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To: Coastal Commissioners and Interested Persons 

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

Subject: Appeal A-3-SLO-09-014 (Williams Guesthouse) Appeal by Rosann Broten of San Luis 
Obispo County decision granting a coastal development permit with conditions to Michael 
Williams to construct a 598.5 square-foot two-story guesthouse and 451 square-foot deck 
adjacent to an existing single-family residence located at 5246 Plymouth Street in Cambria, 
San Luis Obispo County (APN 022-202-027). Appeal Filed: March 23, 2009. 49th Day: May 
11, 2009. 

Recommendation  
Staff recommends that the Commission determine that no substantial issue exists with respect to the 
grounds on which appeal A-3-SLO-09-014 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-09-014 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 January 6, 2009, San Luis Obispo County approved a CDP authorizing construction of a 598.5 
square-foot two-story guesthouse and a 451 square-foot deck adjacent to an existing single-family 
residence located at 5246 Plymouth Street in Cambria (see notice of County’s action in Exhibit 1). 
Pursuant to Coastal Act Section 30603 and LCP Section 23.01.043(c)(3), this approval is appealable to 
the Commission because it is located in a designated sensitive coastal resource area. The Appellant 
contends that the County’s approval is inconsistent with San Luis Obispo County Local Coastal 
Program (LCP) standards for guesthouses, as well as standards protecting scenic resources, hazards, and 
environmentally sensitive habitat areas (see full appeal document in Exhibit 2). 

Coastal Act Section 30625(b) requires the Commission to hear an appeal unless it determines that no 
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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 
Appellant’s contentions (Exhibit 2), the Applicant’s viewshed photos (Exhibit 3), and the relevant 
requirements of the LCP (Exhibit 4). The appeal raises no substantial issue with respect to the LCP as 
follows: 

In terms of the siting and design standards for guesthouses, the proposed development is smaller than 
that allowed under the LCP (the LCP allows a maximum of 640 square feet and the guesthouse would 
be roughly 590 square feet) and is located within the allowed distance from the main residential 
structure (the LCP requires it to be located within 50 feet, and it is located 5 feet from the existing 
residence). Consistent with the LCP, the location of the project will cause the least amount of 
disturbance on the site. The project is also consistent with LCP standards dealing with the establishment 
of accessory residential uses. Under the LCP, guesthouses are considered accessory uses and cannot be 
constructed until after construction of a main building has commenced. As described, there is an 
existing single-family residence on the property in close proximity to the proposed project. In addition, 
guesthouses must be designed as a use accessory to the residence. The County approved plans show that 
the guesthouse does not contain or accommodate independent cooking or laundry facilities, meeting the 
accessory use provisions of the LCP.  

The Appellant also contends that the approved project is inconsistent with the LCP’s side yard setback 
requirements.2 Specifically, the Appellant contends that the project is inconsistent with the LCP because 
the project is to be constructed in a side yard at a height taller than 12-feet in height and will be used for 
human habitation. However, the approved project meets the LCP’s side yard setback requirement, which 
in this case is the 5-foot setback included in the County approved project.3 The 12-foot height limitation 
cited in the appeal is for permitted structures within the 5 foot side yard setback, and thus this LCP 
provision does not apply to the subject guesthouse. The guesthouse meets the LCP’s side yard setback 
requirements and height requirements, and is allowed to be used for human habitation. 

The Appellant further contends that removal of two Monterey pine trees to accommodate the project is 

                                                 
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 Appellant cites Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance (CZLUO) Section 23.08.022(c) in making this allegation. However, there is no 
CZLUO Section 23.08.022(c). Instead, the Appellant apparently meant to cite CZLUO Section 23.04.110(c) regarding side setbacks. 

3  The Appellant’s side yard contention is apparently based on a rationale that the guesthouse would be located on the side of the property 
between the existing house and the northern property line. However, the LCP defined side yard is the space running parallel to and 
within 5 feet from the northern property line. County approved plans show that the guesthouse is located 5 feet from the northern 
property line. While the project is physically on the northern side of the property, it is not in an LCP-defined side yard.  
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inconsistent with LCP provisions limiting land alteration within public view corridors.4 While portions 
of the project may be visible from Highway One, the public viewshed impact in this case is less than 
significant. The project is located amongst existing trees, which appear to screen much of the project 
from public view (see Exhibit 3). It should also be noted that the project is located in an existing 
residential neighborhood where adjacent houses are also visible within the same public viewshed. The 
County specifically found that natural features and topography were considered in the design and siting 
of the project, and that the guesthouse is located on the least steep section of the lot where it will require 
the least amount of landform alteration within the viewshed. The County further found that the clearing 
of topsoil, and trees, is the minimum necessary to achieve safe access to the structure. The County 
approved project is conditioned to mitigate for the removal of the 2 trees at a 4:1 ratio (8 replacement 
trees total) and includes rigorous landscape/tree replacement requirements. County conditions requiring 
the use of shielded lights and natural colors will also help minimize visibility. The Commission concurs 
that land alteration on the site is minimized and public views would not be significantly impacted by the 
development. 

With respect to hazards, the Appellant raises concerns about potential landslide risks. The project is 
located in a Geologic Study Area (GSA) for landslide risk. As such, CZLUO Sections 23.07.080 
through 23.07.086 apply to the project. These LCP standards require that all applications for 
development located within a GSA be accompanied by a report prepared by a certified engineering 
geologist and/or registered civil engineer (RCE), as appropriate. In this case, a geotechnical engineering 
report was prepared for the project by Dan C. Jensen, RCE (Mid-Coast Geotechnical, November 2, 
2007). Consistent with this section of the LCP, the project has been conditioned by the County to 
require all building construction, including all foundation work, to be performed consistent with the 
geotechnical report. Thus, the project is consistent with the applicable landslide risk standards of the 
LCP. 

Lastly, the Appellant raises issues regarding impacts to environmentally sensitive habitat areas 
(ESHAs). While no specific provisions of the LCP were cited, it is clear that the contention is based on 
the removal of the two Monterey pine trees described above. Indeed, the project is located within the 
area mapped in the LCP as Monterey pine forest terrestrial habitat (TH), which is defined as ESHA 
under the LCP. However, the mapped TH designation is not definitive, rather, it is resources on the 
ground that dictate presence or absence of ESHA. The TH mapping provides an indicator that directs 
that applications in this area need to be analyzed for this possibility, but it is not by itself sufficient to 
determine ESHA absent supporting case-specific resource data. In fact, nearly all of the Lodge Hill area 
is mapped TH notwithstanding significant residential development that exists there today. In this case, 
the County appropriately found that the project would not create significant adverse effects on the 
natural features of the site, and that the clearing of topsoil and trees would not create significant adverse 
effects on identified sensitive resources. Moreover, the County has conditioned the project to follow a 

                                                 
4  According to the County, both trees were apparently already removed (with tree removal permits from the County) because they were 

deemed to be diseased and in a hazardous condition (see Exhibit 3). The County’s action here recognizes such removal in a regular 
coastal permit sense. 
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comprehensive tree replacement program, including using only native Monterey pine trees of local stock 
so as not to adversely impact any nearby ESHA areas. The County appropriately addressed ESHA 
issues, and the ESHA contentions do not raise a substantial issue. 

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 and, for the reasons 
stated above, the Commission finds that Appeal Number A-3-SLO-09-014 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:  Applicants response to Appeal Contentions 
Exhibit 4: Applicable San Luis Obispo County LCP policies 
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