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TABLE 9.1 
 

EXPLANATION OF EXISTING RURAL LAND USE CATEGORIES 
 
 
 
LAND USE CATEGORY DESCRIPTION 
 
Residential Parcels which are: 
 
 (1) Generally developed with residences on parcels 5 

acres or smaller in size. 
 
 (2) Located in areas which are primarily developed 

for residential purposes. 
 
 (3) Assembled in aggregations that are large enough 

to be considered more than simple clusters of 
rural development adjacent to agriculture or 
other uses. 

 
Commercial Any category of commercial uses including but not 

limited to retail, auto related businesses, storage 
facilities, offices, and small neighborhood shopping 
areas. 

 
Agricultural: Lands which are currently under cultivation, includ- 
Cultivated Lands ing both irrigated and non-irrigated croplands and 

pastures, orchards, groves, vineyards, ornamental 
horticultural areas, greenhouses, confined feeding 
operations and other agricultural lands. 

 
Agricultural: Lands which are currently being grazed by livestock, 
Grazing Lands or which contain vegetative material that is suitable 

for the grazing or browsing of livestock. 
 
Timber Production Lands which are actively being harvested for timber or 

are in production as Christmas tree farms or wood fuel 
harvesting operations. 

 
Public Recreation Lands owned or managed by the County Parks and 

Recreation Department, the State of California parks 
system, the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District, 
or the U. S. Government that are specifically intended 
for public recreation use. 

 
Private Recreation Lands owned or managed by churches, YMCA's, Scouts, or 

other private organizations that are used for camps, 
private beaches, golf courses, stables, and other 
recreational uses. 
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TABLE 9.1 (continued) 
 

EXPLANATION OF EXISTING RURAL LAND USE CATEGORIES 
 
 
 
LAND USE CATEGORY DESCRIPTION 
 
Institutional Lands developed with schools, fire stations, churches, 

cemeteries, educational and rehabilitative facilities, 
and other public buildings. 

 
Solid Waste Disposal Lands developed with sanitary landfill sites. 
Facilities 
 
Quarries Lands presently in use for large scale mineral opera-

tions. 
 
General Open Space Lands in very low density residential use, in use for 

the managed production of resources, hazardous for 
development, or owned by private parties specifically 
for watershed or other resource protection. 

 
 
 
Source:  San Mateo County Planning Division 
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  as a private residence, and the community's general store provides 
services for nearby farmers and the many visitors to the coastal 
parks and beaches. 

 
 b. Pescadero 
 
  The rich soils in the alluvial plain of Pescadero Creek attracted 

the first house in what is now Pescadero.  From the 1860's until the 
turn of the century, Pescadero also prospered as a resort community, 
attracting vacationers to nearby beaches and fishermen to Pescadero 
Creek.   The community now has approximately 400 year-round resi-
dents and retains the distinctive, New England style of architecture 
that makes it a unique visual and cultural resource in the South 
Coast.  It provides a service base for the surrounding agricultural 
lands, as well as a focal point for visitors to the state beaches in 
the area. 

 
 c. La Honda 
 
  As logging on the eastern slope of the Santa Cruz Mountains slowly 

depleted the best timberlands, the dense redwood forests that cover 
the western slope attracted the first settlers to the La Honda area.  
In the early 1860's, John Sears built a store near La Honda Creek to 
serve the small logging settlements in the region.  This store, 
known as the La Honda Store, served as a stagecoach stop between 
Redwood City and San Gregorio.  As logging diminished in the La 
Honda vicinity, the surrounding area began to be subdivided for 
summer cabins.  Many of these early vacation cabins now are occupied 
by year-round residents. 

 
2. Current Land Use Pattern and Zoning 
 
 a. San Gregorio 
 
  The amount of land within the San Gregorio rural service center 

boundary is minimal, amounting to only 13.5 acres.  Some of this 
land is vacant or in agricultural use. The rest is in neighborhood 
commercial and low density residential uses, reflecting the presence 
of the San Gregorio General Store and a few single family homes that 
comprise the small hamlet.  As the Existing Rural Land Use map indi-
cates, San Gregorio is surrounded on all sides by agricultural land. 

 
  Current zoning within San Gregorio's rural service center boundary 

is R-1/S-10/DR (One Family Residential, 20,000 square-foot minimum 
parcels, subject to Design Review), or C-1/S-7/DR (Neighborhood 
Commercial, 5,000 square-foot minimum parcels, subject to Design 
Review).  The current zoning would allow a buildout of seven resi-
dential units (existing plus new).  There is presently no vacant 
land zoned for commercial use.  Table 9.2 summarizes the residential 
and commercial buildout for the three rural service centers. 
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TABLE 9.2 
 

EXISTING AND POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT ALLOWED BY ZONING 
IN RURAL SERVICE CENTERS 

1984 
 
 
 
   EXISTING DWELLING DEVELOPED VACANT 
RURAL TOTAL RESIDENTIAL DWELLING UNITS COMMERCIAL COMMERCIAL 
SERVICE CENTER ACREAGE ACREAGE UNITS AT BUILDOUT1 ACREAGE ACREAGE 
 
San Gregorio 13.5 4.1 3 7 9.4 0 
 
Pescadero 64.5 50.0 47 67 11.5 3.0 
 
La Honda 251.0 234.0 278 368 7.0 0.3 
 
 
TOTALS 329.0 288.1 328 442 27.9 3.3 
 
 
 
 
Source: San Mateo County Planning Division 
 
Note: 1. Dwelling units at buildout is determined by adding existing dwelling units with the additional 

units allowed by the existing zoning, assuming the full development and subdivision of vacant 
parcel or the subdivision of developed parcels.  Although residential uses are also allowed in 
commercial zoning districts, it was assumed that any vacant parcel in commercial districts 
would be developed with commercial uses. 
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 b. Pescadero 
 
  There is significantly more acreage included within the Pescadero 

rural service center.  There is also a greater diversity of land 
uses, ranging from medium low and medium high density residential 
uses, to neighborhood commercial, agricultural and institutional 
uses.  Development generally spreads out from the axis formed by the 
intersection of Pescadero and Stage Roads, the historical crossroads 
of two major stagecoach routes. 

 
  Current zoning within Pescadero's rural service center boundaries 

includes two residential zoning districts, R-1/S-10/DR and R-1/S-
7/DR.  The S-7 combining district allows parcel sizes as low as 
5,000 square feet, which is considerably higher in density than the 
20,000 square-foot minimum required by the S-10 combining zone.  
Existing neighborhood commercial uses are zoned C-1/S-7/DR, the same 
category applied to similar uses in San Gregorio. 

 
  Pescadero Creek, a large perennial stream, flows through the commun-

ity.  Unfortunately, the founders of Pescadero were not aware that 
the site they chose for their community is almost entirely located 
within the floodway of this creek, and a significant amount of resi-
dential development has occurred within the flood plain over the 
years.  This problem is discussed in more detail in the Natural 
Hazards Chapter, but it does have land use implications. 

 
  Current zoning in Pescadero would allow a buildout of 67 residential 

units, and there are 3 vacant acres available for commercial devel-
opment. 

 
 c. La Honda 
 
  The La Honda rural service center is larger than both San Gregorio 

and Pescadero combined, and also contains a variety of land uses.  
Along Route 84, there are a number of small neighborhood commercial 
uses that serve the community and the surrounding area and highway 
commercial uses that serve traffic headed to and from the Coastal 
Zone and nearby parks. The residential portion of La Honda is pri-
marily located on the east side of Route 84 at Entrada Way.  This 
area gently slopes upward to the east and is developed at medium low 
residential density.  In the center of the subdivision are private 
recreation lands developed with a swimming pool, a clubhouse facil-
ity and a maintenance yard.  There is also a pond which collects 
runoff from the subdivision and serves as backup water supply for 
fire protection.  The La Honda community is also traversed by a 
perennial stream, La Honda Creek, and portions of the community are 
located within its floodplain. 

 
  Current zoning within La Honda is either R-1/S-10 (20,000 square 

foot minimum parcels) or R-1/S-11 (5-acre minimum, dependent on 
slope), to  reflect the septic system constraints that are present 
in different portions of the subdivision.  The commercial areas  
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  fronting Route 84 are zoned H-1/S-10 or H-1/S-11 (limited highway 
frontage, with minimum parcel sizes of 20,000 square feet and 5 
acres).  The H-1 zoning district allows a variety of commercial uses 
oriented to highway traffic.  The private open space lands are zoned 
COSC (Community Open Space Conservation), reflecting their recrea-
tional and institutional uses.  Current zoning would allow a build-
out of 368 dwelling units.  There are only .3 acres of vacant 
commercial land. 

 
3. Demand for New Development in Rural Service Centers 
 
 There is a need for new housing,  both in the County and in the Bay Area 

as a whole, as documented in the County's Housing Element,3 and for 
visitor-serving commercial facilities in the Coastal Zone, as documented 
in the LCP.4  The need for housing is a regional problem that has been 
created as much by large increases in new employment in Santa Clara 
County and San Francisco without a corresponding increase in the supply 
of housing, as by increases in San Mateo County itself.5  However, there 
has been relatively little employment growth in the coastal and moun-
tainous areas, and only a small number of housing units actually con-
structed in these areas.6 

 
 In the South Coast, the amount of land converted to residential use has 

been lower than in the Mid-Coast, due primarily to remoteness from Bay-
side employment centers.  However, as documented in the LCP, the South 
Coast has a clear need for more housing, particularly for smaller units 
and for farm worker housing.7  There is also a smaller need for housing 
to serve local employees in coastal recreation-oriented industries such 
as restaurants and retail shops.  The actual number of units constructed 
in the South Coast, however, has been low, primarily due to the con-
straints of providing adequate water supply and sewage disposal and the 
continuing demand for much of the land to remain in agricultural produc-
tion. 

 
 Although Pescadero and San Gregorio are not in great demand as sites for 

new housing, a significant increase in the number of visitors passing 
through them to the coastal beaches is expected.  The County's Parks and 
Recreation Element has projected that the demand for certain County park 
uses will exceed capacity during the 1980's8, and that steps need to be 
taken to correct these deficiencies.  The State's Park and Recreation 
Information System (PARIS) indicates that tremendous pressures on coas-
tal beaches from weekend and summer visitors will continue and proposes 
to focus future funding on campsites and recreational parking facilities 
on the Coast where the demand is most intense.9  The demand for recrea-
tional facilities will also result in increasing demand for visitor-
serving commercial facilities in the Coastal Zone. 

 
 Although many La Honda residents commute to jobs in the Bayside, there 

have been few new dwellings constructed in the La Honda rural service 
center since 1980, due primarily to the small parcel sizes and the con-
straints of providing adequate water supplies and sewage disposal.  La 
Honda may also experience an increase in demand for visitor-serving 
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 facilities as the County implements its master plans for each of the 
parks in the vicinity (which are now primarily in a wilderness state), 
allowing for more campers and day visitors.  The County Parks Department 
expects significant increases in traffic on La Honda, Pescadero and 
Alpine Roads when the park development master plans for Memorial, Sam 
McDonald and Pescadero Creek Parks are implemented.10  Such an increase 
in traffic could stimulate the commercial development of remaining high-
way commercial lands and possibly increase the intensity of development 
of existing commercial facilities. 

 
B. RURAL SUBDIVISIONS 
 
1. Inventory 
 
 There are 21 subdivided areas in the rural portion of San Mateo County. 
 Subdivided areas are aggregations of parcels of five acres or less, 

either as the result of one action or a pattern of subdivisions that has 
occurred over time.  Most of these subdivided areas were created between 
1900 and 1930, primarily to provide weekend and vacation homes for resi-
dents of more urbanized portions of the Bay Area.  Today, most of these 
vacation cabins have become homes for permanent residents, many of whom 
commute to employment centers in the Bayside. 

 
 Table 9.3 lists the rural subdivisions of San Mateo County, the existing 

land uses and zoning, the number of existing dwelling units and poten-
tial buildout allowed by present zoning in each.  The general location 
of the areas is indicated on the Existing Rural Land Use map.  For pur-
poses of analysis, the rural subdivisions can be divided into four broad 
subareas:  (1) the eastern slope of the Santa Cruz Mountains, which will 
be referred to as East of Skyline Boulevard; (2) the vicinity of Skyline 
Boulevard, which will be referred to as the Skyline Area (including the 
Middleton Tract, which is somewhat remote from Skyline Boulevard, but 
uses it for primary access); (3) the vicinity of the La Honda rural ser-
vice center, including the Loma Mar Subdivision, which is somewhat iso-
lated and autonomous, which will be referred to as the La Honda-Loma Mar 
Area; and (4) the rural portion of the Coastal Zone, which will be 
referred to as the Coastal Zone. 

 
 a. East of Skyline Boulevard Subdivisions 
 
  As the pattern of urban growth expanded into the foothill areas, a 

number of small clusters of residential development began to en-
croach on the eastern slope of the Santa Cruz Mountains.  The first 
of these, Los Trancos Woods (1929), was originally developed as a 
cluster of summer cabins used by residents of more urbanized por-
tions of the Bay Area.  Like other rural subdivided areas, this area 
now hosts permanent residents. 

 
  Bear Gulch Road-East was originally a logging road that served the 

large holdings of a lumber company.  As the commercially valuable 
timber was exhausted, the company eventually subdivided its holdings 
and sold them to private parties.  Incremental development of indi-
vidual single family homes has occurred in the area since then. 
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 TABLE 9.3 
 
 RURAL SUBDIVISIONS IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1984 
 
 EXISTING NUMBER OF ADDITIONAL DWELLING UNITS  CURRENT 
 DWELLING DWELLINGS ALLOWED BY AT BUILDOUT TO  ZONING 
SUBDIVISION UNITS1 CURRENT ZONING2 CURRENT ZONING CURRENT LAND USES DESIGNATIONS 
 
EAST OF SKYLINE BOULEVARD 
Los Trancos Woods 90 80 170 Single Family Residential R-1/S-8 
Vista Verde 124 126 250 Single Family Residential R-E/S-11 
       General Open Space R-1/S-10 
      R-1/S-8, RM3 
Bear Gulch Road - East 5 28 33 Single Family Residential RM 
       General Open Space 
     Subtotal 219 234 453 
 
SKYLINE AREA 
Quail Lane 21 12 33 Single Family Residential H-1/S-11, RM 
       Highway Commercial 
Sierra Morena Woods 88 116 204 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
       Highway Commercial R-1/S-11 
      R-E/S-11 
      H-1/S-11 
Redwood Park 60 20 80 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10, RM 
       County Park 
Kings Mountain Park 26 47 73 Single Family Residential R-1/S-11 
      R-3/S-11 
Sky Ranch Estates 14 1 15 Single Family Residential R-1/S-11 
 
Skylonda 139 53 192 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
      R-E/S-10 
La Honda Vista 18 18 36 Single Family Residential R-E/S-11 
      R-1/S-11 
Heacox Road 9 9 18 Single Family Residential RM 
       Agriculture 
Middle Tract 33 30 63 Single Family Residential RM 
       Agriculture 
     Subtotal 408 306 714   Private Utilities 
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 TABLE 9.3 (continued) 
 
 RURAL SUBDIVISIONS IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1984 
 
 
 EXISTING NUMBER OF ADDITIONAL DWELLING UNITS  CURRENT 
 DWELLING DWELLINGS ALLOWED BY AT BUILDOUT TO  ZONING 
SUBDIVISION UNITS1 CURRENT ZONING2 CURRENT ZONING CURRENT LAND USES DESIGNATIONS 
 
LA HONDA /LOMA MAR AREA 
Alpine Creek Tract 29 0 29 Single Family Residential R-1/S-11, RM 
       Open Space 
La Honda/Redwood Prop. 25 2 27 Single Family Residential R-1/S-11, RM 
       Highway Commercial 
Redwood Terrace 22 5 27 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
Loma Mar 29 18 47 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
       Highway Commercial H-1/S-10 
Pescadero Creek Park Subdiv. 4 2 6 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
Guthrie Subdivision 13 5 18 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
 
 Subtotal 122 32 154 
 
COASTAL ZONE 
Dearborn Park 30 247 277 Single Family Residential R-1/S-7 
       Agriculture R-1/S-8 
      R-1/S-9 
Butano Falls 77 69 146 Single Family Residential R-1/S-10 
       Private Utility TPZ/CZ 
Portola Heights 18 154 172 Very Low Density RM/CZ 
       Residential                     
 Subtotal 125 470 595 
 
 
TOTALS  874 1,042 1,916 
  
 
Source:  San Mateo County Planning Division 
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TABLE 9.3 (continued) 
 

RURAL SUBDIVISIONS IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
1984 

 
 
 
Notes: 1. Existing dwelling units were determined by review of County Assessor's 

records.  Those parcels that were assigned a residential use code and 
indicated a substantial assessed value for improvements were counted as 
dwelling units.  These counts were confirmed by windshield survey where 
possible. 

 
 2. The number of additional dwelling units allowed by current zoning was 

determined by two methods.  In the Skyline and the La Honda-Loma Mar 
Subdivisions, the data from the Skyline Area General Plan Amendment was 
used.  This data includes an analysis of the buildout that could take 
place if merger of substandard lots is pursued.  The buildout for the 
remaining areas was determined by analyzing the number of dwelling units 
allowed assuming development of all vacant parcels and subdivision of 
all parcels to densities allowed by existing zoning.  The more complex 
merger analysis was not pursued for these areas, so the buildout estim-
ates are probably higher than what would actually occur. 

 
 3. If a vacant parcel in any rural subdivision is zoned RM, it is assumed 

that the minimum parcel size for any land division in the RM district is 
five acres.  Similarly, if a parcel zoned RM is already developed, it is 
assumed that it has no additional development potential. 
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  Vista Verde was the most recently subdivided area (mid-1960's), but 
it has had the most development problems.  Unfortunately, many homes 
were seriously damaged by unstable soils and landslide conditions 
common to the area.  The San Andreas Fault passes nearby, providing 
further geotechnical constraints. 

 
 b. Skyline Area Subdivisions 
 
  During the decades in which the San Francisco Peninsula was settled, 

several roads and logging trails were built to cross and follow the 
Skyline ridge.  Not until the 1920's was a route running the length 
of the County constructed in the rugged hills.  Following the con-
struction of Skyline Boulevard, the whole area was made more acces-
sible.  Many areas along Skyline Boulevard were subdivided between 
1908 and 1928.  These include Sierra Morena Woods (1922), Redwood 
Park (1908), Kings Mountain Park (1928), and Skylonda (1928).  These 
subdivisions were first used as vacation homes, but attracted more 
and more permanent residents in the 1930's and 1940's. 

 
  Further south along Skyline Boulevard are the Sky Ranch Estates 

subdivision, which was the last major subdivision (of five or more 
lots) approved in the Skyline Area (1967), and the subdivided area 
adjacent to Heacox Road, between Skyline Boulevard and Portola 
Valley.  The Heacox Road area was not developed as one subdivision 
but resulted from a series of minor subdivisions and earlier land 
divisions preceding the Subdivision Map Act that were eventually 
legalized by the County. 

 
  Finally, the Middleton Tract subdivision is several miles south of 

Skyline Boulevard, located on Portola State Park Road and surrounded 
on three sides by the park boundary.  This area was originally a 
logging camp and, like the Heacox Road area, has been divided not by 
one subdivision action but by numerous divisions preceding the Sub-
division Map Act that were eventually legalized by the County. 

 
 c. La Honda-Loma Mar Subdivisions 
 
  La Honda, which has its roots in the timber industry, is the focal 

point of several rural subdivisions.  Subdivision activity occurred 
in this area between 1917 and 1932 as access improved with the con-
struction of new roads.  Subdivisions in the La Honda vicinity out-
side of the rural service center are the Alpine Creek Tract, La 
Honda Redwood Properties, and Redwood Terrace subdivisions, all of 
which directly front on one of the major roads serving the area. 

 
  Somewhat removed from the La Honda vicinity is the Loma Mar area, 

named after a subdivision approved in 1932.  This residential area 
includes the Loma Mar, Pescadero Creek Park, and Guthrie subdivi-
sions.  Like other subdivided areas, Loma Mar was originally devel-
oped with summer cabins. The area grew due to its close proximity to 
the large private camps and public parks in the vicinity, and is 
located approximately midway between La Honda and Pescadero. 
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 d. Coastal Zone Subdivisions 
 
  Three subdivided areas are located in the Coastal Zone.  The Dear-

born Park and Butano Falls subdivisions are both located in remote 
inland portions of the South Coast.  They were developed after World 
War I when access roads to the coast were improved.  The Portola 
Heights area just outside of Montara was originally subdivided 
earlier this century into small parcels, but then consolidated 
through merger action in the late 1970's into the larger parcel 
sizes (approximately five acres) that exist today. 

 
2. Current Land Use and Zoning 
 
 The subdivided areas are almost entirely developed with low or medium-

low density residential uses.  Unlike the rural service centers, there 
are few commercial or higher density residential uses in these areas.  
There are some vacant parcels. 

 
 a. East of Skyline Boulevard Subdivisions 
 
  The Los Trancos Woods, Vista Verde, and Bear Gulch Road-East areas 

are developed with low density rural residential uses.  Bear Gulch 
Road-East is zoned RM.  Los Trancos Woods is zoned R-1/S-8.  Vista 
Verde has a mixture of zoning districts:  R-1/S-10, R-E/S-11, R-1/S-
8, and portions that are zoned RM.  Many of the parcels in these 
subdivided areas are vacant due to steep slopes, geotechnical haz-
ards, poor access, or other developmental constraints.  A total of 
234 additional dwelling units is possible in this area under present 
zoning. 

 
 b. Skyline Area Subdivisions 
 
  Table 9.3 illustrates that the Skyline Area subdivisions are over-

whelmingly residential in nature, with a few pockets of highway com-
mercial or neighborhood commercial. 

 
  The Heacox Road and Middleton Tract areas are presently developed to 

lower densities than the other Skyline Area Subdivisions.  The 
Heacox Road area is divided into parcels which are approximately 
five acres in size, and located in open grassland or mixed woodland 
landscapes that are highly visible from Skyline Boulevard.  The 
Middleton Tract also is divided into parcels that are generally five 
acres in size, but in a very different landscape that is dominated 
by redwood trees. 

 
  Table 9.3 indicates that the Skyline Area subdivisions have a build-

out potential of 306 additional dwelling units.  At the present 
time, there is only a minimal amount of vacant commercially zoned 
acreage. 
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 c. La Honda/Loma Mar Subdivisions 
 
  The La Honda/Loma Mar subdivisions are also overwhelmingly developed 

with residential land uses.  La Honda itself is a rural service cen-
ter, so there are more extensive commercial uses.  There is one 
highway-oriented commercial use in Loma Mar, and one in the La 
Honda-Redwood Properties area. Table 9.3 summarizes land use and 
zoning for these areas also, indicating a buildout potential of 32 
additional dwelling units. 

 
 d. Coastal Zone Subdivisions 
 
  Dearborn Park and Butano Falls are also primarily in residential 

use.  There are commercial uses in the Dearborn Park subdivided 
area, but only residential uses in the Butano Falls subdivision, 

  as indicated in Table 9.3. 
 
  The Portola Heights area is developed with a few single family 

residences at very low densities and is presently zoned RM.  An 
additional 470 units can be developed in the Coastal Zone 
subdivisions under existing zoning. 

 
3. Demand for New Development 
 
 a. East of Skyline Boulevard Subdivisions 
 
  Development has been slow in the Bear Gulch Road-East, Vista Verde, 

and Los Trancos Woods areas due to the developmental constraints 
present in these areas.  The County has been very cautious in re-
viewing any development applications in these areas. 

 
  Bear Gulch Road-East, a private road, has recently been improved 

through an assessment district of the private property owners who 
benefit from the use of this road.  The improved condition of this 
road may facilitate the development of remaining lots, although 
geotechnical hazards still pose a constraint in the area. 

 
  The Vista Verde and Los Trancos Woods areas continue to have poor 

access, as well as geotechnical hazards.  They also have adverse 
conditions for septic systems as documented in the 1982 Onsite 
Wastewater Study. 

 
 b. Skyline Area Subdivisions 
 
  The demand for new development in the rural subdivisions has been 

tempered by the high real estate prices for parcels, especially 
those adjacent to the Skyline ridge area.  It has also been con-
strained by the lack of water and adequate area for septic system 
drain fields and the skyrocketing costs of construction.11  Thus, 
the demand for new building sites is restricted to those who can 
afford to solve many of these development problems.  In the area 
adjacent to Route 84, the Skyline Area subdivisions are built to  



RURAL LAND USE EXISTING LAND USE 
 
 

 
 9.18 

  similar densities as residential development within the Town of 
Woodside, and residential values correspond also.  Only nine new 
dwelling units have been constructed in the Skyline Area subdivi-
sions since 1980.12  This low rate of development reflects the high 
real estate prices and physical constraints to development that are 
found in the area. 

 
 c. La Honda-Loma Mar Subdivisions 
 
  The need for housing for persons willing to commute to the Bayside 

is fairly strong in the La Honda area.  The 1980 Census data on 
journey-to-work indicates a significant number of commuters who 
drive to jobs in the Bayside.13  Many La Honda residents are urban 
professionals who seek to live in a more rural atmosphere.  However, 
the rate of housing construction has been slow due to sewage and 
water constraints.  The Loma Mar area is more removed from the Bay-
side, so demand for new housing is not as high in this subdivided 
area.  Only 15 new dwelling units have been constructed in the La 
Honda-Loma Mar subdivisions since 1980.14 

 
 d. Coastal Zone Subdivisions 
 
  There has been very little building activity in the South Coast due 

primarily to limitations on water supply.  Most of the activity has 
occurred in the Pescadero rural service center.  No new dwelling 
units have been constructed in the more remote subdivisions such as 
Butano Falls and Dearborn Park since 1980.  Although the LCP encour-
ages more visitor-serving commercial activities and visitor usage to 
coastal parks and beaches continues to rise, few new facilities have 
been constructed or are projected to be constructed.15 

 
C. RURAL LANDS 
 
1. Inventory 
 
 The term rural lands refers to those areas of rural San Mateo County 

outside of the rural service centers and rural subdivisions which are 
primarily undeveloped or developed at very low densities.  The resources 
of the rural lands provided adequate sustenance to the first dwellers of 
the area, the Costanoan Indians, who subsisted by hunting, fishing, and 
using the natural plants of the area.  Agriculture was not practiced 
until the Spanish missionaries arrived in the mid-18th Century.  How-
ever, by 1810, the original subsistence economy of the Costanoans had 
been replaced by one organized around the Spanish missions.16 

 
 Under Spanish rule, most of the ownership of land was vested in the 

Crown.  With the establishment of Mexican rule in 1821, the pattern of 
ownership shifted to large landowners who were the recipients of the 
Mexican land grants.  More than a dozen of these "ranchos" were initi-
ally granted in the County.  The establishment of large land holdings 
altered the emphasis of the rural area's agricultural economy from an 
almost feudal system of small subsistence plots to large cattle ranches. 
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 Smaller parcelization began during the Gold Rush era in the mid-19th 
century due to the influx of new settlers, who incrementally bought or 
squatted on portions of the ranchos.  As new settlement continued, the 
increase in demand for building materials inspired more harvesting of 
timber in the foothill areas of the Santa Cruz Mountains.  Numerous log-
ging camps were established, and a commercial center began to develop 
around La Honda. 

 
 The flat agricultural lands of the Coastal Zone experienced an increas-

ing influx of small farmers, who often had bitter battles over ownership 
of land with the Mexican rancheros.  After the San Francisco earthquake 
of 1906, grandiose plans were made to build new cities for the refugees 
from the urban area.  However, lack of access prevented much development 
until the mid-20th century, when the area came under increasing pressure 
for development for housing for commuters to jobs in the Bayside.  
Although much subdivision occurred during the 1950's and 1960's in the 
Half Moon Bay vicinity, most of the South Coast retains its large 
parcels and agricultural uses. 

 
2. Current Land Use and Zoning 
 
 The uses and densities permitted by the zoning districts underlying the 

rural lands is one of the strongest determinants of how land is pres-
ently used or could be used.  Table 9.4 indicates the acreage in each of 
the rural zoning districts.  Table 9.5 indicates the level of develop-
ment currently allowed by these zoning districts in the major subregions 
of the County. 

 
 a. Agricultural Lands 
 
  (1) Categories and Location of Agricultural Lands 
 
   A significant percentage of the rural lands are being used for 

or have potential to be used for agricultural purposes.  There 
are two major categories of existing agricultural land use.  
The first is for the cultivation of crops, including cultiva-
tion that occurs inside of greenhouses.  Large acreages of 
agricultural soils and a unique microclimate make the lands in 
the coastal terraces and valleys suitable for the raising of 
different crops, including a number of specialty crops.17 

 
   A second major agricultural land use is for the grazing of 

livestock.18  In the Santa Cruz Mountains area, the steep 
terrain and very narrow alluvial valleys of the perennial 
streams preclude most of the agricultural uses found in the 
Coastal Zone.  In this area, agricultural use is primarily in 
the form of animal grazing in the grasslands, on the open 
ridges and a few orchard lands where valleys widen as they near 
the Coastal Zone.  Significant grazing activity also occurs in 
the foothills which rise just east of the Coastal Plain. 

 



 

 
 9.20 

TABLE 9.4 
 

AMOUNT OF ACREAGE IN RURAL ZONING DISTRICTS 
1984 

 
 
 

ZONING DISTRICT ACREAGE 
 
 
Planned Agricultural District (PAD) 55,684 
 
Resource Management District (RM) 63,545 
 
Resource Management District/Coastal Zone (RM/CZ) 13,150 
 
Timberland Preserve (Production) Zone District (TPZ) 21,451 
 
Timberland Preserve (Production) Zone District/ 
   Coastal Zone (TPZ/CZ) 7,787 
 
 
TOTAL ACRES 161,617 
 
TOTAL SQUARE MILES 253 
 
 
 
Source:  San Mateo County Planning Division 
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TABLE 9.5 
 

RESIDENTIAL BUILDOUT PERMITTED BY CURRENT ZONING 
IN RURAL AREAS OF SAN MATEO COUNTY 

 
 
  EXISTING BUILDOUT 
LAND USE CATEGORY DWELLING UNITS DWELLING UNITS 
 
Rural Service Centers 
 
 La Honda 278 368 
 Pescadero 47 67 
 San Gregorio 3 7 
 
      Subtotal 328 442 
 
Subdivided Areas1 
 
 Skyline Area 408 713 
 La Honda/Loma Mar Area 122 154 
 Coastal Zone 125 595 
 
      Subtotal 655 1,462 
 
Rural Lands2 
 
 Skyline Area3 260 1,560 
 Coastal Zone4 700 1,750 
 Remainder5 11 1,966 
 
      Subtotal 971 5,276 
 
 
 TOTAL 1,954 7,180 
 
 
Source:  San Mateo County Planning Division 
 
Notes: 1. See Note 1 on Table 9.3 for explanation of how buildout was 

determined for the subdivided areas. 
 
 2. Buildout refers to the maximum development allowed by a density 

matrix analysis of remaining rural lands outside of subdivided 
areas and rural service centers. 

 
 3. Within Skyline-Santa Cruz Mountains Study Area. 
 
 4. Within the boundaries of the Coastal Zone. 
 
 5. Remaining areas between Interstate 280 and the Skyline-Coastal 

Zone area, including the San Francisco Watershed Lands. 
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   The Existing Rural Land Use map indicates those areas which are 
either in cultivation or being actively grazed at this time or 
which, whether grown naturally or through management, are suit-
able for the grazing or browsing of livestock.19  The agricul-
tural acreages are summarized by watershed in Table 9.6. 

 
  (2) Agricultural Products of San Mateo County 
 
   San Mateo County's agricultural lands produce a wide variety of 

products for both local and distant markets.  Many of the vege-
tables and fruits found in local groceries are grown within the  

   County, including specialty crops such as artichokes and Brus-
sels sprouts.  San Mateo County is one of the nation's leading 
supplier of these two vegetables, which are grown most produc-
tively in the unique climate offered in the Coastal Zone.20  
The variety and diversity of the County's agricultural products 
are summarized in Table 9.7. 

 
   In recent years, the most commercially profitable agricultural 

sector has been the floricultural and ornamental nursery crop 
industry.  In the same time period, there have been minor de-
clines both in the value and acreage of many of the specialty 
field crops such as Brussels sprouts, but the overall acreage 
has remained roughly the same.  Table 9.8 summarizes the 
changes in acreage and value over the past ten years for the 
most important of the County's agricultural products. 

 
  (3) Organization of Agricultural Operations 
 
   There are currently about 330 farms in San Mateo County includ-

ing ranching operations.  Between 1969 and 1978, the number of 
farms in the County declined with the most severe declines in 
small operations between 1 and 50 acres in size.  The change in 
the number of farms by size is summarized in Table 9.9.  The 
overwhelming majority of these farms are located in the rural 
portion of the County, although there are still a few key 
agricultural operations in the urbanized area. 

 
   In spite of the decline of the small farming operations, a 

majority are still operated by the individuals and families who 
also own the property being farmed.  A smaller percentage of 
farms are operated by corporations or partnerships who lease 
their land for farming by tenants.  Table 9.10 summarizes farm 
ownership patterns in the County. 

 
  (4) Current Zoning of Agricultural Lands 
 
   The agricultural lands in the Coastal Zone were inventoried 

during the preparation of the Local Coastal Program.  Parcels 
containing prime agricultural soils or other soils suitable for 
agriculture were subsequently zoned PAD as a result of this 
inventory.  Other agricultural lands which do not fall into 
these categories are zoned RM/CZ. 
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TABLE 9.6 
 

AGRICULTURAL ACREAGE IN RURAL SAN MATEO COUNTY BY WATERSHED 
1984 

 
 
 
 CULTIVATED GRAZING TOTAL 
WATERSHED    LANDS LANDS ACREAGE 
 
San Pedro 0 37 37 
San Vicente 367 165 532 
Denniston 147 0 147 
Arroyo De En Medio 55 0 55 
Frenchman's 92 37 129 
Crystal Springs 0 165 165 
Pilarcitos 698 3,490 4,224 
Arroyo Canada De Verde 496 2,277 2,773 
Purisima 165 3,085 3,250 
Lobitos 569 1,414 1,983 
Tunitas 37 4,169 4,206 
San Gregorio 696 14,086 14,782 
Pomponio 18 3,398 3,416 
Pescadero 863 5,473 6,336 
Butano 1,267 1,965 3,232 
Arroyo De Los Frijoles 202 588 790 
Yankee Jim Gulch 845 1,120 1,965 
Gazos 37 478 515 
White House 110 1,010 1,120 
Cascade 1,359 459 1,818 
San Francisquito 0 331 331 
 
TOTAL 8,023 43,747 51,770 
 
 
 
 
Source:  San Mateo County Planning Division 
 
Note: Acreage measurements were obtained using a planimeter 
 so there may be a ten percent margin of error in either direction.  

However, this is the best available data to illustrate the breakdown 
of agricultural use by specific watershed. 
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TABLE 9.7 
 

AGRICULTURAL CROPS GROWN COMMERCIALLY IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
CATEGORY CROPS 
 
Vegetable Artichokes, Snap Beans, Brussels Sprouts, Cabbage, all 

varieties of Lettuce, Market Peas, Potatoes, Radish, 
Spinach and New Zealand Spinach, Pumpkins; miscel-
laneous vegetables, including:  Beets, Celery, Leeks, 
Mushrooms, Summer Squash and Swiss Chard. 

 
Floral and Nursery - Heather, Iris, Daisies, Strawflowers; miscellaneous  
  Outdoor Grown flowers, including:  Calla Lily, Chrysanthemum, Cut 

Foliage, Stock, Violets and Yarrow; Ornamentals, in-
cluding:  Herbaceous Perennials, Christmas Trees and 
Nursery Stock. 

 
  Indoor Grown Cut flowers:  Carnations; Chrysanthemums, including:  

Standard--Fuji, Spiders, Disbuds, Anemone and Pompon; 
Roses; miscellaneous cut flowers, including:  Fern, 
Freesia, Gardenias, Lilies, Orchids, Snapdragons and 
Stephanotis; Potted Plants, including:  African 
Violets, Chrysanthemums, Lilies, Orchids and 
Poinsettias; Propagated Plants, including:  Bedding 
plants, Cuttings and Liners. 

 
Field Dry edible Beans, including:  Fava Beans; Barley; Hay, 

including:  Grain Hay, Oat Hay, Barley Hay, Alfalfa and 
other Tame Hay; Oats; Pasture, including Irrigated and 
other. 

 
Flower and Vegetable Various flower and vegetable products sold as seeds,  
  Seed including Fava Beans, Beans, Grains, Primroses and 

other Decoratives. 
 
Fruit and Nut Apples, Prunes, Strawberries, Walnuts; miscellaneous 

Fruits, including:  Apricots, Grapes, Pears, Plums and 
Bushberries. 

 
Livestock Cattle and Calves; Sheep and Lambs; Hogs and Pigs; 

Poultry. 
 
Livestock and Apiary Wool; Honey; Beeswax 
  Products 
 
 
 
Source: San Mateo County Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Crop Report, 

1982. 
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TABLE 9.8 
 

CHANGES IN ACREAGE AND VALUES OF MAJOR AGRICULTURAL CROP CATEGORIES 
IN RURAL AREAS OF SAN MATEO COUNTY 

1972-1982 
 
 
  1972   1982   CHANGE 1972-82  
AGRICULTURAL CATEGORY ACREAGE DOLLAR VALUE ACREAGE DOLLAR VALUE ACREAGE    VALUE 
 
Vegetable Crops  3,871  9,845,500  3,242  25,021,000   (629)  15,175,500 
 
Flower and Nursery Crops  1,259  9,807,000  1,722  26,088,000    463  16,281,000 
      Outdoor Grown 
 
Flower and Nursery Crops    2851 20,910,400    3961  90,015,000    111  69,104,600 
      Indoor Grown 
 
Field Crops 47,136    684,260 41,965   1,181,700 (5,441)     497,440 
 
Seed Crops    N/A     13,100    N/A      46,000    N/A      32,900 
 
Fruit and Nut Crops     98    101,500    160     385,000     62     283,500 
 
Livestock and Poultry    N/A  1,365,800    N/A   1,523,400    N/A     157,600 
 
Livestock and Apiary Products    N/A     89,150    N/A      25,270    N/A     (63,880) 
 
     TOTALS  42,816,710  144,285,370  101,468,660 
 
 
 
Source: San Mateo County Agricultural Crop Reports, 1972-82. 
 
Note: 1. The total area of Flower and Nursery Crops grown indoors is normally expressed in square footage, but it has been 

converted for acreage to maintain consistency in this table.  The square footage figures are 12,393,900 for 1972 
and 17,243,000 for 1982 respectively. 
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TABLE 9.8a 
 

CHANGES IN ACREAGE AND VALUES OF MAJOR AGRICULTURAL CROP CATEGORIES 
IN RURAL AREAS OF SAN MATEO COUNTY 

1982-1984 
 
 
  1984   CHANGE 1982-84  
 
AGRICULTURAL CATEGORY ACREAGE DOLLAR VALUE ACREAGE DOLLAR VALUE 
 
 
Vegetable Crops  3,405   29,512,000    163   4,491,000 
 
Flower and Nursery Crops (Outdoor)  1,725   29,317,000      3   3,229,000 
 
Flower and Nursery Crops (Indoor)    4111  111,364,000     15  21,349,000 
 
Field Crops 40,340    1,194,300 (1,625)      12,600 
 
Seed Crops    N/A       60,000    N/A      14,000 
 
Fruit and Nut Crops    N/A      495,000    N/A     110,000 
 
Livestock and Poultry    N/A    1,382,100    N/A    (141,300) 
 
Livestock and Apiary Products    N/A       22,800    N/A      (2,470) 
 
 
     TOTALS  $173,347,200  $29,938,730 
 
 
 
Source: San Mateo County Agricultural Crop Reports, 1982-84. 
 
Note: 1. The total area of Flower and Nursery Crops grown indoors is normally expressed in square footage, 

but it has been converted for acreage to maintain consistency in this table.  The square footage 
figures are 17,243,000 for 1982 and 17,890,000 for 1984 respectively. 

 
 

 



 

 
 9.26 

 

 TABLE 9.9 
 
 NUMBER OF FARMS BY SIZE IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1969 - 1982 

 

 NUMBER OF FARMS 

SIZE OF FARM (Acres) 1969 1978  1982

1 to 9 143 129  125

10 to 49 126 56  69

50 to 69 12 15  21

70 to 99 15 25  19

100 to 139 17 15  17

140 to 179 17 15  9

180 to 219 9 3  6

220 to 259 7 5  1

260 to 499 20 22  19

500 to 999 26 22  13

1,000 TO 1,999 14 13  13

2,000 and over 6 8  10

TOTAL 412 328  322

 

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census: 1974 Census of Agriculture, 
Vol. 2, Part 5, California, page 235; 

 1978 Census of Agriculture, Vol. l, Part 5, 
California, page 385. 

 1982 Census of Agriculture, Vol. 1, Part 5, 
California, page 157. 
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 TABLE 9.10 
 
 FARM OWNERSHIP IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1982 
 
 
 
 NUMBER OF FARMS ACRES 
 
Tenure of Operator 
 
 Full Owner 199 ( 61.8%) 26,665 ( 38.1%) 
 Part Owner 51 ( 15.8%) 30,626 ( 43.8%) 
 Tenant Only 72 ( 22.4%) 12,627 ( 18.1%) 
 
 
TOTAL 322 (100.0%) 69,918 (100.0%) 
 
 
 
 
Type of Organization 
 
 Individual/Family 232 ( 72.0%) 52,116 ( 74.5%) 
 Partnership 39 ( 12.1%) *     
 Corporation 49 ( 15.3%) 9,253 ( 13.2%) 
 Other 2 (  0.6%) *    
 
 
TOTAL 322 (100.0%) 69,918 
 
 
 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1982 Census of Agriculture, Volume 1, 

Part 5, California, pages 169 and 174. 
 
*Withheld to avoid disclosing data for individual farms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



RURAL LAND USE EXISTING LAND USE 
 
 

 
 9.28 

 

   In the Skyline Area, most of the open grassland areas suitable 
for grazing have been zoned RM (Resource Management), although 
there are portions of lands zoned TPZ where some grazing is 
feasible.21 

 
 b. Timber Production Lands 
 
  The second most extensive use of County lands for resource produc-

tion and/or extraction is for timber harvesting.  Three major cate-
gories of timber harvesting operations are found:  coniferous for-
ests, hardwoods, and Christmas tree farms.  Only a small portion of 
the lands which have timber production potential are currently being 
harvested, as reflected on the Existing Rural Land Use map. 

 
  (1) Location of Timber Production Lands 
 
   The mountainous areas east of the Coastal Plain generally south 

of State Route 92 contain commercially productive conifers such 
as redwood and douglas fir that are suitable for timber harves-
ting.  The location and quality of the timberlands is discussed 
in more detail in the Vegetative, Water, Fish and Wildlife 
Chapter.  Generally, harvesting takes place in the more remote 
portions of the mountainous area on large parcels managed by 
logging firms.  Redwood is the most widely harvested of the 
timber crops.  Other commercially valuable hardwoods such as 
oak, eucalyptus and madrone are found in the mixed woodland and 
oak savanna vegetative communities.  Generally, these vegeta-
tive communities are found in the foothills and ridge areas of 
the rural lands. 

 
   Christmas tree farms are located in all sections of the rural 

areas, generally limited only by the ability to obtain adequate 
irrigation and easy access for potential customers.  They tend 
to be located along the major highways serving the rural area. 

 
  (2) Timber Products in San Mateo County 
 
   Commercial timber harvesting was a major industry in San Mateo 

County during the 1860's when at least 11 sawmills were 
operating in the County.  The industry has since declined and 
there are currently no local sawmills in operation.  The 
nearest operating sawmill is in Davenport, just south of the 
County line on the Coast highway. 

 
   Conifers and hardwoods are harvested under timber harvesting 

permits issued by the State of California Department of For-
estry.22  Approximately six million board feet are harvested 
annually.  At the present time, there are 18 active harvests 
taking place in the County, encompassing some 3,467 acres.23  
In 1981, the timber harvested was valued at over $1 million. 
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   The timber harvested from coniferous forests provides quality 
lumber for use by the local and regional construction industry.  
The harvest of hardwood trees has increasingly become popular 
as a source for firewood which are sold for up to $150-$200 per 
cord.  Table 9.11 summarizes the amount and estimated value of 
both conifer and hardwood harvests.  The volume of timber 
harvested during this period has been well below the presumed 
sustained yield in San Mateo County of 10 million board feet 
per year.  This has primarily been due to higher interest rates 
and a slowdown in the building and construction industry which 
has reduced the demand and market value for timber in recent 
years. 

 
   The harvest of Christmas trees continues to be one of the most 

profitable resource extraction uses in the rural area and the 
values of the annual harvest have been rising in recent years, 
as documented in Table 9.12. 

 
  (3) Organization of Timber Harvest Operations 
 
   Timber operators who harvest conifers and hardwoods tend to 

have large holdings and are located in the mountainous areas of 
the County.  One of these companies, Big Creek Lumber based in 
Santa Cruz, has significant holdings of several thousand acres 
in the southern portion of the County. 

 
   When timber is harvested for lumber, it must be hauled out of 

the County to major sawmills in Sonoma County, Soledad in Mon-
terey County, or Davenport in Santa Cruz County.  Haul routes 
and other details such as specified times for hauling are set 
by the conditions of the timber harvesting permit issued by the 
State. 

 
  (4) Current Zoning of Timber Lands 
 
   Most of the lands that are currently being harvested or which 

have potential for harvest are located in the Timberland Pre-
serve (production) zoning districts (TPZ or TPZ/CZ).  However, 
because inclusion into this district is accomplished by volun-
tary request by the property owner, some productive timber 
lands and current harvests are located in the RM, RM/CZ, or PAD 
zoning districts.  The total acreage of rural lands zoned TPZ 
and TPZ/CZ is indicated in Table 9.4. 

 
 c. Public Recreation Lands 
 
  Public Recreation Lands include parks and open space preserves owned 

and managed by public agencies such as the County, the State of Cal-
ifornia, the Federal government, or the Midpeninsula Regional Open 
Space District.  These agencies have purchased approximately 18,000 
acres for permanent public open space use in the rural portion of 
the County as documented in the Parks and Recreation Chapter. 
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 TABLE 9.11 
 
 COMMERCIAL TIMBER HARVESTING IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1972 - 1981 
 
 
   VOLUME HARVESTED1  
YEAR (in 1,000 Board Feet) DOLLAR VALUE2 
 
1972 6,381 Not available 

1973 5,292 Not available 

1974 5,583 Not available 

1975 6,671 Not available 

1976 5,843 Not available 

1977 7,270    586,000 

1978 5,722  1,362,000 

1979 7,287  1,880,000 

1980 3,506    590,000 

1981 6,446  1,122,000 

 
 
 
Sources: 1972-1976 California Department of Forestry.  Voluntary reports by 

timber operators. 
 
 1977-1981 California State Board of Equalization, Timber Tax 

Division.  Mandatory reports, value calculated for 
taxation purposes. 

 
Notes: 1. Includes sawtimber, hardwoods, and miscellaneous products.  A 

board foot is the amount of wood contained in an unfinished 
board one inch thick, 12 inches long, and 12 inches wide. 

 
 2. Value is based on standing timber, before tree is cut (does not 

include labor and other costs of harvesting and processing 
timber). 
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 TABLE 9.12 
 
 CHRISTMAS TREE HARVESTING IN SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1969-1983 
 
 
   ACRES  ESTIMATED MARKET YEAR
 HARVESTED1  VALUE2 (DOLLARS) 
 
1969 310 122,000 

1970 320 96,000 

1971 226 188,000 

1972 232 232,000 

1973 203 210,000 

1974 158 168,000 

1975 150 164,000 

1976 236 484,000 

1977 255 714,000 

1978 230 800,000 

1979 200 650,000 

1980 250 700,000 

1981 325 3,140,000 

1982 410 5,800,000 

1983 410 4,600,000 
 
 
 
Sources: San Mateo County Department of Agriculture:  Annual Reports, 1969-

1983; Lou Masini, Biologist; telephone conversation, April 1982. 
 
Notes: 1. Estimated by Department of Agriculture, based on information 

from tree farm owners. 
 
 2. Market value estimated by Department of Agriculture based on 

assumed number of trees produced per acre and current average 
market value of trees.  1982 market value is estimated to be 
$15-20 per tree. 
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  The acreage owned by public recreation providers, however, does not 
reflect the existing land use of the public recreation lands.  Por-
tions of these lands are also used for agriculture, grazing, or tim-
ber production even though they are also owned by public agencies. 

 
  The publicly-owned recreational lands in the rural area are gener-

ally developed with few facilities to serve visitors.  County parks 
such as Sam McDonald and Pescadero Creek are largely wilderness, 
having only a few developed trails to provide public access.  Butano 
and Portola State Parks are similar, containing large tracts of land 
with few visitor-accommodating facilities.  Midpeninsula Regional 
Open Space Lands are intentionally kept in their natural state as 
much as possible in accordance with the District's acquisition and 
development policies.  However, the District maintains some trail 
systems and provides parking for hikers in their facilities.  State 
beaches are in similar passive recreational uses, providing some 
off-road parking but few other facilities such as campgrounds or 
visitor centers. 

 
  In a few cases, other resource extracting uses occur within the par-

cels owned by public agencies.  In isolated areas of Pescadero Creek 
Park, for example, the County Parks Department has conducted selec-
tive harvest of timber in conjunction with debris-clearing opera-
tions.24  There are also active timber harvest permits on certain 
Midpeninsula Regional Open Space Lands.  Agricultural uses such as 
grazing occur on several MROSD parcels, and cultivation of field 
crops occurs in some State beach properties.  The Existing Rural 
Land Use map reflects these uses in spite of the fact that they 
occur within the parcel boundaries of publicly-owned lands. 

 
  In the Santa Cruz Mountains area, public recreation lands are gener-

ally zoned RM (Resource Management).  There are a few instances of 
parcels within Midpeninsula Regional Open Space lands that remain 
zoned for Timberland Production (TPZ). 

 
  In the Coastal Zone, public beaches are generally zoned PAD (Planned 

Agricultural District), reflecting the presence of valuable agri-
cultural soils, which are often present in the terraces that begin 
at the top of the coastal bluffs.  Butano State Park, which is par-
tially located in the Santa Cruz Mountains area, is also zoned PAD 
in its Coastal Zone portion.  Other portions of public recreation 
lands are zoned Resource Management/Coastal Zone (RM/CZ). 

 
 d. Private Recreation Lands 
 
  There are a number of private organizations that own large parcels 

of land for private campgrounds and vacation sites.  Most notable 
are the holdings of the San Francisco and Oakland YMCA organiza-
tions, the Redwood Glen Baptist Camp, and other camps.   There are 
also smaller parcels owned by private clubs or smaller businesses.  
These areas may contain vacation cabins which are only in use for a 
limited time of the year, stables, or other private commercial 
activities.  They are summarized in more detail in the Parks and 
Recreation Chapter. 
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  The private recreational lands tend to have more facilities than the 
public lands and are generally designed to accommodate large groups 
of people during the peak summer season.  Thus, many of them are 
developed with summer cabins, dormitories, swimming pools, group 
shower facilities and assembly rooms.  Camp Loma Mar of the Alameda 
County YMCA even conducts a computer camp during the summer. 

 
  The private recreational lands are generally zoned RM or TPZ (in 

those few parcels where timber harvesting is still actively occur-
ring).  If located in the Coastal Zone, the private recreational 
lands are generally zoned RM/CZ or TPZ/CZ. 

 
 e. Institutional Lands 
 
  Institutional lands are developed with educational facilities, 

churches, police and fire stations, government offices or other 
public buildings, or developed with facilities for educational and 
rehabilitative purposes, such as the Log Cabin Ranch, Honor Camp, 
the Outdoor Education Center, or similar facilities.  These facil-
ities are indicated on the Existing Rural Land Use map and listed in 
Table 9.13.  Most of the lands that are currently in institutional 
use in the rural area are zoned RM or RM/CZ unless they are included 
inside rural service center boundaries, where they are normally 
zoned for residential uses. 

 
 f. Solid Waste Disposal Facilities 
 
  The County has two solid waste disposal facilities in the rural 

area, the Ox Mountain facility off Highway 92 and the Pescadero 
landfill on Bean Hollow Road south of Pescadero.  These two facil-
ities, which are indicated on the Existing Rural Land Use map, have 
been zoned RM or RM/CZ.  They are discussed in greater detail in the 
Solid Waste Chapter. 

 
 g. General Open Space Lands 
 
  General Open Space lands are those which have very low density 

residential uses, contain resources that are not presently being 
used, and/or which are owned by private parties for resource pro-
tection.  This category includes lands for watershed protection and 
lands owned by private groups such as the Audubon Society for nature 
preserves.  Lands in general open space use are generally zoned RM 
or TPZ in the Skyline area and RM/CZ, TPZ/CZ or PAD in the Coastal 
Zone. 

 
 h. Quarries 
 
  There are two major operating quarries in the rural area, the 

Pilarcitos Quarry located off Highway 92, and the Langley Hill 
Quarry located in the remote area west of Skyline Boulevard between 
Highway 84 and Alpine Road.  Both quarries are zoned RM.  More 
detailed information on the economic value and the operations of 
quarries is found in the Mineral Resources Chapter. 
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 TABLE 9.13 
 
 INSTITUTIONAL LAND USES IN RURAL SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 1983 
 
FACILITY GENERAL LOCATION 
 
SCHOOLS 
 
Lobitos School Lobitos Creek Road, South Coast 
Kings Mountain School Swett Road, Skyline area 
La Honda School La Honda 
Pescadero Elementary School Pescadero 
Pescadero High School Pescadero Creek Road at Butano Cut-Off  
   Pescadero 
 
REHABILITATION FACILITIES 
 
Camp Glenwood Pescadero Creek Road, La Honda near 
   Alpine Road 
Sheriff's Honor Camp Pescadero Creek Park 
Log Cabin Ranch Pescadero Creek Road near Alpine Road, La  
   Honda 
San Francisco County Jail Skyline Boulevard, outside San Bruno 
 
COUNTY CORPORATION YARDS 
 
Pescadero Facility Pescadero 
La Honda Facility La Honda 
 
FIRE STATIONS1 
 
Skylonda Station Skyline Boulevard near State Highway 84 
Pescadero Station Pescadero 
 
CEMETERIES 
 
Skylawn Cemetery Skyline Boulevard and State Highway 92 
Pescadero Cemetery Pescadero 
 
MISCELLANEOUS 
 
San Mateo County Dept. of Loma Mar 
  Education, Outdoor 
  Education Facility 
 
 
Source: San Mateo County Planning Division 
 
Notes: 1. Only the California Department of Forestry (CDF) Stations in the 

rural area are listed here.  There are also a number of volunteer 
stations that are an important part of the County fire protection 
system.  These are listed in Table 15.5 of the Natural Hazards 
Chapter. 
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3. Demand for Development of Rural Lands 
 
 The rural lands experience the same County-wide demand pressures for new 

residential and commercial development that occur for rural service 
centers and rural subdivisions.  However, the actual demand, as measured 
by the conversion of land to these uses, has been considerably less.  
One way to look at the concept of "demand" is to break it into two com-
ponents.  There are basic needs or demands by society at large.  These 
include a demand for more affordable housing, more park lands, more land 
for industrial development to create jobs and more land on which to grow 
agricultural crops to feed the population.  Ideally, there would be ade-
quate land resources available to meet all of these needs.  However, in 
a system where the remaining available supply of land is finite and 
there are competing pressures for the use of those lands, there is a 
great difference between ideal demand and actual demand. 

 
 The market forces that have created County and region-wide demand for 

land have been examined in detail in documents such as the LCP and the 
Housing Element.  To obtain a measure that reflects the actual demand, 
this section will focus on what has actually occurred in each of the 
land use categories in recent years.  This should be a more accurate 
measure of demand because it reflects the economic and physical con-
straints addressed in more detail in other chapters of the General Plan. 

 
 a. Residential 
 
  The rate of conversion of land to residential uses in the rural area 

has been extremely slow in recent years.  There have only been 63 
new dwelling units constructed in the rural lands outside of the 
rural service centers and rural subdivisions since 1980.25  The 
pattern of land parcelization in areas that do not front on major 
roads tends to be larger and access is often very poor or not avail-
able.  The cost of these large parcels and the need to provide 
access through difficult terrain has been a deterrent to a signifi-
cant amount of rural residential development.  The Skyline-Santa 
Cruz Mountains Area Study found that there were only 260 dwelling 
units that could be considered "rural" in a 60,000 acre study 
area.26  Many of these homes are not the result of a demand for 
housing for commuters, but rather are ancillary to the farming, 
grazing, or timber harvesting uses taking place on the larger 
parcels. 

 
 b. Commercial 
 
  The greatest need for commercial uses in the rural area is for more 

facilities to serve recreational visitors.  The LCP has documented a 
great unmet demand for more hotels, motels, and restaurants in the 
Coastal Zone.  In the Santa Cruz Mountains area, commercial facili-
ties are found only in La Honda and on Skyline Boulevard north of 
State Route 84.  There is demand for commercial services to serve 
both weekend visitors and the local residents who must drive long 
distances to existing commercial areas.  However, actual rates of 
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  conversion of land to commercial uses remain low.   Many parcels 
that have commercial zoning in the rural area remain undeveloped. 

 
 c. Agriculture 
 
  Agriculture continues to be an important sector of the San Mateo 

County economy.  The 1982 San Mateo County Agricultural Crop Report 
estimates the total gross value of County agriculture to be $144.3 
million, an increase in value of 6% over 1981 levels.  Certain sec-
tors of the agricultural economy continue to increase in value.  In 
general, floriculture led the way in increased value, while vege-
table crops remained stable or sustained slight losses due to 1982's 
heavy rainfall.  Another sector that did well was livestock, indica-
ting continuing incentive for ranching operations and cattle graz-
ing.  An interesting trend in demand for agricultural products is 
the increase in the sale of pumpkins, which is related to increased 
visitor attendance at the annual Half Moon Bay Pumpkin Festival.  
The success of this festival is an indicator both of the strong 
demand for recreational visits to the Coastside and the potential 
profitability of certain agricultural products. 

 
  The increase in value of agricultural products is one indicator that 

there continues to be a demand for the use of land for this purpose.  
Another indicator is the constancy of the amount of acreage under 
cultivation as summarized in Table 9.8. 

 
 d. Timber 
 
  The harvest of timber continues to be profitable in San Mateo 

County, although the recent recession and dramatic reduction in the 
number of new housing starts in the Bay Area has had some effect in 
the computation of timber values.27  Nevertheless, it is unique that 
such a large amount of prime timberland is located in close proxim-
ity to potential Bay Area markets.  This locational criterion alone 
should increase the demand for timber during better economic times 
for the housing industry. 

 
  In 1981, timber harvested in coniferous forests was valued at over 

$1 million, and the County collected some $36,000 in timber tax 
revenue.  The demand for Christmas trees also continues to be 
strong.  Values rose from $700,000 in 1980 to $4,600,000 in 1983.28  
As the costs of transportation rise, locally available timber should 
increase in value, particularly if Santa Clara County continues to 
be the center for new employment and housing growth in the 1980's, 
as projected by ABAG and others.  Recent changes in timber and 
Christmas tree values are summarized in Tables 9.11 and 9.12. 

 
 e. Recreational 
 
  The LCP documented the enormous demand for visitors to the coastal 

beach areas, projecting a 2-3% annual growth rate in recreational  
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  visitors to 1990.29  The County Parks Department also projects that 
the capacity of County Parks will be exceeded in the 1980's even 
when full development of facilities occurs.  In response to this 
demand, it is expected that the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space 
District (MROSD) will continue to pursue its land acquisition pro-
gram, particularly in the Skyline Ridge Area.  The rural area's 
scenic beauty makes it much in demand for acquisition for permanent 
open space by a variety of public and private agencies. 

 
  Since 1980, MROSD has purchased 5,845 acres and the County Parks 

Department has purchased 400 acres.  The Federal government has 
purchased several properties, including the Sweeney Ridge property, 
as additions to the Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA).30 

 
 f. Institutional 
 
  The demand for new institutional land uses is directly related to 

the growth in residential population and the level of services that 
the area has experienced in the past.  Both the La Honda-Pescadero 
and Cabrillo Unified School Districts have been experiencing declin-
ing enrollments, so new school facilities will not likely be re-
quired unless there is dramatic new residential growth.  New police 
stations, fire stations, or other public facilities would also 
become necessary only if there is substantial population growth or a 
defined need to reorganize the service delivery system.  The South 
Coast presently does not have a permanent branch of the County 
library, and many area residents have expressed a desire for a local 
library branch.  Presently, the nearest branch is located in Half 
Moon Bay.  In recent years, there have been very few new institu-
tional facilities constructed by the County or special districts in 
the rural lands. 

 
 g. Solid Waste Disposal Facilities 
 
  The Ox Mountain and Pescadero landfills should be adequate to serve 

the needs of the rural area through the 1990's.  Expansion of the Ox 
Mountain facility to accommodate County-wide growth to the year 2039 
has recently been approved.  The Apanolio Canyon landfill proposed 
in this expansion will increase the facility by approximately 300 
acres.31 

 
 h. General Open Space 
 
  The urbanized Bay Area has a great need for open space lands in gen-

eral, to provide a sense of place, to retain contact with nature and 
to define urban form.  A very large amount of land (23,000 acres) is 
owned by the City and County of San Francisco and designated a State 
Fish and Game Refuge in order to protect the watershed areas adja-
cent to Crystal Springs and San Andreas reservoirs.  If new water 
systems are created and/or expanded, more land would need to be set 
aside for watershed protection.  Similarly, other general open space 
lands may need to be set aside for protection of other resources or 
to act as buffers to more intensive uses. 
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III. EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND REGULATIONS AFFECTING RURAL LAND USE 
 
A. FEDERAL, STATE AND REGIONAL 
 
1. Golden Gate National Recreation Area 
 
 The Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA) is administered by the 

National Park Service of U.S. Department of the Interior.  The bound-
aries of this area are authorized by and can only be amended by Con-
gress.  Inside of its boundaries, the GGNRA is authorized to purchase 
any privately owned property in order to maintain the open space integ-
rity of the area.  The GGNRA can only acquire publicly owned lands, such 
as County or State park lands, if they are donated by the public agency. 

 
 The San Francisco watershed lands are owned by the City and County of 

San Francisco but are included within GGNRA boundaries.  The City has 
granted two easements to the GGNRA, a scenic easement and a scenic and 
recreation easement.  The scenic easement limits the use of some 19,000 
acres to open space, the collection, storage and transmission of water, 
and the protection of water quality.  The scenic and recreation easement 
places some 4,000 acres under the direct management of GGNRA, and allows 
outdoor recreation uses.  It is illustrated on the Park and Recreational 
Facilities map.  Proposals for more intensive recreation uses within the 
scenic and recreation easement must be approved by the GGNRA.32  The 
only other property in the County that is directly managed by the GGNRA 
is the recently acquired Sweeney Ridge. 

 
2. California Parks Department 
 
 The California Parks Department manages several State parks and beaches 

in San Mateo County.  The Department has prepared and adopted a Cali-
fornia State Park System Plan, which identifies priority areas for 
acquisition and/or development of existing facilities.  This plan places 
priority on the development of coastal trails in San Mateo County and 
the provision of parking, day use and camping facilities, which are in 
short supply in existing State beaches.  The only acquisition projects 
proposed for San Mateo County involve right-of-way for trails.33 

 
3. Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District 
 
 The Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District (MROSD) was created by the 

voters in 1972, to acquire and preserve foothill and bayland open space 
for the use and enjoyment of the public.  The District's first priority 
is land acquisition, and it has thus far acquired about half of its tar-
geted goal.  After its acquisitions are complete, the focus will be on 
making the properties more accessible to the public.  The land acqui-
sition policies of the District may, therefore, convert some lands from 
open space to public recreational uses.  The District does, however, 
allow agricultural and resource recovery uses on certain of its 
properties. 
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B. COUNTY 
 
1. General Plan Policies 
 
 a. Conservation and Open Space Element 
 
  The County's Conservation and Open Space Element establishes a 

comprehensive set of management policies to preserve and enhance 
environmental quality, encourage agriculture and preserve natural 
resources for future generations, primarily through more precise 
site design criteria.  Many of these policies have been incorporated 
into the development review criteria of the RM zoning district. 

 
 b. Local Coastal Program 
 
  The Local Coastal Program  (LCP) contains a comprehensive set of 

land use policies for the Coastal Zone in order to meet the require-
ments of the California Coastal Act of 1976.  These policies encour-
age the development of recreation-oriented, visitor-serving facili-
ties and the concentration of new development within rural service 
centers, while providing the maximum protection of access to 
beaches, the preservation of scenic values, and the protection of 
agricultural lands. 

 
  To assist in the implementation of these policies, an urban/rural 

boundary was delineated in order to minimize urban intrusions on the 
surrounding agricultural resource areas and encourage infill 
development adjacent to existing development.  These policies permit 
urban development at relatively high densities within the urban 
boundary as long as services are available, and encourage the 
investigation of methods to finance the provision of these services. 

 
  In the rural lands outside the urban/rural boundary, the LCP estab-

lishes the following priorities for land uses, in order to reflect 
the Coastal Act mandates:34  (1) agriculturally-related development; 
(2) public/private recreation; (3) affordable housing; (4) visitor 
serving commercial uses; (5) farm labor housing. 

 
  Other uses, such as the development of residential units in subdi-

vided areas, are not considered to be priority uses.  An annual 
quota for building permits has been set for each South Coast water-
shed for these nonpriority uses, and an annual monitoring program 
has been undertaken since the adoption of the LCP in 1980 to track 
the rate and impact of development. 

 
 c. Skyline Area General Plan Amendment 
 
  The Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, adopted in 1983, resulted 

in the lowering of densities in the Skyline and La Honda-Loma Mar 
subdivided areas primarily to reflect constraints imposed by septic 
system and other service limitations.  This rezoning action resulted 
in the establishment of a new minimum lot size for residential  
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  development and in the merger of contiguous lots in the same owner-
ship if the lots are smaller than the minimum lot size required by 
zoning.35 

 
  The Skyline amendment also established clear policy direction for 

the preservation of the open space character of the rural area by 
adopting policies aimed at conserving and protecting the visual, 
timber and watershed resources which give the area its unique char-
acter, and establishing compatible land use designations that are 
consistent with this goal.36  The policies did not result in zoning 
changes in the rural lands, but rather directed that the impacts of 
new development activity on the area's scenic and timber resources 
be carefully monitored on an ongoing basis.37  In recognition of the 
sensitive nature of the area's resources, policies were also adopted 
to give further protection to surface water sources, which are vital 
to the maintenance of the viability of agricultural uses in the 
downstream coastal areas.38 

 
2. County Zoning Ordinance 
 
 a. Resource Management District (RM and RM/CZ)39 
 
  In San Mateo County, the largest amount of rural land is in the RM 

and RM/CZ zoning districts.  The RM zone is a general open space 
zone that allows, by right, agricultural and low density residential 
uses.  Other uses such as hotels, restaurants and commercial recrea-
tion facilities are allowed upon securing a use permit.  Density is 
determined by an analysis of the environmental factors in a density 
matrix, including slope, floodplains and geologic hazards.  There is 
no minimum lot size.  Rather, density credits allowed by the evalua-
tion of different environmental factors can be distributed in the 
manner best achieving the conservation of scenic and resource 
values.  Clustering of development is encouraged in this zoning 
district.  In addition to the density analysis, each proposed pro-
ject must conform to a series of environmental review criteria. 

 
  In the Coastal Zone, a large amount of rural land is in the RM/CZ 

zoning district.  This zoning district has different density matrix 
criteria and, due to the more sensitive nature of the land re-
sources, a different set of environmental review criteria for each 
proposed project. 

 
 b. Timberland Production District (TPZ and TPZ/CZ)40 
 
  The TPZ contains a series of criteria for the protection of timber 

resources.  Like agriculture, timber lands need to retain their 
large parcelization in order to enhance their economic viability.  
Land may not be divided into parcels less than 160 acres in size 
unless a timber management plan is approved by a four-fifths vote of 
the Board of Supervisors.  If this plan is adopted, the density 
matrix regulations in the TPZ district become the same as in the RM 
district, with the important additional requirement that development  
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  must be compatible with the commercial production of timber.  A 
master land division plan is also required in the TPZ, but only for 
divisions of five parcels or more.  In both situations, maximum 
efforts are made to retain productive timberlands in large parcel-
ization.  Other uses allowed in the TPZ include residential housing, 
outdoor education activities, grazing, outdoor recreation, energy 
resource development, and mineral and hydrocarbon production. 

 
 c. Coastal Development District (CD)41 
 
  The Coastal Development district was established to ensure that all 

proposed development is consistent with the land use designations 
and policies of the LCP.  This district requires that a coastal 
development permit (CDP) be obtained for most development proposals 
in the Coastal Zone.  The CDP is the County's certification that the 
project conforms with the LCP as approved by the Coastal Commission.  
No action by the Coastal Commission is necessary unless an appeal of 
the CDP is filed. 

 
 d. Planned Agricultural District (PAD)42 
 
  To protect the valuable soils for agriculture identified in the LCP 

and to maintain the agricultural viability of the Coastal Zone, in-
cluding agriculture being practiced on "nonprime" soils, the County 
adopted a new zoning district, the Planned Agricultural District 
(PAD).  The PAD allows agricultural uses by right, but requires a 
planned agricultural permit for other uses, including single family 
residences.  One of the reasons most often cited as an obstacle to 
the long-term viability of agriculture is the disaggregation of 
large parcels into smaller units.  In an effort to retain the maxi-
mum amount of soils suitable for agriculture in large parcelization, 
the PAD established a series of steps which must be followed in any 
proposed land division.  First, a detailed survey of the property 
proposed for division is conducted to determine:  (a) the location 
of prime agricultural soils, (b) the location of other lands suit-
able for agriculture, and (c) the presence of other lands not suit-
able for agriculture.  Second, a density matrix is prepared to de-
termine the maximum number of density credits allowed on the parcel.  
Third, a master land division plan is prepared, which outlines the 
ultimate development plan for the parcel.  This plan must avoid 
wherever possible the parcelization of viable agricultural soils. 

 
  Parcelization of these soils is only permitted if the applicant 

demonstrates that the existing or potential agricultural produc-
tivity of the parcels would not be diminished.  Fourth, the appli-
cant is required to grant an agricultural easement to the County 
limiting the use of the parcels containing agricultural soils to 
that use in perpetuity.  Finally, an agricultural management plan 
which demonstrates how the agricultural productivity of the land 
will be fostered and preserved is required prior to division or 
conversion of agricultural parcels that are more than 20 acres in 
size.
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3. Other County Ordinances and Regulations 
 
 a. San Mateo County Subdivision Ordinance43 
 
  The County's subdivision ordinance specifies the procedures and re-

quirements for dedication when a piece of property is proposed for 
division.  Land divisions that are proposed must conform to these 
regulations and must meet the minimum parcel size requirements for 
the underlying zoning district. 

 
  The subdivision ordinance was amended in 1979,44 requiring the mer-

ger of contiguous parcels in the same ownership that do not meet the 
minimum parcel size of the zone.  Since many portions of the subdi-
vided area were subdivided into much smaller parcels than allowed by 
recent changes in zoning, there is a high potential for merger in 
the rural area.  Recent changes in State law will limit future 
merger requirements. 

 
 b. County Flood Hazard Ordinance 
 
  There are 21 large drainage basins (watersheds) in the rural area.  

Certain of these watersheds such as the San Gregorio and Pescadero 
Creek watersheds drain numerous large perennial (year-round) streams 
and produce significant peak winter flows.  In these drainage 
basins, a flooding hazard exists. 

 
  To minimize damage from flooding, the County participated in the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) study of flood hazard 
areas in unincorporated areas of the County.  Regulations to dis-
courage development in these areas have been adopted, including 
flood insurance rate maps.  The County Flood Hazard Ordinance incor-
porates the information on these maps to protect rural area resi-
dents and to avoid risk of loss of Federal financial assistance for 
properties within the floodplain zones, including mortgage loans 
guaranteed by the Federal Housing Administration. 

 
  The flood hazard regulations affect the entire rural area adjacent 

to major streams, but have the most effect on new development pro-
posed in the three rural service centers.  Pescadero, which is built 
almost entirely within the 100-year floodplain, is most affected.  
The Flood Hazard Ordinance allows new development within the rural 
service centers if (1) specific structural design measures are 
employed to minimize flood damage and (2) a finding is made that the 
new structure will not increase the downstream flooding hazard. 

 
 c. Environmental Health Requirements 
 
  Before any new building permit or division of property is approved 

in subdivided areas, applicants must demonstrate to the satisfaction 
of the County's Environmental Health Officer that there is a potable 
and adequate supply of domestic water and a satisfactory method of 
sewage disposal. 
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 d. Regulation of Portable Sawmills 
 
  The County allows the use of small, portable sawmills in timber 

production areas if the lumber being milled is harvested on the 
property, is not sold commercially and amounts to less than 100,000 
board feet.  There is no permit procedure for these sawmills as long 
as the lumber being cut is only for the use of the property owner.  
Larger operations that include the hauling of timber are subject to 
the State's timber harvesting regulations. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 9.44 

RURAL LAND USE ISSUES 
 
 
 
I. ADEQUACY OF AVAILABLE LAND TO MEET DEMAND FOR DIFFERENT LAND USES IN 

RURAL AREAS 
 
 The rural area contains lands that are uniquely suited for resource 

production.  There is a limited amount of land where cultivated agricul-
ture or cattle grazing can be practiced.  There is also a limited amount 
of land uniquely suited to the growth and harvesting of timber or the 
extraction of minerals.  By contrast, only a small amount of territory 
is sufficiently free of natural hazards and is served by roads, water 
supply systems and other services and can accommodate urban uses. 

 
 The Issues Section examines the adequacy of available land by analyzing 

the opportunities and constraints for each of the three types of rural 
areas:  rural service centers, rural subdivisions and other rural lands. 

 There are very good reasons why most of the County has remained unurban-
ized throughout its history.  These constraints will be explored, along 
with the opportunities and alternative strategies for future land use 
planning in San Mateo County. 

 
II. OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS TO CONSIDER FOR RURAL LAND USE PLANNING 
 
A. RURAL SERVICE CENTERS AND RURAL SUBDIVISIONS 
 
 The land use patterns and physical limitations found in the rural 

service centers and rural subdivisions are very similar.  Consequently, 
the following discussion will evaluate the opportunities and constraints 
for land use planning found in both of these categories. 

 
1. Economic 
 
 The higher density concentration of development in rural service centers 

and rural subdivisions relative to surrounding rural lands provides 
certain fiscal opportunities for the County.  Because population and 
services are concentrated and tend to be located near major roads, new 
investments in services and/or public works facilities made there would 
directly benefit a larger number of rural County residents than if 
directed to less densely populated portions of the rural area.  County 
services such as road maintenance, septic system inspection, Sheriff's 
patrol and fire protection are more easily delivered in areas where 
population is concentrated. 

 
 Rural service centers might be a logical location for certain revenue-

generating land uses, particularly those with potentially high sales tax 
revenues.  Rural subdivisions are generally residential in nature and 
offer fewer opportunities for commercial development.  Both Pescadero 
and San Gregorio are immediately adjacent to coastal beaches that 
annually attract millions of visitors.45  La Honda is located in the  
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 midst of several County Parks and Midpeninsula Open Space District 
landswhich attract a smaller but still substantial number of visitors.  
These locational advantages make it more likely that visitor-serving 
commercial land uses in rural service centers would be successful, and 
could potentially provide the County with a steady source of sales tax 
revenue (one cent on each dollar spent).46  Specific revenue-generating 
commercial uses could be more attractive than others.  Service stations 
would provide the County with both sales and gasoline tax revenues.  
Hotels, motels, hostels or country inns are a potential source of 
transient occupancy tax revenues.47  New development could also benefit 
the County through higher property tax revenues. 

 
 The arrangement of land uses in the rural service centers and rural sub-

divisions can also strongly affect the overall economic well-being of 
the rural area.  At the present time, a significant sector of the econ-
omy of the rural area is based on the use of soil and other resources 
(for agriculture, timber harvesting, mineral extraction) and on the 
provision of services for visitors to the many beaches, parks and open 
spaces of the area.48  The County has the opportunity to protect these 
resources and the visual amenity of the rural area by pursuing land use 
policies that concentrate new development whenever possible.  New 
residential and commercial development in rural service centers could 
benefit the local economy in several ways.  Increased residential 
development could benefit local residents by providing local construc-
tion jobs and increasing commercial services.  Further commercial 
development within rural service centers could also have the secondary 
benefit of encouraging the renovation and adaptive reuse of many of the 
historic buildings in Pescadero, making it an even stronger magnet for 
visitors. 

 
2. Infrastructure 
 
 In order for more concentrated development to succeed in rural service 

centers or rural subdivisions, the constraints posed by the present 
service infrastructure would need to be overcome.  At the present time, 
basic services such as water supply, sewage disposal and road access are 
seriously deficient in many of these areas.  As discussed in more detail 
in the Water Supply Chapter, Pescadero has long struggled with its water 
supply problems.  The limitations for septic systems and water supply in 
La Honda also presently preclude significant new development.49 

 
 The infrastructure limitations in the subdivided areas were a key land 

use issue during the Skyline study.  Many of the existing lots in these 
areas could not accommodate septic systems or obtain adequate water 
supply to meet modern health standards.  There are no sewers serving any 
of the rural subdivided areas.  On the other hand, many of the rural 
subdivided areas are near major roads and could connect to the Skyline 
County Water District or small water systems if capacity became avail-
able.  Significant investment would be necessary to overcome present 
constraints.  In the past, State and Federal grants were often available 
for repair and expansion of community water systems, sewage treatment 
plant construction and the construction and repair of roads. 
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 In recent years, however, these resources have become more limited, and 
local sources of revenue, both public and private, have become the major 
source for infrastructure improvements.  There are constraints in 
obtaining these sources due to constitutional limitations and a general 
unwillingness on the part of the public to support new taxes or 
charges.50  On the other hand, opportunities exist for residents of 
rural service centers and subdivisions to provide for their service 
needs through voluntary methods such as assessment districts. 

 
 There is a further constraint.  Even if funding sources can be found to 

make infrastructure improvements, the long-term operating costs to main-
tain, inspect and repair the facilities may eventually outweigh the 
initial costs of installation. 

 
3. Natural Resources 
 
 Concentration of new development within rural service centers and rural 

subdivisions would protect the natural resources of the surrounding 
rural area.  By directing higher density development to these areas, the 
County could protect the vegetative, water, fish and wildlife resources 
that are abundant in the surrounding rural lands, as well as limit the 
potential impacts of development on valuable agricultural and timber 
soil resources.  Policies favoring the concentration of development 
would also minimize the adverse environmental impacts associated with 
the construction of roads and other infrastructure improvements in 
undeveloped areas, thereby protecting visual resources. 

 
 The County would need to carefully assess the potential impacts of in-

creased development in the subdivided areas on water resources.  New 
sources of water would need to be found in order to serve increases in 
population.  Some of the subdivided areas may wish to draw water from 
the upper reaches of streams that supply agricultural areas in the 
Coastal Zone, thereby potentially affecting downstream agricultural 
resources.51 

 
4. Hazards 
 
 Many of the rural service centers and rural subdivisions have developed 

in areas that are absent of natural hazards and where access is easily 
available.  A major exception to this is Pescadero, which is traversed 
by Pescadero Creek and has most of its existing developed area located 
within the creek's floodway.  La Honda is also traversed by a perennial 
stream, but the floodplain52 is not as wide.  There are also potential 
geotechnical hazards in both La Honda and Pescadero.  These are 
discussed in detail in the Natural Hazards Chapter. 

 
 Flooding hazards can provide opportunities for design of rural communi-

ties through setbacks from the flood plains and the creation of stream-
side open space buffers in these areas for recreational use by the com-
munity.  The County has opportunities to avoid future hazardous situa-
tions in rural service centers by directing development and concen-
trating population away from hazardous areas and requiring mitigation 
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 measures such as appropriate minimum lot sizes for any new development 
that occurs.  This is particularly useful for geotechnical hazard areas 
in La Honda and other rural subdivisions.  Concentration of development 
can also facilitate the provision of fire protection services and 
response time. 

 
 The constraints posed by hazards, particularly those in Pescadero, 

frustrate many of the opportunities for concentrated development unless 
expensive mitigation measures and/or public works projects are imple-
mented.  Development occurring without such mitigation creates the pos-
sibility of further ground water contamination, flood damage and other 
hazards to public health and safety. 

 
5. Land Use Pattern 
 
 The County has the opportunity to encourage land uses that mutually 

reinforce each other in the rural area.  For example, by concentrating 
housing in rural service centers and rural subdivisions, the impact of 
residential uses on agriculture, timber lands and other resources is 
minimized. 

 
 Conversely, there are land uses and levels of development that can con-

flict with each other.  Too much commercial development in the rural 
service centers can nullify the residential amenities and inflate the 
price of land.  An overabundance of commercial uses that cater to the 
recreational visitor trade can inflate rents and cause the departure of 
vital local services such as grocery stores, hardware stores, or other 
services needed by the surrounding resource oriented economy.53 

 
 There are also cases where the proximity of residential areas to park 

lands have created problems.  A key concern is the amount of traffic to 
these areas, particularly on weekends.  Residents of these areas have 
also expressed the feeling that their privacy is violated by hikers or 
equestrian users of trails, while hikers argue that the residential 
areas diminish the recreational amenities.54 

 
 The densities of residential development in the rural service centers 

and rural subdivisions can definitely create impacts on agricultural 
operations unless these very different land uses are properly buffered.  
The County would have opportunities to design appropriate buffering 
mechanisms when considering projects for infill or expansion of rural 
service centers and rural subdivisions.  Many of these techniques are 
discussed in the Visual Quality Chapter. 

 
B. RURAL LANDS 
 
1. Economic 
 
 Because the rural lands contain important natural resources, such as 

valuable soils for agriculture, minerals and high quality timber 
resources, they have traditionally supported a local economy that is 
dependent on the conservation and use of these resources.  There have  
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 also been powerful constraints to more intensive development such as the 
absence of roads, water supply and sewage disposal systems, the absence 
of mechanisms to fund these infrastructure improvements and the remote-
ness from employment centers in the existing urban area. 

 
 The present rural land use pattern provides other economic opportuni-

ties.  The County does not generally need to provide the same level of 
services to rural, relatively undeveloped lands as it does to the urban-
ized area.  The population of the rural lands is low, and residents tend 
to be more self-reliant. 

 
 Agriculture remains an important segment of the San Mateo County eco-

nomy, with a total 1982 production value of more than $144 million.55 It 
is also an important source of employment for rural residents of the 
Coastal Zone.  The agricultural economy of the rural area is affected by 
several key factors, including:  (1) the availability of a reliable 
water supply for irrigation; (2) a dependable supply of farm laborers 
and a source of housing for them; (3) market demand for specific crops; 
(4) production costs for seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, and energy; (5) 
taxation policies; and (6) the presence of incompatible land uses. 

 
 County land use policy can support the economic health and viability of 

the County's agricultural industry in a number of ways.  The construc-
tion of farm labor housing and water supply systems can be encouraged.  
Densities could be limited to protect agricultural areas from con-
flicting land uses and uses could be limited in areas containing 
valuable soils.  Subdivision requirements could encourage protection of 
resource areas and give density incentives to development occurring in 
nonproductive areas. 

 
 The timber industry in San Mateo County is a source of materials for 

more rapidly growing areas in nearby counties of the Bay Area and pro-
vides some local employment for area residents.  The harvest of timber 
provides some fiscal benefits to the County in the form of timber tax 
revenues.  Timber is assessed for its value and then taxed at a fixed 
rate set by the State Board of Equalization.  Beginning in fiscal year 
1984-85, tax revenues from timber cut in San Mateo County will be 
returned directly to the County (minus State administrative costs).56 
This system differs from the old method of a timber tax guaranty which 
was determined by revenues collected in previous years and adjusted pro-
portionately among counties.  This direct return method may make it 
fiscally more attractive for the County to encourage harvesting of 
timber. 

 
 Like the agricultural lands, the use of land for the harvesting of 

timber provides opportunities for the use of valuable resources and does 
not require a high level of County services.  Many of the County's 
timber lands are so remote that the only access is by narrow logging 
roads that are constructed and maintained by the property owner.  County 
services become necessary only if subdivision of timber lands for 
residential uses occurs.  The growing number and value of Christmas tree 
farms provides an additional opportunity for timber lands.  This very 
profitable land use also attracts visitors to the area, and could spur 
interest in visitor-serving commercial facilities. 
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 A key economic constraint for timber lands is the absence of facilities 
for processing the raw timber into finished lumber.  There are no estab-
lished sawmills in San Mateo County.  The closest mill is in Davenport 
in Santa Cruz County.  The absence of a local mill has contributed to an 
increase in the use of portable sawmill facilities.  These sawmills are 
supposed to be used only by individual property owners for timber cut on 
their property.  However, a number of violations have been reported, and 
lumber cut on other properties has been transported to portable sawmill 
sites.57 

 
 The many public and private recreational lands in the rural area attract 

a large number of visitors, creating additional opportunities for 
employment for local residents in visitor serving commercial facilities 
and services.  A major fiscal constraint to consider for recreational 
lands is the potential loss of property tax revenues.  When lands are 
purchased for public park use by agencies such as the County or MROSD, 
they become exempt from property taxation.  On the other hand, it can be 
argued that when these lands are placed in permanent open space use, 
they require fewer services than if they were developed with other uses. 

 
2. Infrastructure 
 
 The expansion of infrastructure can be a two-edged sword.  On the one 

hand, it can facilitate the opportunities for certain land uses, parti-
cularly those related to development.  On the other hand, by making 
infrastructure improvements, land uses oriented to the protection of and 
use of resources can be adversely affected. 

 
 Rural land uses such as agriculture, timber production, recreational 

uses, or general open space can function without significant investments 
in and maintenance of infrastructure.  The rural lands also offer oppor-
tunities for uses such as solid waste disposal facilities which require 
large parcels to accommodate existing and future needs and to buffer its 
more noxious features from the community.  The pattern of very low den-
sity development and minimal amount of paved-over land surface makes it 
unnecessary to provide major urban infrastructure such as large sewage 
collection and treatment facilities or expensive drainage improvements.  
On the other hand, lack of infrastructure such as a reliable water 
supply and storage system affects the productivity of agricultural lands 
dependent on irrigation, and the absence of roads makes it difficult for 
County residents to gain access to recreational opportunities.  The 
ultimate constraints for new infrastructure, however, remain the 
exorbitant costs and lack of funding sources.58 

 
3. Natural Resources 
 
 As discussed in detail in the Resource Management volume, rural San 

Mateo County contains an abundance of natural resources, some of which 
are unique and irreplaceable.  The ability to use resources productively 
is greatly affected by land use decisions.  For example, agriculture is 
the best use for certain soils, and protects and enriches this resource 
for future generations.  The conversion of agriculture to residential or  
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 commercial uses can permanently eliminate the benefits of the resource.  
Local planning efforts can protect agricultural soils and ensure econo-
mic viability by designating agriculture as the principle use of pro-
ductive lands and surrounding areas that are strategically necessary 
for agricultural protection on the land use plan.  Through such a 
"buffering" mechanism, the County could minimize the intrusion of 
incompatible surrounding land uses and give clear signals to property 
owners that agriculture is to be given priority during the development 
review process. 

 
 At the development review stage, the County could further protect agri-

culture through measures such as density limitations, land division 
requirements and buffering valuable soils from incompatible uses by 
requiring large minimum parcel sizes.  There is debate over the optimum 
parcel size necessary to ensure long term agricultural viability.  Too 
small a parcel size can result in the subdivision of productive lands 
into "ranchettes" (a very low density residential use).  Too large a 
minimum parcel size can create economic hardships of farmers by limiting 
their land use options.  One way that the County could resolve this 
issue would be through land division requirements that cluster develop-
ment into small parcels while retaining the most productive soils and 
buffer areas in large parcels. 

 
 The shortage of water for irrigation during the summer months when the 

peak growing season occurs is a major constraint for agriculture.  The 
impact of the diversion of surface stream water and the overallocation 
of water rights is a complex problem that is discussed in more detail in 
the Water Supply Chapter.  The solution to this constraint is the key to 
the long-term maintenance of the viability of agriculture in the rural 
portion of the County. 

 
 Agriculture has the ability to degrade the natural resources of the 

rural area as well.  Poor agricultural practices can result in erosion 
and subsequent adverse impacts on water quality in downstream areas.  
The use of pesticides and fertilizers could adversely affect water 
quality as well, and have additional impacts on wildlife.  Birds, in 
particular, are affected by pesticides. 

 
 The County's land use planning efforts can encourage the productivity of 

the timber lands through general plan designations that reflect the 
presence of the resource, discourage residential uses in resource areas, 
and encourage retention of large parcels.  These are important factors 
in the continuing economic feasibility of harvesting operations. 

 
 When rural lands are put into public or private recreational uses, the 

resources they contain are generally protected from development although 
some more intensive recreational activities require development of 
facilities.  The very action of placing lands in public ownership 
removes the potential for development and works to protect visual and 
scenic resources, watersheds, and wildlife habitat.  The principal con-
straint posed by placing land into recreational use is the potential 
loss of the ability to utilize agricultural and timber resources 
contained in those lands. 
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4. Hazards 
 
 As the Natural Hazards Chapter has documented, much of the rural portion 

of the County contains geotechnically unstable areas that are prone to 
landslides, debris avalanches and other hazards that can result from a 
seismic event.  These areas are intrinsically unsuitable for intense 
concentrations of people through residential or commercial development 
and more suitable for lower intensity land uses. 

 
 Agriculture is one land use that can take place in hazardous areas with-

out exposing a great number of people to risks.  After all, most of the 
world's great agricultural areas are located in areas where periodic 
floods occur to replenish the soil with deposits of river silt.  Culti-
vated agricultural lands are predominately located in the Coastal Zone, 
while the lands suitable for grazing are located in the foothill and 
mountainous areas.  In the Coastal Zone, there are flood hazards in each 
of the major watersheds, but most particularly in the San Gregorio and 
Pescadero Creek valleys.  The use of these lands for agricultural pur-
poses minimizes the risk of public exposure to flooding hazards. The 
County could encourage this logical pattern of agricultural uses adja-
cent to major streams through its land use planning efforts. 

 
 The flooding hazard, which provides such an obstacle to development in 

the rural service centers, could provide an additional opportunity to 
the agricultural lands.  If a solution to the flooding problem is sought 
in the form of offstream impoundments to defer flood waters, these 
impoundments could act as a reserve supply during the drier months for 
agricultural irrigation. 

 
 The Skyline area contains some of the best grazing lands in the Bay 

Area.59  Many of these lands are also located in the areas of greatest 
seismic risk.  Agriculture could be a logical land use designation for 
these areas.  The open space quality of the area is also enhanced by use 
of the land for grazing. 

 
 The great majority of the County's timber lands are also located in 

areas of seismic risk and high fire hazards.  The use of these areas for 
timber harvesting, rather than for residential or commercial develop-
ment, minimizes the risk of public exposure to the hazards of these 
areas.  At the same time, by designating the timber lands for controlled 
harvesting, the County could protect timber, scenic and watershed 
resources. 

 
 The use of land for timber harvesting is constrained by the potential 

devastating land disturbance effects of harvesting operations conducted 
without appropriate mitigation.  Removing the vegetative cover of areas 
with steep slopes could damage water quality and precipitate landslides 
or other nonseismic problems, such as debris avalanches.60 

 
 The County has the opportunity to avoid the numerous natural hazards of 

the rural area when making decisions about the location of new facili-
ties and services.  If expansions of water, sewer or energy systems are 
necessary, a review of the excellent information base on County hazards  
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 offers opportunities to avoid future problems resulting from poor 
siting.  In many parts of the rural area, however, it would be difficult 
to find locations for new structures or utility systems without encoun-
tering site problems due to natural hazards.  The County could consider 
designating many of the identified hazardous areas for General Open 
Space use, particularly those areas that provide watershed protection or 
serve as open space preserves for wildlife. 

 
5. Land Use Pattern 
 
 Perhaps the key issue for the County's rural lands is how the land use 

plan will arrange the pattern of different land uses.  The land use 
pattern can result in complementary land use arrangements or create 
conflicts that diminish the most productive uses of the rural lands.   

 
 Agricultural lands are very sensitive to surrounding land uses.  They 

can work well with recreational and open space uses, providing there are 
adequate buffers between the two uses.  Even cultivated areas can co-
exist with recreational uses.  For example, in certain State parks on 
the Coast, cultivated agriculture is practiced to the edge of the 
coastal bluffs, and there are trails through these areas.  Use of 
fencing and strategic setbacks adequately buffer the agricultural use 
from recreational visitors.61  In the Skyline ridge areas, the use of 
open grasslands for grazing blends with the adjacent public open space 
lands and is compatible with the unique vistas of the area. 

 
 Although it is generally accepted that residential uses can disrupt 

adjacent agricultural operations, the reverse can also be true.  Certain 
intensive operations such as greenhouses or canning operations can 
result in visual impacts on surrounding residential areas and/or poten-
tial hazards from the use of pesticides, machinery or the generation of 
noise. 

 Community aesthetics could also be disrupted by greenhouse operations 
that remain lighted at night. 

 
 Timber lands are also very sensitive to the encroachment of residential 

uses.  Like agriculture, timber harvest operations are greatly dependent 
upon the resources remaining in large parcels.  To encourage this, the 
County could design methods of minimizing the impact of subdivision of 
timber lands. 

 
 The rural recreational experience is often enhanced by a sense of sepa-

ration from the civilized world.  The rural area of the County presently 
offers a variety of recreational experiences, from organized campgrounds 
and team sports to wilderness hiking and camping.  The rural area is 

 
 unique in that it is so close to very densely populated urban areas.  

The County has the opportunity to maintain this separation of urban and 
rural experiences through its land use planning efforts.  To maintain a 
rural atmosphere, a separation of recreational lands from higher density 
residential and commercial areas could be promoted.  On the other hand, 
recreational lands can blend with agricultural uses, particularly 
grazing lands on open ridges.  Recreational lands in forested areas can  
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 also coexist with timber production activities, provided there is ade-
quate visual and noise buffering from areas used by hikers and campers.  
In certain cases, isolated commercial uses that provide services to 
visitors can fit with recreational uses. 

 
 Residential land uses tend to conflict with the use of adjacent land for 

recreational purposes, particularly if trails or activity areas are lo-
cated close to private homes.  There have been numerous complaints from 
residents who live adjacent to a trail that begins near the subdivided 
area at the entrance to Memorial Park, as well as incidents of reported 
harassment of hikers and equestrian users of the trail.  The perception 
of land use conflict can work in reverse as well, with hikers 
complaining about the design of residences adjacent to park lands. 

 
 Many lands in general open space for resource protection are highly 

sensitive to adjacent residential and commercial development or timber 
harvesting uses.  This is particularly true for lands in general open 
space for watershed protection.  The County has the opportunity to 
continue protecting significant resource areas by requiring any new 
development or resource uses to be buffered in a manner that maintains 
the open space continuity. 

 
 The County can promote complementary land use patterns through the 

proper location of its institutional facilities and new utilities, 
particularly solid waste disposal facilities.  These land uses could be 
directed to areas where they will have a minimal impact on surrounding 
rural resources.  Utilities can be located in remote areas where there 
are potential conflicts with recreational, agricultural or timber har-
vesting uses if maximum effort is made to buffer their impact.  Perfor-
mance standards, large parcel sizes, and development review criteria are 
possible methods of achieving these goals. 

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

LAND USE 
 
A. RURAL SERVICE CENTERS AND RURAL SUBDIVISIONS 
 
1. Economic 
 
 County policy, as expressed in the LCP, encourages economic development 

in the rural service centers in the Coastal Zone, the revitalization of 
existing developed areas, the provision of visitor-serving commercial 
facilities and the solution to the flooding, water and sewage disposal 
problems that constrain further development within the two coastal rural 
service centers.62  There are presently no comparable policies for the 
La Honda rural service center. 

 
 The absence of available land zoned for commercial use, combined with 

sewage disposal and water service limitations, are the most significant 
factors limiting economic opportunities for the rural subdivisions.  It 
is very difficult to meet County Environmental Health requirements on 
many of the parcels in rural service centers and subdivisions. 
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 The zoning of the rural lands surrounding rural service centers and 
rural subdivisions permits only very low density development.  This 
reinforces the policy of concentrating development within existing 
developed areas and, thereby, facilitating the easier and less costly 
provision of services to more people than in more dispersed land use 
patterns.  It also protects surrounding resource lands from residential 
land use conflicts. 

 
2. Infrastructure 
 
 The County has tried two different approaches to solve the infrastruc-

ture constraints in the rural service centers and rural subdivisions:  
(1) permitting higher densities with the intent that permitted develop-
ment would make the provision of infrastructure more economically 
feasible; and (2) lowering densities to the levels that can be accom-
modated within the existing infrastructure constraints. 

 
 The first approach has been tried in Pescadero and San Gregorio.  The 

LCP policies for rural service centers encourage the solution of the 
water supply, sewage disposal and flooding hazard problems of these 
areas.  LCP policies and current zoning regulations also encourage the 
infill of Pescadero and San Gregorio at relatively high densities.  How-
ever, this level of development is higher than the existing services can 
accommodate and does not reflect the present difficulty in obtaining 
adequate water supplies and locating sewage disposal systems.  It was 
hoped that the higher densities allowed by the zoning would allow 
adequate development to make necessary infrastructure improvements 
financially feasible.  However, this has not been the case so far, and 
only a small amount of infill has actually occurred. 

 
 The second approach was tried in the Skyline area.  The Skyline Area 

General Plan Amendment resulted in land use changes that lowered density 
in many of the subdivided areas and the La Honda rural service center, 
and resulted in the merger of contiguous substandard lots in the same 
ownership.63  This approach basically recognized the constraints and 
attempted to adapt to them through greater minimum lot size 
requirements. 

 
 In both the Skyline area and the Coastal Zone, County policy has re-

quired that new infrastructure be the responsibility of a developer or 
the local community through means such as benefit assessment districts.  
The problem with assessment districts is the high costs to individual 
property owners.  Providing new roads, water systems or sewage disposal 
systems can be very expensive.  Because of the high costs, residents 
often will hesitate to form assessment districts even when improvements 
are badly needed by their community.  Even when a community is willing 
to share in the costs of infrastructure improvements through assessment 
districts or other methods, there can be obstacles.  For example, the La 
Honda community has been trying for years to obtain a grant for the 
improvement of the local water system, but is only now entering the 
engineering and design phase after obtaining funding and the necessary 
approvals from State agencies. 



RURAL LAND USE EVALUATION OF EXISTING PLANS 
 
 

 
 9.55 

3. Natural Resources 
 
 Further concentration of development in rural service centers and rural 

subdivisions encouraged by existing policy would significantly protect 
the timber, agricultural, mineral and other resources that are abundant 
in the surrounding rural area.  A key LCP policy, the designation of the 
urban/rural boundary line around San Gregorio and Pescadero, indicated a 
strong County commitment to the concept of concentrating development 

 in existing developed areas so that surrounding agricultural and other 
resource lands will not be adversely disturbed.64 

 
 Skyline policies also call for the clustering of new development, the 

minimization of developmental impacts on surrounding resources and the 
monitoring of development to periodically assess whether the rate of 
growth in the Skyline area is adversely affecting the resources and 
rural character of the area.65  The Visual Quality Chapter has docu-
mented how the existing design review procedures could be improved in 
order to enhance the visual resources of the rural area.  Site planning 
for development proposed within existing subdivided areas or at their 
edges could work to enhance the surrounding visual resources, particu-
larly in the Skyline Area subdivisions.  The County could carefully 
evaluate its policies and regulations regarding water supply for rural 
service centers and rural subdivisions.  Often, small water systems rely 
on the diversion of surface water for their supplies.  The County has 
thus far never taken an active role in regulating this use of water, 
although the Skyline policies discourage the creation of new parcels 
adjacent to perennial streams during the review of subdivision requests.  
The Purisima Creek adjudication documented that users in the upstream 
portions of the watershed adversely affect the downstream supply for 
agricultural irrigation.66 

 
 The natural resources, particularly visual and water resources could 

also be damaged through strict application of County road standards.  
Roads of 22 to 28 feet in width are currently required by these stan-
dards for the subdivided areas.67  When few dwelling units are served by 
rural roads, this scale of improvements is often unnecessary.  The 
County has encouraged the provision of adequate roads through special 
road improvement requirements for the Skyline area.  These requirements 
encourage the application of flexible standards in areas with sensitive 
terrain, in accordance with the Creative Road Design Guide, as long as 
the Director of Public Works makes the finding of adequate access.68  To 
date, however, the Public Works staff has been requiring full improve-
ments for new development proposed in the Skyline area.  Applicants for 
building permits and subdivisions are asked to make the costly improve-
ments.  The Board of Supervisors, responding to the appeal of residents, 
has directed staff to amend these road requirements, to place greater 
emphasis on protection of the natural resources and rural character of 
the area. 

 
4. Hazards 
 
 The policies of the LCP and Skyline area plans that encourage the clus-

tering of new development within rural service centers and near existing 
developed areas also facilitate protection from hazards.  The proximity 
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 of developed areas to major roads makes access for fire vehicles easier.  
Road improvement requirements can assist in providing better access when 
new development occurs.  Requirements for adequate fire flow and use of 
fire resistant building materials also minimize fire hazards. 

 
 The regulations governing development within the rural service centers 

and rural subdivisions provide adequate mechanisms for avoidance or 
mitigation of geotechnical, fire and flooding hazards during the consid-
eration of proposals for new development.  However, existing developed 
areas such as Pescadero, which is already located within a flood hazard 
area, would continue to be exposed to the hazard.  Pescadero residents 
would receive post disaster protections from flooding events due to the 
County's participation in the National Flood Insurance program (see the 
Natural Hazards Chapter). 

 
 The Flood Hazard Ordinance requires detailed engineering studies for any 

new development proposed within a one-half mile radius of Pescadero to 
ensure that structures are adequately elevated above flood levels and do 
not increase the flood hazard in downstream areas.69  This special 
exception has been made for Pescadero due to the historic pattern of 
development already located in the floodway.  Existing structures in the 
floodway zone will be treated as nonconforming uses.  The approach taken 
for the remainder of the County by this Ordinance is avoidance of new 
development in the floodway altogether. 

 
 This approach entails some risk that individuals will continue to be 

exposed to flooding hazards even though structural requirements protect 
new buildings from high flood waters.  The County could reexamine this 
approach to more strongly encourage setbacks or avoidance of new devel-
opment in flood hazard areas. 

 
5. Land Use Pattern 
 
 Concern for the incompatibility between residential and surrounding 

resource uses such as agriculture was one of the prime determinants in 
adopting LCP policies encouraging concentration of development in rural 
service centers.  The LCP also contains criteria for conversion of agri-
cultural lands to other uses so that maximum consideration is given to 
the potential impacts on agricultural resources.70 

 
 It is useful to consider the concept of "buffering" when subdivided 

areas are located adjacent to timber or park lands.  At the present 
time, the County has a policy to acquire small, inaccessible parcels in 
subdivided areas adjacent to County Parks when they become tax delin-
quent.  The County could pursue the acquisition policies in such areas 
more aggressively and investigate the use of parks acquisition and 
development fund monies for this purpose. 

 
 The need to carefully evaluate the type of commercial uses allowed in 

the Coastal Zone and the impact of this pattern on local communities was 
required by the Coastal Act.  The concept behind this was to locate more 
intensive recreational and visitor serving uses away from commercial  
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 uses serving the local population.  The Coastside Commercial Recreation 
District and the prioritization of land uses as specified in the LCP was 
the County's response to this requirement.71  There could be a need for 
more specific criteria for prioritizing land uses in the remainder of 
the County. 

 
 In the Skyline area, existing policies and regulations encourage the 

preservation of the open space character surrounding the rural subdivi-
sions and the clustering of new development in proximity to existing 
developed areas.  They also establish a monitoring program to evaluate 
the potential cumulative impacts of development on the unique land 
pattern of the Skyline area.72 

 
6. Summary of Problems 
 
 a. County policy encourages the infill and provision of visitor-serving 

facilities in the Coastal Zone.  However, there are no similar poli-
cies for La Honda or for specific rural subdivisions.  There is a 
general lack of land zoned for commercial use within rural service 
centers and rural subdivisions. 

 
 b. The lack of available infrastructure frustrates County attempts to 

encourage higher density development in rural service centers and 
rural subdivisions.  Both County strategies for addressing this 
problem have drawbacks:  (1) lowering densities frustrates infill 
goals, and (2) allowing higher density without infrastructure 
improvements creates unrealistic expectations for residents and 
potential developers.  The costs of financing improvements also 
discourage individuals and communities from pursuing infrastructure 
improvements. 

 
 c. County policies encouraging infill could create demand on water 

supplies that adversely affect the rural watersheds.  Presently, no 
comprehensive policies address the appropriate amount of water that 
should be taken from the watersheds.  County policies for the provi-
sion of roads in the Skyline area could result in severe damage to 
resources and neighborhood amenity if applied without consideration 
of the Creative Road Design Guide.  Existing County road improvement 
standards are overscaled to the needs of the area for road improve-
ments. 

 
 d. The new County Flood Hazard Ordinance will continue to allow devel-

opment in Pescadero when appropriate structural mitigation is demon-
strated.  This could result in the exposure of more residents to the 
flooding hazard. 

 
 e. There could be clearer policy direction to indicate appropriate 

areas for expansion of rural service centers and rural subdivisions 
and to specify how surrounding resource areas will be buffered from 
such expansions. 
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B. RURAL LANDS 
 
1. Economic 
 
 Existing County plans, programs, and regulations for the rural lands are 

oriented toward protecting the resources upon which the rural economy 
depends, respecting the limitations imposed by natural hazards, and 
fitting new development to the terrain based on those constraints.  The 
County has made particular efforts to protect and enhance the agricul-
tural economy in the Coastal Zone through participating in Williamson 
Act contracts to reduce property tax assessments for parcels in agri-
cultural use and through the density, subdivision, and development 
standards requirements of the Planned Agricultural district (PAD).  
These regulations have resulted in the maintenance of conditions that 
facilitate the continuance of agriculture. 

 
 The PAD offers protection to agricultural operations through strict 

limitation of uses allowed on prime lands and other lands suitable for 
agriculture and by maintaining large acreages when land division is pro-
posed.73  Farm labor housing is permitted subject to a planned agricul-
tural permit.  The LCP also encourages agriculture by requiring that 
agricultural lands be buffered from areas of residential, recreational, 
and/or resource extraction land uses and by encouraging solutions to 
water supply problems.74  These policies have been effective in pro-
tecting the agricultural resource.  However, no comprehensive solution 
to the problem of adequate agricultural water supply has as yet been 
implemented. 

 
 Outside the Coastal Zone, the agricultural value of lands zoned RM is 

recognized in the density matrix.75  However, the density credits 
assigned such lands do not necessarily reflect the level of development 
that would be appropriate in order to continue the productivity of the 
prime grazing lands.  The County could reexamine the RM density and 
development review criteria to see if added protections are needed for 
the grazing lands. 

 
 The LCP and Skyline area plans also encourage the maintenance of lands 

in agricultural use, and the County has provided funding for programs to 
promote this use through the Office of the Agricultural Commissioner, 
the Agricultural Advisory Committee (established by the LCP), and the 
U.C. Cooperative Extension Program.  These programs have provided a high 
quality of service for a very small investment. 

 
 The County has been at the forefront of efforts to manage its timber 

resources, in recognition of the economic value of the timber industry 
to local residents and the Bay region as a whole.  In 1977, the Timber-
land Preserve Zone (TPZ) was adopted by the County.  Until 1982, the 
County had its own timber harvesting ordinance in addition to the TPZ.  
However, timber harvest permit authority has now been shifted to the 
State Department of Conservation as a result of the Timberland Produc-
tion Act of 1982.  The State incorporated County concerns in its 
regulations for harvesting and keeps the County informed of harvest  
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 activities.  Although local control of the harvesting process has been 
lost, the current procedures appear to adequately address County 
concerns.  The County could continue to monitor harvesting activity to 
assure that local concerns are being met.  It appears, however, that the 
economic vitality of the timber industry has not been altered by the 
change in State law.  The TPZ continues to adequately regulate any 
proposed subdivision activity. 

 
 Each of the rural zoning districts allows Christmas Tree farms.  

Christmas tree operations produce revenues for the County through timber 
use taxes and encourage recreational visits to the rural area. 

 
 The County has cooperated with other agencies and private parties for 

the acquisition of land for public recreation and open space, maximizing 
the use of public funds for this purpose.  The recreational acreage in 
public ownership in the rural area is a testimony to the effectiveness 
of this cooperation. 

 
 County zoning allows commercial recreation in the RM and PAD zoning dis-

tricts with varying restrictions.  Commercial uses are not permitted in 
the TPZ.  In the RM district, hotels, motels and restaurants and other 
specified commercial recreation uses are permitted upon securing a use 
permit.76  In the PAD, commercial recreation uses, including country 
inns and food/gasoline/telephone services are permitted subject to 
issuance of a planned agricultural permit, but only in areas that do not 
contain prime agricultural soils.77 

 
2. Infrastructure 
 
 Existing County regulations could do more to consider the lack of infra-

structure as a determinant of allowable densities in the rural lands.  
Only one infrastructure criterion, proximity to all-weather roads, is 
presently evaluated in the density matrix analysis that determines 
density in the RM, TPZ, and PAD districts.  Other factors, such as water 
availability and the feasibility for septic systems, are not part of the 
density analysis. 

 
 Infrastructure limitations were a key issue during the Skyline Study, 

and reductions in density were subsequently made in the subdivided areas 
to reflect these limitations.  The Skyline Study also examined the 
ability of the existing infrastructure system to serve further develop-
ment in rural lands.  There are several factors that limit the use of 
these facilities.  For example, the Skyline County Water District has a 
policy requiring extension of water lines through an entire parcel as a 
condition of obtaining a connection.  In many cases, and particularly 
for large parcels, this policy results in applicants choosing to find a 
well in order to avoid the costs of the improvements.  In this case, the 
infrastructure is in place, but there are strong financial disincentives 
to use it. 

 
 When individual sites are proposed for development in the rural area, 

the responsibility for providing infrastructure belongs to each appli-
cant.  County regulations for providing on-site water, sewage disposal 



RURAL LAND USE EVALUATION OF EXISTING PLANS 
 
 

 
 9.60 

 systems and water storage for fire protection are adequate for ensuring 
that each new dwelling or subdivision is served by these facilities.  
However, a practical and equitable means of ensuring that on-and off-
site road improvements can be made available to serve new development is 
yet to be devised by the County.  The County has particularly struggled 
with its policies for road improvements in the Skyline area.  An 
analysis of County road improvement requirements and the problems of 
financing them is contained in the Transportation Chapter. 

 
 One public works project that might be appropriate but which is not 

feasible under current regulations and funding is the provision of an 
agricultural water supply.  County policy in both the LCP and Skyline 
documents has attempted to address the agricultural water problems 
which, outside of urbanization, is perhaps the greatest threat to 
continuance of the agricultural economy of the area.  A specific 
solution such as a watershed management program which could address both 
flooding and water supply problems has been discussed, but has yet to be 
seriously considered due to inadequate funds. 

 
3. Natural Resources 
 
 The County's agricultural lands in the Coastal Zone receive strong pro-

tection by the requirements of the PAD.  However, as discussed in the 
Water Supply Chapter, a key resource for agriculture, water supply for 
irrigation, depends upon a variety of complex regulations.  These regu-
lations could do more to adequately protect the resource.  The uncer-
tainty of allocation of water rights under existing State law has led to 
two statutory adjudications in coastal watersheds.  In dry years, water 
flow is inadequate for agricultural uses during the peak irrigation 
season. 

 
 LCP land use designations and development review requirements of the PAD 

are very effective in protecting agricultural soils, but only in the 
Coastal Zone.  The County does not presently have clear policies to 
address the presence of agricultural lands located outside of the 
Coastal Zone.  The Skyline area contains a significant amount of valua-
ble grazing lands.  These areas are indicated on the Existing Rural Land 
Use map and correspond to recent mapping efforts conducted by the 
State.78  To provide protection for these resources, the County could 
amend the Skyline area plan and the RM zoning district to increase 
consideration of the value of these lands during review of development 
proposals. 

 
 Timber resources in San Mateo County are protected by the TPZ district's 

requirements regulating land divisions and density, the RM development 
review criteria and the State's timber harvesting regulations.  The 
requirement that major land divisions in the TPZ zoning district can 
only occur upon adoption of a timber management plan by a four-fifths 
vote of the Board of Supervisors79 helps maintain large parcel sizes for 
timber production.  In the RM District, land divisions are required only 
to meet the development review criteria. 
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 In the past, the County has encouraged the harvesting of timber and 
adopted regulations aimed at avoiding incompatible residential uses and 
retaining larger, more economically viable parcels.  At the same time, 
standards were adopted so that visual and other environmental factors 
are protected.  These regulations have served to protect both the timber 
industry and visual resources.  By regulating timber harvesting so that 
it is not noticeable, the open space appearance of the area remains 
attractive enough for visitors while allowing some harvesting to take 
place. 

 
 The harvesting regulations are now administered by the State Department 

of Forestry, pursuant to the Timberland Production Act of 1982.  The 
resource appears to be adequately protected by these regulations, and 
the State has been sensitive to impacts on scenic resources, slope 
stability, and water quality.  The County could continue to monitor the 
State's enforcement procedures for timber harvesting to ensure that 
local concerns continue to be met. 

 
 LCP policies focus on potential impacts of timber harvesting on the vis-

ual resources of the Coastal Zone.80  Skyline Area Plan policies did not 
address visual quality issues, but do encourage the conservation of tim-
ber resources by ensuring that land use designations are compatible with 
their protection.81  All lands that were currently in Timber Preserve 
Zoning at the time of adoption of the Skyline policies were designated 
for Timber Production on the proposed land use map. 

 
 For recreational land uses, existing County ordinances are flexible, 

allowing the uses by right or by use permit in each of the three major 
rural zoning districts (PAD, RM and TPZ).  The PAD and TPZ districts are 
designed for the use and protection of a particular resource.  The RM is 
designed to consider the presence of many different resources, while 
allowing certain uses of those resources.  Public or private ownership 
for recreational use, however, may result in the termination of agricul-
ture, timber harvesting or mineral extraction.  Policies in the LCP 
encourage the continuation and expansion of agriculture when public or 
private agencies acquire lands for recreational purposes.82  A similar 
policy requiring the consideration of the maintenance of the agricul-
tural use could be adopted by the County for other portions of the rural 
lands. 

 
 The County could also adopt policies and regulations that specifically 

define natural resource protections in areas designated General Open 
Space.  The RM offers an incentive for private sector involvement by 
providing additional development bonuses for parcels when 80% or more of 
the parcel proposed for development is dedicated for permanent open 
space use.83  No corresponding density bonus is available in the TPZ and 
TPZ/CZ districts.  The largest area in general open space use, the San 
Francisco watershed lands, has adequate protection through the watershed 
agreements, which clearly specify the types of uses that can be allowed 
in the area.  However, the term general open space does not clearly 
define these uses for other portions of the rural area, particularly for 
proposed uses such as solid waste disposal facilities. 



RURAL LAND USE EVALUATION OF EXISTING PLANS 
 
 

 
 9.62 

4. Hazards 
 
 The County's regulations for the rural area effectively address the 

presence of hazards in a number of ways.  The existing land use 
designations for the LCP and Skyline area plans are primarily low 
density and oriented to resource protection. 

 
 Limiting density is the single most effective way of avoiding hazards 

because it minimizes the number of people who can potentially be exposed 
to the hazard.  The flooding problems of Pescadero provide a good 
example of how the concentration of population in hazardous areas can 
create problems.  Fortunately, the County has avoided this situation 
almost entirely in the rural lands.  The new County Flood Hazard 
Ordinance prohibits the location of new structures in designated 
floodway zones, except in the Pescadero area.  This requirement should 
be easy to implement in the rural lands, where existing agricultural, 
recreational and open space land use designations are considered to be 
compatible. 

 
 When an actual development proposal is made, other hazard regulations 

come into play.  Site-specific density limitations are determined 
through a density matrix analysis that evaluates the presence of 
geotechnical and flooding hazards, as well as proximity to all-weather 
road access, an important factor in fire protection.  The RM districts 
require detailed development review criteria, which are used to evaluate 
a proposed project's ability to avoid or mitigate hazards.  Projects 
proposed in the rural area must also undergo environmental review in ac-
cordance with the County's CEQA Guidelines.  In many cases, this review 
will include a geotechnical feasibility analysis, which analyzes the 
extent of the hazard and makes recommendations for mitigating or 
avoiding it. 

 
 When new development is proposed in fire hazard areas, conditions of 

approval are set related to road access, water supply and fire resistant 
structural materials in accordance with the County Fire Ordinance.  The 
access requirements, however, can be exempted for single family dwell-
ings.  The County could consider changing this exemption procedure.  The 
Skyline policies encourage the clustering of residential units proposed 
in rural areas near existing developed areas in order to discourage 
dwellings in remote areas that have severe fire hazards. 

 
 Since the County can no longer regulate timber harvesting, it cannot 

assure that hazardous conditions are being avoided.  Although State 
standards seem adequate to avoid hazardous conditions, the County could 
improve its efforts to monitor harvest activity to ensure that these 
standards are being met. 

 
 Many of the hazardous areas in the rural lands are also the most scenic 

and could be appropriate for acquisition for public recreational use or 
general open space.  When the County considers the acquisition of park 
land, it must determine if the proposal is in conformity with the 
General Plan.  Once a parcel is acquired, the County Parks Department 
prepares a park master plan, outlining future development such as 
trails, campgrounds and visitor centers.  Public access to the most  
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 severe natural hazard areas such as flood plains, active landslides and 
fault traces can be precluded in this plan.  This process effectively 
addresses the concern for hazards when recreational land uses are 
proposed. 

 
5. Land Use Pattern 
 
 Generally, the land use designations and zoning districts for the rural 

lands have encouraged a pattern of land use that is coherent, protects 
resources and is renowned for its beauty.  Agricultural, timber produc-
tion, recreational and open space uses can blend together to maintain 
productivity of the County's resource lands and provide for open space 
and recreation, while still allowing some residential and commercial 
development. 

 
 For the agricultural lands, the PAD successfully addresses the potential 

impacts of proposed land divisions of valuable agricultural parcels.  
Adequate buffering between residential and other uses can be required 
during project review.  Additionally, the PAD requires that valuable 
agricultural soils be retained in large parcels.  These requirements 
have been effective in preventing the breakup of large, economically 
viable agricultural parcels, a trend which has been the death knell of 
agriculture in other counties. 

 
 The PAD strictly limits the permitted uses on prime agricultural lands 

and other lands suitable for agriculture.  (One of these uses, green-
houses, has resulted in land use conflicts with residential uses in 
Pescadero.)  Uses not directly related to agriculture, such as public 
recreation and timber harvesting, are allowed subject to the issuance of 
a planned agricultural permit.  In the issuance of such permits, the 
County must find that criteria for the conversion of agricultural lands 
have been met and must be granted an easement for the permanent protec-
tion of the agricultural portions of the property.84  These criteria 
strictly protect prime agricultural soils, but are somewhat weak for 
other soils suitable for agriculture. 

 
 The County could investigate whether existing policies and ordinances 

adequately protect agricultural resources from other land use patterns 
such as recreational or timber production.  The findings required by the 
PAD for conversion of agricultural soils could be expanded to the other 
rural zoning districts, including grazing lands in the Skyline area.  
They are currently zoned RM, which has much weaker protections for the 
division of agricultural lands.  The RM also allows many different and 
potentially conflicting land uses. 

 
 In recognition of residential incompatibilities, the TPZ district re-

quires very large parcel sizes for any minor land division and a timber 
management plan for major land divisions.  These regulations have ade-
quately mitigated this potential land use conflict. 

 
 The County presently allows Christmas tree farms as a use by right in 

the major rural zoning districts.  This is a growing use in the rural 
area, as reflected by rapidly increasing values over the last few years.  
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 County zoning, however, does not regulate Christmas tree operations.  
This could become a problem in terms of traffic generation or hauling 
operations if the volume of harvesting activity continues to accelerate. 

 
 Another inadequacy in County regulations is the regulation of the on-

site milling of timber.  The TPZ allows the on-site processing of timber 
products of up to 100,000 board feet without a permit.85  This has 
encouraged the use of portable sawmills.  A problem arises when lumber 
is brought from other sites to the location of a portable sawmill, 
creating noise, dust and traffic problems for the rural area.  The 
County could consider special permits for portable sawmills as a method 
of better regulating this use and encouraging the local production of 
timber. 

 
 There are certain areas where timber lands are bordered by cultivated or 

grazing lands.  These two uses can be compatible as long as adequate 
precautions are taken to protect water supplies from timber-related 
erosion and sedimentation, and harvesting machinery and trucks are kept 
from disturbing crops and/or livestock.  However, the County can only 
advise the State on conditions of approval for harvesting permits. 

 
 Although residential and recreational uses are generally not compatible, 

other uses such as agriculture and general open space can be very com-
patible with recreation.  Certain agricultural uses can enhance the 
recreational experience.  All of the rural zoning districts permit 
agricultural uses.  The key issue is whether agricultural uses are ade-
quately buffered from human intrusion.  The LCP contains policies which 
specifically require buffering between agricultural uses and recrea-
tional uses such as trails.  The RM zoning district and Skyline policies 
do not specifically address buffering. 

 
 Timber production is not a use that combines well with recreation.  

However, timber harvesting can occur in scenic regions adjacent to 
recreational lands without disturbing the overall appearance of the 
landscape, as long as visual buffers are maintained between harvest 
areas and adjacent recreational lands, and timber-related truck traffic 
is directed away from recreational areas.  Since harvesting activity is 
now regulated by the State, this may be more difficult to achieve than 
previously.  The County could encourage such buffering when reviewing 
timber harvest permit referrals from the State. 

 
 The largest of the general open space areas, the watershed lands, are 

protected by the scenic and recreational easements.86  Other general 
open space lands for resource protection have similar private 
restrictions built into the deeds of individual properties.  However, 
those lands which do not have private agreements are subject to the 
underlying zoning requirements, which could allow uses that impact 
neighboring recreational, agricultural or timber lands.  The County 
could more precisely define its policies for general open space lands to 
avoid such situations. 
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6. Summary of Problems 
 
 a. County policy has strongly encouraged the protection of the natural 

resources upon which the rural economy is dependent.  However, 
County policy is not specific regarding the protection of agricul-
tural uses outside the Coastal Zone. 

 
 b. One major obstacle to the continued health of agriculture is the 

lack of a comprehensive solution to the water supply problems in 
South Coast watersheds. 

 
 c. In the rural lands, there is a need for greater assurances that 

improvement requirements for roads serving residential development 
will minimize impacts on the natural resources of the area. 

 
 d. In the areas outside the Coastal Zone, the County does not specifi-

cally designate lands for agricultural use or address the 
appropriate size of parcels and means of buffering from incompatible 
land uses.  Timber harvesting is regulated by the State, but the 
County needs to actively monitor harvesting activity to ensure that 
local concerns are met. 

 
 e. There are no policies to address the protection of agricultural 

lands purchased by public agencies for recreational purposes in 
areas outside of the Coastal zone. 

 
 f. County policies effectively consider hazards during review of new 

development proposals.  However, stronger requirements for fire 
access for individual residential development proposals in the rural 
lands could be appropriate.  Monitoring of State timber harvesting 
procedures would better ensure that hazardous conditions associated 
with timber harvesting are avoided. 

 
 g. The conversion of agricultural soils outside of the Coastal Zone is 

not specifically addressed by County policy.  The many different 
land uses allowed in the RM District potentially conflict with 
agricultural uses. 

 
 h. The County may need to more carefully evaluate the proposed location 

of greenhouses and other intensive agricultural operations adjacent 
to agricultural areas. 

 
 i. Policies for the buffering of land uses outside of the Coastal Zone 

are not clearly defined, particularly for lands in general open 
space use.  The County could consider adopting performance standards 
to regulate the buffering of more intensive uses that are located in 
general open space lands such as mineral extraction or solid waste 
disposal. 

 
 j. The County could also adopt regulations addressing the use of porta-

ble saw mills, which can significantly impact surrounding land uses. 
  Regulating Christmas tree operations may become necessary in the 

future if warranted by traffic and other problems.
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IV. ALTERNATIVES 
 
A. RURAL SERVICE CENTERS AND RURAL SUBDIVISIONS 
 
1. Maintain Existing Plans, Policies and Regulations 
 
 By maintaining existing plans, policies and regulations, the County 

would retain a strong policy direction that new residential and commer-
cial development should be concentrated in the rural service centers and 
rural subdivisions in order to protect surrounding resource production 
lands and, particularly, agriculture.  Existing regulations accommodate 
development based on the limitations of the terrain by requiring minimum 
parcel sizes and the provision of adequate sewage disposal, roads and 
water supply. 

 
 The drawback to existing policies and regulations is that the County 

will realize few opportunities for more development within the rural 
service centers and rural subdivisions due to service limitations.  
Existing policies do not specify actions for overcoming service 
constraints.  The net effect is an inconsistency between policy and the 
practical implementation of policy, particularly for San Gregorio and 
Pescadero. 

 
 Existing policies for La Honda and the Skyline area rural subdivisions 

have basically recognized the constraints and attempted to adapt to them 
through greater minimum parcel size requirements.  While this policy is 
a wise one in terms of recognition of environmental limitations, it also 
eliminates many opportunities for residential and commercial develop-
ment. 

 
2. Modify Existing Plans and Policies to Allow a Greater Level of 

Development 
 
 In order to encourage more intensive development within rural service 

centers and rural subdivisions, extensive modifications to existing 
plans, policies and regulations are necessary.  For example: 

 
 a. The County could reexamine its policies related to the approval of 

sewage disposal systems and, particularly, those which prohibit 
"package" treatment systems.87  The problem of locating individual 
septic systems within rural service centers and rural subdivisions 
has been one of the key factors limiting the intensity of develop-
ment. 

 
 b. The County could actively seek to improve the water supply situation 

for the rural service centers and rural subdivisions through im-
proved use of the abundant surface water resources generated in the 
mountainous areas, more efficient use of the Skyline County Water 
District and development of new well water sources for the District 
and other existing small water companies. 

 
 c. The County could seek sources of funding in order to install public 

sewer and water supply systems.  However, even if funding was se-
cured, expanding sewage treatment plant capacity and finding ade-
quate water supply sources would create new constraints.
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 d. The County could review the urban/rural boundary around Pescadero to 
evaluate whether it needs to be modified or relocated in order to 
facilitate more development.  A particular problem is the location 
of the existing rural service center boundary of Pescadero within 
the floodway of Pescadero Creek. 

 
 e. The County could attempt to combine the water supply solution with a 

flood control solution for Pescadero by implementing a watershed 
management system for Pescadero Creek.  However, for such a system 
to succeed, several dams or impoundments would need to be con-
structed.  This would have implications for water rights and County 
policies for the protection of riparian habitat. 

 
 The implementation of policies to allow a greater level of development 

would require extensive changes in existing County policies, major 
changes in environmental health policies, the significant expenditure of 
funds, both for installation of infrastructure and long-term maintenance 
of that infrastructure, and possible dramatic changes to the physical 
appearance of the rural service centers and rural subdivisions.  New 
growth resulting from this strategy could also have impacts on surround-
ing resources. 

 
3. Modify Existing Plans and Policies to Allow a Reduced Level of 

Development 
 
 The third major alternative would be for the County to accept the envi-

ronmental and service constraints and reduce the level of development in 
rural service centers and rural subdivisions to the level allowed by 
those constraints.  This strategy would be similar to that taken during 
the Skyline study, which resulted in downzoning actions in specific sub-
divided areas where septic system constraints were identified.  Certain 
subdivided areas in the Coastal Zone and in the area east of Skyline 
Boulevard could be appropriate for similar downzoning action.  It could 
also be appropriate for Pescadero. 

 
 This "carrying capacity" strategy would severely reduce opportunities 

for development, particularly in Pescadero.  In order to recognize the 
constraints of the floodway zone that covers most of Pescadero, the 
County would have to consider the existing uses to be nonconforming, 
prohibit further development, and eventually phase out existing 
development.  The adoption of the County Flood Hazard Ordinance in 
compliance with FEMA requirements has basically rejected this approach.  
In order to achieve the reduced development alternative, LCP policies 
that encourage concentration of development within rural service centers 
would need to be amended, and downzoning to reflect environmental con-
straints would also be required. 

 
B. RURAL LANDS 
 
1. Maintain Existing Plans, Policies and Regulations 
 
 Maintaining existing County plans, policies and regulations would keep 
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 in place the LCP and Skyline area plans as the primary operational plans 
for the rural area. 

 
 The policy orientation of these documents has been to adjust the level 

of development to the service and environmental constraints of the rural 
lands, while providing maximum protection for the resources of the area.  
Existing area plans provide stronger protections for resources in the 
Coastal Zone than in the Skyline area, with particular emphasis on 
agriculture. 

 
 Maintaining existing plans, policies and regulations would allow a mod-

erate level of growth (see Table 9.5) within this framework of resource 
protection.  The three major rural zoning districts, the RM, TPZ and PAD 
would continue to be the principal implementation measures for the land 
use plan. 

 
2. Modify Existing Plans and Policies to Allow a Greater Level of 

Development 
 
 This alternative could accommodate a range of development options, from 

a slight increase in the overall level of development to a significant 
level of growth that could literally alter the rural nature of the area. 

 
 The principal implications of allowing a greater level of development 

are:  (1) possible threats to the rural resources which are the heart of 
the existing economy for the area, and (2) significant investments in 
infrastructure that would be needed to support the level of growth 
desired by the new plan.  Changes in County land use designations would 
be necessary for the implementation of a greater level of development, 
and mitigation measures to offset impacts on resources created by such 
changes would need to be adopted, primarily through Zoning Ordinance 
amendments. 

 
 Greater levels of development could be encouraged through the following 

measures: 
 
 a. The density matrix for the RM, TPZ and PAD zoning districts could be 

amended to yield higher density credits to more areas. 
 
 b. The County could seek improvements to major roads such as State 

Highways 1, 35, 92 and 84 that would be necessary to accommodate 
significant new development. 

 
 c. Many of the minor roads of the rural area would need extensive im-

provements.  The County could enforce existing recorded agreements, 
initiate assessment districts or pursue other funding sources to 
accomplish this. 

 
 d. The County could rezone areas for higher density residential and 

commercial uses. 
 
 e. The County could seek funding sources for the construction of new 

sewage treatment facilities necessary to accommodate significant new 
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  development or alter existing environmental health regulations to 
permit alternative sewage disposal systems. 

 
 f. The County could seek funding sources for the construction of 

reservoirs or impoundments or make improvements to existing water 
systems in order to supply additional water needed to accommodate 
greater levels of development. 

 
 g. To minimize the impact of greater levels of development on re-

sources, the County could amend existing rural zoning regulations to 
require clustering and adopt development review criteria to buffer 
resource lands from the impacts of development. 

 
3. Modify Existing Plans and Policies to Allow a Reduced Level of 

Development 
 
 This alternative would require amendment of existing area plans and zon-

ing ordinances to allow less development than the present Skyline and 
LCP policies permit.  This would be the most appropriate alternative if 
further protection of resources is desired.  However, many of the eco-
nomic opportunities for provision of services to recreational visitors 
and rural housing opportunities could be lost through pursuing this 
strategy. 

 
 The County could most easily implement this strategy by granting fewer 

density credits in all the rural zoning districts, particularly for 
those areas that are remote or hazardous.  The lowering of the allowable 
level of development would make significant investment in infrastructure 
unnecessary and provide further assurances to farmers and timber 
harvesters that the future of the area lies in resource production and 
use rather than urban development. 
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FOOTNOTES 
 
 
1 Specifically, land use data from the recently adopted LCP and Skyline 

documents was used and updated where possible by field visit.  Maps from 
other agencies were most useful in preparing the rural land use map, such as 
the "Land Use and Land Cover Map" for San Mateo County (prepared in 1977) 
and the "Important Farmlands Mapping Series" prepared by the California 
Department of Conservation in 1983.  The "Aerial/Map Volume of San Mateo 
County, California", prepared by Real Estate Data, Inc., containing aerial 
photos from 1970 onward, was also used as a reference. 

 
2 1980 U.S. Census block data for the La Honda area indicated that 39% of the 

respondents work outside of the San Francisco-Oakland SMSA, indicating a 
potentially sizeable commute to Santa Clara County.  A further indicator is 
a mean travel time of 37.9 minutes in the journey to work.  This data also 
indicates that 34% of the respondents have a journey-to-work of 45 minutes 
or more. 

 
3 San Mateo County Planning Division, Housing Element of the General Plan, 

December 1982, p.40. 
 
4 San Mateo County Planning Division, Local Coastal Program:  Volume I, Land 

Use Plan, p. 11.1. 
 
5 The growth in new employment between 1970 and 1980 in San Mateo, San 

Francisco, and Santa Clara Counties was as follows: 
 
  County 1970-80 
 

 San Mateo  46,600 
 San Francisco  25,100 
 Santa Clara 275,100 
 

   Source:  ABAG, Projections-83, p. 20. 
 
6 According to data collected by ABAG and the State Board of Equalization, 

there has been some increase in employment and the number of businesses 
reporting taxable sales in Half Moon Bay since 1970.  However, there is no 
reliable measure of these same statistics for the unincorporated rural area.  
A review of Certificates of Occupancy issued by the San Mateo County 
Building Inspection Section reveals that only 63 new dwelling units have 
been completed between 1980-84 in the unincorporated rural area outside of 
Montara, Moss Beach and El Granada. 

 
7 Local Coastal Program, pp. 3.5 - 3.7. 
 
8 San Mateo County Planning Division, Parks and Recreation Element of the 

General Plan, May 1978, p. 34. 
 
9 State of California - The Resources Agency, Department of Parks and 

Recreation, California State Park System Plan:  An Element of the California 
Outdoor Recreation Resources Plan, March 1980, pp. 130-139. 

 



RURAL LAND USE FOOTNOTES 
 
 

 
 9.71 

10 Jara Associates, Final Environmental Impact Report for Pescadero Creek Park, 
July 1975, pp. 134-138. 

 
11 According to the County's Office of Environmental Health, in many portions 

of the Skyline area subdivisions, a minimum of 20,000 square feet is 
necessary in order to meet the health standards for adequate percolation and 
expansion area for a septic system and drainfield. 

 
12 This figure is actually the number of Certificates of Occupancy issued by 

the Building Inspection Section of the Planning Division since 1980. 
 
13 1980 U.S. Census (see Footnote 2). 
 
14Again, this figure is the number of Certificates of Occupancy issued since 

1980.  It does not reflect any Certificates of Occupancy issued inside the 
La Honda Rural Service Center. 

 
15 Local Coastal Program, pp. 11.3 - 11.10. 
 
16 Information on the pattern of land use by the Costanoans and by succeeding 

generations of Spanish, Mexican and American Settlers has been synthesized 
from San Mateo County--It's History and Heritage, prepared by the San Mateo 
County Historic Resources Advisory Board in cooperation with the Planning 
Division, January 1983, pp. 1-44. 

 
17 The specialty crops of Coastal San Mateo County are predominately brussels 

sprouts, artichokes, cut flowers and pumpkins.  They are "specialty" crops, 
because their climate and irrigation needs and soil depths and types are 
particularly well met by a Coastal Zone location. 

 
18 A report entitled "The Productivity of Bay Area Rangeland," prepared by 

People for Open Space (POS), a non-profit, tax-exempt citizen organization 
based in San Francisco in May 1980, indicates that Bay Area grazing lands 
"are some of the most productive in California" due to their long growing 
season, adequate winter rainfall and fertile soils.  The productivity of 
grazing lands is measured by their ability to sustain livestock. 

 
19 The grazing lands shown on the Existing Rural Land Use Map were derived from 

mapping done by the California Department of Conservation during their 
Important Farmlands Mapping Series.  This description meets their definition 
of important grazing lands. 

 
20 One measure of the "uniqueness" of the artichoke and brussels sprouts crop 

is the percentage of the nationwide crop that is locally produced.  San 
Mateo, Santa Cruz and Monterey Counties produce 85% of the nation's 
artichokes and brussels sprouts, according to the LCP Land Use Plan, p. 
5.12. 

 
21 In order to enter into the TPZ, a property owner must place the entire 

parcel under his/her ownership into the zoning district.  Since property 
lines do not automatically follow vegetative community boundaries, it is 
possible that prime grazing lands could be within parcels zoned TPZ. 
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22 Previously, timber was harvested in San Mateo County upon issuance of a 
permit pursuant to the County's Timber Harvesting Ordinance.  On July 1, 
1983, however, pursuant to SB 856, which amended the Public Resources Code 
related to forest practices, the State Board of Forestry assumed all permit 
authority for the harvesting of timber.  The Board administers such permits 
consistent with locally proposed rules for harvesting that were established 
by agreement between the State and the affected county prior to the 
effective date of the new law. 

 
23 The number of active harvests was obtained from County files, updated by a 

survey of permits issued since July 1, 1983, by the State Board of Forestry.  
"Active" files are those for which a timber harvesting permit has been 
issued, dating back to no more than three years. 

 
24 Harry Dean, County Parks Department, personal communication. 
 
25 See Footnote 6. 
 
26 County of San Mateo, Department of Environmental Management, Planning and 

Development Division, Skyline-Santa Cruz Mountains Area Study, Final Draft, 
Approved by the Board of Supervisors, June 14, 1983, p. 2.12. 

 
27 Walt Shellstrom, State Board of Equalization, Timber Tax Division, personal 

communication. 
 
28 County of San Mateo Department of Agriculture, "San Mateo County 

Agricultural Crop Report", 1983. 
 
29 Local Coastal Program, p. 11.4. 
 
30 Congress authorized funds in 1980 for acquisition of Sweeney Ridge, which is 

located within the City of Pacifica.  The National Park Service completed 
the purchase of the property in early 1984 after several years of 
administrative delays. 

 
31 This data was obtained from the staff report prepared on the expansion 

proposal by George Bergman of the County Planning staff. 
 
32 Douglas Nadeau, Planner, Golden Gate National Recreation Area, personal 

communication, October 27, 1983. 
 
33 State of California, Department of Parks and Recreation, California State 

Park System Plan, March 1980, pp. 137-139. 
 
34 Local Coastal Program, Policy 1.20, p. 1.5P. 
 
35 County of San Mateo, Department of Environmental Management, Planning and 

Development Division, Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policies 1.2, 
2.3, 2.4 and 2.5, pp. 1.1P, 2.1P and 2.2P. 

 
36 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policies 2.1 and 2.2, p. 2.1P. 
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37 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policies 1.1 and 1.3, p. 1.1P and 1.2P. 
 
38 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policies 5.4 - 5.9, p. 5.1P and 5.2P. 
 
39 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Division VI (Planning), Part I (Zoning), 

Chapter 20.A, p. 117. 
 
40 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 34, p. 252. 
 
41 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 20B, p. 151. 
 
42 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 21.A, p. 173. 
 
43 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Division VI (Planning), Part Two. 
 
44 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Section 14.5.  Added by Ordinance No. 2600, 

August 21, 1979. 
 
45 California State Park System Plan, pp. 133-36. 
 
46 The sales tax in San Mateo County is 6 1/2 cents on each dollar spent.  Of 

this amount, only one cent is directly returned to the County General Fund. 
If the sale occurs in incorporated areas, the County receives only 5 percent 
of each cent, or .05% of each dollar spent.  Sales taxes were the County's 
second highest source of revenue (after property taxes) in the 1983-84 
fiscal year. 

 
47 Transient occupancy taxes accounted for over $900,000 in revenues in 1982-

83, according to the 1983-84 San Mateo County Budget. 
 
48 A review of ABAG's Projections '83 employment data for the census tracts 

that are roughly coterminous with the rural area of San Mateo County, 
indicates that approximately 81% of all jobs are in agriculture, forestry, 
mining, retail trade, and services. 

 
49 The Cuesta La Honda Guild, an association of property owners in the La Honda 

community that manages the water system, has tried for several years to 
obtain the necessary financing and approvals to expand their water system.  
As of this writing, they have obtained financing and are preparing 
preliminary engineering work.  The proposed improvements will be designed 
primarily to correct deficiencies in the existing system and will not allow 
a significant number of new connections. 

 
50 Pursuant to Proposition 13, a two-thirds majority vote is now required to 

impose any new taxes.  This requirement makes it extremely difficult to 
adopt new financing mechanisms for infrastructure.  For example, in Santa 
Clara County in 1983, a tax measure to construct a new jail facility 
failed, even though it was approved by 55% of the voters.  One mechanism 
that has been used in the financing of infrastructure in individual 
subdivisions or neighborhoods has been the benefit assessment district.  
This mechanism provides the opportunity for residents of a defined area to  
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 assess themselves for the costs of improvements desired by the community.  
It is popular because it depends on voluntary community support, establishes 
a funding source outside of the County General Fund, and results in no costs 
to local governments beyond establishing the district and administering how 
the money is spent.  The problem with this approach is that local residents 
are often unwilling to assume additional costs to finance local services. 

 
51 In recent years, there has been increasing concern that the water rights 

allocations in certain of the South Coast watersheds are overdrawing 
available water supplies and limiting the amount of surface streamflow 
available for agricultural users in the Coastal Zone. 

 
52 The difference between a floodway, the actual path of floodwaters, and a 

flood plain, the spillover area beyond the floodway, is explained in more 
detail in the Natural Hazards Chapter. 

 
53 The potential conflict between recreationally-oriented commercial, and 

commercial facilities designed to serve local residents is discussed in the 
LCP on page 11.27. 

 
54 The land use conflict is discussed in the Skyline-Santa Cruz Mountains Area 

Study, pp. 2.24-2.25. 
 
55 Table 9.8 in the Background Section provides a more detailed breakdown of 

agricultural crop values in San Mateo County. 
 
56 Conversation with Walt Shellstrom, State Board of Equalization, Timber Tax 

Division, December 1983. 
 
57 Conversation with Bill Rozar, San Mateo County Planning Staff. 
 
58 An excellent discussion of the energy costs involved in agricultural 

production is found in "Bay Area Agricultural Production Issues," a 
background report prepared for the People for Open Space Farmlands 
Conservation Project, February 1980. 

 
59 People for Open Space, "The Productivity of Bay Area Rangeland," Special 

Report No. 3, May 1980. 
 
60 See the Natural Hazards Chapter (Chapter 15) for an extensive discussion of 

the various geotechnical hazards found in the County. 
 
61 A good example of where this has been successfully implemented is in 

agricultural portions of the Ano Nuevo State Reserve. 
 
62 Local Coastal Program, Policies for Chapters 1 and 2. 
 
63 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policy 2.4, p. 2.1P. 
 
64 Local Coastal Program, Policy 1.13, p. 1.3P. 
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65 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policies 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.6, pp. 1.1P 
2.2P. 

 
66 An adjudication is an investigation of the allocation and use of water 

rights in a specific watershed by the State Division of Water Rights in 
response to a formal request by one or more water rights users in that 
watershed.  The result of an adjudication may be a reallocation of allowable 
water usage based on a finding of overdrafting of available supplies. 

 
67 County road standards are defined in Board of Supervisors Resolution 36129, 

adopted in 1976. 
 
68 Road standards to be specifically applied to the Skyline Area were adopted 

by the Board of Supervisors in Ordinance No. 2838, adopted June 14, 1983. 
 
69 County Ordinance No. 03002, Section 6328.27. 
 
70 Local Coastal Program, Policy 5.8, p. 5.3P. 
 
71 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 16.5. 
 
72 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policies 1.1 and 1.3, pp. 1.1P-1.2P. 
 
73 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 21A, Sections 6352, 6353, 6355, 

6356. 
 
74 Local Coastal Program, Chapter 5, Policies 5.8, 5.15, and 5.21-5.29. 
 
75 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 20-A, Section 6317. 
 
76 Ibid., Section 6315. 
 
77 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 21-A, Section 6353. 
 
78 The State has recently completed maps of the County's "Important Grazing 

Lands" as part of its "Important Farmlands Mapping Series."  Important 
Grazing Lands are defined as those lands which contain vegetative material 
that is suitable for the grazing or browsing of livestock. 

 
79 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 34-B, Section 6770. 
 
80 Local Coastal Program, Policies 7.9, 7.13, pp. 7.2-7.4P. 
 
81 Skyline Area General Plan Amendment, Policy 2.1, p. 2.1P. 
 
82 Local Coastal Program, Policy 5.8, p. 5.3P. 
 
83 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 20-A, Section 6318. 
 
84 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 21-A, Section 6361. 
 
85 San Mateo County Ordinance Code, Chapter 34-B, Section 6754. 
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86 These easements and details of the agreements between the County and other 
agencies for managing the watershed lands are discussed in detail in the 
Parks and Recreation Resources Chapter. 

 
87 Alternative sewage treatment systems are discussed in the Wastewater 

Chapter. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
 
In response to requests by the San Mateo County Planning Commission on 
March 27, April 8 and 10, 1985, the following background data was added to the 
Rural Land Use Chapter. 
 
A. INFORMATION UPDATE 
 
 Staff has updated Tables 9.8, 9.9 and 9.10 of the Rural Land Use Chapter 

to reflect the latest information available. 
 
B. CHARACTERISTICS OF CATTLE OPERATIONS 
 
 1. Type of Cattle Operations 
 
  Like many other industries, the cattle industry has evolved into 

specialized components.  There are three basic production levels in 
the industry, as described below. 

 
  a. Cow-Calf Operations 
 
   A cow-calf operation is basically a factory for producing new 

calves.  The cow-calf operator maintains a herd on a year-round 
basis, marketing all calves except for those that are retained as 
replacement heifers (mature cows and bulls). 

 
  b. Stocker Operations 
 
   The stocker operator is sort of a "middleman" in the cattle busi-

ness.  The stocker buys calves after they have been weaned and 
pastures them until they have put on enough weight to be sold to 
feed lots.  A stocker operation predominantly relies on natural 
grazing lands for its source of feed. 

 
  c. Feed Lot Operations 
 
   Once the cattle have been fattened through grazing on natural 

grasslands, they are sold to feed lots, where they are fed higher 
protein grains for 3-4 months in preparation for slaughter. 

 
 2. The Cattle Business Cycle 
 
  Like many other commodities, cattle are subject to the fluctuations of 

prosperity and recession created by market supply and demand.  Data 
on cattle production reflect this, showing dramatic increases and 
decreases in, for example, the number of calves annually produced over 
a ten-year period. 
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  Generally, the cycle proceeds in the following manner.  High beef 
prices encourage the expansion of herds.  As the herds build up, re-
quiring more range land and/or feed, pressures mount for slaughter in 
greater numbers.  This increases the supply of meat, resulting in 
lower beef prices.  Lower prices result in further liquidation of 
herds, creating even lower prices.  Finally, herds dwindle to a level 
where scarcity begins to drive prices up again and the cycle repeats. 

 
 3. Costs of Production 
 
  a. Cow-Calf Operations 
 
   The cow-calf operation is much more capital intensive than a 

stocker operation due to the costs of land and the facilities 
needed to house, feed, and/or graze the herds.  Prices have in-
creased markedly in recent years due to feed costs, and higher 
agricultural wage rates, interest rates, transportation, and 
energy costs.  Many of the cow-calf operators remain in business 
due to the fact that they have owned their land for many years, by 
increasing production without increasing costs, by postponing 
needed repairs on their facilities, and/or by seeking or using 
outside sources of income.  The following is a list of the costs 
involved in maintaining a cow-calf operation.  This excludes land 
acquisition costs: 

 
   Summary of Cow-Calf Operation Costs 
 
    Feed 
    Labor 
    Interest on Operating Capital 
    Transportation 
    Veterinary Services 
    Other Operating Costs 
     Utilities 
     Repairs 
     Insurance 
     Miscellaneous 
    Fixed Costs 
     Personal Property Taxes 
     Depreciation 
     Interest on Investment 
 
  b. Stocker Operations 
 
   These operations face fewer capital costs and often are conducted 

on leased grazing lands.  However, in spite of their flexibility, 
they often face greater risk due to the margin between purchase 
price of calves and sales of the yearlings after fattening.  Thus, 
timing is very important to the stocker because the price per 
pound could dramatically rise or fall during the fattening of the 
animal.  Stocker operational costs include the following: 

 



EXISTING LAND USE APPENDIX A 
 
 

 
 9.3A 

   Summary of Stocker Operation Costs 
 
    Horses and Equipment 
    Interest on Investment 
    Depreciation 
    Rent of Range 
    Labor 
    Transportation 
    Veterinary Services, Medicine, Etc. 
    Other Operating Costs 
     Repairs 
     Fuel 
     Insurance 
    Interest on Cattle 
 
 4. Sources 
 
Johnson, Walter et al., "Cow-Calf Economics," Cooperative Extension, 

University of California, December, 1984. 
 
Markegard, Gary, "Beef Production in Humboldt County," Humboldt County Farm 

Advisor Report, 1981. 
 
Roberts, Marty, "The Productivity of Bay Area Rangeland," People for Open 

Space Farmlands Conservation Project, May, 1980. 
 
C. PROTECTION OF AGRICULTURE FROM SPECULATION 
 
 One of the most significant public policy issues for California in the 

coming decades will be the loss of productive agricultural land to urban-
ization.  As our state's and region's population grows, there will be 
increasing pressures on remaining agricultural lands at the urban fringe. 

 Already hundreds of thousands of acres of some of the most productive 
agricultural lands in the nation have been lost to urbanization. 

 
 Perhaps the classic example of this has occurred in the Santa Clara 

Valley.  This wide, alluvial plain of two large drainages (Guadalupe River 
and Coyote Creek) contains some of the finest agricultural soils in the 
State and excellent growing conditions.  This resource and the threats to 
it were recognized as early as 1954, when a plan was adopted for protec-
ting agriculture.  The two principle features of this plan were (1) adop-
tion of an exclusively agricultural zoning district; and (2) establishment 
of development policies which directed urban growth to a series of identi-
fied urban nodes that would be surrounded by productive agricultural 
areas.  Although this was visionary for its time, it failed because 
repeated "exceptions" were made that allowed encroachment of suburban-den-
sity residential development into productive agricultural areas.  This 
process, which later became known as "leapfrogging," accelerated the con-
version of agricultural lands and led to additional requests for further 
"exceptions."  When residential subdivisions were developed, surrounding 
agricultural areas were re-assessed to reflect their higher  

 



EXISTING LAND USE APPENDIX A 
 
 

 
 9.4A 

 potential market value, resulting in further increases in property taxes.  
If this was not enough incentive to encourage a farmer to convert his 
land, the presence of suburban neighbors tended to create complaints about 
the use of pesticides, noise and dust from farm machinery, etc.  There 
also tended to be increases in vandalism of crops and farm facilities.  
Finally, as the real estate boom progressed, most landowners could not 
resist the large speculative returns offered for their land, even though 
many sincerely wanted to maintain their farms. 

 
 The urban/rural boundary is a mechanism by which a similar situation can 

be avoided in San Mateo County.  Defining a clear line of demarcation 
between urban and rural land uses gives signals to property owners and 
potential speculators that the County is serious about the protection of 
its resource lands and identifies those areas where efforts for further 
development should be concentrated.  The maintenance of an urban and rural 
distinction is the best way that agriculture can survive in San Mateo 
County. 

 
D. LAND USE CONFLICTS BETWEEN TIMBER OPERATIONS AND OTHER USES 
 
 As explained in more detail in the text of the Rural Land Use Chapter, key 

conflicts between recreational and timber production uses include the po-
tential visual blight resulting from cutting operations, noise, dust, and 
traffic safety problems associated with logging trucks.  There could also 
be adverse impacts to watercourses due to siltation caused by upstream 
erosion from exposed slopes after a timber harvest.  These factors strong-
ly conflict with the recreational experience, which is normally associated 
with escape from similar urban problems.  On the other hand, the presence 
of too many recreational users in the County's timber producing regions 
could affect the viability of the timber production industry. 

 
 Timber management is an important component of recreational lands, par-

ticularly in cases where deteriorated forest conditions can create public 
safety problems.  Some management of the wilderness areas of Pescadero 
Creek Park became necessary after the storm damages that occurred in 1982, 
resulting in blocked stream channels and, in some instances, severe down-
stream erosion.  In situations like this, some timber removal became 
necessary. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

TOPICS FOR CONSIDERATION DURING FUTURE PLANNING 
EFFORTS 

 
 
During Planning Commission hearings, the following topics were identified 
relating to the Rural Land Use Chapter which are most appropriately addressed 
during future planning efforts, including area plan development and ordinance 
revisions: 
 
 
1. Evaluate specific sites for infill development and funding mechanisms for 

infrastructure improvements in rural service centers and subdivisions 
(Skyline, LCP). 

 
2. Identify the types of significant land use conflicts that can occur at the 

edge of the urban/rural boundary and evaluate strategies for resolving 
them (Skyline, LCP). 

 
3. Pursue new land use designation categories for different agricultural uses 

(e.g., floriculture, greenhouses, grazing lands, etc.) (LCP, Skyline). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




