly incorporated
areas.

The County would give all transition lands rural land use designations
and permit only rural development until annexation took place. This
would maintain some distinction between urban and rural areas. In this
approach, the establishment of LAFCo spheres of influence would not be
constrained by the County General Plan or an urban/rural boundary. City
spheres would be determined independently and transition areas would be
re-designated urban as incorporation occurred within spheres.

2. This alternative would follow the same approach, except that existing
LAFCo spheres would not be automatically used to determine transition
areas. If the County felt that a sphere boundary compromised an objec-
tive of the General Plan, it would request that LAFCo modify the line.
Until there was agreement, the County would not designate a transition
zone for that sphere.

C. ACCEPT ESTABLISHED LAFCO SPHERES AND DEFINE ALL LANDS WITHIN SPHERES AS
URBAN AND ALL LANDS OUTSIDE AS RURAL

This alternative would automatically define all lands within a city
sphere as urban. The General Plan would thus view unincorporated lands
within spheres to be in a "holding pattern," waiting for eventual urban
development. As much as possible, Tand use designations would reflect
city General Plans so that there was clear, coordinated public policy
about their future use. Establishing an urban/rural boundary would not
really be effective but, if desired, the boundary would be coterminous
with the combined outer 1imit of sphere lines. This alternative would
make the County General Plan completely subordinate to LAFCo sphere
designations.

D. DEVELOP VERY GENERAL DEFINITIONS OF URBAN AND RURAL AREAS AND ALLOW
URBAN DEVELOPMENT OUTSIDE OF SPHERES

This alternative would not define urban and rural areas; instead, it
would designate them based on more subjective criteria such as the
presence of major physical and service constraints, as well as LAFCo
spheres where they were acceptable. An urban/rural boundary could be
developed, but it would move when constraints could be overcome. Rural
Tand could become urban whether it was within a sphere or not. The
County General Plan land use designations would correspondingly change
to allow urban levels of development when constraints were overcome.
The County's General Plan and LAFCo spheres would be completely inde-
pendent of each other and urban areas would be permitted to develop
outside of spheres.
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