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January 6, 2015 
 
 
 
Ms. Deborah N. Lee 
District Manager 
California Coastal Commissioners 
Suite 103 
7575 Metropolitan Drive 
San Diego, CA  92108-4421 
 
 
SUBJECT: LCPA 12-01 – CAR COUNTRY INITIATIVES 2 & 4 – LCP-6-CII-14-0597-1 – ITEM W27B 
 
Dear Coastal Commissioners and Ms. Lee, 
 
In 2010, the City Council of the City of Carlsbad directed city staff to engage representatives of the Car 
Country dealerships with the goal of developing a list of improvements and recommendations that would 
address the needs and concerns of the dealerships.  Over the next several years, this working group 
collaborated on dozens of suggestions which were presented to the City Council.  The purpose of this Local 
Coastal Program amendment is to implement a number of the recommendations of the Car Country 
Carlsbad Working Group related specifically to updating the Car Country Sign Standards and streamlining 
the approval process for certain types of projects.  City staff has had several productive discussions with 
California Coastal Commission (CCC) staff regarding the proposed amendments and suggested 
modifications, and have come to mutual understanding on a number of CCC staff’s concerns, including 
consensus on Suggested Modifications No. 2, 4 and 5.  We appreciate your staff’s diligence and attention to 
this proposed LCPA. 
 
However, the city and CCC staff were not able to come to agreement on Suggested Modifications No. 1 and 
No. 3.  Suggested Modification No. 1 eliminates an existing provision in the sign program which allows an 
additional freestanding, wall or monument sign if there is more than one franchise on a lot.  Suggested 
Modification No. 3 rejects a proposed height increase of 15 feet for the one freeway-oriented sign that 
identifies Car Country to motorists traveling on the I-5 freeway.  The City of Carlsbad urges the Coastal 
Commission to reject these suggested modifications for the reasons listed below. 
 
Suggested Modification No. 1 
 
The Car Country sign standards for Franchise Signs currently allow one freestanding sign on a lot.  The 
Carlsbad City Council approved a revision to this sign standard to allow a monument sign in addition to 
the freestanding sign. 
 
There is also an existing standard that applies in instances where there is more than one franchise on a 
lot.  This existing sign standard allows one additional freestanding, wall, or monument sign if more than 
one franchise is located on the lot. 
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After reviewing the CCC staff report, it is clear that there is a misunderstanding of the City’s proposed 
revision related to Franchise Signs.  The CCC staff report incorrectly states that the proposed sign revisions 
include “one additional freestanding, wall, or monument sign may be allowed if more than one dealership 
is located on a lot (franchise sign).”  To the contrary, this is an existing provision which is extremely 
important to maintain because oftentimes, the parent company of an automotive franchise will not allow 
their brand to be co-located on a sign with other brands.  Unfortunately, CCC staff’s Suggested 
Modification No. 1 would eliminate the existing provisions for an additional freestanding or monument 
sign if more than one franchise is located in a lot; and instead, require co-location of multiple franchise 
signage on one freestanding sign.  This suggested modification is unacceptable and the City urges the 
Coastal Commission to reject suggested Modification No. 1. 
 
Suggested Modification 3 re:  Increase in height for an existing Freeway Oriented Sign 
 
The City is requesting a 15-foot increase in height for an existing regional commercial freeway-oriented 
sign that advertises the Car Country Carlsbad auto mall.  The existing 35-foot tall freestanding sign has a 
sign area of 150 square feet and no changes are proposed to the allowable sign area.  The sign is fairly 
visible from northbound I-5.  However, visibility from southbound I-5 is impacted due to vegetation in the 
freeway median which is compounded by the distance from the southbound lanes to the sign on the east 
side of the freeway.  Unfortunately, CalTrans does not regularly maintain these shrubs to ensure that the 
regional auto mall’s sign is visible.  The City provided visual simulations to CCC staff to illustrate how the 
determination was made that there would be no visual impact to coastal resources resulting from the 
request to increase the height of the sign from 35’ to 50’.  Theses visual simulations are included as an 
attachment to this letter. 
 
The CCC staff report states that an increase in the height of the sign would not be consistent in maintaining 
existing views and panoramas as specified in LUP Policy 8-1; and that the proposed revision would be 
inconsistent with LUP Policy 8.5 which asserts that tall freestanding signs shall not be allowed in the Mello 
II segment of the City.  The CCC staff analysis states that the proposed revisions to the sign program 
“represent a potential for coastal resource impacts . . . through direct view blockage or general visual 
blight” and would provide a “stark contrast to the natural beauty of the lagoon.”  The City disagrees with 
these assertions and believes that there are extenuating circumstances that should be considered which 
support the requested height increase. 
 
Car Country is located on the east side of the I-5 freeway south of Cannon Road, about ½ mile east of the 
Pacific Ocean.  There are no views of the coast from the I-5 freeway in the vicinity of the Car Country auto 
mall and the Agua Hedionda Lagoon is not visible from northbound I-5 until at least ½ mile north of Cannon 
Road, and approximately one mile from the sign’s location.  The only public street that has a view of both 
the sign and the Pacific Ocean is Armada Drive which is about ½ mile east of the sign.  However, the 
existing sign does not obstruct any public views of the ocean due to the topography of the land and the 
built environment.  It is also clear from the visual exhibits that a 50’ tall sign would not obstruct views of 
the coastline (See Exhibits 3 and 4).  The Agua Hedionda Lagoon and the Pacific Ocean only become visible 
from northbound I-5 at a distance of approximately one mile or more past the sign and therefore, the 
proposed increase in sign height would not contrast with the beauty of the coastline or lagoon.  Tall 
eucalyptus trees along the east side of the freeway block the view of the sign so that it is visible for only 
about eight seconds to northbound and southbound travelers.  As such, the increased sign height would 
not degrade or result in visual blight of the I-5 corridor.  The auto mall is a unique use that serves the 
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         December 16, 2014 

 
 
 
 
TO: COMMISSIONERS AND INTERESTED PERSONS 
 
FROM: SHERILYN SARB, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, SAN DIEGO COAST DISTRICT 
 DEBORAH LEE, DISTRICT MANAGER, SAN DIEGO COAST DISTRICT 
 RICK CASSWELL, COASTAL PLANNER, SAN DIEGO COAST DISTRICT 
  
SUBJECT:  STAFF RECOMMENDATION ON CITY OF CARLSBAD LCP 

AMENDMENT NO. LCP-6-CII-14-0597-1 (Car Country Initiatives 2 and 4) 
for Commission Meeting of January 7-9, 2015 

             
 

SYNOPSIS 
 

The City of Carlsbad’s Local Coastal Program (LCP) Amendment request #LCP-6-CII-
14-0597-1 involves amendments to the City’s Car Country Specific Plan, which in this 
case, is the primary component of the certified Implementation Plan (IP) for the Car 
Country regional auto mall, but also supplemented by the City’s Zoning Ordinance. The 
proposed amendments would update the Car Country Comprehensive Sign Program by 
modifying the existing sign standards to provide greater flexibility in allowable signage, 
in addition to streamlining the permit and review process for minor improvements.  
 
The subject request was filed as complete on June 26, 2014. Following the approval of a 
one year time extension request at the August 2014 Commission hearing, the 
Commission must act on the amendment request by no later than the August 2015 
hearing. Initially, the subject amendment was scheduled for the October 2014 
Commission hearing; however, the City requested a postponement to a later hearing to 
allow time to discuss the proposed suggested modifications. After meeting with the City 
and refining the proposed suggested modifications, the item has been rescheduled.    
 
SUMMARY OF AMENDMENT REQUEST 
 
The City of Carlsbad is requesting amendments to an element of the City’s IP (which, in 
this case, is the Car Country Specific Plan) in order to implement revisions to the Plan. 
The proposed revisions include modifications to the Comprehensive Sign Program’s 
existing signage provisions (Initiative 2) and streamlining of the review process for 
projects involving minor onsite improvements (Initiative 4). These proposed revisions 
were the result of a collaborative effort in 2010 between City staff and representatives of 
the dealerships within Car Country to make improvements to the Car Country Specific 
Plan. The proposed sign revisions (i.e. Initiative 2) would allow flexibility for each 
dealership to comply with franchise-specific sign requirements and to address on-site 
circulation needs, as well as establish a consistent design-theme for the auto mall. The 

W27b 
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proposed sign revisions for Car Country include: minor text changes to reflect updated 
terminology and references, allowance for additional freestanding and monument signs 
for dealerships (franchise signage); provision for onsite directional signs and standards 
unique to Car Country; establishment of a maximum aggregate sign area for Car 
Country identification signs; and limitations on the maximum number of monument 
signs, as well as specific locations for those monument signs. In addition, the 
amendment includes a request for one 50 foot high, stand-alone, regional commercial 
sign in place of the existing provision for a “freeway oriented sign” of up to 35 feet in 
height.  
 
Initiative 4 would simplify and streamline the approval process for minor site 
improvements and make text changes to clean up inconsistencies and provide clarity of 
interpretation within the Specific Plan text. Currently, any proposed onsite improvement 
requires approval of a Site Development Plan (SDP) by the Planning Commission at a 
public hearing. To streamline the review process, the City is proposing to reassign the 
approval authority to the lowest appropriate decision-making authority and to establish a 
minor administrative approval process (i.e. a Minor SDP). The Minor SDP would allow 
for administrative approvals by the City Planner for modifications and additions to 
existing facilities provided that the improvements are in full compliance with the 
provisions of the Specific Plan. In addition, a new category of “Exemptions” is being 
proposed. Exempt projects would be those that are considered to be minor 
improvements that are consistent with all development standards and all aspects of the 
Specific Plan, but would not require a SDP.  
 
SUMMARY OF STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
 
The Commission can only reject IP amendments where it can be shown that the 
amendment would be inconsistent with the certified Land Use Plan (LUP) and/or render 
the IP inadequate to carry out the LUP. Staff recommends denial of the amendment as 
proposed, and then approval of the amendment with five suggested modifications. Of 
these, two modifications have been specifically requested by the City, and the others are 
necessary to achieve consistency with the certified Mello II LUP, which is the applicable 
LCP segment in this instance.  
 
The subject amendment includes substantial changes to the Car Country Specific Plan’s 
Comprehensive Sign Program (which is proposed to be renamed “Comprehensive Sign 
Standards”). Historically, the Commission’s primary concerns with sign standards are 
that the provisions would allow signage that could adversely impact scenic resources 
and viewsheds to and along the ocean, add to general visual clutter, or be out of 
character with the surrounding development.  
 
The certified Mello II LUP has one specific policy (Policy 8-5) directly pertaining to 
signage. Policy 8-5 limits signage in the Coastal Zone (within the Mello II Segment) to: 
1) one facade sign for each business; 2) one directory sign (no taller than 14ft.) for each 
shopping complex; and 3) one monument sign (8 ft. or less) on commercial 
establishments with three or less uses. In addition, tall freestanding, roof, and off-
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premise signs are prohibited. However, the certified Car Country Specific Plan’s sign 
program was originally established to provide for greater flexibility than the City’s 
certified Sign Ordinance, and established signage provisions that were unique to Car 
Country. As a result, the existing sign standards within the Car Country Specific Plan’s 
sign program are, for the most part, less restrictive than the provisions of Policy 8-5. 
Therefore, the Mello II LUP policies relating to visual resources also become a basis of 
review for the proposed revisions.  
 
In the case of the Mello II LUP, Policy 8-1 is the applicable policy which relates to the 
maintenance of existing views. Visual resources are of significance given that Car 
Country is bounded by the Interstate 5 (I-5) freeway to the west and Cannon Road to the 
north. The I-5 freeway in San Diego County is a major coastal access link and scenic 
corridor with dramatic ocean views; it has been listed by Caltrans as an eligible state 
scenic highway and it is bounded by significantly less freeway-oriented signage than is 
evident in other neighboring counties. Although there are no ocean views immediately 
visible adjacent to Car Country, Agua Hedionda Lagoon is located less than one mile 
north of the northern boundary (Cannon Road) of Car Country and is soon visible from 
the I-5 freeway when driving northbound past Car Country. Additionally, Cannon Road 
is a major coastal access route and provides for views of Agua Hedionda Lagoon around 
the intersection of Car Country Drive.  
 
The proposed Sign Standards have the potential to: increase the number of tall 
freestanding franchise (dealership) signs, add up to six entry monument signs around the 
Car Country perimeter entrances, add four wayfinding signs within the Car Country 
Specific Plan area, add onsite directional signs for each franchise, and increase the 
height of the freeway-facing regional commercial sign from 35 feet to 50 feet. 
 
Suggested Modification No. 1 has been included because the subject amendment could 
increase the number of tall freestanding franchise signs (potentially visible from the I-5 
freeway), which would be inconsistent with LUP Policies 8-1 and 8-5. This is because 
Policies 8-1 and 8-5 mandate that existing views shall be maintained and tall 
freestanding signs shall not be allowed, respectively. As such, Suggested Modification 
No. 1 requires that if more than one franchise is located on one lot, signage for each 
franchise (dealership) shall be co-located on the existing freestanding and/or monument 
sign, with additional wall signs as necessary. 
  
Suggested Modification No. 2 addresses the inconsistency of the proposed six off-
premise entry monument signs (to be used for Car Country identification purposes) with 
Policies 8-1 and 8-5 of the LUP. Instead of allowing up to six entry monument signs at 
various entry points along the boundaries of Car Country, which could potentially 
include signs on the north side of Cannon Road, Suggested Modification No. 2 permits 
up to six, double-faced, entry monument signs, which can be located on only the south 
side of Cannon Road where it intersects with Paseo Del Norte and Car Country Drive, as 
well as on the south side of Cannon Road in between these two intersections, and at the 
intersection of Paseo Del Norte and Car Country Drive. This modification also ensures 
that no commercial entity can advertise their services on such signs.   
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LUP Policies 8-1 and 8-5 set forth that existing views should be maintained and that tall 
freestanding signs shall not be allowed within the Mello II segment of the City. 
Additionally, north San Diego County has a distinct absence of tall freestanding signs or 
billboards, particularly along the I-5 freeway. The existing freeway-oriented, Car 
Country freestanding sign is a rare exception; although the current sign (at 35 feet in 
height) is at least below the height of adjacent trees and consistent with the height of the 
surrounding buildings. Furthermore, all the existing LCPs in San Diego County contain 
policies that either prohibit, or limit in height (to less than the existing 35 foot tall Car 
Country freestanding sign) tall freestanding, freeway-oriented signs, which has been 
highly effective in maintaining the I-5’s scenic qualities. There are a number of hotels 
and other commercial uses adjacent to the I-5 freeway that currently rely on large wall 
signs for visibility from the freeway, but if an even higher (i.e. 50 foot) freeway-
oriented, freestanding sign is approved for Car Country, it would establish an adverse 
precedent leading to future proposals for tall freestanding, freeway-oriented, signs for 
other hotels/commercial uses. Finally, the City’s and proponents’ rationale for the 
proposed increase in height of the freeway-oriented, freestanding sign for Car Country is 
that its visibility to southbound traffic is sometimes obscured by the central median 
vegetation. However, based on multiple trips along this corridor and staff’s site visit 
analysis, the sign is easily visible to both southbound and northbound freeway traffic. As 
such, Suggested Modification No. 3 includes language that maintains the regional 
commercial freestanding sign facing I-5 at the existing height limit of 35 feet, as 
established within the current Car Country Sign Program.  
 
On March 25, 2014, the City Council acted to revoke the City’s proposed ordinance to 
allow digital display signage. As such, digital display signage is now prohibited 
citywide. This action by the City Council was taken after the City made revisions to the 
Car Country Specific Plan in January 2014. Consequently, the City has requested the 
inclusion of additional revisions to delete the digital display provisions. Aside from the 
City’s reconsideration of digital display signage, such signs would likely not be found in 
conformance with the certified LUP because they would be problematic due to their size 
and the associated potential to obstruct public views and they would introduce elements 
inconsistent with the surrounding character. Suggested Modifications 4 & 5, therefore, 
remove any reference to include digital signage as part of this proposed LCP 
amendment.  
 
The five suggested modifications have been incorporated to ensure the protection of 
public views and scenic resources will be implemented by the Car Country Specific 
Plan’s sign program. It is only through the inclusion of these revisions that the City’s 
amendment can be found consistent with, and adequate to carry out, the certified 
policies of the City’s Mello II LUP. 
 
Finally, the proposed streamlining of the review process for development projects within 
Car Country (i.e. Initiative 4) is not expected to adversely impact coastal resources, due 
to the requirement of a Coastal Development Permit (CDP) (established under Part 2, 
Section I. D. and Part 3, Section II. C. of the amended Car Country Specific Plan) for all 
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development, unless found to be exempt from a CDP (pursuant to Carlsbad Municipal 
Code Chapter 21.201). Exempt projects would only apply to very minor development 
proposals, including: additions to existing buildings that would result in an increase of 
less than ten percent of the internal floor area of the existing building, construction of 
new buildings that would result in an increase of less than ten percent of the combined 
internal floor area of all existing onsite buildings, interior/exterior improvements that do 
not add square footage, and modifications to outdoor lighting plans. None of the key 
development standards, other than the height limit for the regional commercial sign that 
staff is recommending be rejected, are being modified. Therefore, the coastal 
development review process will ensure application of all the resource protection 
provisions of the certified LCP. As such, the proposed amendment would not impact 
coastal (public) access, visual resources, or sensitive biological resources.  
 
The appropriate resolutions and motions begin on Page 7. The suggested modifications 
begin on Page 8. The findings for denial of the Implementation Plan Amendment as 
submitted begin on Page 10. The findings for approval of the amendment, if modified, 
begin on Page 15. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
LCP Amendment #LCP-6-CII-14-0597-1 was submitted with LCP Amendment #LCP-
6-CAR-14-0596-2 on April 16, 2014, and filed as complete on June 16, 2014. LCP 
Amendment #LCP-6-CAR-14-0596-2 was approved as submitted at the August 2014 
Commission hearing. For the subject item, staff worked with City planners to address 
needed filing material, notably some visual analysis for the proposed sign revisions.  
 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
 
Further information on the City of Carlsbad’s LCP Amendment #LCP-6-CII-14-0597-1 
may be obtained from Rick Casswell, Coastal Planner, at (619) 767-2370.  
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PART I. OVERVIEW 
 
 A. LCP HISTORY 
 
The City of Carlsbad's certified LCP contains six geographic segments as follows: Agua 
Hedionda, Mello I, Mello II, West Batiquitos Lagoon/Sammis Properties, East 
Batiquitos Lagoon/Hunt Properties, and Village Redevelopment. Pursuant to Sections 
30170(f) and 30171 of the Public Resources Code, the Coastal Commission prepared 
and approved two portions of the LCP, the Mello I and II segments in 1980 and 1981, 
respectively. The West Batiquitos Lagoon/ Sammis Properties segment was certified in 
1985. The East Batiquitos Lagoon/Hunt Properties segment was certified in 1988. The 
Village Redevelopment Area LCP was certified in 1988; the City has been issuing 
coastal development permits there since that time. On October 21, 1997, the City 
assumed permit jurisdiction and has been issuing coastal development permits for all 
segments except Agua Hedionda. The Agua Hedionda Lagoon LCP segment is a 
deferred certification area until an implementation plan for that segment is certified. The 
Car Country Specific Plan, which was certified in November 2006, acts, in part, as the 
Implementation Plan (IP) for the Car Country Auto Center, which is located within the 
Mello II segment of the City. Therefore, this amendment modifies the City’s IP only. 
 

B. STANDARD OF REVIEW 
 
Pursuant to Section 30513 of the Coastal Act, the Commission may only reject Zoning 
Ordinances or other implementing actions, as well as their amendments, on the grounds 
that they do not conform with, or are inadequate to carry out, the provisions of the 
certified land use plan. The Commission shall take action by a majority vote of the 
Commissioners present. 
 
 C.  PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 
 
Section 30503 of the Coastal Act requires local governments to provide the public with 
maximum opportunities to participate in the development of the LCP amendment prior 
to its submittal to the Commission for review. The City has held Planning Commission 
and City Council meetings with regard to the subject amendment request. All of those 
local hearings were duly noticed to the public. Notice of the subject amendment has 
been distributed to all known interested parties. 
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PART II. LOCAL COASTAL PROGRAM SUBMITTAL – RESOLUTION 
 
Following a public hearing, staff recommends the Commission adopt the following 
resolution and findings. The appropriate motion to introduce the resolution and a staff 
recommendation are provided. 
 

I. MOTION I: I move that the Commission reject the Implementation Program  
Amendment for City of Carlsbad LCPA No. LCP-6-CII-14-
0597-1 as submitted. 

 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION OF REJECTION: 
 
Staff recommends a YES vote. Passage of this motion will result in rejection of 
Implementation Program and the adoption of the following resolution and findings. The 
motion passes only by an affirmative vote of a majority of the Commissioners present. 
 
RESOLUTION TO DENY CERTIFICATION OF THE IMPLEMENTATION 
PROGRAM AS SUBMITTED: 
 
The Commission hereby denies certification of the Implementation Program 
Amendment submitted for the City of Carlsbad and adopts the findings set forth below 
on grounds that the Implementation Program as submitted does not conform with, and is 
inadequate to carry out, the provisions of the certified Land Use Plan. Certification of 
the Implementation Program would not meet the requirements of the California 
Environmental Quality Act as there are feasible alternatives and mitigation measures 
that would substantially lessen the significant adverse impacts on the environment that 
will result from certification of the Implementation Program as submitted 
 
II. MOTION II: I move that the Commission certify the Implementation 

Program Amendment for City of Carlsbad LCPA No. LCP-6-
CII-14-0597-1, if it is modified as suggested in this staff report. 

 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Staff recommends a YES vote. Passage of this motion will result in certification of the 
Implementation Program Amendment with suggested modifications and the adoption of 
the following resolution and findings. The motion passes only by an affirmative vote of 
a majority of the Commissioners present. 
 
RESOLUTION TO CERTIFY THE IMPLEMENTATION PROGRAM 
AMENDMENT WITH SUGGESTED MODIFICATIONS: 
 
The Commission hereby certifies the Implementation Program Amendment for the City 
of Carlsbad if modified as suggested and adopts the findings set forth below on grounds 
that the Implementation Program Amendment, with the suggested modifications, 
conforms with and is adequate to carry out the certified Land Use Plan. Certification of 
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the Implementation Program Amendment if modified as suggested 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 Implementation Program Amendment on the environment, or 2) there are 
no further feasible alternatives and mitigation measures that would substantially lessen 
any significant adverse impacts on the environment. 
 
 
PART III.  SUGGESTED MODIFICATIONS  
 
Staff recommends the following suggested revisions to the proposed Implementation 
Plan be adopted. The underlined sections represent language that the Commission 
suggests be added, and the strike-out sections represent language which the Commission 
suggests be deleted from the language as originally submitted. 
 
1. Modify Comprehensive Sign Standards, Part 4, Section C. Franchise Signs, 
subsection 2 as follows: 
 

 2. If more than one franchise is located on one lot, an additional freestanding 
sign, wall, or monument may be allowed. signage for additional franchises 
shall be co-located on the existing freestanding and/or monument sign, with 
additional wall signs as necessary. Such signs shall meet the following 
criteria:  

 
  […] (no further edits to this section) 

 
2. Modify Comprehensive Sign Standards, Part 4, Section F, Car Country Identification 
Signs, subsection 4 as follows: 
 
 4. Entry Monument Signs 
 

a. Up to six entry monument signs that specifically identify Car Country as 
a whole may be allowed. Individual dealership or other commercial entity 
names/logos are not permitted on these signs.  
  

b. The entry monument signs shall be allowed at or near the primary entry 
points to Car Country at: 

 
• Cannon Road (south side only)/Paseo Del Norte 
• Cannon Road (south side only)/Car Country Drive 
• Paseo Del Norte/Car Country Drive 
• Cannon Road (south side only) between Car Country Drive and 

Paseo Del Norte 
 



City of Carlsbad LCPA# LCP-6-CII-14-0597-1 
Car Country Initiatives 2 and 4 

 
 

 
Page 9 

  b. c. Signs may be located on new or existing site/retaining walls or they 
may be constructed as freestanding monument signs. 

 
  c. d. Entry monument signs shall not exceed eight feet in height. 

 
d. e. The sign area for any individual entry monument sign shall not exceed 

60 square feet. 
 
3. Modify Comprehensive Sign Standards, Part 4, Section G. Regional Commercial 
Sign, subsection 2 as follows: 
 

1. Only one regional commercial sign shall be permitted within the Car Country 
Specific Plan Area. The primary purpose of the sign, which may be oriented 
to Interstate 5, shall be to advertise the entire Car Country development. 

 
2. This sign shall not exceed 5035 feet in height and 150 square feet of static sign 
area. […] 

 
4. Modify Comprehensive Sign Standards, Part 4, Section G. Regional Commercial 
Sign, subsection 4 as follows: 
 

 4. Digital Display Sign  
 

a. A digital display sign may be located on the regional commercial sign 
subject to the approval of a Conditional Use Permit by the City Council.  

 
b. The overall height of the regional commercial sign shall not exceed 65 

feet and the digital display sign area shall not exceed 625 square feet (25 
ft. height x 25 ft. width). The design, the size of the digital display area 
and the overall sign height shall be reviewed through the Conditional Use 
Permit process.  

 
c. The Conditional Use Permit will include detailed digital display sign 

development standards. Specific operational details of the sign (i.e.: the 
“dwell time”, the time of transition between messages and the brightness 
of the screen) will be decided through approval of the Conditional Use 
Permit by the City Council.  

 
d. The digital display sign shall be designed so as not to create a potentially 

significant safety impact to motorists and other highway users due to 
light and glare. At a maximum, the light output shall not exceed the limits 
imposed under California Vehicle Code Section 21466.5 (Light 
Impairing Drivers Vision) or the recommendations of the Outdoor 
Advertising Association of America (OAAA), whichever is more 
restrictive. Light levels emitted from the digital display sign shall be set 
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to adjust, based on ambient light conditions at any given time (i.e., night 
versus daytime).  

 
e. The Conditional Use Permit application shall include documentation that 

the digital display sign has been submitted to the Airport Land Use 
Commission for an obstruction analysis by the FAA to ensure that there 
are no conflicts with the height and size of the sign or any concerns 
related to reception. 

 
5. Modify Comprehensive Sign Standards, Part 4, Section G. Regional Commercial 
Sign, subsection 5 as follows: 
 

5. Coastal Development Permit  
 
Any Regional Commercial/Digital Display Sign proposal requires the 
approval of a coastal development permit and must be consistent with all 
applicable policies and requirements of the certified Local Coastal Program.  

 
 
PART IV. FINDINGS FOR REJECTION OF THE CITY OF CARLSBAD 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN AMENDMENT, AS SUBMITTED 
 

A. AMENDMENT DESCRIPTION  
 
This request involves a city-initiated LCP amendment to the Car Country Specific Plan, 
which is certified as part of its LCP Implementation Plan. No changes to the City’s 
certified LCP Land Use Plans are proposed herein. 
 
The City of Carlsbad is requesting amendments to part of the City’s IP in order to 
implement revisions to the Car Country Specific Plan. The revisions include 
modifications to the Comprehensive Sign Program’s existing sign standards (Initiative 
2) and streamlining of the review process for projects involving minor onsite 
improvements (Initiative 4).  
 
Specifically, the proposed modifications to the Comprehensive Sign Program (i.e. 
Initiative 2) would allow for greater flexibility for each dealership to comply with 
franchise-specific sign requirements and to address on-site circulation needs, as well as 
establish a consistent design-theme for the auto mall. The proposed sign revisions for 
Car Country include:  
 

• minor text changes to reflect updated terminology and references (such as 
“Comprehensive Sign Program” changing to “Comprehensive Sign Standards”); 

• one additional freestanding, wall or monument sign may be allowed if more than 
one dealership is located on one lot (franchise signage); 
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• addition of onsite directional signage, unique to Car Country (involving non-
commercial messages and directional symbols only, with signs limited to six feet 
in height and six square feet per sign, and no more than three signs per driveway 
entrance); 

• Car Country identification signs (permitting “Entry Monument Signs” and 
“Wayfinding Signs” within the boundaries of Car Country, with a maximum 
aggregate sign area of 600 square feet and a unified design theme 
complementary to the existing Spanish/Mediterranean architecture of Car 
Country). Entry monument signs would be limited to six signs, to be located at or 
near the primary entry points to Car Country, with a maximum height of eight 
feet and a maximum area of 60 square feet per monument sign. Wayfinding signs 
would be limited to a maximum of four signs, to be located at secondary 
intersections, midblock locations, or other appropriate locations, with a 
maximum height of fourteen feet and a maximum area of 60 square feet per sign, 
with unified sign copy; 

• a regional commercial sign (previously identified as a “freeway oriented sign”, 
with a maximum height of 35 feet) of up to 50 feet in height;  

• and the requirement that any regional commercial sign must be approved through 
a Coastal Development Permit (CDP) and be consistent with the City’s LCP.  

 
Initiative 4 would simplify and streamline the approval process for minor site 
improvements and make text changes to clean up inconsistencies and provide clarity of 
interpretation within the Specific Plan text. Currently, any proposed onsite improvement 
requires approval of a Site Development Plan (SDP) by the Planning Commission at a 
public hearing. To streamline the review process, the City is proposing to reassign the 
approval authority to the lowest appropriate decision-making authority (pursuant to 
Section I. C. of the Specific Plan’s General Requirements) and establish a minor 
administrative approval process (i.e. a Minor SDP). The Minor SDP would allow for 
administrative approvals by the City Planner for modifications and additions to existing 
facilities provided that the improvements are in full compliance with the provisions of 
the Specific Plan. A Minor SDP would apply to projects involving an addition to an 
existing building that would result in an increase of between ten and fifty percent of the 
internal floor of the existing building and construction of new buildings that would 
result in an increase of between ten and fifty percent of the combined internal floor area 
of all existing onsite buildings.  
 
In addition, a new category, “Exemptions”, is being proposed. Exempt projects (i.e. 
those exempt from a SDP) would be those that are considered to be minor improvements 
that are consistent with all development standards and all aspects of the Specific Plan, 
and could be approved in conjunction with a building permit. Such projects would 
include: any addition to an existing building that would result in an increase of less than 
ten percent of the internal floor area of the existing building, construction of new 
buildings that would result in an increase of less than ten percent of the combined 
internal floor area of all existing onsite buildings, interior/exterior improvements that do 
not add square footage, and modifications to outdoor lighting plans. A SDP (and 
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Planning Commission approval) would still be required for all projects involving any 
improvement to a building that would result in an increase of more than fifty percent of 
the internal floor area of an existing building, construction of new buildings that would 
result in an increase of more than fifty percent of the combined internal floor area of all 
existing onsite buildings, and construction of any new building(s) or permanent physical 
improvements on a vacant lot. Additionally, references to the requirement of a CDP for 
all new development projects (including those projects exempted from a SDP), unless 
found to be exempt from a CDP (pursuant to Carlsbad Municipal Code Chapter 21.201) 
are also included in Section I. D. of the Specific Plan’s General Requirements and 
Section II. C. of the Specific Plan’s Development Review Process.  
 

B. FINDINGS FOR REJECTION 
 
The standard of review for LCP implementation submittals or amendments is their 
consistency with and ability to carry out the provisions of the certified LUP.  
 

a) Purpose and Intent of the Ordinance  
 
The purpose of the ordinance is to update the Car Country Comprehensive Sign 
Standards by modifying the existing sign standards to provide a greater flexibility in 
allowable signage, in addition to streamlining the permit and review process for minor 
improvements. 

 
b) Major Provisions of the Ordinance  

 
The major provisions of the proposed ordinance would allow:  

 
• additional freestanding, wall, or monuments signs if more than one dealership is 

located on one lot;  
• Car Country identification signs (both entry monument signs and wayfinding 

signs); and  
• a 50 foot high, stand-alone, regional commercial sign, facing the I-5 freeway; 

 
c) Adequacy of the Ordinance to Implement the Certified LUP  

 
The Commission can only reject such amendments where it can be shown that the 
amendment would be inconsistent with the certified Land Use Plan (LUP) and/or render 
the Implementation Program (IP) inadequate to carry out the LUP. In this case, the 
applicable LUP is the Mello II segment.  
 
 
[don’t separate titles from content] 
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Applicable Land Use Plan Policies 
 
Land Use - Mello II 
 
Policy 8-1 (Site Development Review): 
 
The Scenic Preservation Overlay Zone should be applied where necessary throughout 
the Carlsbad Coastal Zone to assure the maintenance of existing views and panoramas. 
Sites considered for development should undergo individual review to determine if the 
proposed development will obstruct views or otherwise damage the visual beauty of the 
area. The Planning Commission should enforce appropriate height limitations and see-
through construction, as well as minimize alterations to topography. 
 
Policy 8-5 (Signage): 
 
On premise signs should be designed as an integral part of new development in addition: 
 
(A) Each business or establishment shall be entitles to one facade sign. 
(B) Each shopping complex shall have only one directory sign which shall not exceed 
fifteen feet in height, including mounding. 
(C) Monument sign height including mounding shall not exceed eight feet tall and shall 
apply where three or fewer commercial establishments exist on a parcel. 
(D) Tall freestanding and roof signs shall not be allowed. 
(E) Off-premises signs shall not be allowed. 
(F) Current City regulations shall govern the number of square feet in each permitted 
sign. 

 
d) Specific Findings for Denial. 

 
The Commission must reject amendments where it can be shown that the amendment 
would be inconsistent with the certified Land Use Plan (LUP) and/or render the 
Implementation Program (IP) inadequate to carry out the LUP. In this case, the updated 
Sign Program regulations cannot be found consistent with the certified LUP and 
therefore must be rejected as submitted. 
 
As is the case with revisions to other sign programs or sign ordinances, the Commission 
is typically concerned with the potential for the proposed revisions to result in impacts to 
coastal views, scenic resources, and community character. Car Country is bounded by 
the Interstate 5 (I-5) freeway to the west and Cannon Road to the north, while signage 
located along Paseo del Norte is also sporadically visible to predominantly northbound, 
but also southbound, traffic on the I-5. The I-5 freeway in San Diego County is a major 
coastal access linkage and scenic corridor with dramatic ocean views; it has been listed 
by Caltrans as an eligible state scenic highway, with significantly less freeway-oriented 
signage than is evident in other neighboring counties. Although there are no ocean views 
immediately visible adjacent to Car Country, Agua Hedionda Lagoon is located less 
than one mile north of the northern boundary (Cannon Road) of Car Country and is soon 
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visible from the I-5 freeway when driving northbound past Car Country. Given the 
scenic value of the Agua Hedionda Lagoon, adding additional signage that is visible 
from the I-5, or increasing the height of the freeway-oriented sign, in such close 
proximity would provide a stark contrast to the natural beauty of the lagoon. 
Additionally, Cannon Road is a major coastal access route and provides for views of 
Agua Hedionda Lagoon around the intersection of Car Country Drive.  
 
When first approved, the certified Car Country Sign Program allowed for greater 
flexibility and deviation from the citywide Sign Ordinance and the coastal sign standards 
established under Policy 8-5 of the Mello II LUP. This is due to the uniqueness of Car 
Country, in that it is the only location within the City of Carlsbad where multiple car 
dealerships are concentrated into an auto mall. Two of the major deviations from Policy 
8-5 already incorporated into the Specific Plan are the allowance for tall freestanding 
signs and off-premise signs. The existing Car Country Sign Program permits one 
freestanding sign per lot of up to 35 feet in height, including one freestanding sign which 
may be oriented to I-5. However, the proposed revisions to the sign program would 
involve allowing either an additional freestanding sign (of up to 35 feet in height), 
monument sign (of up to 8 feet in height) or wall sign per lot when more than one 
dealership (franchise) is located on the same lot. Therefore, for lots with more than one 
dealership located thereon, up to two 35 foot high freestanding signs could be located on 
those lots and be visible from the I-5 – adding to visual clutter of signage when viewed 
from both sides of the freeway. This provision would also further the sign program’s 
deviation from LUP Policy 8-5’s sign standards, in that the number of tall freestanding 
signs could potentially double at certain locations.  
 
The proposed increase in height (from 35 feet to 50 feet) for the regional commercial 
freestanding sign, specifically allowed to be freeway-oriented, would also deviate 
further from LUP Policy 8-5. Furthermore, the proposed increase in height would also 
set an adverse precedent for all sign programs in San Diego County’s coastal zone, 
especially for any future freeway-facing signage. Additionally, both the potential 
increase in the number of tall freestanding signs and the increase in height of the 
regional commercial freestanding sign facing I-5 would not be consistent in maintaining 
existing views and panoramas, as specified in LUP Policy 8-1. These proposed changes 
would also not be consistent with LUP Policy 8-5, which asserts that tall freestanding 
signs shall not be allowed within the Mello II segment of the City. North San Diego 
County has a distinct absence of tall freestanding signs or billboards, particularly along 
the I-5 freeway. The existing freeway-oriented, Car Country freestanding sign is a rare 
exception; although the current sign (at 35 feet in height) is at least below the height of 
adjacent trees and consistent with the height of the surrounding buildings. The 
overwhelming majority of LCPs in San Diego County contain policies that either 
prohibit, or limit in height (to less than the existing 35 foot tall Car Country freestanding 
sign) tall freestanding, freeway-oriented signs, which has been highly effective in 
maintaining the I-5’s scenic qualities. Notably, there are a number of hotels and other 
commercial uses adjacent to the I-5 freeway that currently rely on large wall signs for 
visibility from the freeway. However, if an even higher (i.e. 50 foot) freeway-oriented, 
freestanding sign is approved for Car Country, it would establish an adverse precedent 
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leading to future proposals for tall freestanding, freeway-oriented, signs for other 
hotels/commercial uses. Finally, the City’s and proponents’ rationale for the proposed 
increase in height of the freeway-oriented, freestanding sign for Car Country is that its 
visibility to southbound traffic is sometimes obscured by the central median vegetation. 
However, based on multiple trips along this corridor and visual analyses, the sign is 
easily visible to both southbound and northbound freeway traffic.  
 
Similarly, Car Country identification signage, if allowed on both the north and south 
sides of Cannon Road, would also be inconsistent with Policy 8-5’s prohibition of off-
site signs and Policy 8-1’s intent to assure the maintenance of existing views and 
panoramas. This is because the north side of Cannon Road is not part of the Car Country 
properties, and any signage located there would, therefore, constitute off-premise 
signage and be in non-compliance with Policy 8-5. Additionally, the north side of 
Cannon Road, which is a major coastal access route with views of Agua Hedionda, 
allows for views towards Agua Hedionda Lagoon, and any monument signs located 
along the north side of Cannon Road would detract from these views – thus representing 
an inconsistency with Policy 8-1. Therefore, allowing up to six, double-faced, entry 
monument signs, which can be located on only the south side of Cannon Road where it 
intersects with Paseo Del Norte and Car Country Drive, as well as on the south side of 
Cannon Road in between these two intersections, and at the intersection of Paseo Del 
Norte and Car Country Drive, would avoid this potential view impact and maintain 
consistency with Policies 8-1 and 8-5.  
 
Over proliferation of signage within the Coastal Zone portion of Carlsbad is minimal, 
but Car Country’s existing sign program currently allows for less restrictive sign 
controls than for other commercial uses. Therefore, the proposed revisions to the sign 
program represent a potential for coastal resource impacts in the Coastal Zone, through 
direct view blockage or general visual blight associated with the construction of more 
freestanding signs, off-site signage, and a taller freeway-oriented, freestanding sign 
which is inconsistent with the City’s LCP. 
 
 
PART V. FINDINGS FOR APPROVAL OF THE CITY OF CARLSBAD 

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN AMENDMENT, IF MODIFIED 
 
For the reasons stated in Section IV above, as proposed, the LCP amendment cannot be 
found consistent with the City's certified Mello II LUP. As such, five suggested 
modifications have been included to bring the City's Implementation Plan into 
consistency with said LUP.  
 
Suggested Modification No. 1 has been included because the LCP amendment could 
increase the number of tall freestanding signs (potentially visible from the I-5 freeway), 
which would be inconsistent with LUP Policies 8-1 and 8-5. As such, Suggested 
Modification No. 1 requires that if more than one franchise is located on one lot, 
signage for each franchise (dealership) shall be co-located on the existing freestanding 
and/or monument sign, with additional wall signs as necessary. 
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Suggested Modification No. 2 addresses the inconsistency of the proposed six off-
premise entry monument signs (to be used for Car Country identification purposes) with 
Policies 8-1 and 8-5 of the LUP. Instead of allowing up to six entry monument signs at 
various entry points along the boundaries of Car Country, which could potentially 
include signs on the north side of Cannon Road, Suggested Modification No. 2 permits 
up to six, double-faced, entry monument signs, which can be located on only the south 
side of Cannon Road where it intersects with Paseo Del Norte and Car Country Drive, as 
well as on the south side of Cannon Road in between these two intersections, and at the 
intersection of Paseo Del Norte and Car Country Drive. This modification also ensures 
that no commercial entity can advertise their services on such signs.   
 
LUP Policies 8-1 and 8-5 set forth that existing views should be maintained and that tall 
freestanding signs shall not be allowed within the Mello II segment of the City. 
Additionally, north San Diego County has a distinct absence of tall freestanding signs or 
billboards, particularly along the I-5 freeway. The existing Car Country sign freeway-
oriented freestanding sign is a rare exception to this pattern of development. 
Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of LCPs in San Diego County contain policies 
that either prohibit, or limit in height, any tall freestanding, freeway-oriented signs, 
which has been highly effective in maintaining the I-5’s scenic qualities. Also, there are 
a number of hotels and other commercial uses adjacent to the I-5 freeway that currently 
rely on large wall signs for visibility from the freeway, but if an even higher (i.e. 50 
foot) freeway-oriented, freestanding sign is approved for Car Country, it would establish 
an adverse precedent which could lead to future proposals for tall freestanding, freeway-
oriented, signs from those hotels/commercial uses. Finally, the primary reason for the 
proposed increase in height of the freeway-oriented sign for Car Country was that its 
visibility to southbound traffic is sometimes obscured by the central median vegetation. 
However, multiple trips along the corridor and visual analyses document that the sign is 
easily visible to all northbound and southbound freeway traffic. As such, Suggested 
Modification No. 3 includes language that maintains the freeway-oriented, regional 
commercial sign at the existing height limit of 35 feet, as established within the current 
Car Country Sign Program. All four of these suggested modifications would offer an 
increased flexibility of signage within the Car Country Specific Plan area, but will 
minimize impacts to coastal resources, public views and community character 
(consistent with the City’s LCP).  
 
In addition, the City’s LCP amendment contains language that would allow for the 
construction of digital display signage under certain circumstances. However, the City 
has subsequently decided to not support digital display signage and is now requesting 
that the code language permitting digital display signage be removed from the subject 
amendment. As such, Suggested Modification Nos. 4 & 5 removes any reference to 
include digital signage as part of this proposed LCP amendment.  In this case, the City’s 
ultimate determination to disallow digital display signage is more consistent with the 
certified LUP and efforts to avoid visual clutter and maintain the scenic amenities of the 
I-5 corridor.   
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The inclusion of onsite directional signage by the proposed LCP Amendment is not 
expected to negatively impact visual resources, due to the limited size (a maximum of 6 
square feet per sign) of the signs and onsite location, which means they will not be 
visible from the I-5 freeway or Cannon Road.  
 
Finally, the proposed streamlining of the review process for development projects within 
Car Country (i.e. Initiative 4) is not expected to adversely impact coastal resources, due 
to the requirement of a CDP (established under Section I. D. of the Specific Plan’s 
General Requirements and Section II. C. of the Specific Plan’s Development Review 
Process) for all development (including projects exempted from a SDP), unless found to 
be exempt from a CDP (pursuant to Carlsbad Municipal Code Chapter 21.201). Such 
projects would still be required to comply with the 35 foot building height limitation, 
setbacks and other development standards, and through the Coastal Development Permit 
review process, potential impacts to coastal (public) access, visual resources or sensitive 
biological resources would be avoided. 
 
In conclusion, the City is proposing revisions to expand the flexibility of signage within 
the Car Country Specific Plan Sign Program along with streamlining the permit review 
process for development projects within Car Country. The proposed amendment’s sign 
program revisions have the potential to raise concerns pertaining to the amendment’s 
consistency with the City’s certified Mello II LUP (specifically to signage and public 
views/scenic resources). Consequently, five suggested modifications have been 
incorporated to ensure the protection of public views and scenic resources. It is only 
through the inclusion of these revisions that the City’s amendment can be found 
consistent with and adequate to carry out the certified policies of the City’s Mello II 
LUP. 
 
 
PART VI. CONSISTENCY WITH THE CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL 

QUALITY ACT (CEQA) 
 
Section 21080.9 of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) exempts local 
government from the requirement of preparing an environmental impact report (EIR) in 
connection with its activities and approvals necessary for the preparation and adoption 
of a local coastal program. The Commission's Local Coastal Program (LCP) review and 
approval program has been found by the Resources Agency to be functionally equivalent 
to the EIR process. Thus, under CEQA Section 21080.5, the Commission is relieved of 
the responsibility to prepare an EIR for its review of an LCP or LCP amendment 
submittal, instead requiring the Commission to prepare a functional equivalent 
environmental analysis document consistent with its certified program.  
 
At the local level, in connection with the revisions to the Car Country Specific Plan, the 
City determined that the subject LCP amendment is exempt from environmental review 
pursuant to CEQA Section 15061(b)3, where it exempts projects, “…where it can be 
seen with certainty that there is no possibility that the activity in question may have a 
significant effect on the environment.” The City asserts that the changes proposed by 
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this amendment are primarily procedural in nature, are not substantial, and will not 
significantly affect the existing development standards in the Zoning Ordinance; 
therefore, the project will not result in a significant effect on the environment.  
 
Nevertheless, the Commission is required, in a LCP submittal or, as in this case, a LCP 
amendment submittal, to find that the approval of the proposed LCP, or LCP, as 
amended, conforms to CEQA provisions, including the requirement in CEQA section 
21080.5(d)(2)(A) that the amended LCP will not be approved or adopted as proposed if 
there are feasible alternative or feasible mitigation measures available which would 
substantially lessen any significant adverse impact which the activity may have on the 
environment. (14 C.C.R. §§ 13542(a), 13540(f), and 13555(b)). The Commission finds 
that approval of the proposed LCP amendment, as submitted, would result in specific 
impacts under the meaning of the California Environmental Quality Act. Specifically, 
the proposed LCP amendment is inconsistent with the certified LUP and could result in 
potential impacts to scenic resources and public views, as well as signage that is out of 
scale/character with the surrounding community. However, with the inclusion of the 
suggested modifications, the revised sign ordinance would not result in significant 
impacts to the environment within the meaning of the California Environmental Quality 
Act. Therefore, the Commission finds that approval of the LCP amendment will not 
result in any significant adverse environmental impacts. 
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