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To: Commissioners and Interested Persons 
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Subject: Santa Cruz County LCP Amendment Number 1-11 Part 3 (Vacation Rental 
Regulations). Proposed major amendment to the Santa Cruz County certified Local Coastal 
Program to be presented for public hearing and California Coastal Commission action at the 
Marin County Board of Supervisors Chambers, 3501 Civic Center Drive, Room 330, in San 
Rafael. 

Summary 
Santa Cruz County has submitted the above-referenced Local Coastal Program (LCP) amendment 
request which would define vacation rentals, allow them as principally permitted uses within residential 
units, and add Section 13.10.694 to the LCP’s Implementation Plan (IP) to regulate such vacation 
rentals, which are currently not explicitly regulated by the LCP. The proposed vacation rental 
regulations would allow vacation rentals in all zoning districts that allow stand-alone residential uses 
and would require: 1) a permitting/registration process; 2) payment of Transient Occupancy Tax (TOT) 
to the County; 3) signage identifying a structure as a vacation rental, including the name and phone 
number of a local contact person responsible for responding to complaints; 4) a dispute resolution 
process, and; 5) that the property owner be subject to enforcement provisions. The proposed regulations 
also limit the number of guests allowed in a vacation rental unit at any one time, and the number of 
vehicles allowed per vacation rental unit. The regulations would not apply to the Pajaro Dunes area and 
would include additional requirements within the Live Oak Designated Area (LODA) (essentially the 
Live Oak beach area between the Santa Cruz Harbor and 41st Avenue) that would prohibit new vacation 
rentals if vacation rentals exceed 20% of the residential use of any particular block or if vacation rentals 
constitute more than 15% of residential stock in the LODA overall. 

The presence of vacation rentals in certain parts of Santa Cruz County has raised issues for years, mostly 
in terms of resident concerns that such rentals at times have led to problems (excessive noise, cars, 
garbage, etc.) that negatively impact residents, particularly in the Live Oak coastal area where there 
have been many such rentals. At the same time, vacation rentals provide an important visitor function 
that allows groups and families another option for overnight accommodations near the beach and 
shoreline, including in areas without significant commercial overnight options and where residential 
communities flank the immediate shoreline. Because the LCP did not explicitly regulate vacation 
rentals, the County embarked on a long and inclusive planning process to develop rules that could 
effectively strike an appropriate balance to allow vacation rentals but limit their number in vacation-
rental-saturated areas, and to provide needed rules for their operation.  

The proposed amendment does not prohibit, or unduly restrict, the rental of residences to visitors in a 
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manner that will diminish the public’s ability to access and recreate on the coast by renting a coastal 
residence. Rather, the proposed amendment provides a means to appropriately regulate vacation rentals 
in a manner that continues to provide an important overnight visitor function at the same time as 
protecting coastal resources, including access and recreational opportunities and community character, 
consistent with the requirements of the LCP’s Land Use Plan (LUP), which is the standard of review. 
Under the proposed rules, vacation rentals would be expected to continue to effectively co-exist in 
coastal residential areas with better clarity on use parameters to ensure that they do not become 
problematic. Also, the proposed addition of vacation rentals as a principally permitted use in existing 
residences in certain zoning districts would not result in additional significant adverse impacts to coastal 
resources because the existing LCP would continue to govern the appropriateness of residential use in 
the County’s coastal zone, and vacation rentals would only be allowed in residential uses that are 
themselves consistent with the LCP. 

Commission staff worked closely with County staff as the proposed ordinance made its way through the 
local review process, and believes that the County has ultimately succeeded in identifying appropriate 
vacation rental regulations that address potential visitor-resident conflicts and that satisfy the sometimes 
competing objectives associated with facilitating public recreational opportunities near and within 
residential areas of the shoreline. Staff recommends that the Commission find the proposed amendment 
consistent with and adequate to carry out the policies of the LUP, and that the Commission approve the 
IP amendment as submitted. The motion and resolution are found on page 3 below. 

Staff Note: LCP Amendment Action Deadline  
This proposed LCP amendment was filed as complete on June 7, 2011. The proposed amendment 
includes IP changes only, and the 60-day action deadline is August 6, 2011. Thus, unless the 
Commission extends the action deadline (it may be extended by up to one year), the Commission has 
until August 6, 2011 to take a final action on this LCP amendment. 

Staff Report Contents page  
I. Staff Recommendation – Motion and Resolution..................................................................................3 
II. Findings and Declarations .....................................................................................................................3 

A. Proposed Amendment Background .................................................................................................3 
B. Proposed LCP Amendment..............................................................................................................5 
C. Consistency Analysis .......................................................................................................................6 
D. California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) ..............................................................................9 

III. Exhibits  
 Exhibit A: Proposed IP Amendment Language 
 Exhibit B: Live Oak Designated Area Map 
 

California Coastal Commission 



LCPA SCO-1-11 Part 3 
Vacation Rental Standards 

Page 3 

California Coastal Commission 

I. Staff Recommendation – Motion and Resolution 
Staff recommends that the Commission, after public hearing, approve the proposed amendment as 
submitted. The Commission needs to make one motion in order to act on this recommendation.  

Approval of Implementation Plan Amendment as Submitted 
Staff recommends a NO vote on the motion below. Failure of the motion will result in certification of 
the implementation plan amendment as submitted and the adoption of the following resolution and 
findings. The motion passes only by an affirmative vote of a majority of the appointed Commissioners. 

Motion. I move that the Commission reject Major Amendment Number 1-11 Part 3 to the Santa 
Cruz County Local Coastal Program Implementation Plan as submitted by Santa Cruz County. I 
recommend a no vote. 

Resolution to Certify the IP Amendment as Submitted. The Commission hereby certifies Major 
Amendment Number 1-11 Part 3 to the Santa Cruz County Local Coastal Program Implementation 
Plan as submitted by Santa Cruz County and adopts the findings set forth below on the grounds that 
the amendment is consistent with and adequate to carry out the certified Land Use Plan. Certification 
of the Implementation Plan amendment complies with the California Environmental Quality Act 
because either 1) feasible mitigation measures and/or alternatives have been incorporated to 
substantially lessen any significant adverse effects of the plan on the environment, or 2) there are no 
further feasible alternatives or mitigation measures which could substantially lessen any significant 
adverse impact which the Implementation Plan Amendment may have on the environment. 

II. Findings and Declarations 
The Commission finds and declares as follows: 

A. Proposed Amendment Background 
Santa Cruz County is home to some of the most beautiful coastline in California, which is treasured by 
local residents and tourists alike. Over the years, vacation home rentals have proliferated in the County, 
especially in the Live Oak coastal area.1 As these rentals have proliferated, the summer rentals of the 
past have evolved into what is now oftentimes a year-round business. This evolution has sometimes 
caused problems for coastal residential neighborhoods and has stirred discussion regarding impacts from 

                                                 
1
  The County estimates that there are 570 existing vacation rentals located throughout the County. Of these, 266 vacation rentals are 

located in the “Live Oak Designated Area” (see Exhibit B), essentially the Live Oak beach area between the Santa Cruz Harbor and 
41st Avenue, which has a total of about 2,206 residential units (and thus vacation rentals make up about 12 percent of the residential 
stock in this area). 



LCPA SCO-1-11 Part 3 
Vacation Rental Standards 
Page 4 

California Coastal Commission 

vacation rentals with respect to the preservation of neighborhood integrity, rental housing stock 
reduction, and public safety, including in terms of complaints about loud, late-night parties, increased 
traffic and parking difficulties, garbage accumulation, and other issues that have been associated with 
vacation rentals. 

The County has a permitting process and related operational requirements for hotels, motels, and bed 
and breakfast operations, including requirements for the payment of Transient Occupancy Taxes (TOT). 
However, vacation rentals in Santa Cruz County are not explicitly regulated and there are no operational 
permits or standards applied to them. The County is proposing this amendment to establish a set of 
regulations for vacation rentals to protect the integrity of neighborhoods and to ensure the collection of 
TOT, while continuing to allow vacation rentals to help provide a range of visitor-serving overnight 
opportunities in the County’s coastal areas. The proposed regulations would apply throughout the 
County’s coastal zone, except for in the Pajaro Dunes area,2 and would include more specific 
regulations within the “Live Oak Designated Area” (LODA) (see Exhibit B). 

In recent years, the Commission has approved a number of LCP amendments regulating vacation rentals 
in the coastal zone, including in the City of Encinitas (LCPA 1-06), in Humboldt County (LCPA HUM-
MAJ-1-98-C), and in San Luis Obispo County (LCPA 1-01 Part A).3 Similar to the proposed 
amendment, the primary intent of these past cases was not to prohibit vacation rentals or to significantly 
diminish their visitor serving utility, but rather to provide a means and a framework to appropriately 
regulate their establishment and operation. 

                                                 
2
  Pajaro Dunes is a gated coastal community, which has permanent residences and vacation rentals, and is located adjacent to the Pajaro 

River at the County’s southern border. Vacation rentals in Pajaro Dunes are already governed by existing Covenants, Conditions and 
Restrictions (CC&Rs). Any issues related to vacation rentals at Pajaro Dunes are addressed through the Pajaro Dunes Homeowners’ 
Association and the associated management company and private security. Because Pajaro Dunes is a large development with its own 
management company, homeowners’ association, and private security, and because it is isolated from any other residential 
development, the County did not feel it was necessary to apply the vacation rental regulations at Pajaro Dunes, i.e. unlike other areas 
that may be part of a larger neighborhood, Pajaro Dunes is self-contained and any issues regarding noise, etc., from vacation rentals 
there can be quickly and effectively dealt with by the management company and the private security. 

3
  In LCPA 1-06, the Commission’s approval allows for vacation rentals in the City of Encinitas on the west side of Highway 101 only; in 

HUM-MAJ-1-98-C, the Commission’s approval allows for vacation rentals in the Shelter Cove area of Humboldt County only. In 
LCPA 1-01 Part A, the Commission’s approval allows for vacation rentals in residential and agricultural properties throughout San Luis 
Obispo County’s coastal zone, with additional regulations for the Cambria and Cayucos areas of the County due to residents’ concerns 
about the impacts of vacation rentals in these communities (similar to the proposed amendment’s additional restrictions for the LODA). 
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B. Proposed LCP Amendment 
The proposed amendment establishes regulations applicable to certain residential dwellings4 that are 
allowed to be rented as vacation rentals for periods of not more than 30 days at a time. The proposed 
amendment would allow vacation rentals in all zoning districts that allow “stand-alone” residential uses, 
i.e. residential uses that are not subordinate to another type of use.5 Vacation rentals would be allowed 
as a principally permitted use subject to a level 2 approval (administrative, plans required)6 in all zoning 
districts that allow stand-alone residential use, including the Residential, Agricultural, Parks and 
Recreation, and Timber Production zoning districts.7 Also, the proposed amendment would allow 
vacation rentals in the Special Use zoning district if the underlying LUP designation allows stand-alone 
residential use. 

The proposed amendment would regulate vacation rentals in the coastal zone countywide (other than in 
Pajaro Dunes) and would require: 1) a permitting/registration process; 2) payment of TOT to the 
County; 3) exterior signage identifying a structure as a vacation rental, including the name and phone 
number of a local contact person responsible for responding to complaints; 4) limitations on the 
maximum number of users and vehicles; 5) a dispute resolution process with neighbors; and 6) posting 
of all associated rules and regulations within the rental itself.  

The proposed amendment includes a separate permitting process for existing vacation rentals and for 
new vacation rentals.8 Each vacation rental permit would constitute a CDP that would run with the land 
in perpetuity, except that each vacation rental permit issued for a vacation rental located in the LODA 
would have an expiration date of five years from the date of issuance, at which time the owner of such a 
property may apply for renewal of the permit (see page 6 of Exhibit A for the LODA permit renewal 
process). Also, the proposed amendment would prohibit new vacation rentals in the LODA if parcels 
with existing vacation rentals on the same block equal 20 percent or more of the total residential parcels 
on that block, or if vacation rentals constitute more than 15 percent of all the residential parcels in the 

                                                 
4
  Per the proposed amendment, a vacation rental may be located in a single-family dwelling unit, a duplex or triplex (including 

condominium and townhouse units), but may not be located in apartments or manufactured homes in a mobile home park. 
5
  Examples of zoning districts in Santa Cruz County where stand-alone residential use is not allowed include the commercial zoning 

districts, which allow residential use only as part of a mixed commercial-residential use with limits on the percentage of residential use 
allowed in the project. 

6
  The LCP is structured with approval levels from 1 to 7, with 1 being the lowest level of review and 7 being the highest (requiring Board 

of Supervisors approval).  
7
  The zoning districts that do not allow stand-alone residential use are the Commercial, Industrial, and Public and Community Facilities 

districts. Under the proposed amendment, vacation rentals would not be permitted in these zoning districts unless an existing dwelling 
in one of these zoning districts was used as a vacation rental prior to April 5, 2011 and the owner of such a property submits an 
application to the Planning Department (along with documentation that includes evidence that there has been prior vacation rental use 
of the unit, among other requirements) within 90 days of certification of this LCP amendment by the Commission. 

8
  The proposed amendment defines an existing vacation rental as a dwelling unit that was used as a vacation rental prior to April 5, 2011; 

a new vacation rental is defined as a dwelling unit that was not used as a vacation rental prior to April 5, 2011 (see page 2 of Exhibit A). 



LCPA SCO-1-11 Part 3 
Vacation Rental Standards 
Page 6 

entire LODA (see pages 4-5 of Exhibit A). Notwithstanding these maximums, each block in the LODA 
that allows residential use may have at least one vacation rental.  

The amendment does not identify specific required findings for vacation rentals, and is more aptly 
described as a procedural tool for regulating such rentals. All other applicable LCP policies would 
continue to apply to vacation rental permit decisions. All vacation rental permits would be subject to 
revocation as provided for in LCP section 18.10.136.  

See Exhibit A for the proposed IP amendment language and Exhibit B for the location of the “Live Oak 
Designated Area.” 

C. Consistency Analysis 

1. Standard of Review 
The proposed amendment affects the IP component of the Santa Cruz County LCP. The standard of 
review for IP amendments is that they must be consistent with and adequate to carry out the policies of 
the certified LUP. 

2.  IP Amendment Consistency Analysis 
A.  Applicable Policies 
The Santa Cruz LUP contains objectives and policies that provide for visitor-serving uses with the intent 
of maximizing coastal access and providing appropriate upland support facilities, such as vacation 
rentals, directed towards coastal zone visitors, including:  

LUP Objective 2.16 – To provide for a variety of temporary residential uses in both urban and 
rural areas which provide for visitor needs while preserving the unique environmental settings 
that attract visitors to the County and protecting residential communities in the County.  

LUP Policy 2.22.1 – Priority of Uses within the Coastal Zone. Maintain a hierarchy of land use 
priorities within the Coastal Zone:  

 First Priority: Agriculture and coastal-dependent industry 

 Second Priority: Recreation, including public parks; visitor serving commercial uses; and 
 coastal recreation facilities.  

 Third Priority: Private residential, general industrial, and general commercial uses. 

LUP Objective 7.7a Coastal Recreation. To maximize public use and enjoyment of coastal 
recreation resources for all people, including those with disabilities, while protecting those 
resources from the adverse impacts of overuse. 

California Coastal Commission 
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B.  Analysis  
The LUP is clearly premised on protecting, providing, and enhancing coastal access and recreation 
opportunities for the general public, including by prioritizing visitor-serving commercial facilities, 
including lower cost visitor-serving facilities, and maximizing public use and enjoyment of coastal 
recreation resources for all people, while preserving the unique environment that attracts visitors to the 
County and protecting residential communities in the County. 

The opportunity to rent residences within California’s coastal communities represents one way in which 
California residents and visitors enjoy the coast. In some instances, residential vacation rentals may 
provide a lower cost alternative to renting hotel or motel rooms for large families or groups of 
individuals. In all cases, vacation rentals increase the range of options available to coastal visitors, 
oftentimes in residential areas along the immediate shoreline where there are not other significant 
commercial overnight opportunities. In this context, proposals to regulate vacation rentals have the 
potential to conflict with the LUP’s objectives to protect access and recreational opportunities, and to 
conflict with the LUP’s prioritization of visitor-serving commercial facilities. 

The proposed amendment is primarily a means to provide a regulatory structure to a category of use and 
development that is not currently explicitly regulated by the LCP. The proposed rules are not a 
prohibition or a ban and are not structured to reduce the utility of vacation rentals for lower cost users 
(e.g., the rules do not include a required length of stay). Rather, establishing vacation rentals as an 
allowed use in all zoning districts where stand-alone residential use is allowed protects coastal access 
and recreation opportunities and is consistent with the LUP’s prioritization of visitor-serving 
commercial facilities. The proposed amendment does not prohibit or unduly restrict the rental of 
residences to visitors in a manner that will diminish the public’s ability to access and recreate on the 
coast. Instead, the proposed amendment provides an opportunity to regulate vacation rentals in a manner 
that protects coastal resources and access and recreational opportunities, as well as residential 
communities and community character, consistent with the requirements of the LUP. For example, the 
proposed amendment limits the number of vehicles allowed at a vacation rental, which will minimize 
the impact of vacation rentals on other beach users with regard to parking. The proposed amendment 
also limits the number of guests allowed at each vacation rental, which will help protect the adjacent 
residential community from overuse (and concomitant noise and other problems) of oversubscribed 
vacation rentals.  

With respect to the LODA, the proposed block and area limits for new vacation rentals are appropriately 
designed to ensure that entire blocks – and indeed the entire LODA area – do not convert into vacation 
rentals.9 Over time, vacation rentals have become a prominent component of many Live Oak beach 
areas and, according to the County, a significant bulk of the complaints received regarding vacation 
rentals are focused in the LODA (excessive noise, cars, garbage, etc.). Accordingly, the proposed limits 
for new vacation rentals in the LODA seem reasonable, especially because there are already numerous 

                                                 
9
  Similar in some ways to the manner in which vacation rentals in the Cambria and Cayucos areas of San Luis Obispo County are 

addressed differently than other coastal zone areas in the San Luis Obispo County LCP (see LCPA 1-01 Part A). 
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vacation rentals there that allow for access and recreational opportunities and such existing uses will not 
be reduced through this IP amendment.  

Finally, the addition of vacation rentals as a principally permitted use in existing residences located in 
the zoning districts described above would not result in significant adverse impacts to coastal resources, 
including because the existing LCP would continue to govern the appropriateness of residential 
development in the County’s coastal zone, and vacation rentals could only be permitted in residences 
that are themselves consistent with the LCP. In other words, vacation rentals would not be added 
independently as a principally permitted use. Rather, vacation rentals could only be sited in residential 
structures that meet all other applicable provisions of the LCP. This is particularly important with 
respect to the County’s rural properties, where specific siting and design criteria limit residential 
development as a conditional use to protect rural agricultural lands. If the vacation rental use were 
intended to be permitted on its own as a separate principally permitted use, rather than solely in 
conjunction with existing or proposed residential uses, in these types of more sensitive areas, this would 
indeed be problematic under the LUP because it could lead to inappropriate residential development 
couched as vacation rentals where such development was principally permitted. This could also result in 
inappropriate intensification of use and development under the auspices of vacation rental homes 
because an applicant might propose a vacation rental that would later be used solely as a residence in the 
long run, sans the vacation rental use. Adding vacation rentals as a use contingent on residential 
development already consistent with the LCP eliminates this concern, and would be expected to have 
negligible resource impacts past the residential impacts themselves. Thus, because the vacation rental 
would be required to meet the same standards as any other residential use, the proposed IP amendment 
can be found consistent with the LUP.  

If a new residential development to include a vacation rental use were proposed in any of the above 
zoning districts, development of the new residential structure would have to conform to all applicable 
LCP requirements regarding coastal resource protection (including protection of agriculture, 
environmentally sensitive habitat, visual resources, the priority use requirements of the zoning district, 
etc.). For example, if a person or persons proposed to construct a new residence on agricultural land that 
would include a vacation rental use, the proposed residential development would be required to comply 
with the LCP’s certified agricultural policies and zoning code requirements, which recognize agriculture 
as a priority land use, require the preservation of agricultural uses on agricultural lands, and limit 
residential development accordingly (e.g., LUP Chapter 5 Agriculture policies and IP Sections 
pertaining to development on agricultural land, including but not limited to Sections 13.10.313 and 
13.10.510, et seq., and IP Chapter 16.50). As is currently the case, any such residential development on 
agricultural land use would also be a conditional use, thus making any decision on such a residential 
project appealable to the Coastal Commission.  

In summary, the County has succeeded in identifying appropriate vacation rental regulations that 
address potential visitor-resident conflicts and that satisfy the sometimes competing objectives 
associated with facilitating public recreational opportunities near and within residential areas of the 
shoreline. Under the proposed rules, vacation rentals would be expected to continue to effectively co-
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exist in coastal residential areas with better clarity on use parameters to ensure that they do not become 
problematic. For all the reasons discussed above, the proposed IP amendment can be found consistent 
with and adequate to carry out the certified LUP. 

D. California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 
The Coastal Commission’s review and development process for LCPs and LCP amendments has been 
certified by the Secretary of Resources as being the functional equivalent of the environmental review 
required by CEQA. Therefore, local governments are not required to undertake environmental analysis 
of proposed LCP amendments, although the Commission can and does use any environmental 
information that the local government has developed. CEQA requires that alternatives to the proposed 
action be reviewed and considered for their potential impact on the environment and that the least 
damaging feasible alternative be chosen as the alternative to undertake.  

The County, acting as lead CEQA agency, adopted a Negative Declaration for the proposed IP 
amendment and in doing so found that the amendment would not have significant adverse 
environmental impacts. This staff report has discussed the relevant coastal resource issues with the 
proposal. All public comments received to date have been addressed in the findings above. All above 
findings are incorporated herein in their entirety by reference. 

As such, there are no additional feasible alternatives or feasible mitigation measures available which 
would substantially lessen any significant adverse environmental effects which approval of the 
amendment would have on the environment within the meaning of CEQA. Thus, the proposed 
amendment will not result in any significant environmental effects for which feasible mitigation 
measures have not been employed consistent with CEQA Section 21080.5(d)(2)(A). 
























