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To: Coastal Commissioners and Interested Persons 

From: Dan Carl, District Manager 
Jonathan Bishop, Coastal Planner 

Subject: Appeal A-3-SLO-10-016 (Harmony Headlands State Park Parking Area). Appeal by 
Dennis Schneider, Sharon Harris, Sharyn Schrick, Denise Emmick McLaughlan, and Sandra 
Emmick Bowman of a San Luis Obispo County decision granting a coastal development 
permit with conditions to the State of California Department of Parks and Recreation to 
formalize a 16-space public parking area, including to install an information kiosk, a fee 
collection tube, barrier bridge rails, and signage at Harmony Headlands State Park at 4500 
Cabrillo Highway (Highway One) along the Harmony Coast between Cayucos and Cambria 
in the North Coast Planning Area of San Luis Obispo County. Appeal Filed: April 7, 2010. 
49th Day: Waived. 

Recommendation  
Staff recommends that the Commission determine that no substantial issue exists with respect to the 
grounds on which appeal A-3-SLO-10-061 was filed. Staff recommends a YES vote on the following 
motion and resolution: 

Motion and Resolution. I move that the Commission determine and resolve that Appeal 
Number A-3-SLO-10-061 does not present a substantial issue with respect to the grounds on 
which the appeal has been filed under Coastal Act Section 30603 regarding consistency with the 
certified Local Coastal Program and/or the public access policies of the Coastal Act. 

Passage of this motion and resolution will result in a finding of no substantial issue and adoption of the 
following findings. By such action, the Coastal Commission declines to take jurisdiction over the coastal 
development permit (CDP) for this project, the County’s action becomes final and effective, and any 
terms and conditions of the County’s decision remain unchanged. The motion passes only by an 
affirmative vote of the majority of the appointed Commissioners present. 

Findings 
On March 2, 2010, San Luis Obispo County approved a CDP authorizing the California Department of 
Parks and Recreation (DPR) to formalize an approximately 4,000 square foot public parking area (with 
16 parking spaces), including installing an information kiosk, a fee collection tube, barrier bridge rails, 
and signage for the purpose of improved public access at Harmony Headlands State Park at 4500 
Cabrillo Highway (Highway One) along the Harmony Coast between Cayucos and Cambria, in the 
North Coast Planning Area of San Luis Obispo County (see notice of County’s action in Exhibit 1). 
Pursuant to Coastal Act Section 30603 and LCP Section 23.01.043(c)(4), this approval is appealable to 
the Commission because the approved development is located between the first public road and the sea, 
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is within 100 feet of a coastal stream, is in a designated Sensitive Coastal Resource Area, and is not the 
principal permitted use in the Agriculture land use category that applies to the site. The Appellants 
contend that the County’s approval is inconsistent with San Luis Obispo County Local Coastal Program 
(LCP) standards for sensitive resource areas (SRAs) and environmentally sensitive habitat areas 
(ESHAs), as well as standards related to agriculture, coastal watersheds, and visual and scenic resources 
(see full appeal document in Exhibit 2). 

Coastal Act Section 30625(b) requires the Commission to hear an appeal unless it determines that no 
substantial issue exists with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed.1 Commission 
staff has analyzed the County’s Final Local Action Notice for the development (Exhibit 1), the 
Appellants’ contentions (Exhibit 2), the Applicant’s response to the appeal (Exhibit 3), the relevant 
requirements of the LCP (Exhibit 4), and has visited the project site (see photos in Exhibit 5). The 
appeal raises no substantial issue with respect to conformance with the LCP, as explained below: 

County-Approved Project 
The County-approved project allows for DPR to formalize an existing informal parking area just off of 
Highway One (and in the Caltrans right-of-way) for public parking for visitors to access Harmony 
Headlands State Park (HHSP). The existing informal parking area consists of hard-pack and ruderal 
vegetation about 100 feet off of the highway, and it provides access into HHSP and to the Appellants’ 
property, both through gates adjacent to the parking area. The parking area is generally separated from 
the immediate shoulder of Highway One by existing chest-high vegetation. DPR would level out this 
slightly uneven (but generally flat) area with permeable Class 2 road base, and would define 16 parking 
spaces within it for public parking to access HHSP through the DPR gate. The parking area would 
remain unpaved, and the parking spaces would be arranged so as to allow through access to both DPR’s 
gate as well as the Appellants’ gate. DPR would also add a small information kiosk, a fee collection tube 
(or “iron ranger”), and signage in the parking area, and would add railings along the existing small 
bridge2 over Ellysly Creek.3 The project would not include any lights, and would include minor 
vegetation planting to facilitate screening of the parking areas as seen from Highway One. See approved 
project information and description in Exhibit 1. See photos of the project area in Exhibit 5. 

SRA 
The County’s LCP designates sensitive resource areas (SRAs) as a means to provide an additional level 

                                                 
1  The term “substantial issue” is not defined in the Coastal Act or its implementing regulations. In previous decisions on appeals, the 

Commission has generally been guided by the following factors in making substantial issue determinations: the degree of factual and 
legal support for the local government’s decision; the extent and scope of the development as approved or denied by the local 
government; the significance of the coastal resources affected by the decision; the precedential value of the local government's decision 
for future interpretations of its LCP; and, whether the appeal raises only local issues as opposed to those of regional or statewide 
significance. 

2  The existing bridge is approximately 8 feet wide, and about 20 feet long over the creek. Given the nature of the creek, the bridge is only 
a few feet above the creek bottom. The existing bridge is an old concrete bridge that currently lacks adequate rails or barriers along its 
side. 

3  Ellysly Creek runs along the base of the shoreline hills framing Highway One along the Harmony Coast, and the creek (and creek 
crossing) is located about 25-30 feet inside of the Park away from the parking area. 
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of protection to areas of known sensitive resources, including areas with known habitat values (like 
streams and creeks), important views, public accessways, etc.. The purpose of the SRA designation is to 
ensure that proposed development is sited and designed in such a manner as to protect the designated 
sensitive resources. The LCP includes a series of findings that must be made in order to approve a 
development project within an SRA (LCP Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance (CZLUO) Section 
23.07.164(e); see applicable LCP policies in Exhibit 4), including that: 1) the development will not 
create significant adverse effects on the natural features of the site that were the basis for the SRA 
designation, and will preserve and protect such features through the site design; 2) natural features and 
topography have been considered in the design and siting of all proposed physical improvements; 3) any 
proposed clearing of topsoil, trees, or other features is the minimum necessary to achieve safe and 
convenient access and siting of proposed structures, and will not create significant adverse effects on the 
identified resource; and 4) soil and subsoil conditions are suitable for excavation, and that site 
preparation and drainage improvements have been designed to prevent soil erosion, and sedimentation 
of streams through undue surface runoff. In this case, the proposed project is located in an LCP-
designated SRA that maps to the Ellysly Creek stream/riparian corridor.  

The Appellants contend that the County approved project fails to comply with the LCP’s SRA 
provisions because there are other feasible locations for the parking area which would result in minimal 
disturbance of the property. The Appellants suggest that there are feasible locations on State Park 
property on either side of the existing Ellysly Creek bridge that could better accommodate a public 
parking area, including using the existing bridge as a single lane access to an alternative parking area 
further inland within HHSP.4

The County found that the proposed parking location would have a minimal impact on the Ellysly Creek 
SRA because it involves minimal improvements within an existing disturbed Caltrans right-of-way that 
is currently used for parking some 25-30 feet away from the upland edge of the Creek, and because 
other potential parking locations would have a greater impact to the Creek as well as other coastal 
resources. The County based its findings and conclusions largely on a biological analysis of siting 
alternatives conducted by the DPR.5 That report concludes that the project would not have any 
significant impacts on the environment, and that other parking locations could have significant impacts. 
The Commission concurs. Alternative locations within the Park (and across the bridge over Ellysly 
Creek) would clearly result in additional adverse resource impacts. For example, to retrofit and widen 
the existing bridge to accommodate public vehicular access would result in additional impacts to the 
creek and its riparian corridor (e.g., from measures necessary to increase the capacity of the bridge, to 
provide space for vehicular as well as pedestrian lanes, etc.). The idea of bringing additional disturbance 

                                                 
4  There is an existing access road into HHSP that extends past the gate, over the existing bridge, and roughly a half-mile to an existing 

small building within the Park that was historically a residential structure. This access road is not open to the public (and would not be 
under the County’s approval). Rather, it is used by DPR personnel for park management. The existing access road was historically the 
driveway access to the former residence, but now provides the primary pedestrian access into the Park from the informal parking area. 
Due to the configuration of the hills and site topography, the access road curves into the park in such a way that it enters into a 
protected area where the former residence sits that is not visible from Highway One. 

5  By Vince Cicero, DPR Senior Environmental Scientist, dated May 26, 2009. 

California Coastal Commission 



Appeal A-3-SLO-10-016 
Harmony Headlands State Park Parking Area 
Page 4 

to the creek and SRA also runs contrary to the LCP’s SRA provisions, and increasing vehicular use 
across the bridge could lead to additional such impacts as well. In addition, more interior parking areas 
within HHSP would require additional grading and vegetation removal to provide for the space needed 
to accommodate parking at the alternative locations suggested by the Appellants, and would likely 
necessitate widening of and other potential upgrades to (e.g., paving) the existing one-lane, unpaved, 
and currently fairly low-key access road itself.  

Commission staff have visited the site on multiple occasions, most recently on August 12, 2010, and 
these site visits corroborate this finding, indicating that the least environmentally damaging feasible 
alternative to providing a more formalized parking area to facilitate public access to HHSP is the 
County-approved project. More interior (to the Park) parking locations would not only require bridge 
modifications that could adversely affect Creek habitat resources and lead to increased impacts from 
public vehicular access over the Creek, but more interior parking areas would compromise resource 
areas within the park, and would compromise the serenity and ambiance that is currently provided 
within the park absent parking. Conversely, the existing parking area is along the side of Highway One, 
and provides an appropriate spot to park as a jumping off location for exploring the Park itself. This set 
up ensures that Park users are buffered from vehicles coming and going for parking, and keeps the 
interior of the Park a quiet and reflective natural area.  

The Appellants also cite CZLUO Section 23.07.174 specific to streams and riparian vegetation, and 
contend that alternative locations are available for parking further away from the creek. As described 
above, the proposed parking area is already informally used by the public for parking and access to the 
Park, and utilizing this existing disturbed area within the Caltrans right-of-way is the environmentally 
superior alternative to other suggested locations. Moving the parking area further away from the creek 
and into the interior of the park, as suggested by the Appellants, would result in additional stream 
habitat impacts and would not better protect the resource. It would also lead to Park resource impacts 
associated with a more interior site, as discussed above. Shifting the parking area towards the highway, 
as also suggested by the Appellants, would require additional grading, land clearing and vegetation 
removal. In addition, any shift closer to the Highway would result in increased visual impacts in this 
highly scenic area, and could lead to safety issues for both users of the parking area and Highway One 
motorists. Formalizing the use of the existing disturbed area already used for parking allows for parked 
cars to be screened by existing vegetation and will avoid additional incursions into the viewshed. 

The proposed project is consistent with LCP SRA standards and required findings because the project 
has been sited and designed to limit and avoid resource impacts, and it will allow for public use of the 
site with minimal site disturbance that is focused in an area already disturbed and already used for 
parking. Use of the already disturbed area will avoid the need to clear additional vegetation, will avoid 
additional adverse impacts to the creek and its riparian corridor, and will avoid resource impacts 
associated with alternative suggested sites. The proposed site is relatively flat and is suitable for 
continued parking as proposed. Native landscaping along the edge of the parking area will act to 
delineate and separate the graveled parking area from the sensitive creek and riparian resource.  
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In short, the County-approved project has been sited and designed to make use of an existing disturbed 
area adjacent to Highway One that is already used for public parking and to avoid adverse coastal 
resource impacts. The County-approved project is consistent with the LCP’s SRA requirements, and the 
Appellants’ contentions in this regard do not raise a substantial issue.  
 
ESHA 
The Appellants contend that the project is inconsistent with two LCP ESHA policies for development 
adjacent to coastal streams and within the riparian buffer zone. The Appellants contend that there is no 
evidence to support the County’s conclusion that the proposed project has the least environmental 
impact (ESHA Policy 21; see Exhibit 4), and further contend that a reduction of the LCP’s 100-foot 
buffer requirement is not supported in the findings and conditions of approval (ESHA Policy 28; see 
Exhibit 4). Based on DPR’s biological analysis of alternatives for siting the proposed project,6 the 
County found that the project results in the least environmental impact. DPR’s analysis appears 
thorough and adequately evaluates alternatives and potential environmental impacts, and the 
Commission concurs with the County that the project is the least environmentally damaging feasible 
alternative, including for the reasons articulated in the preceding findings. Thus, the County’s approval 
is consistent with LCP ESHA Policy 21.  

With respect to LCP ESHA Policy 28, this policy requires a 100-foot buffer in rural areas unless a 
modification is requested and approved through the land use permit process. The Appellants’ contention 
that the County did not make findings to support such a modification is inaccurate. In fact, the County 
made such findings (see County Findings N through Q on page 7 of Exhibit 1), and the parking area was 
allowed to be formalized in its existing location, some 25-30 feet from Ellysly Creek ESHA, pursuant to 
an LCP allowed modification. As detailed in the previous findings, such siting and design appropriately 
respects Creek habitat resources, and such reduced buffer is appropriate pursuant to LCP ESHA Policy 
28. Thus, the County’s approval appropriately addresses the ESHA protection policies of the LCP, and 
the Appellants’ contentions in this regard do not raise a substantial issue. 

Agriculture 
LCP Agriculture Policy 1 requires the protection of coastal agriculture and requires that suitable 
agricultural lands be maintained or available for agricultural production. The Appellants contend that 
the project is inconsistent with this policy because the project will have a significant effect on the 
Appellants’ adjacent agricultural lands that are accessed through the parking area from Highway One. 
The County’s approval appropriately recognizes this access road issue, and the parking area would be 
configured in such a way as to avoid blocking the Appellants’ gate. To reinforce this design measure, 
the County required appropriate signage be placed at the southern portion of the access road to warn the 
public not to block the Appellants’ gate (see County Condition 7). In addition to the sign provisions, the 
County required that the permit be reviewed in one year to determine if the parking configuration is 
interfering with access of these neighboring properties (see County Condition 5). Thus, the County 
adequately addressed any issues having to do with the potential of the parking area to adversely affect 

                                                 
6  Id (DPR, 2009). 
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access to the Appellants’ property, and by extension access to any agricultural operations present there.7 
In fact, it is more likely that the County-approved project would be beneficial to adjacent agricultural 
uses as opposed to the other way around. To the extent that there is an existing conflict between 
informally parked cars and adjacent agricultural operations, this project will help to alleviate any such 
conflicts by formalizing public parking spaces, clearly demarcating areas where parking is prohibited, 
and providing through access corridors to the Appellants’ gate. In sum, LCP agriculture protection 
issues have been adequately addressed by the County, and the Appellants’ contentions in this regard do 
not raise a substantial issue. 

Coastal Watersheds 
With respect to coastal watersheds, the Appellants raise concerns about the placement of Class 2 base 
rock over the surface of the parking area. Specifically, the Appellants assert that grading of the site must 
be addressed, and they are concerned that placement of base rock surfacing increases the potential for 
erosion, in conflict with LCP Coastal Watershed Policies 7, 8, and 10 (see Exhibit 4). Contrary to 
assertions made by the Appellants, grading, drainage, and general water quality protection provisions of 
the LCP are adequately addressed in the County approval. In fact, the approved grading is minimal, and 
the placement of semi-permeable surface rock will only occur in already disturbed and partially graveled 
areas off the Highway One roadbed. Consistent with Policy 7, no grading will occur on slopes greater 
than 20%, as the site is already relatively flat and the scope and degree of grading is minimal. Consistent 
with Policy 8, the parking area will not be paved and existing runoff-patterns will not be altered. 
Application of a semi-pervious type road base on an already disturbed and hard compacted parking area 
will more likely improve the drainage situation, as surface runoff will be slowed and allowed to 
percolate into the soil before moving away from the parking area into the ruderal vegetation. The 
application of the approved permeable surfacing material is sufficient to address potential runoff issues 
associated with parked cars at this location. Thus, LCP watershed issues, including with respect to 
grading and drainage, have been adequately built into the project and addressed by the County approval, 
and the Appellants’ contentions in this regard do not raise a substantial issue. 

Visual and Scenic Resources 
The Appellants contend that the project will adversely impact visual and scenic resources because the 
parking area and signage will be visible from Highway One. Specifically, the Appellants contend that 
there are feasible alternatives to the siting of the parking lot that would minimize visual impacts from 
the public view corridor and that the project should include mitigation measures to reduce the visual 
impact of the parking area. As discussed above, utilizing the existing disturbed area allows for parked 
cars to be setback from the Highway and screened by existing vegetation (and proposed additional 
vegetation) thereby avoiding additional incursions into the viewshed. Although the parking area and 
parked cars would be visible off of the Highway, such impact would be similar to the current viewshed 
situation, albeit there may be more cars parked once the parking area is formalized and users are made 
                                                 
7  The Commission is not aware of active agricultural operations at the Appellants’ site, but in the past these agricultural lands have been 

deemed suitable for and used for grazing as opposed to row crops or some other more intense agricultural operations. The provisions of 
the County’s approval to avoid conflicts between public parking users and agricultural use of the Appellants’ properties are sufficient in 
this regard to address any potential agricultural conflicts associated with grazing and similar agricultural uses on the subject properties.  
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more aware it is available. The potential that additional cars would lead to visual impact issues is 
tempered by the existing and proposed vegetation screening. Signage would be low key and confined to 
the immediate parking lot area. Alternative sites interior to the Park could avoid cars parked in the 
Highway One viewshed, but use of these sites would lead to significant visual impacts within the Park, 
as discussed above, associated with an interior parking area and vehicular access to it. The County 
approval adequately addresses LCP visual and scenic resource protection provisions, and the 
Appellants’ contentions in this regard do not raise a substantial issue.  

Other Appellant Contentions  
The Appellants raise a series of additional contentions, some of which do not appear to be LCP or 
Coastal Act public access and recreation contentions (and thus not valid appeal contentions). These 
additional contentions do not cite specific LCP inconsistencies based on specific LCP policies, and 
instead are primarily premised on the allegation that the County did not have adequate factual support to 
approve a CDP consistent with the requirements of the LCP, including with respect to LCP-required 
findings and including with respect to the County’s conditions of approval. These contentions likewise 
do not raise substantial issues with respect to LCP conformance, including as follows:  

• “The level of detail that was submitted with the application and the lack of scale and inaccuracy of 
the site plan makes it impossible to make an objective evaluation of the scope of the project and to 
asses the impacts of the proposed project.” On the contrary, the County-approved project clearly 
defined a specific project for which an LCP analysis was clearly possible (see Exhibit 1). According 
to the County appeal staff report, the site plan “does provide the information necessary to evaluate 
the project.” The County’s approval, and coastal resource protection requirements under the LCP, 
did not suffer due to the level of detail and accuracy of DPR’s proposal, and this contention does not 
raise a substantial issue.  

• “AGENCY REVIEW: Although Public Works requested a traffic study to determine if left hand 
channelization is warranted at the site, there was apparently no sight distance study prepared that 
would evaluate the safety of traffic congestion caused by vehicles waiting to make a left turn into the 
parking lot nor was there an analysis of how vehicles would maneuver if the parking lot was full.” 
According to the County, it was determined that Caltrans was the ultimate authority regarding the 
relationship of the project to potential Highway One circulation issues, and deferred to Caltrans. The 
fact that Caltrans did not require a traffic study is not an LCP conformance question. Moreover, the 
parking area in question is (and will be per the project) fairly small, and Highway One in this area is 
fairly rural. It is not expected that formalizing the parking area will lead to significantly increased 
circulation problems related to ingress and egress, and this contention does not raise a substantial 
issue.  

• “FINDINGS: The Appellants believe that the following findings are flawed and not supported by the 
facts.” The Appellants cite County findings A through F, L, and N in support of this contention (see 
pages 9 and 10 of the appeal contentions in Exhibit 2). As described previously, these additional 
contentions do not cite specific LCP inconsistencies based on specific LCP policies. In this case, 
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alleged CEQA inconsistencies in and of themselves are not valid appeal contentions, and thus not 
relevant to the substantial issue question before the Commission in this analysis. Likewise, General 
Plan Policy inconsistencies in and of themselves are not valid appeal contentions, and are not 
relevant to the substantial issue question before the Commission in this analysis. Other appeal 
contentions with respect to the County findings on emergency access to adjacent properties, traffic 
flows on Highway One, and conflicts with immediate neighborhood character and surrounding land 
uses also do not raise substantial issues. Findings regarding ESHA are thoroughly addressed in the 
County record and further discussed in this staff report. The County adequately addressed the 
relevant LCP conformance issues related to this project and has provided adequate factual and legal 
support in making their findings. Thus, a substantial issue is not raised with respect to the general 
broad brush contentions made by the Appellants regarding the County’s adopted findings. 

• “CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL: The appellants believe that the following conditions of approval 
are flawed and not supported by the facts.” The Appellants cite County conditions of approval 2 
(site development), 4 (signage), and 6 (ongoing conditions) as lacking in this contention. Again, 
these additional contentions do not cite specific LCP inconsistencies based on specific LCP policies. 
As described in some detail in the preceding analysis, the County’s adopted conditions of approval 
adequately and appropriately address the relevant LCP conformance issues related to this project. 
Thus, a substantial issue is not raised with respect to the general broad brush contentions made by 
the Applicant regarding the County’s adopted conditions of approval. 

Overall, the County has provided adequate factual and legal support for its decision that the approved 
development would be consistent with the applicable policies in the certified LCP (Exhibit 1). There are 
no significant coastal resources adversely affected by the decision, and no adverse precedent will be set 
for future interpretations of the LCP. Finally, the appeal does not raise issues of regional or statewide 
significance.  

For the reasons stated above, the Commission finds that Appeal Number A-3-SLO-10-016 does not 
present a substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed under Section 
30603 of the Coastal Act regarding consistency with the certified LCP and/or the public access policies 
of the Coastal Act. 

  

Exhibits: 
Exhibit 1: San Luis Obispo County CDP decision 
Exhibit 2: Appeal of San Luis Obispo County’s CDP decision 
Exhibit 3: State Park’s response to Appeal 
Exhibit 4:  Applicable San Luis Obispo County LCP policies 
Exhibit 5: Site Photos 
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