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Of what you will find.
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o begin with

The sea is a sound

A down and around pound of sound
A lot of swish and splish

The smell of something big

Mason Williams
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INTRODUCTION

The General Plan/Local Coastal Plan

The Pismo Beach General Plan/Local Coastal Program is ' Table 1
the City's constitution for physical development and change - Mandatory/Non-Mandatory General Plan Elements
within the existing and future city limits. The Plan is a legal
mandate that governs both private and public actions. General Plan Elements Mandatory  Nen-Mandalory
The general Plan is atop the hierathy of local govern- Circulation X :
ment law regfl!latlng land use. Subordmate.e to the gener::ﬂ Conservation & Open Space X
plan are specific plans, ordinances and zoning laws. Zoning Design X
laws must conform to the adopted general plan. Facilties X
State law requires every California City to adopt a Gen- Growth Management X
eral Plan that contains seven mandatory topics called "Ele- Housing X
ments", (Circulation, Conservation, Housing, Land Use, Land Use ' X
Noise, Open Space and Safety). Cities may also adopt other Noise X |
topics which carry the same weight as mandatory elements. Parks and Recreation Y
This Pismo Beach plan adds Design, Facilities, Growth Man- Safety X '

agement and Parks, Recreation and access. All topics carry
equal weight and are designed to be consistent with each
other.
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A large portion of Pismo
Beach lies within the Coastal
Zone. The Coastal Act of 1976
requires the city to have a Local
Coastal Plan certified by the
State Coastal Commission. This
plan is a combined document
meeting both the state General
Plan requirements and Coastal
Plan requirements. Certain
sections and policies that are not a part of the Coastal Plan are
identified by the following distinquishing graphic: :

General Plan Format

The Plan is divided into ten topics (chapters) that are
arranged alphabetically. The pages, figures and tables of each
topic are numbered to correspond fo that specific topic.

Brief background material is provided for each topic. -
Readers wishing more detailed background are directed to the
technical appendix. Each topic includes one or more prin-
ciples. The plan's twenty-three principles set the desired

directions for the city.

The principles are followed by a series of policies that
establish more explicit directives for both public and private
actions aimed at preserving and creating a desirable Pismo
Beach.

Regional Setting

Pismo Beach is one of seven incorporated cities located
within San Luis Obispo County. The county is frequently
divided into four general sub-regions: The North Coast, the
Northeast County, the South County and Central San Luis
Obispo.

The South County includes the incorporated cities of
Pismo Beach, Grover City, Arroyo Grande and the
unincorporated communities of Avila Beach, Oceano and
Nipomo: The area known as "Five Cities" is part of the South
County and includes the incorporated cities of Arroyo Grande,
Grover City, Pismo Beach and Shell Beach (which is actually
part of Pismo Beach) and the unincorporated community of
Oceano.

The City of Pismo Beach lies within the San Luis Bay
Planning Area of the San Luis Obispo County General Plan.

Characteristics of the City
Pismo Beach has been a popular tourist destination since

the 1880's when John Price moved his hotel from the Arroyo
Grande/ Avila Road — where it had been a failure, down to
the beach — where it thrived. Price laid out the townsite of El
Pismo around his hotel, and with the coming of the Southern
Pacific Railroad in 1895, and later the coastal routing of State
Highway 2 (now U.S. 101) in 1912, vacationers had easy access

Pismo Li_e;chccnf;n;[l’lan



to the new town and the
broad sandy beaches of
central California.

Today, a hundred
years later, tourism is still
the dominant economic
activity in Pismo Beach.
The town is relatively small
~— 7669 residents according
to the 1990 U.S. Census —
but visitors swell the local
population on the average by a third, and on summer holidays
by two to three times. The railroad no longer stops at Pismo
Beach, but the U.S. 101 Freeway now forms the spine of the
city, bringing travellers along this route to their only contact
with the ocean edge for some three hundred miles between
San Francisco and Santa Barbara County.

Communities that are popular vacation spots often tend
to be popular retirement areas as well. A comparison of age
statistics in the San Luis Obispo region shows that Pismo
Beach is no exception. According to the 1990 census, the
median age for the county was 30-34 years; for Pismo Beach,
40-44 years.

Pismo Beach stretches along the Pacific shoreline for some
seven miles. Most of the city lies within the California Coastal
Zone, although recent development in the southeastern sector
now extends into the foothills beyond the zone boundary. The
northwestern half of the city is confined on the northeast by
steep hillsides that rise to 1000 feet in some areas and form a
magnificent open space backdrop to the land and beaches
below. The State of California controls about a mile of sandy
beach within the city limits, as well as many of the public

beach areas that stretch to the south for some 20 miles. Mobile
home parks, RV parks, and camping areas extend along these
beaches. North of the downtown, the shore is lined with steep
cliffs to 100 feet above the water edge. Much of this area is
developed with large hotels and restaurants. The remainder of
the city is residential neighborhoods: smaller beach oriented
cottages and apartments in Shell Beach and the downtown;
larger, newer homes and condos east of the freeway and in the
extreme northwest sector.

The original El Pismo townsite that John Price laid out in
1886 is still the downtown section of the city. A new pier was
built in 1984 replacing one that had been built in the 1920’s.
The earlier pier had replaced the old wharf built on Price’s
land back in 1881. The downtown is showing its age. In 1989
the American Institute of Architects studied the downtown
area under the Regional Urban Design Assistance Team pro-
gram. The development directions that the R/UDAT sug-
gested have been explored in studies for the Downtown Spe-
cific Plan, and relevant items are included in this update of the
General Plan:

Pismo Beach has experienced considerable growth in
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recent years. Population increased 32.7% from 1970 to 1980
(4,043 to 5,364) and another 43% from 1980 to 1990 (5,364 to
7.669). In the last decade much of the growth in the city — and
the San Luis Obispo region generally — occurred between
1985 and 1988. During this period, housing costs in the San
Luis region were lower than in the large urban areas of the
state and many urbanites were able to sell high-and buy low in
San Luis, at least for the first couple of years. It is interesting
to note that in 1984, 42% of all houses sold in the county were
under $100,000. By 1988, only 12.5% of sales were in this price
range. The median sale price had risen from $109,500 in 1985
to $142,000 three years later. This surge of growth was short-
lived. By 1988, not only had prices begun to catch up with
those of other areas, but the impact of this sudden growth left
local governments, including Pismo Beach, unable to keep up
with the demands on facilities and services. By January 1989,
Pismo Beach had identified fourteen “critical issues” — from
inadequacies in the traffic and sewer systems to concern about
potential seismic collapse of the city hall — that needed imme-
diate attention. The seriousness of condilions in the city pre-
cipitated the passage of an urgency ordinance limiting the

issuance of building permits. And shortly thereafter, the City
Council discovered that it could not provide water for sorne of
the development applications it had already approved.

Another victim of this growth surge was the “affordable
house." Not only did housing costs rise to meet levels of other
coastal areas, but buildable land became scarce, further driving
up the market. In 1980, the existing city limits were only 46%
built out; by 1990, the same area was 71% built out.

Along with population growth has come considerable
new commercial development. Between 1980 and 1988 com-
mercial development valued at over 40.5 million dollars was
constructed in Pismo Beach. This includes two large shopping
centers in the southern sector of the city.

In addition to taxes and fees contributed by new residen-
tial and commercial development, the influx of vacationers
also creates significant revenues for the city government. The
transient occupancy tax makes up a third of the city’s general
fund, and a recent marketing study estimates that expendi-
tures by visitors and nonresidents account for between 40 and
50% of retail sales in Pismo Beach. This same study also indi-
cates that the city has considerable potential to increase visitor-
related retail sales, particularly in the downtown area.

Of course, the visitor industry puts many demands on city
services and facilities. Perhaps the most obvious are the de-
mands on the police and fire departments, which must re-
spond to emergency situations. But all city facilities and ser-
vices are affected by the presence of a highly fluctuating tran-
sient population. Direct costs to the city to support the tour-
ism industry in 1990 totaled $1,140,000. This cost was offset by
the transient occupancy tax revenue that exceeded that
amount contributing an additional $506,000 to the General
Fund for city-wide expenditures.
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Focus of the General Plan Update
This 1992 update of the General Plan replaces a plan that
was adopted by the City Council more than a decade ago. The
new plan comes at a critical period for Pismo Beach. Major
decisions must be made regarding the amount, location and
timing of growth; the support for housing for all income levels;
open space acquisition and preservation; the development and
allocation of water resources; the revitalization of the down-
town and other older areas; the timing and sizing of roads into
areas presently beyond the city’s jurisdictional
boundaries; and the expansion of city services
over the next twenty years into a sphere of influ-
ence. These issues are all addressed in the plan.
A few key features include:

Circulation:

Expansion of U.S. 101 to 6 lanes.

Expansion of Price Canyon Road to 4 lanes.
Construction of a new Inland cross-city

route from Qak Park Boulevard to Price
Canyon Road.

v Connection of James Way to Bello Street

v Connection of Five Cities Drive to Price Street.

AN

Conservation and Open Space:

v The creation of a public open space corridor along Price
Canyon Road.

v The protection of private open space on the ocean-facing
slopes of the foothills northwest of the Pismo Heights
area.

v Extension of lateral bluff-top parks and ocean accessways.
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Design:
v Adoption of 42 design guidelines to foster a more attrac-
tive Pismo Beach.

Facilities:
v A program to assure public facilities (such as roads, sewer
and water supply) are in place concurrent with need.

Growth:

¢ The addition of 975 acres to the city's sphere of influence
or urban expansion area. _

¢ The continuation of policies to control the city's rate of
residential growth in accordance with the availability of
services.

v Land-use policies that allow up to 2,695 new dwellings,
over 648,000 sq. ft. of additional commercial uses and
1,208 new motel rooms to be developed within the next 20
year period.

Housing;:
v A variety of policies aimed at retaining and developing a
mix of low and moderate income housing.

Land Use:
v A detailed land use plan that provides guidelines - neigh-
borhood by neighborhood for 18 sub-areas of the city.

Noise: .
v Noise standards to preserve a livable community.

Parks & Recreation:

¢ A series of policies to expand on Pismo Beach attractive-
ness by completion of the ocean front parks, access ways
and trails.

v Policies to require the creation of new neighborhood and
community parks in the growing residential areas norih-
east of U.5. Highway 101.

Safety:

¢ Recognition that protection of life and property from
hazards posed by flooding, earthquakes, bluff erosion,
slope instability and woodland fires, is a key community
goal.

Pismo Beach faces many problems relating to growth and
development that must be solved on a regional, and in some
cases, statewide basis. The challenge to find solutions to these
problems, however, does not and should not preclude plan-
ning for the kind of future the city wishes to achieve.

The General Plan has a twenty-year horizon. Undoubt-
edly, as with all plans, changes and amendments will be
needed along the way. Nevertheless, the plan as now updated
presents a vision of the future for
Pismo Beach that is at once ambi-
tious and yet, with dedicated civic
leadership and community support,
both practical and attainable.
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