
FOR THE COUNCIL MEETING OF MAY 17, 2011 

COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT 

May 17, 2011 

TO: City Council 

FROM: Tim Ness, City Manager 
Prepared by: Lawrence W. Appel, Community Development Director 

SUBJECT: DISCUSSION OF AMENDMENTS TO DOWNTOWN SPECIFIC PLAN 

RECOMMENDATION: 

That the City Council direct Community Development staff to prepare amendments to 
the Downtown Specific Plan based on options presented by staff and further discussion 
amongst Councilmembers. 

BACKGROUND: 

The Downtown Specific Plan (DTSP) was approved with amendments on February 3, 
2009. The main reason for amending the new specific plan was based on direction 
from City Council at the adoption hearing in late 2008 regarding the provision for an 
implementation program that would identify the approval authority for projects within the 
planning area. Initially, the draft plan recommended that planning staff take a greater 
role in processing applications. However, the plan was finally approved with the City 
Council requiring approval of any proposed action greater than 5,000 square feet. 

Section VII, Plan Administration, identifies six specific proposed actions where approval 
is required: 

1) Occupy a vacant or partially vacant building 
2) Change the existing use of a building or property 
3) Make an addition to or demolition of building square footage 

4) Change an eXisting building elevation, including but not limited to style, exterior 
detail, color or building material 

5) Establish a use on fully or partially vacant property 

6) Construct on fully or partially vacant property 

The implementation program goes on to state that if any of the above-mentioned 
proposed actions involve greater than 5,000 square feet, that the proposed actions must 
be processed like a Planned Development with final consideration given by the City 
Council, after a recommendation by the Planning Commission. 

DISCUSSION: 

On April 19, 2011, the City Council was asked to evaluate the change in use of an 
existing building, over 5,000 square feet and located within the DTSP area. Based on 
criteria #2, above, staff required discretionary review and expedited the processing of 
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the application. This was the first project to be subjected to the full review required by 
the implementation program in the DTSP. The project was heard by City Council 56 
days after being deemed complete for processing, including a hearing by the Planning 
Commission, While the processing was extremely fast, City Council expressed concern 
about the added layer of review and approval, the built-in time delay and extra 
expenses for applicants. A question to be posed to City Council: was there "value 
added" by the discretionary review process? The conditions of approval, drafted by 
staff, were found to be sufficient by both hearing bodies. In fact, the Planning 
Commission relaxed the timing of a condition on a major component of visual screening, 
If staff had not properly evaluated the project and the Planning Commission needed to 
add more conditions to bring the project up to their standards, then it could be said that 
there was value in going through the more extensive discretionary process. Now that 
City Council has had the opportunity to fully evaluate the recent project, staff would like 
to receive input from City Council to see if portions of the DTSP should be amended, 

Utilizing the current implementation program, two other inquiries may need to submit 
applications for a discretionary permit and receive approval by City Council. These 
include a day care operation at the Town Center Mall and the enclosure of the Playland 
at the McDonald's restaurant on North Broadway. Staff believes that both projects are 
minor in nature and would not require the attention of City Council. 

In order to facilitate a discussion of how the City Council might like to re-address this 
issue, a matrix has been prepared that takes each of the six criteria and then provides 
options for the "decision maker" as well as a size criteria. Attachment 1 shows the 
recommendations of Community Development. Staff will listen carefully to comments 
made and then prepare any amendments requested by City Council. The amendments 
would require Planning Commission review and a recommendation to the City Council 
prior to City Council action. 

Fiscal Considerations: 
Fees are paid by the applicant to process the application, Depending on the action of 
City Council, the fees could be reduced if some of the applications were processed at 
the staff or Zoning Administrator level. 

Impact to the Community: 
All applications will receive the appropriate level of review to ensure that the Community 
benefits from any changes within the Downtown Specific Plan area. 

Director of Community Development 

ATIACHMENTS: 

Attachment 1 - Community Development Proposed Processing Matrix 
Attachment 2 - DTSP Plan Administration, pgs. VII-23 through VII-26 



Community Development Proposed Processing Matrix 

Occupy Change existing Make addition to 
vacant/partially use: or demolition of 
vacant building: building square 

footage: 
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9999 9999 9999 
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ZA X X 

Staff X X X X X X 

Place "X" in the box where you believe review should occur. 
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Change existing Establish use on 
building fully or partially 
elevation or vacant lot: 
style: 

<SK SK- !:10K <SK SK- !:10K 
9999 9999 

X X X 

X X X 

New 
construction on 
fully or partially 
vacant lot: 

<SK SK- !:10K 
9999 

X X 

X 

X 
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J.  PLAN ADMINISTRATION 

This section of the Implementation Plan will describe the authority of a specific plan and 
the administrative procedures required for amendments and/or modifications to the 
Plan. 

This section of the Implementation Plan also describes the procedures for reviewing 
applications filed by owners of property within the boundaries of the Plan.  These 
procedures are in addition to requirements specified elsewhere in the Plan.

A specific plan is a regulatory tool that local governments use to implement their General 
Plan and to guide development in a localized area. While to the General Plan is the primary 
guide for growth and development in a community, a specific plan is able to focus on 
the unique characteristics of a specialized area by customizing the vision, land uses and 
development standards for that area.  This Specific Plan has been prepared pursuant to 
Section 65450 et seq of the California Government Code.

Specifi c Plan Adoption
The Specific Plan was adopted by City Council Ordinance.  Adoption of this Specific Plan 
involved City Council approval of a General Plan Amendment and Zone Change (text 
and map).  Upon adoption, the Specific Plan established the land use and development 
standards for the Specific Plan area.  

Specifi c Plan Administration
The Santa Maria Community Development Department, under direction of the Zoning 
Administrator, is responsible for the administration, implementation and enforcement of 
the Plan.  Administration of the Plan shall be as follows.

Applications under the Plan

Any person who proposes any of the actions below on property within the boundaries of 
the Plan shall first:

• apply to the Community Development Department on the Department’s form
• supply the information specified by the Department
• pay the applicable processing fee (if any) approved by City Council resolution

A complete application consists of the items listed above.

The proposed actions requiring application are: 

• Occupy a vacant or partially vacant building
• Change the existing use of a building or property
• Make an addition to or demolition of building square footage
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 exterior detail, color or building material
• Establish a use on fully or partially vacant property
• Construct on fully or partially vacant property

Zoning Administrator Responsibility Upon Receipt of Complete Application

Upon receipt of a complete application, the Zoning Administrator shall:

• Notify the Planning Commission and City Council of the proposed action.
• Determine and implement appropriate processing for the proposed action.  

Appropriate processing shall be one of the following:

a.  If the proposed action, as described in the application, consists of a minor modification 
or a proposal to continue use of a nonconforming structure within the meaning of 
Chapter 12-31 of the Santa Maria Municipal Code, the Zoning Administrator may 
approve the application without further processing.  
b.  If the proposed action, as described in the application, would establish a use not 
listed in the Land Use Matrix for the applicable District, the Zoning Administrator shall 
take one of the following actions:

1) Determine that the use is prohibited and notify the applicant in writing.  This 
determination is appealable as provided in Title 12, Chapter 41 of the Santa 
Maria Municipal Code.

2) Determine that the use is allowable because it is similar to one listed in the 
applicable Matrix, or consistent with the intent and purpose of the applicable 
District, and notify the applicant in writing of the applicable process.  This 
determination is appealable as provided in Title 12, Chapter 41 of the Santa 
Maria Municipal Code.

3) Refer the question of whether a proposed use is allowable based on similarity 
or consistency to the Planning Commission for determination.  The Planning 
Commission’s determination is appealable as provided in Title 12, Chapter 41 of 
the Santa Maria Municipal Code.

c. If the proposed action, as described in the application, is listed or interpreted as similar 
or consistent with a use listed as category “permitted,” “zoning administrator conditional 
use permit” or “conditional use permit” in the Land Use Matrix for the applicable District, 
and consists 5000 square feet or less of gross floor area, the Zoning Administrator shall 
process the application as provided in the zoning ordinance.  Specifically:
 1)  Uses listed as “permitted” are of right.  The Zoning Administrator may require 
revisions to the proposed action in order to achieve consistency with the Plan, but may 
not otherwise impose conditions on the proposed action.
 2)  Uses listed as “zoning administrator conditional use permits” are in the nature 
of administrative use permits and shall be processed in accordance with Chapter 12-
35.100A of the Santa Maria Municipal Code, and in particular Section 12-35.101.
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 3)  Uses listed as “conditional use permits” are in the nature of conditional use 
permits and shall be processed in accordance with Chapter 12-35.200A of the Santa 
Maria Municipal Code.
 4)  Regardless of the use category, the Zoning Administrator retains authority 
established by Title 12, Chapters 41 and 42 of the Santa Maria Municipal Code concerning 
interpretation, administration and enforcement.

d.  If the proposed action, as described in the application, is listed or interpreted as 
similar or consistent with a use listed as p, ZAcup or cup in the Land Use Matrix for the 
applicable District, and consists of greater than 5,000 square feet of gross floor area, the 
Zoning Administrator shall process the application in the manner provided for planned 
development permits by Title 12 of the Santa Maria Municipal Code, with one addition:  
the decision of the Planning Commission shall be a recommendation to the City Council 
in the same manner as a recommendation regarding a zoning amendment.  Notice 
and a hearing before the Council shall be provided in the same manner as for a zoning 
amendment.  The decision of the City Council shall be final.

Role of the Santa Maria Municipal Code

 The Council intends that the Santa Maria Municipal Code govern administration, 
implementation or enforcement of the Plan to the extent not addressed specifically in 
the Plan.

Specific Plan Amendment
Over time, various sections of the Specific Plan may need to be revised, as economic 
conditions or City needs dictate.  The policies presented in the Specific Plan contain 
some degree of flexibility, but any Specific Plan amendments must be judged by 
relatively fixed criteria.  The California Government Code § 65453, clearly states that a 
Specific Plan “may be amended as often as deemed necessary by the legislative body.”  
Amendments to this Plan may be initiated by a developer, any individual property owner 
or by the City. 

• Proposals to amend the Specific Plan must be accompanied by detailed 
information to document the change required.  This information should include 
a revised Specific Plan text (or excerpt thereof ) and revised Land Use Diagram or 
map amendment, where relevant, depicting the amendment requested.

• Since the City has invested a significant amount of time and money in the 
preparation of the Specific Plan, any proposals to amend the Specific Plan must 
document the need for such changes.  The third party applicant should indicate 
the economic, social, or technical issues that generate the need to amend the 
Specific Plan.

• The City and/or applicant must provide an analysis of the amendment’s impacts 
relative to the adopted Environmental Document.  Depending on the nature of 
the amendment, supplemental environmental analysis may be necessary.  The 
need for such additional analysis will be determined by the City of Santa Maria 
in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act (§ 15162).
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Public Hearings
The Planning Commission and the City Council must hold Public Hearings on the Specific 
Plan Amendment, in accordance with § 65453 of the State Government Code.

Exemptions from Specific Plan Standards
For expansion or other renovation applications, the Zoning Administrator retains 
authority to determine minor and major modifications, exemptions, and give relief 
from Specific Plan Standards based on his determination that they are safe and have no 
significant adverse effects upon surrounding property.

Major modifications are defined as floor(s) or square footage additions of over 10% of 
overall building square footage.

Height Exceptions
Refer to individual districts as well as to the Building Height Map Figure IV-2 for height 
requirements.  

The Zoning Administrator or Planning Commission may approve architectural features 
such as tower elements, elevator service shafts, and roof access stairwells that extend 
above the height limit.  Service structures located on rooftops may also exceed the 
maximum building height but shall be hidden to the maximum extent possible using 
appropriate screening and “stealth” technologies. 

For all demolition and construction activity on the Specific Plan area, additional noise 
attenuation techniques shall be employed as needed to achieve noise  levels allowed by 
the City of Santa Maria noise standards.  The following measures shall be incorporated 
into contract specifications to reduce the impact of construction noise:

• Equip each internal combustion engine used for any purpose on the job or 
related to the job with a muffler of a type recommended by the manufacturer. No internal 
combustion engine would be operated on the study area without said muffler. All diesel 
equipment would be operated with closed engine doors and would be equipped with 
factory-recommended mufflers.

• As necessary to meet noise standards, the following shall be implemented: 
changing the location of stationary construction equipment, shutting off idling 
equipment, rescheduling construction activity, notifying adjacent residents 24 hours 
in advance of construction work, and installing acoustic barriers around stationary 
construction noise sources.

• All active construction areas located within 50 feet of adjacent sensitive receptors 
shall be shielded with a ½-inch plywood wall of at least seven feet in height, or other 
barrier that reduces noise transmission to achieve noise levels that are within the City of 
Santa Maria noise standards.


