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COASTAL BLUFFS AND BEACHES 

 

The purpose of the coastal bluffs and beaches policies is to minimize risks to life, property, and 

;ublic infrastrucutre in coastal hazard areas and minimize adverse impacts on coastal resources 

from development in coastal hazard areas. One of the primary approaches to minimizing hazards 

is to avoid locating new development in hazardous areas, wherever feasible. The policies address 

this with requirements for development to be setback from coastal bluffs, and elevation of 

structures on the beach. These policies require that sea level rise be factored into the calculation 

of coastal bluff erosion rates and minimum elevation of structures on the beach. In addition, 

policies require property owners to acknowledge and accept the risks to property and health and 

safety that are associated with developing property in hazardous areas. 

 

The policies provide for appropriate siting of development to avoid the perpetuation of shoreline 

armoring. The policies provide standards for when shoreline protective measures may be 

considered in response to coastal erosion. Where shoreline or coastal bluff protection measures 

currently exist, the policies link the protection measure to the structure that is protected. 

 

As a strategy to adapt to future sea level rise, and recognizing the unique features, existing 

development patterns, and needs of Santa Cruz County, the policies on coastal bluff setback and 

shoreline and coastal bluff protection measures treat urban areas of the County differently than 

rural areas. In urbanized areas where the development pattern is set, it is not likely that existing 

public roads and infrastructure will be relocated. The policies therefore allow existing protection 

measures to be factored into the calculation of coastal bluff setback within the urban areas of the 

County. Policies provide for an exception to the coastal bluff setback in limited cases where 

there is existing development and coastal bluff protection. 

 

Policies 

 

6.2.10 Site Development to Minimize Hazards 

(LCP) Require all developments to be sited and designed to avoid or minimize hazards, 

including coastal hazards associated with anticipated sea level rise, and not contribute 

to coastal hazards, as determined by the geologic hazards assessment or geologic and 

engineering investigations.  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.2.11 Use Best Available Science for Sea Level Rise 

(LCP) Recognize scientific uncertainty by using a reasonably foreseeable projection of sea 

level rise within the acceptable range established by the best available science.  These 

values may be revised periodically by the Planning Director. 

 

6.2.112 Geologic Hazards Assessment in Coastal Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Require a geologic hazards assessment or full geologic, geotechnical, hydrologic, or 

other engineering report for all development activities within coastal hazard areas, 

including all development activity within 100-feet of a coastal bluff.  Other technical 

reports may be required if significant potential hazards are identified by the hazards 

assessment.  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 
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6.2.123 Setbacks from Coastal Bluffs 

(LCP) All development activities, as defined in County Code Chapter 16.10, including those 

which are cantilevered, and non habitable structures for which a building permit is 

required, shall be set back a minimum of 25 feet from the top edge of the bluff.  A 

setback greater than 25 feet may be required based on conditions on and adjoining the 

site.  The setback shall be sufficient to provide a stable building site over the 100-year 

lifetime of the structure, as determined through geologic, geotechnical, hydrologic, or 

other  and/or soil engineering reports. The setback shall be evaluated considering not 

only historical shoreline and bluff retreat data, but also acceleration of shoreline and 

bluff retreat due to continued and accelerated sea level rise, and other climate impacts 

according to best available science. Current best available science projections of sea 

level rise shall be used to calculate the bluff setback. The determination of the 

minimum 100 year setback shall be based on the existing site conditions and shall not 

take into consideration the effect of any proposed shoreline or coastal bluff protection 

measures. (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.2.14 Existing Shoreline or Bluff Protection Measures 

(LCP) Outside the Urban or Rural Services Line the determination of the minimum 100 year 

setback shall not take into consideration the effect of any existing shoreline or coastal 

bluff protection measure. 

 

Within the Urban or Rural Services Line the determination of the minimum 100 year 

setback may take into consideration the effect of a legally established shoreline or 

coastal bluff protection measure. 

 

Existing shoreline and coastal bluff protective measures may have both beneficial and 

adverse impacts on public resources. On lots with legally established shoreline or 

coastal bluff protection measures, the required analysis under 6.2.13 shall consider 

the condition of the existing shoreline or coastal bluff protection measure; and 

identify any impacts it may be having on public access and recreation, scenic views, 

sand supply and other coastal resources. The report must also identify any benefits the 

protection measure may provide, including but not limited to, public access, and 

protection of public roads and infrastructure. The report must evaluate opportunities 

to modify or replace the existing protective device in a manner that would eliminate 

or reduce those impacts, while maintaining public benefits. Also See Policy 6.2.22. 

The analysis shall also be made neglecting the existing protection measure in order to 

provide a measure of the impacts of the existing protection measure on the site 

conditions. All reasonable measures to eliminate or reduce impacts to coastal 

resources and maintain public benefits must be implemented as a condition of project 

approval, considering principles of nexus and proportionality. 

 

6.2.135 Exception for Foundation Replacement and/or Upgrade to Setback from Coastal 

Bluff 

(LCP) On lots within the Urban or Rural Services Lines with a legally established coastal 

bluff protection measure, and an existing, legal habitable structure, allow an 

exception to the required 100-year setback for improvement or reconstruction of such 
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structures that currently encroach into the setback, and there is no alternative location 

on the property owner’s lots to relocate the structure.  No exception is allowed to the 

25-foot minimum coastal bluff setback. The footprint of the portion of the structure 

within the 100-year setback may change, but the area of that portion of the footprint 

must not increase. The project analysis must consider the existing shoreline or coastal 

bluff protection measure pursuant to Policy 6.2.14. 

 

Foundation replacement and/or foundation upgrades that meet the definition of 

development activity shall meet the 25-foot minimum and 100-year stability setback 

requirements. An exception to those requirements may be granted for existing 

structures that are located partly or wholly within the setback if the Planning Director 

determines that: 

 

(1) the area of the structure that is within the setback does not exceed 25% of the area 

of the structure, OR 

  

(2) the structure cannot be relocated to meet the setback due to inadequate 

parcel size. 

 (Revised by Res. 81-99) 
 

6.2.146 Additions to Existing Structures 

(LCP) Additions, of any size, including second story and cantilevered additions, that extend 

the existing structure in a seaward direction shall comply with the setback 

requirements of 6.2.132.  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.2.157 New Development on Existing Lots of Record  

(LCP) Allow new development activities in areas subject to storm wave inundation or beach 

or bluff erosion on existing lots of record, within existing developed neighborhoods, 

under the following circumstances: 

 

(a) A technical report (including a geologic hazards assessment, engineering 

geologyic, geotechnical, hydrologic, or other  report and/or soil engineering report) 

demonstrates that the potential hazard can be mitigated over the 100-year lifetime of 

the structure.  Mitigations can include, but are not limited to, building setbacks, 

elevation of the structure, and foundation design; 

 

(b) Mitigation of the potential hazard is not dependent on shoreline or coastal bluff 

protection structuremeasures, except on lots in the Urban and Rural Services Line that 

have legally established protection structuremeasures, or where both adjacent parcels 

are already similarly protected; and 

 

(c) The owner records a Declaration of Geologic Hazards, Acknowledgement and 

Assumption of Risk, on the property deed that describes the potential hazard and the 

level of geologic and/or geotechnical investigation conducted, and exempting the 

County from liability for any personal or property damage caused by natural geologic 

or other hazards on such properties and acknowledging that future shoreline 
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protective devices to protect structures authorized by such coastal permit are 

prohibited..  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.2.18 Swimming Pools and Spas 

(LCP) All new swimming pools and spas shall be located landward of the required coastal 

bluff setback line. New swimming pools and spas on bluff property shall have double 

wall construction with drains and leak detection systems. 

 

6.2.19 Accessory Structures 

(LCP) Coastal Development Permits (CDPs) authorizing accessory structures must include a 

condition of approval that requires the property owner (and all successors in interest) 

to apply for a CDP to remove the accessory structure(s) if a licensed geotechnical 

engineer determines that the accessory structure is in danger from erosion, landslide, 

or other form of bluff collapse. 

 

6.2.20 Declaration of Geologic Hazard, Acknowledgement, and Assumption of Risk 

(LCP) As a condition of CDP approval for development in hazardous areas, require the 

applicant to record a Declaration of Geologic Hazards on the property deed that 

describes the potential hazards and level of technical investigation conducted, and 

exempting the County from liability for any personal or property damage caused by 

geologic or other hazards on such properties. 

 

6.2.1621 Structural Shoreline Protection Measures  

 

(LCP) Limit structural shoreline protection measures to structures which protect existing 

structures from a significant threat, and vacant lots which through lack of protection 

threaten adjacent developed lots, public worksroads and infrastructure, public 

beaches, or coastal dependent uses. 

 

Require any application for shoreline protection measures to include a thorough 

analysis of all reasonable alternatives, including but not limited to, relocation or 

partial removal of the threatened structure, protection of the upper bluff or area 

immediately adjacent to the threatened structure, engineered shoreline protection such 

as beach nourishment, revetments, or vertical walls.  Permit structural protection 

measures only if non-structural measures (e.g. building relocation or change in 

design) are infeasible from an engineering standpoint or not economically viable. 

 

The protection structuremeasure must not reduce or restrict public beach access, 

adversely affect shoreline processes and sand supply, adversely impact recreational 

resources, increase erosion or flooding on adjacent properties, or cause harmful 

impacts on wildlife and fish habitats or archaeological or paleontological resources. 

Shoreline protection measures shall minimize visual impact by employing materials 

that blend with the color of natural materials in the area, and by using vegetation for 

screening. 

 



Santa Cruz County General Plan 

 

Page 6-13   

The protection structuremeasure must be placed as close as possible to the 

development requiring protection and must be designed to minimize adverse impacts 

to recreation and to minimize visual intrusion. 

 

Shoreline protection structuremeasures shall be designed to meet approved 

engineering standards for the site as determined through the environmental review 

process. 

 

Detailed technical studies shall be required to accurately define oceanographic 

conditions affecting the site.  All shoreline protective structuremeasures shall 

incorporate permanent survey monuments for future use in establishing a survey 

monument network along the coast for use in monitoring seaward encroachment or 

slumping of revetments or erosion trends. 

 

No approval shall be given for shoreline protective structuremeasures that do not 

include permanent monitoring and maintenance programs.  Such programs shall 

include a report to the County every five years or less, as determined by a qualified 

professional, after construction of the structure, detailing the condition of the 

structure and listing any recommended maintenance work.  Maintenance programs 

shall be recorded and shall allow for County removal or repair of a shoreline 

protective structuremeasure, at the owner’s expense, if its condition creates a public 

nuisance or if necessary to protect the public health and safety.  (Revised by Res. 81-

99) 

 

No shoreline or bluff protection measure shall be allowed for the sole purpose of 

protecting an accessory structure. 

 

No permit shall be issued for retention of a shoreline or bluff protection measure 

unless the County finds that the shoreline or bluff protection measure is necessary to 

protect an existing principal structure, public road or infrastructure that is in danger 

from erosion, that it will minimize further alteration of the natural landform of the 

bluff, and that adequate mitigation for any adverse impacts on coastal resource, 

including but not limited to impacts to a public beach has been provided. 

 

Existing shoreline or bluff protection measures which do not conform to the 

provisions of the LCP, including the structural or aesthetic requirements may be 

repaired and maintained to the extent that such repairs and/or maintenance conform to 

the provisions of the LCP 

 

Expansion and/or alteration of a legally authorized shoreline or bluff protection 

measure shall include a reassessment of the need for the shoreline protective device to 

protect existing structure, public roads and infrastructure, analysis of whether any 

modifications are necessary to eliminate or reduce adverse impacts the subject 

measure may be having on public access and recreation, scenic views, sand supply 

and other coastal resources, and an evaluation of opportunities to modify or replace 
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the the subject measure in a manner that would eliminate or reduce those impacts 

while maintain public benefits. 

 

6.2.1722 Prohibit New Building Sites in Coastal Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Do not allow the creation of new building sites, lots, or parcels in areas subject to 

coastal hazards, or in the area necessary to ensure a stable building site for the 

minimum 100-year lifetime, or where development would require the construction of 

public facilities or utility transmission lines within coastal hazard areas or in the area 

necessary to ensure a stable building site for the minimum 100-year lifetime. 

 

6.2.1823 Public Services in Coastal Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Prohibit utility facilities and service transmission systems in coastal hazard areas 

unless they are necessary to serve existing residences.  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.2.24 Publicly Owned Facilities  

(LCP) Existing publicly-owned facilities that are coastal-dependent uses such as public 

access improvements and lifeguard facilities that are located within 25 feet of the 

edge of the bluff edge, may be maintained, repaired and/or replaced as determined by 

the County. Any repair or replacement shall be designed and sited to avoid the need 

for shoreline protection to the extent feasible. 

 

6.2.18.125 Density Calculations 

(LCP) Exclude areas subject to coastal bluff erosion and inundation, as defined by geologic 

hazard assessment or full geologic report, from use for density calculations.  (Added 

by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.2.1926 Drainage and Landscape Plans 

(LCP) Require drainage and landscape plans recognizing potential hazards on and off site to 

be approved by the County Geologist prior to the approval of development in the 

coastal hazard areas.  Require that approved drainage and landscape development not 

contribute to offsite impacts and that the defined storm drain system or Best 

Management Practices be utilized where feasible.  The applicant shall be responsible 

for the costs of repairing and/or restoring any off-site impacts.   

 

6.2.2027 Reconstruction of Damaged Structures on Coastal Bluffs 

(LCP) Permit rReconstruction of structures on or at the top of a coastal bluff which are 

damaged as a result of coastal hazards, must be found consistent with all applicable 

LCP policies.  A development proposal is considered reconstruction and the entire 

structure must be found consistent with all applicable LCP policies if the project 

meets the definition of Developmnet/Development Activities in Chapter 16.10 of the 

County Code. including slope instability and seismically induced landslides, or are 

damaged by non-coastal related hazards (fire, etc.) and where the loss is less than 50 

percent of the value, in accordance with the recommendations of the hazards 

assessment.  Encourage relocation to a new footprint provided that the new location is 

landward of the previous site at the best possible site not affecting resources (e.g. the 

most landward location, or landward of the area necessary to ensure a stable building 
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site for the minimum 100-year lifetime, or not necessitating a future shoreline 

protective structure). 

 

When structures located on or at the top of a coastal bluff are damaged as a result of 

coastal hazards, including slope instability and seismically induced landslides, and 

where the loss is greater than 50 percent of the value, permit reconstruction if all 

applicable regulations can be met, including minimum setbacks.  If the minimum 

setback cannot be met, allow only in-kind reconstruction, and only if the hazard can 

be mitigated to provide stability over a 100-year period. 

 

For structures damaged by other than coastal hazards, where the repairs meet the 

definition of Development/Development Activities as defined in Chapter 16.10 of the 

County Codeloss is greater than 50% of the vaule, allow in-kind reconstruction, 

subject to all regulations except for the minimum setback.  Allow other than in-kind 

reconstruction only if all regulations and the minimum setback isare met. 

 

Exemption:  Public beach facilities and replacements consistent with Coastal Act 

Policy 30610(g). 

 

6.2.21 Reconstruction of Damaged Structures due tosubject to Storm Wave Inundation 

(LCP) Permit reconstruction of individual structures located in areas subject to storm wave 

inundation, which are damaged as a result of coastal hazards, and loss is less than 50 

percent of the value, in accordance with recommendations from the geologic hazards 

assessment and other technical reports, as well as with policy 6.2.16.  

 

When structures located in areas subject to storm wave inundation are damaged as a 

result of coastal hazards and the loss is greater than 50 percent of the value, permit 

reconstruction if all applicable regulations can be met.  If the minimum setback 

cannot be met, allow only in-kind reconstruction, and only if the hazard can be 

mitigated to provide stability over a 100 year period. 

 

For structures damaged greater than 50 percent of the value by other than coastal 

hazards, allow in-kind reconstruction which meets all regulations except for the 

coastal bluff setback.  Allow other than in-kind reconstruction only if the minimum 

setback is met. 

 

Exceptions:  Public beach facilities and replacements consistent with Coastal Act Policy 

30610(g).  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

Programs 

 

 

(LCP) a.  Relocate if feasible, essential public facilities such as ser lines to locations outside 

of coastal hazard areas when they are due for expansion or replacement.  

(Responsibility:  Public Works) 
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b.  Zone areas subject to coastal erosion, inundation, and potential bluff failure to the 

Geologic Hazards Combining district.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department) 

 

(LCP) c.  Develop and implement a program to correct existing erosion problems along 

coastal bluffs caused by public drainage facilities.  (Responsibility:  Public Works) 

 

d.  Review existing coastal protection structuremeasures to evaluate the presence of 

adverse impacts such as pollution problems, loss of recreational beach area, and 

fishkills and implement feasible corrective actions.  (Responsibility:  Environmental 

Health, Planning Department) 

 

(LCP) e.  Support, encourage, and seek funding from FEMA and other appropriate agencies 

for the initiation of a review of all shoreline protective structuremeasures to evaluate 

their effectiveness and potential for becoming public hazards.  Shoreline protective 

structuremeasures can become public hazards, for example, if they are in such a state 

of disrepair that portions have fallen or are in imminent danger of falling onto 

beaches.  Where it is determined that such structuremeasures are public hazards or 

where they provide ineffective protection due to inadequate maintenance, consider 

notifying the property owner and requiring the property owner to either maintain the 

structuremeasure to a reasonable level or remove and replace the structuremeasure 

within one year of the notice.  Consider County action to maintain or remove and 

replace the structuremeasure and recover costs by a lien against the property if the 

property owner does not act within one year of such notice.  (Responsibility:  

Planning Department, Board of Supervisors) 

 

(LCP) f.  Support, encourage, seek funding, and cooperate with the Coastal Conservancy, 

Coastal Commission, State Lands Commission, and the Corps of Engineers for the 

establishment and maintenance of a permanent survey monument monitoring network 

along the coast.  Utilize existing monuments set by Caltrans, other public agencies, 

geologic consultants, and others to the greatest degree possible.  Incorporate the use 

of these monuments into all future planning for shoreline protective 

structuremeasures.  Provide geo-reference (latitude and longtitude) for each 

monument and structure.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department, Public Works) 
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Objective 6.3    Erosion 
 
(LCP)  To control erosion and siltation originating from existing conditions, current land-use 

activities, and from new developments, to reduce damage to soil, water, and biotic 
resources. 

 
Policies 
 
6.3.1 Slope Restrictions 
(LCP)  Prohibit structures in discretionary projects on slopes in excess of 30 percent. A               

single-family dwelling on an existing lot of record may be excepted from the 
prohibition where siting on greater slopes would result in less land disturbance, or 
siting on lesser slopes is infeasible. 

 
6.3.2 Grading Projects to Address Mitigation Measures 
(LCP)  Deny any grading project where a potential danger to soil or water resources has               

been identified and adequate mitigation measures cannot be undertaken. 
 
6.3.3 Abatement of Grading and Drainage Problems 
(LCP)    Require, as a condition of development approval, abatement of any grading or drainage 

condition on the property which gives rise to existing or potential erosion problems. 
 
6.3.4 Erosion Control Plan Approval Required for Development 
(LCP)  Require approval of an erosion control plan for all development, as specified in                

the Erosion Control ordinance.  Vegetation removal shall be minimized and limited to 
that amount indicated on the approved development plans, but shall be consistent with 
fire safety requirements. 

 
6.3.5 Installation of Erosion Control Measures 

Require the installation of erosion control measures consistent with the Erosion Control 
ordinance, by October 15, or the advent of significant rain, or project               
completion, whichever occurs first. Prior to October 15, require adequate                
erosion control to be provided to prevent erosion from early storms. For                
development activities, require protection of exposed soil from erosion between               
October 15 and April 15 and require vegetation and stabilization of disturbed               
areas prior to completion of the project.  For agricultural activities, require that               
adequate measures are taken to prevent excessive sediment from leaving the               
property. 

 
6.3.6 Earthmoving in Least Disturbed or Water Supply Watersheds 

Prohibit earthmoving operations in areas of very high or high erosion hazard                
potential and in Least Disturbed or Water-Supply Watersheds between October               
15 and April 15, unless preauthorized by the Planning Director. If such                
activities take place, measures to control erosion must be in place at the end of               
each day’s work. 
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6.3.7 Reuse of Topsoil and Native Vegetation Upon Grading Completion 
Require topsoil to be stockpiled and reapplied upon completion of grading to                
promote regrowth of vegetation; native vegetation should be used in replanting                
disturbed areas to enhance long-term stability. 

 
6.3.8 On-Site Sediment Containment  
(LCP)     Require containment of all sediment on the site during construction and require 

drainage improvements for the completed development that will provide runoff control, 
including onsite retention or detention where downstream drainage facilities have 
limited capacity.  Runoff control systems or Best Management Practices shall be 
adequate to prevent any significant increase in site runoff over pre-existing volumes 
and velocities and to maximize on-site collection of non-point source pollutants. 

 
6.3.9 Site Design to Minimize Grading  
(LCP)     Require site design in all areas to minimize grading activities and reduce                

vegetation removal based on the following guidelines: 
(a) Structures should be clustered; 
(b) Access roads and driveways shall not cross slopes greater than 30 percent; cuts and 

fills should not exceed 10 feet, unless they are wholly underneath the footprint and 
adequately retained; 

(c) Foundation designs should minimize excavation or fill; 
(d) Building and access envelopes should be designated on the basis of site inspection 

to avoid particularly erodable areas; 
(e) Require all fill and sidecast material to be recompacted to engineered standards, 

reseeded, and mulched and/or burlap covered. 
 
6.3.10 Land Clearing Permit 
(LCP)   Require a land clearing permit and an erosion control plan for clearing one quarter or               

more acres, except when clearing is for existing agricultural uses.  Require that any 
erosion control and land clearing activities be consistent with all General Plan and LCP 
Land Use Plan policies. 

 
6.3.11 Sensitive Habitat Considerations for Land Clearing Permits 
(LCP)   Require a permit for any land clearing in a sensitive habitat area and for clearing more 

than one quarter acre in Water Supply Watershed, Least Disturbed Watershed, very 
high and high erosion hazard areas no matter what the parcel size.  Require that any 
land clearing be consistent with all General Plan and LCP Land Use policies. 
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Programs     
 
(LCP)    a.  Establish an active erosion control education program for the general public, 

builders, and staff, in cooperation with the Resource Conservation District and the 
Soil Conservation Service.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department) 

 
b.   Enforce the comprehensive Erosion Control ordinance requiring control of  

existing erosion problems as well as the installation of erosion, sediment, and 
runoff control measures in new developments.  (Responsibility:  Planning 
Department, Planning Commission, Board of Supervisors) 

 
(LCP)     c.   Develop cost-sharing programs with outside funding to assist property owners with 

control of existing problems that are too large to be effectively controlled by the 
owner.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department) 

 
(LCP)    d.  Encourage use of Resource Conservation District programs to control existing 

erosion problems.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department) 
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Objective 6.4 Flood Hazards 

 

(LCP) To protect new and existing structures from flood hazards, including sea level rise, in 

order to minimize economic damages and threats to public health and safety, and to 

prevent adverse impacts on floodplains, and maintain their beneficial function for 

flood water storage and transport and for biotic resource protection. 

 

6.4.1 Use Best Available Science for Sea Level Rise 

(LCP) Recognize scientific uncertainty by using a reasonably foreseeable projection of sea 

level rise within the acceptable range established by the best available science.  These 

values shall be revised during periodic updates of LCP policies, County Codes, and 

departmental procedures based on best available new science, as determined by the 

Planning Director. Current best available science is considered to be the 2012 

National Research Council’s Report, Sea Level Rise for the Coasts of California, 

Oregon and Washington: Past Present and Future. 

 

6.4.1 Geologic Flood Hazards Assessment Required in Flood Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Require a geologic flood hazards assessment of all development proposals within the 

County’s flood hazard areas in order to identify flood hazards and development 

constraints. 

 

6.4.2 Development Proposals Protected from Flood Hazard 

(LCP) Approve only those grading applications and development proposals that are 

adequately protected from flood hazard and which do not add to flooding damage 

potential.  This may include the requirement for foundation design which minimizes 

displacement of flood waters, as well as other mitigation measures. 

 

6.4.3 Site Development to Minimize Hazards 

(LCP) Require all developments to be sited and designed to avoid or minimize flood 

hazards. 

 

6.4.3 Development on or Adjacent to Coastal Bluffs and Beaches 

(LCP) Allow development in areas immediately adjacent to coastal bluffs and beaches 

only if a geologist determines that wave action, storm swell and tsunami 

inundation are not a hazard to the proposed development or that such hazard 

can be adequately mitigated.  Such determination shall be made by the County 

Geologist, or a certified engineering geologist may conduct this review at 

applicant’s choice and expense.  Apply Coastal Bluffs and Beaches policies. 

 

6.4.4 Locate Public Facilities Outside Flood Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Require new utilities, critical facilities and non-essential public structures to be 

located outside the 100-year flood and coastal high hazard areasflood hazard area, 

unless such facilities are necessary to serve existing uses, there is no other feasible 

location, and construction of these structures will not increase hazards to life or 

property within or adjacent to the floodplain or coastal inundation areasflood hazard 

area. 
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6.4.5 New Parcels in 100-Year FloodplainsFlood Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Allow the creation of new parcels, including those created by minor land division or 

subdivision, in 100-year floodplainsthe flood hazard area only under the following 

circumstances: 

 

(a) A full hydrologic report and any other appropriate technical report must 

demonstrate that each proposed parcel contains at least one building site, 

including a septic system and leach field site (if a septic system is required), and 

locations for utilities and facilities such as sewer, gas, electrical and water 

systems, which isare not subject to flood hazard., and that public utilities and 

facilities such as sewer, gas, electrical and water systems can be located and 

constructed to minimize flood damage and not cause a health hazard. 

(b) A declaration indicating The final recorded map shall indicate the limits and 

elevations of the one-hundred year floodplainflood hazard area, as certified by a 

registered professional engineer or surveyor. must be recorded with the County 

Recorder. 

(c) Adequate drainage to reduce exposure to flood hazards must be provided. 

(d) Preliminary land division proposals shall identify all flood hazard areas and the 

elevation of the base flood.  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.4.6 Density Calculations 

(LCP) In all areas exclude the portion of the property designated within the 100-year 

floodplain flood hazard area from density calculations. 

 

6.4.7 New Construction to be Outside Flood Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Restrict new construction to the area outside the 100-year floodplain and area subject 

to coastal inundationflood hazard area, if a buildable portion of the parcel exists 

outside such areas. 

 

6.4.8 Elevation of Residential Structures 

(LCP) Require elevation of the habitable portions of residential structures above the 100-

year flood level where constructed within a floodplainflood hazard area. Require 

floodproofing or elevation of non-residential structures. Required that foundations do 

not cause floodwater displacement except where necessary for flood-proofing. 

 

6.4.9 Require Freeboard 

(LCP) Freeboard is a factor of safety measured in feet above a base flood elevation or height 

for purposes of floodplain management. Freeboard is required to compensate for the 

many unknown factors that could contribute to flood heights or elevations greater 

than the height or elevation calculated for a selected size flood and floodway 

conditions, such as wave action, bridge openings, climate change, sea level rise, and 

the hydrological effect of urbanization of the watershed. For all structures located on 

parcels that are partially or wholly in Coastal A and V Zones freeboard above the 

wave run up elevation shall be based on a reasonably foreseeable projection of sea 

level rise within the acceptable range established by the best available science. These 
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values may be revised periodically based on best available new science, as 

determined by the Planning Director. For habitable structures located in flood hazard 

areas outside of Coastal A and V Zones, freeboard, above the base flood elevation 

shall be determined by the Planning Director. 

 

6.4.910 Septic Systems and, Leach Fields, and Fill Placement 

(LCP) Septic systems and leach fields to serve previously undeveloped parcels shall not be 

located within the flood hazard areafloodway or the 100-year floodplain.  The 

capacity of existing systems in the flood hazard areafloodway or floodplain shall not 

be increased.  Septic systems shall be designed to avoid impairment or contamination. 

Allow the placement of fill within the 100-year floodplain in the minimum amount 

necessary, not to exceed 50 cubic yards.  Fill shall only be allowed if it can be 

demonstrated that the fill will not have cumulative adverse impacts on or off site.  No 

fill is allowed in the floodway.  (Revised by Res. 81-99) 

 

6.4.110 Fill Placement 

(LCP) Allow grading within the 100-year floodplain only if there is no net increase in fill 

and only if it can be demonstrated that the grading will not have cumulative adverse 

impacts on or off site. No fill is allowed in the floodway. 

 

6.4.102 Flood Control Structures 

(LCP) Allow flood control structures only to protect existing development (including 

agricultural operations) where no other alternative is feasible and where such 

protection is necessary for public safety.  The structures must not adversely affect 

sand supply, increase erosion or flooding on adjacent properties, or restrict stream 

flows below minimum levels necessary for the maintenance of fish and wildlife 

habitats. 

 

Programs 

 

a. Continue the Floodplain Management Program in accordance with the Federal 

Flood Insurance Program.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department) 

 

b. Revise County floodplain maps as updated information becomes available. 

(Responsibility:  Planning Department, FEMA) 

 

c. Comprehensively map the Geologic Hazards Combining District in order to place 

all existing regulations into one concise and consistent ordinance and  to notify future 

buyers of the policies as they pertain to affected parcels. (Responsibility:  Planning 

Commission, Planning Department) 

 

d. Maintain culverts and drainage facilities on County roads, and seek to eliminate 

log-jams and other obstructions from stream courses. (Responsibility:  Public Works, 

Planning Department) 
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e. Continue to provide information to property owners located in floodplains flood 

hazard areas and coastal inundation high hazard areas to encourage participation in 

the Federal Flood Insurance Program.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department) 

 

f. Maintain the Automated Local Evaluation in Real Time (ALERT) Systems along 

Soquel Creek and Corralitos Creek.  Implement a floodplain warning system for the 

San Lorenzo River, Aptos Creek and Valencia Creek.  The Pajaro River Basin 

continues to be monitored by the National Weather Service.  (Responsibility:  

Planning Department, County Office of Emergency Services) 

 

g. Prepare detailed tsunami evacuation plans for coastal areas subject to the 

tsunami hazard.  (Responsibility:  County Office of Emergency Services) 
 

(LCP) h. Incorporate more detailed information on tsunami inundation levels into the 

existing flood hazard program when this information is available.  Existing 

development regulations would then apply to areas subject to this hazard. 

(Responsibility:  County Office of Emergency Services) 

 

i. Prepare and adopt an emergency warning system and detailed evacuation plans 

for areas subject to inundation in the event of failure of the Newell Creek Dam.  

(Responsibility:  County Office of Emergency Services) 

 

j. Work with relevant state and federal agencies to monitor potential rise in sea level 

due to the greenhouse effect and develop long term programs to address the impacts.  

(Responsibility:  Planning Department, Board of Supervisors) 

 

k. Continue to work with the Joint Powers Authority to relocate the Santa Cruz 

County Emergency Operations Center from the basement of the County Government 

Center, where it is vulnerable to flooding.  (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, 

Office of Emergency Services, County Administrative Office) 
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FIRE HAZARDS 

 

Fire History 

Prior to about 1950 information on wildfire in Santa Cruz County was limited to verbal history 

and newspaper accounts.  After the Division of Forestry began gathering data in the 1950’s, 

significant wildfires in Santa Cruz and adjacent counties were documented in the early 1960’s 

and again in the 1980’s (Lexington fire).  The devastating wildfires that occurred in Santa Cruz 

County in 2008 (Summit, Martin and Trabing fires) and 2009 (Lockheed and Loma fires) burned 

a combined area of nearly 14,000 acres and numerous homes and structures.  What makes 

wildfire different today as compared to the early part of the the last century is the number of 

people living in the rural area, or the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI).  According to the United 

States Census, the population of Santa Cruz County has increased by nearly 200,000 people 

since the middle of the last century, from 66,534 in 1950 to 262,340 in 2010.  Much of the 

increase occurred in urban areas, but rural areas have experienced significant population 

increases, as well.  This has caused the fire agencies to change their approach to fire hazards 

from focusing primarily on the fire to dealing with increasing demands for protecting roads, 

structures, and people.  Because there are not enough firefighters or fire apparatus to protect each 

and every home during a wildfire, the community and government must take greater 

responsibility for preventative measures to make homes, neighborhoods, and the community 

more defensible from wildfire. (Source: San Mateo - Santa Cruz Unit Strategic Fire Plan) 

 

Fire Plans 

The San Mateo - Santa Cruz Unit Strategic Fire Plan identifies and prioritizes pre fire and post 

fire management strategies and tactics meant to reduce losses within the Unit.  There is a history 

of collaborative efforts between fire agencies and communities including Las Cumbres, Olive 

Springs and Bonny Doon. Efforts such as these have resulted in numerous fuel reduction projects 

and community education. More recently, the Unit has seen an unprecedented level of pre-fire 

“grass roots” organization, including the formation of the Soquel, South Skyline, and Bonny 

Doon Fire Safe Councils. Also, with the assistance of the Resource Conservation District (RCD) 

through a grant from the United Fish and Wildlife Service, a Community Wildfire Protection 

Plan (CWPP) was developed with input from stakeholders throughout Santa Cruz County. In 

2010, the Board of Supervisors for Santa Cruz County adopted the 2010 San Mateo County – 

Santa Cruz County CWPP.  The Unit Strategic Fire Plan is meant to work in collaboration with 

the CWPP  

 

The CWPP attempts to identify fire hazards, as seen across the landscape, and provide strategies 

to mitigate wildfire risk and restore healthier, more resilient ecosystems while protecting life and 

property.  A CWPP also serves as a tool for the accrual of grant funding to aid in the 

implementation of wildfire prevention projects.  The CWPP is a guidance document that 

recommends both general and specific projects in priority fuel reduction areas, and provides 

recommendations to reduce the ignitability of structures.  Local projects are subject to 

appropriate permitting and environmental review process.  The CWPP was developed 

collaboratively by CAL FIRE, Resource Conservation District of Santa Cruz and San Mateo 

Counties, the United State Fish and Wildlife Service, other agencies, and members of the 

community. 
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State and Local Responsibility Areas 

Wildland fire protection in California is the responsibility of the State, local government, or the 

federal government depending on location. The State Responsibility Area (SRA) is the area of 

the state where financial responsibility for the prevention and suppression of wildfires is 

primarily the responsibility of the state. In general, SRA includes forest-covered lands, whether 

of commercial value or not, or brush or grass-covered lands. SRA does not include lands within 

city boundaries or in federal ownership. Fire protection in SRA is typically provided by CAL 

FIRE. However, in Santa Cruz County, autonomous fire protection districts provide fire 

protection in large parts of the SRA. Local responsibility areas (LRA) include incorporated cities 

and other urbanized areas, and cultivated agriculture lands. Local responsibility area fire 

protection is typically provided by city fire departments, fire protection districts, and by CAL 

FIRE under contract to local government.  

 

CAL FIRE is the County Fire Department for the unincorporated areas of Santa Cruz County 

that are not included in an autonomous fire protection district. In addition, the County contracts 

with CAL FIRE to provide fire protection for Pajaro Dunes, and provides administrative and 

staffing needs for the Pajaro Valley Fire Protection District. 

 

Because the majority of wildland fires occur in the SRA, there is potential for many different 

agencies in the county to be affected. In many cases, fires occur in Mutual Threat Zones (MTZ’s) 

or in areas near adjoining jurisdictions and also in the LRAs.  It is through mutual relationships 

with local government agencies where initial attack resources become larger and more effective.  

The following Santa Cruz County local government agencies are typically available and involved 

in suppressing wildland fires:   

 

Aptos/La Selva Fire Protection District 

Scotts Valley Fire Protection District 

Boulder Creek Fire Protection District 

Central Fire Protection District of Santa Cruz County 

Felton Fire Protection District 

Santa Cruz City Fire Department 

Watsonville Fire Department 

Zayante Fire Protection District 

Ben Lomond Fire Protection District 

Branciforte Fire Protection District 

Pajaro Valley Fire Protection District  

 

A person who owns, leases, controls, operates, or maintains a building or structure in, upon, or 

adjoining SRAs are required by Public Resource Code (PRC) 4291 to maintain defensible space 

around structures on their property. Defensible space means the area adjacent to a structure or 

dwelling where wildfire prevention or protection practices are implemented to provide defense 

from an approaching wildfire or to minimize the spread of a structure fire to wildlands or 

surrounding areas. Responsibility for maintaining defensible space is limited to 100 feet from 

structure(s) or to the property line, whichever is closer.  Defensible space inspections are 

completed by inspectors from CAL FIRE, engine companies, and fire protection districts 

(Central and Aptos/La Selva).  Educational materials distributed to residents during inspections, 
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through direct mailing, and public events include a brief pamphlet focusing on defensible space 

and a document called Living With Fire in Santa Cruz County. 

 

Santa Cruz County Code requires new projects and construction to meet fire safety standards 

consistent with State law (PRC 4290).  Chapter 7.92 of the County Code establishes 

requirements for fuel modification and emergency water supply, as well as minimum fire safe 

driveway and road standards. New structures built in Santa Cruz County must also comply with 

fire safety building regulations. These building codes require the use of ignition-resistant 

building materials and establish design standards to improve the ability of a building to survive a 

wildfire. 

 

CAL FIRE has mapped areas of very high fire hazard within LRA and SRA. Mapping of the 

areas, referred to as Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones (VHFHSZ), is based on relevant 

factors such as fuels, terrain, and weather.  The Fire Code of Santa Cruz County (County Code 

Chapter 7.92) includes provisions to improve the ignition resistance of buildings, especially from 

firebrands. The updated fire hazard severity zones will be used by the Building Official to 

determine appropriate construction materials for new buildings in the Wildland-Urban Interface.  

In addition, pursuant to State law, the updated zones will also be used by property owners to 

comply with natural hazards disclosure requirements at time of property sale and 100 foot 

defensible space clearance. 

 

The County’s GIS mapping information system has been updated to incorporate the FHSZ maps 

for Santa Cruz County.  These maps complement the existing General Plan Resources and 

Constraints maps designating Critical Fire Hazard Areas. 

 

Objective 6.5 Fire Hazards 

 

To protect the public from the hazards of fire through citizen awareness, mitigating 

the risks of fire, responsible fire protection planning and built-in systems for fire 

detection and suppression. 

 

Policies 

 

6.5.1 Defensible Space 

In the State Responsibility Area and Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones within 

the Local Responsibility Area maintain defensible space of 100 feet from each side 

and from the front and rear of structures, but not beyond the property line.  The 

amount of fuel modification necessary shall take into account the flammability of the 

structure as affected by building material, building standards, location, and type of 

vegetation.  Fuels shall be maintained in a condition so that a wildfire burning under 

average weather conditions would be unlikely to ignite the structure.  This does not 

apply to single specimens of trees or other vegetation that are well-pruned and 

maintained so as to effectively manage fuels and not form a means of rapidly 

transmitting fire from other nearby vegetation to a structure or from a structure to 

other nearby vegetation. The intensity of fuels management may vary within the 100-

foot perimeter of the structure, the most intense management being within the first 30 
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feet around the structure. Consistent with fuels management objectives, steps should 

be taken to minimize erosion. For the purposes of this policy, “fuel” means any 

combustible material, including petroleum-based products and wildland fuels. 

 

6.5.2 Defensible Space in Environmental Resource Areas 

Fuel reduction activities that remove or dispose of vegetation are required to comply 

with all federal, state or local environmental protection laws, including, but not 

limited to, laws protecting threatened and endangered species, sensitive habitats, 

water quality, air quality, and cultural/archeological resources, and obtain any and all 

required permits. 

 

6.5.3 Exception in Sensitive Habitat for Defensible Space  

Establishment and maintenance of defensible space in order to comply with state law 

qualifies for an exception to the Sensitive Habitat Protection Ordinance because 

maintenance of defensible space is necessary to protect public health, safety, and 

welfare. In granting an exception, the decision-making body shall require adequate 

measures to be taken to ensure consistency with the purpose of the Sensitive Habitat 

Protection Ordinance to minimize the disturbance of sensitive habitats. 

 

6.5.14 Access Standards 

Require all new structures, including additions of more than 500 square feet, to 

single-family dwellings on existing parcels of record, to provide, and maintain, an 

adequate road for fire protection in conformance with the following standards: 

 

(a) Fire Apparatus access roads shall have an unobstructed width of not less than 20 

feet.  Areas within 10 feet on each side of portions of highways, public and private 

streets and roads which are ordinarily used for vehicular traffic shall be cleared of 

flammable vegetation and other combustible growth, and maintained, consistent with 

the defensible space requirements for the 30 – 100-foot zone around structures.  

Single specimens of trees, ornamental shrubbery or cultivated ground cover such as 

green grass, succulents or similar plants used as ground covers, are exempt provided 

that they do not form a means of readily transmitting fire. 

 

Exceptions: 

 

(a) Outside the Urban Services Line:  Access roads shall be a minimum of 18 feet 

wide for all access roads or driveways serving more than two habitable structures, 

and 12 feet for an access road or driveway serving two or fewer habitable 

structures.  Where it is environmentally inadvisable to meet these criteria (due to 

excessive grading, tree removal or other environmental impacts), a 12-foot wide 

all-weather surface access road with 12-foot wide by 35-foot long turnouts 

located approximately every 500 feet may be provided with the approval of the 

Fire Chieffire code official.  Exceptions:  Title 19 of the California Administrative 

Code, requires that access roads from every state governed building to a public 

street shall be all-weather hard-surface (suitable for use by fire apparatus) 

roadway not less than 20 feet in width.  Such roadway shall be unobstructed and 
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maintained only as access to the public street. 

 

 Inside the Urban Services Line:  Inside of the Urban Services Line, private access 

roads extending from a public road shall be a minimum of 18 feet wide for all 

access roads or driveways serving more than two habitable structures, and 12 feet 

for an access road or driveway serving two or fewer habitable structures. Where it 

is environmentally inadvisable to meet these criteria (due to excessive grading, 

tree removal or other environmental impacts), a 12-foot wide all-weather surface 

access road with 12-foot wide by 35-foot long turnouts located approximately 

every 500 feet may be provided with the approval of the fire code official. 

  

 Single specimens of trees, ornamental shrubbery or cultivated ground cover such 

as green grass, ivy, subccelents or similar plants used as ground covers, are 

exempt provided that they do not form a means of readily transmitting fire. 

  

(b) Obstruction of the road width, as required above, including the parking of 

vehicles, shall be prohibited, as required in the Uniform Fire Code of Santa Cruz 

County. 

(c) The access road surface shall be “all weather”, which meansis defined based on 

road gradient as follows: zero to five percent gradient - a minimum of six inches of 

compacted aggregate base rock, Class 2 or equivalent, certified by a licensed engineer 

to 95 percent compaction and shall be maintained; five to fifteen percent gradient – 

the required base rock shall be overlain by oil and screenings; greater than fifteen 

percent grade - .  Where the grade of the access road exceeds 15 percent, the required 

base rock shall be overlain by 2 inches of asphaltic concrete, Type B or equivalent, 

and shall be maintained. 

(d) The maximum grade of the access road shall not exceed 20 percent (18 percent 

average), with grades greater than 15 percent not permitted for distances of more than 

200 feet at a time, and grades not exceeding 16 percent in State Responsibility Area. 

(e) The access road shall have a vertical clearance of 145 feet for its entire width and 

length, including turnouts in State Responsibility Area, and 13 feet, 6 inches in other 

areas.   

(f) All Gates providing access from a road to a driveway, or within any access road, 

shall be located at least 30 feet from the roadway and shall open to allow a vehicle to 

stop without obstructing traffic on the road. Gates shall be a minimum of 2 feet wider 

than the access road/driveway they serve but in no case shall the width be less than 14 

(fourteen) feet.  Overhead gate structures shall have a minimum of 15 feet vertical 

clearance. When gates are to be locked, the installation of a key box or other 

acceptable means for immediate access may be required 

(g) An access road or driveway shall not end farther than 150 feet from any portion of 

a structure. 

(h) A turn-around area which meets the requirements of the fire department shall be 

provided for access roads and driveways in excess of 150 feet in length.   

(i) No roadway in the State Responsibility Area shall have an inside turning radius of 

less than 50 feet, with minimum centerline turning radius of 35 feet in other areas.  

Roadways with a radius curvature of 50 to 100 feet shall require an additional 4 feet 
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of road width.  Roadways with radius curvatures of 100 to 200 feet shall require an 

additional 2 feet of road width. 

(j) Drainage details for the road or driveway shall conform to current engineering 

practices, including erosion control measures. 

(k) Bridges shall be a minimum of 20 feet of clear widthas wide as the road being 

serviced, meet a minimum load bearing capacity of 25 tons (AASHTO HS-20), and 

have guard rails.  Guard rails shall not reduce the required minimum road width.  

Width requirements may be modified for access to U-1, U-2 or R-3 occupancies in 

accordance with other General Plan Fire Hazard policies only with written approval 

from the Fire Chieffire code official.  In such cases, bridges shall be as wide as the 

road or driveway being serviced. Every private bridge hereafter constructed shall be 

engineered by a licensed civil or structural engineer and approved by the fire code 

official. Certification shall be provided by the licensed engineer in writing that the 

bridge complies with the design standard required by this section to the fire code 

official.  Bridge capacity shall be posted and shall be recertified every fiveten years 

by a licensed engineer.  For bridges served by 12 foot access roads, approved turnouts 

shall be provided at each bridge approach. 

(l) All private access roads, driveways, turnarounds and bridges are the responsibility 

of the owner(s) of record and shall be maintained to ensure the fire department safe 

and expedient passage at all times. 

(m)  To ensure maintenance of private access roads, driveways, turnarounds and 

bridges, the owner(s) of parcels where new development is proposed shall participate 

in an existing road maintenance group.  For those without existing maintenance 

agreements, the formation of such an agreement shall be required.   

(n) All access road and bridge improvements required under this section shall be 

made prior to permit approval, or as a condition of permit approval. 

(o) Access for any new dwelling unit or other structure used for human occupancy, 

including a single-family dwelling on an existing parcel of record, shall be in the duly 

recorded form of a deeded access or an access recognized by court order.  

 

Diagrammatic representations of access standards are available at the Santa Cruz 

County Planning Department and local fire agencies.  

 

6.5.25 Exceptions to Access Road Standards 

Exceptions to these standards may be granted at the discretion of the Fire Chieffire 

code official for single-family dwellings on existing parcels of record as follows: 

(a) When the existing access road is acceptable to the Fire Department having 

jurisdiction. 

(b) In addition, any of the following mitigation methods may be required:  

(1) Participation in an existing or formation of a new road maintenance group or 

association. 

(2) Completion of certain road improvements such as fill pot holes, resurface 

access road, provide turnouts, cut back brush, etc. are made, as determined by 

the fire officials, and provided that the fire department determines that 

adequate fire protection can still be provided. 
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(3) Provision of approved fire protection systems as determined by the Fire 

Chieffire code official. 

(c) The level of road improvement required shall bear a reasonable relationship to the 

magnitude of development proposed. 

 

6.5.36 Conditions for Project Approval 

Condition approval of all new structures and additions larger than 500 square feet, 

and to single-family dwellings on existing parcels of record to meet, and maintain at 

all times, the following fire protection standards:  

(a) Address numbers shall be posted on the property so as to be clearly visible from 

the access road.  Where visibility cannot be provided, a post or sign bearing the 

numbers shall be set adjacent to the driveway or access road to the property and shall 

have a contrasting background.  Numbers shall be posted when construction begins.  

Where required by the fire code official, address numbers shall be provided in 

additional approved locations to facilitate emergency response.  Address numbers 

shall be Arabic numbers or alphabetical letters. Numbers shall be a minimum of 4 

inches (101.6 mm) high with a minimum stroke width of 0.5 inch (12.7 mm).  

Address numbers shall be maintained 

(b) Provide adequate water availability.  This may be provided from an approved 

water system within 500 feet of a structure, or by an individual water storage facility 

(water tank, swimming pool, etc.) on the property itself.  An approved water supply 

capable of supplying the required fire flow for fire protection shall be provided to 

premises upon which facilities, buildings or portions of buildings are hereafter 

constructed or moved into or within the jurisdiction in accordance with the Fire Code 

of Santa Cruz County.  The fire department shall determine the adequacy and location 

of individual water storage fire flow to be provided.  Built-in fire protection features 

(i.e., sprinkler systems) may allow for some exemptions of other fire protection 

standards when incorporated into the project.   

(c) Maintain all around structures a clearancedefensible space of not less than 30 feet 

or to the property line (whichever is a shorter distance) of all flammable vegetation or 

other combustible materials; or for a greater distance as may be prescribed by the fire 

department.  In State Responsibility Areas and Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones 

maintain all around structures a defesible space of not less than 100 feet or to the 

property line (whichever is a shorter distance).   

(d) Provide and maintain a spark arrester constructed with heavy wire mesh or other 

noncombustible material with openings not to exceed 1/2 inch (12.7 mm).one-half 

inch wire mesh screens on all chimneys. 

(e) Automatic smoke detection and carbon monoxide devices shall be installed and 

maintained in accordance with the California Building Code and local Fire 

Department regulations.  Sprinkler and fire alarm systems, when installed, shall meet 

the requirements of the local Fire Department and shall be maintained at all times. 

(f) Provide adequate disposal of refuse.  All development outside refuse collection 

boundaries shall be required to include a suitable plan for the disposal of flammable 

refuse.  Refuse disposal shall be in accordance with state, County or local plans or 

ordinances.  Where practical, refuse disposal should be by methods other than open 
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burningOpen outdoor burning for the purpose of disposal or burning of household 

rubbish and/or waste is prohibited. 

(g) Require fire retardant roofsconstruction on all projects, as specified in the 

Building Code of the County of Santa CruzFire Code and the Uniform Fire Code.  

Exterior walls constructed of fire resistant materials are recommended, but are not 

necessarily required. 

 

6.5.47 Fire Protection Standards for Land Divisions Outside the Urban Services Line 

Require all new minor land divisions and subdivisions outside the Urban Services 

Line to meet the following fire protection standards: 

(a) If a proposed building site is located on a dead-end access road and is more than 

one-half mile from the nearest intersection with a through road, then secondary access 

must be provided.  (See section 6.5.5, Standards for Dead-End Roads).  If building 

site is located within a 5 minute response time from the fire department and within 

500 feet of a county maintained road, then secondary access will not be required.  

Secondary access is defined as a 12 foot wide all-weather surface roadway with a 

recorded right of access and maintenance agreement.  The secondary access may be 

provided with a gate or other barrier on the approval of the Fire Chieffire code 

official.  If these conditions cannot be met, development may take place only at the 

lowest density allowed for the area by the General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan. 

(b) All primary and secondary roads shall meet the requirements of this section and 

shall be maintained through a County Service Area or a joint road maintenance 

agreement with all property owners of record. 

(c) Location within the response time of 20 minutes from the fire station which is 

responsible for serving the parcel.  Response time is defined as the length of time 

between the dispatch of ground fire vehicles from the fire station to their arrival at the 

location of the proposed structure(s).  In areas exceeding 20 minutes response time, 

development may take place only at the lowest density allowed by the General Plan 

and LCP Land Use Plan. 

(d) Locate the building site outside any designated Critical Fire Hazard Area and 

Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone (VHFHSZ).  If building sites cannot be located 

outside a Critical Fire Hazard Area and VHFHSZ, the following criteria shall be met: 

(1)If the building site is served by a through access road or by secondary 

access, development may be approved only at the lowest density allowed by 

the General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan. 

(2)If the parcel is on a dead-end access road and cannot develop secondary 

access, development may consist of only one single-family residence on the 

existing parcel of record; all land divisions must be denied. 

(e) The project can meet the vegetation modification requirements called for by the 

Fire Chieffire code official, based upon an on-site inspection, including appropriate 

erosion control facilities.  The homeowner must maintain this vegetation modification 

in order to assure long-term protection.  Land clearing or vegetation modification 

shall be in conformance with the Erosion Control Ordinance of the Santa Cruz 

County Code, including obtaining a Land Clearing Approval, if required, and state 

timberland conversion regulations, if applicable.which exceeds one acre, whether 

planned to take place prior to or after development approval, must submit an erosion 
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control plan for the review and approval of the County Watershed Management 

Section.  Vegetation modification plans shall not be allowed which introduce non-

native invasive plant species, and wherever possible should utilize native fire-

resistant vegetation. 

(f) The project can meet and maintain the standards established by the Fire Chieffire 

code official for water supply and/or water storage for fire-fighting purposes. 

(g) Mitigable Critical Fire Hazard Areas.  If the project lies in a Critical Fire Hazard 

Area and within the area bordered by the following access roads:  From Day Valley 

Road to Freedom Blvd., to Hames Road, to Browns Valley Road to Hazel Dell Road, 

to Gaffey Road, down Highway 152 to Carlton Road, Carlton Road to Highway 129 

and ending at Murphy Road,* and the project can meet the water storage standards, 

then the development may proceed at a density as determined by the Rural Density 

Matrix.  Mitigation was based upon the following criteria: 

(1) extent of the critical fire hazard vegetation; 

(2) distance to adjacent fire hazard areas; 

(3) accessibility for fire-fighting equipment; 

(4) air moisture content; 

(5) historic record of wildland fires; 

(6) slope and terrain. 

*This area has been mapped to denote areas where the fire hazard is of lesser concern, 

if mitigated by vegetation modification and water supply/storage supplementation.  

These maps are available at Santa Cruz County Planning Department, or at the 

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection headquarters for review. 

 

6.5.58 Standards for New Dead End Roads  

Prohibit newly constructed dead-end roads without secondary access serving more 

than one parcel in new minor land divisions or subdivisions which exceed the 

following distances from an adequate through road unless approved by the applicable 

fire protection agency, the Department of Public Works, and by the Planning 

Commission; in no case shall a new dead-end road exceed ½ mile in length. 

Urban & Suburban General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan designation 500’ 

Rural General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan designation 1000’ 

Mountain General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan designation 1500’ 

 

The standard for new subdivisions of 5 or more lots shall not exceed 500’ unless 

recommended by the applicable fire protection agencies and the Department of Public 

Works, and approved by the Planning Commission. 

 

6.5.69 Maintenance for Private Roads  

Require the creation or expansion of County Service Areas (to provide road 

maintenance), road maintenance agreements or associations (deemed adequate to 

provide appropriate road maintenance) for all new private roads, and for land 

divisions in rural areas served by private roads. 

 

6.5.710 Certification of Adequate Fire Protection Prior to Permit Approval 
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(LCP) Require all land divisions, multi-unit residential complexes, commercial and 

industrial complexes, public facilities and critical utilities to obtain certification from 

the appropriate fire protection agency that adequate fire protection is available, prior 

to permit approval. 

 

6.5.811 Public Facilities Within Critical Fire Hazard Areas 

(LCP) Discourage location of public facilities and critical utilities in Critical Fire Hazard 

Areas and Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones.  When unavoidable, special 

precautions shall be taken to ensure the safety and uninterrupted operation of these 

facilities. 

 

6.5.912 Consistency With Adopted Codes Required for New Development   

(LCP) Require all new development to be consistent with the UniformCalifornia Fire Code, 

California Building Code, and other adopted County and local fire agency ordinance. 

 

6.5.1013 Land Divisions Access Requirements   

(LCP) (a) Require all private roads used for either primary or secondary access to be 

maintained through road maintenance agreements and/or associations or through a 

County Service Area. 

(b) Prohibit land divisions where any new building site is located more than ½ mile 

from a through road unless secondary access is provided. 

(c) In the North Coast and Bonny Doon planning areas, prohibit new land divisions 

where any new building site is located more than ½ mile from a publicly maintained 

road even where secondary access is provided. 

 

6.5.1114 Fire Protection Standards for Land Divisions Inside the Urban Services Line 

Require all new land divisions within the Urban Services Line to be consistent with 

the California Fire Code, California Building Code, and other adopted County and 

local fire agency ordinances. 

 

Programs 

 

a. Encourage fire protection agencies to enter into first alarm response and initiate 

contractual agreements in order to assure that the fire unit nearest the fire will respond 

on first alarm to a fire emergency.  (Responsibility:  County Fire Marshal, Board of 

Supervisors, local fire protection agencies) 

 

b. Newly constructed or approved public and private roads and streets must be 

identified by a name or number through a consistent countywide system, which 

provides for sequenced or patterned numbers and/or non-duplicating naming within 

the County.  All signs shall be mounted and oriented in a uniform manner.  This 

section does not require any entity to rename or renumber existing roads or streets.  

Nor shall a roadway providing access only to a single commercial or industrial 

occupancy require naming or numbering.  (Responsibility:  Office of Emergency 

ServicesPlanning Department, County Fire Marshal) 
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c. Define levels of fire protection services using criteria relating to distance from fire 

stations, density of development and magnitude of fire risk.  (Responsibility:  Board 

of Supervisors, local fire protection agencies) 

 

d. Develop firefuel break standards for new development to separate communities or 

clusters of structures from native vegetation.  (Responsibility:  County Fire Marshal, 

Board of Supervisors, State Department of Forestry, and local fire protection 

agencies) 

 

e. Develop an overall firefuel break plan in Critical Fire Hazard Areas and 

implement the plan in conjunction with the Department of ForestryCAL FIRE and 

fire protection agencies.  (Responsibility:  California Department of Forestry and Fire 

ProtectionCounty Fire Marshal, local fire protection agencies, Office of Emergency 

Services) 

 

f. Provide, to the maximum extent feasible, two emergency access routes for all 

communities, with at least one developed to County standards.  (Responsibility:  

Board of Supervisors, Planning Department, Public Works) 

 

g. Upgrade water distribution systems where deficient to ensure adequate peak load 

water supply requirements for fire protection within the service areas of recognized 

water purveyors.  Priority shall be given to areas within the Urban Services Line.  

(Responsibility:  Water Purveyors, County Fire Department, local fire protection 

agencies, County Office of Emergency Services) 

 

h. Give priority to areas within the Urban Services Line when planning expansion of 

fire protection facilities and equipment.  (Responsibility:  fire protection agencies, 

Board of Supervisors) 

 

i. Encourage all fire protection agencies to participate in the development and 

implementation of a joint communications center.  (Responsibility:  Board of 

Supervisors, Communications Director, County Fire Department, California 

Department of  Forestry and Fire Protection, local fire protection agencies, County 

Office of Emergency Services) 

  

j.i. Update Aannually review the “Santa Cruz County Master Fire Plan” and the 

“Santa Cruz County Community Wildfire Protection Plan”, and periodically update 

the plans as necessary.“Fire Protection Improvement Program and Long-Range Plan 

for Santa Cruz County.”  (Responsibility:  Board of Supervisors, County Fire 

Marshal, County Office of Emergency ServicesCAL FIRE and Resource 

Conservation District) 

 

k.j. Encourage the State Department of ForestryCAL FIRE to provide land and air 

fire-fighting facilities and equipment adequate to meet estimated peak fire demands.  

(Responsibility:  Board of Supervisors, County Fire Marshal) 
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l.k. Encourage fire protection agencies to establish educational fire prevention 

programs in order to have the public recognize their responsibility in preventing fires.  

(Responsibility:  California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection, County Fire 

Marshal, local fire protection agencies, County Office of Emergency Services) 

 

m.l. Review and update on a periodic basis the countywide Disaster 

Contingency Plan.  Include the appropriate County agencies in all phases of disaster 

contingency planning.  (Responsibility:  Board of Supervisors, Office of Emengency 

Services) 

 

(LCP) n.m. Update the Critical Fire Hazard Map as new site-specific information 

becomes available which more precisely defines these areas.  (Responsibility:  

Planning Department, County Fire Department, California Department of Forestry 

and Fire ProtectionCAL FIRE, local fire protection agencies) 

 

n. Identify high fire risk areas within the Urban Services Line and rural areas with 

topography, hazardous fuels, structures, density similar to those found in the 

Oakland Hills fire of 1991.  (Responsibility:  Planning Department, County Fire 

Marshal, local fire protection agencies, Board of Supervisors) 

 

(LCP) p.o. In cooperation with fire protection agencies, develop coordinated action 

programs to reduce the hazard to existing development in critical fire hazard areas 

such as the following: 

(1) Assessment districts to finance road improvements and secondary access; 

water storage, distribution and hydrant facilities; purchase of pumper trucks 

and/or vegetation clearance and fire break construction.   

(2) Fire hazard inspection and code enforcement.        

(3) Public education programs on fire prevention. 

(Responsibility:  Planning Department, County Fire Marshal, local fire protection 

agencies, Board of Supervisors) 

 

q.p. Amend and update the Santa Cruz County General Plan Fire Safety 

Element as neeced, to reflect fire code amendments.  (Responsibility:  Board of 

Supervisors, County Fire Marshal, local fire protection agencies, Planning 

Department) 
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Table 1: Proposed Amendments to the Existing Noise Element 

Amendments Change 

GOALS  
Protection of Noise Sensitive Uses (existing): 

Protect the public from potentially harmful noise sources such as industrial facilities, automobiles, airplanes, 
motorcycles, construction, surface mining operations, chainsaws, off-road vehicles, loud music, and other noise 
sources, through prudent land use planning. 

Existing 

Land Use Compatibility (new):  
Minimize noise related conflicts among land uses. 

New 

Protection of Noise Sensitive Uses (new):   
Minimize exposure of noise sensitive land uses to excessive, unsafe, or disruptive noise.  

New 

Ground-borne Vibration (new):  
Minimize exposure of sensitive land uses to the harmful effects of excessive ground-borne vibration.  

New 

Transportation-related Noise Generators (new):  
Reduce noise generated by traffic, railroads, and airports to the extent feasible.  

New 

Non-transportation-related Noise Sources (new):  
Minimize noise impacts from industrial, commercial, agricultural, extractive, and similar facilities on sensitive 
receptors. 

New 

Temporary and/or Nuisance Noise (new):  
Minimize effects of intermittent, short‐term, or other nuisance noise on noise sensitive land uses.  

New 

Objective 9.1:  Public Information (revised) Revised 
• Policy 9.1.1:  Effects of Noise Exposure (new) New 
• Policy 9.2.1  Land Use Compatibility Guidelines (revised) Revised 
• Policy 9.2.4:  Noise Management Strategies New 

◊ Table 9-1:  Acceptable through Unacceptable Ranges of Noise Exposure by Land Use Category (revised) Revised 
◊ Table 9-1:  Acceptable through Unacceptable Ranges of Noise Exposure by Land Use Category (revised) Revised 

Objective 9.2:  Land Use (existing)  Existing 
◊ Table 9-2:  Normalization Factors for Calculating Noise Exposure (new) New 
◊ Table 9-3:  Maximum Allowable Noise Generation by Stationary Noise Sources (revised) Revised 

• Policy 6.9.6:  Vibrations from rail (deleted) Deleted 
• Policy 9.2.7:  Ground-borne Vibration New 
o Program f:  Consider development of a noise ordinance amending Chapter 8.30 of Volume I New 

Objective 9-3:  Ground Transportation (existing) Existing 
• Policy 9.3.1:  Support Alternative Modes of Transportation (new) New 
• Policy 9.3.4:  California Motor Vehicle Noise Standard (new) New 
o Program a:  Transportation Demand Management (new) New 
o Program a:  Attempt to reduce the number of vehicles on the road (deleted) Deleted 
o Program f:  Coordinate with the Santa Cruz County RTC to balance future rail service; Establish train horn quite 

zones (new) 
New 

o Program g:  Work with Caltrans to landscape highway rights-of-way to mitigate state highway traffic noise (new) New 
o Program h:  Encourage the use of earthen berms, landscaping, setbacks, and architectural design (new) New 
o Program i:  Designate local truck routes to reduce truck traffic in noise-sensitive land use areas (new) New 

Objective 9.4:  Reduction of Vehicle Miles Traveled (new) New 
• Policy 9.4.1:  Affordable Housing (new) New 
• Policy 9.4.2:  Complete Streets (new) New 
• Policy 9.4.3:  Multi-modal Transportation Options (new) New 
o Program a:  Increase bicycle ridership and walking through incentive programs (new New 
o Program b:  Reduce vehicle miles traveled (new) New 
o Program c:  Support infrastructure to support zero and low emissions vehicles (new) New 
o Program d:  Continue to develop programs to increase employee use of alternative commute modes (new) New 
o Program e:  Develop mixed use and infill ordinances (new) New 
o Program f:  Consider County Economic Vitality Strategy in order to promote economic development (new) New 

Source: County of Santa Cruz, 2014. 
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AUTHORITY AND PURPOSE 
The Noise Element is a planning document that 
provides a policy framework for addressing noise 
impacts encountered in the land use planning 
process.  This chapter is intended to provide ways to 
reduce noise conflicts related to noise, and to 
achieve noise compatibility between land uses.   
The requirements for a Noise Element are 
established by state planning law (Section 65302 (f)) 
as follows: 
“A noise element shall identify and appraise noise 
problems in the community.  The noise element shall 
recognize the guidelines established by the Office of 
Noise Control in the State Department of Health 
Services and shall analyze and quantify, to the extent 
practicable, as determined by the legislative body, 
current and projected noise levels for all of the 
following sources: 
(1) Highways and freeways. 
(2) Primary arterials and major local streets. 
(3) Passenger and freight online railroad operations 

and ground rapid transit systems. 
(4) Commercial, general aviation, heliport, helistop, 

and military airport operations, aircraft 
overflights, jet engine test stands, and all other 
ground facilities and maintenance functions 
related to airport operation. 

(5) Local industrial plants, including, but not limited 
to, railroad classification yards. 

(6) Other ground stationary noise sources, 
including, but not limited to, military 
installations, identified by local agencies as 
contributing to the community noise 
environment.” 

Current Noise Environment 
Transportation Related Noise 
Ambient noise levels vary throughout 
unincorporated Santa Cruz County, and differ 
between urban and rural settings.  Noise sources are 
primarily associated with transportation facilities, 
such as noise in the vicinity of major roadways, 
airports and railroads.  Sensitive land uses include 
residences, hotels/motels and other forms of 
transient lodging, schools, libraries, churches, 
hospitals and nursing homes.   

The primary factors that determine roadway noise 
levels are traffic volume, the percentage of trucks 
and buses, average vehicle speed and the presence of 
noise attenuation features such as soundwalls, 
topography, and landscaping.  An increase in traffic 
volumes means a comparable increase in sound 
energy.  For example, ten times as many vehicles per 
hour would result in a tenfold increase in sound 
energy, creating a 10 dB increase and a perceived 
doubling of loudness.   
Noise associated with railroad operations is caused 
by diesel engines, switching operations and whistles.  
Generally, trains operate at low speeds through 
urban areas as a safety precaution, and noise levels 
are lower at lower speeds.  Switching operations 
usually occur at stations or depots.  Whistles are 
blown in advance of at-grade crossings.   
Noise associated with airport operations is caused by 
flyovers, takeoffs and landings from air carrier, 
business, and private aircraft operations.  Noise 
levels exceeding 75 dB are experienced beneath the 
flight paths of commercial airports (SCCRTC 2005). 

Non-transportation Related Noise 
Non-transportation-related noise generators are 
commonly called “stationary,” “fixed,” “area,” or 
“point” sources of noise.  Industrial processing, 
mechanical equipment, pumping stations, and 
heating, ventilating, and air conditioning (HVAC) 
equipment are examples of fixed location, non-
transportation noise sources within the County of 
Santa Cruz.  Some non-transportation sources are 
not stationary but are typically assessed as point or 
area sources due to the limited area in which they 
operate, such as truck deliveries, agricultural field 
machinery, and mining equipment. 
Noise generated by industrial and commercial 
operations, maintenance, manufacturing, truck 
traffic (loading docks), and warehousing can affect 
surrounding noise sensitive land uses.  Noise 
perceived as disruptive by residents in proximity to 
existing agricultural operations may result from the 
operation of agricultural machinery in the evening or 
early morning hours.  In addition, operation of 
exterior exhaust and cooling system equipment 
typically used in greenhouse operations can be a 
source of noise that may affect surrounding land 
uses.   
Extractive (mining) operations typically involve a 
range of noise-generating equipment, operations, 
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and sometimes include blasting noise.  Heavy 
equipment used in quarry and mining activities and 
blasting operations may generate noise levels that 
are incompatible with surrounding land uses.  Off-
site noise associated with the transportation of 
materials to and from the mining facility may also be 
generated.   
Some noise-generating activities such as blasting or 
pile-driving as part of mining or construction 
operations may also result in excessive levels of 
ground-borne vibration that may affect nearby land 
uses. 
Intermittent or temporary neighborhood noise from 
amplified music, public address systems, barking 
dogs, landscape maintenance, stand-by power 
generators, and construction activities may be 
disturbing to residents but are difficult to attenuate 
and control.   

Noise Sensitive Land Uses 
Noise sensitive land uses (sensitive receptors) 
include areas where an excessive noise would 
interfere with normal activities.  Noise-sensitive land 
uses in the County include residences, public and 
private educational facilities, hospitals, convalescent 
homes, hotels/motels, daycare facilities, and parks.  

Noise Evaluation and Measurement 

Quantification of Noise Levels 
Noise is commonly defined as unwanted sound. 
Sound is measured and quantified using a 
logarithmic ratio of pressures, which gives the level 
of sound in decibels (dB). To account for the pitch 
of sounds and the corresponding sensitivity of 
human hearing to pitch, the raw sound pressure level 
is adjusted with an A-weighting scheme based on 
frequency that is stated in units of decibels (dBA). 
A given noise may be more or less tolerable 
depending on the sound level, duration of exposure, 
character of the noise sources, the time of day during 
which the noise is experienced, and the activity 
affected by the noise. For example, noise that occurs 
at night tends to be more disturbing than that which 
occurs during the day because sleep may be 
disturbed. In consideration of these factors, various 
measures of noise exposure have been developed to 
quantify the extent of the effects anticipated from 
these activities. For example, some indices 
characterize the 24-hour noise environment of a 

location by using a weighted average to estimate 
habitability on a long term basis. Other measures 
consider portions of the day and evaluate the nearby 
activities affected by noise as well as the noise 
sources. The most commonly used indices for 
measuring community noise levels are the 
Equivalent Energy Level (Leq), the Community 
Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL) and Day-Night 
Level (Ldn). 

• Leq, the Equivalent Energy Level, is the average 
acoustical or sound energy content of noise, 
measured during a prescribed period, such as 1 
minute, 15 minutes, 1 hour, or 8 hours. It is the 
decibel sound level that contains an equal 
amount of energy as a fluctuating sound level 
over a given period of time. 

• CNEL, Community Noise Equivalent Level, is 
the average equivalent A-weighted sound level 
over a 24-hour period. This measurement applies 
weights to noise levels during evening and 
nighttime hours to compensate for the increased 
disturbance response of people at those times. 
CNEL is the equivalent sound level for a 24-
hour period with a +4.77 dBA weighting applied 
to all sound occurring between 7:00 p.m. and 
10:00 p.m. and a +10 dBA weighting applied to 
all sound occurring between 10:00 p.m. and 7:00 
a.m.  

• Ldn Day-Night Level, is the energy average of 
the A-weighted sound levels occurring during a 
24-hour period, with 10 dB added to the A-
weighted sound levels occurring during the 
period from 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. Ldn and 
CNEL values rarely differ by more than 1 dB.  

The decibel level of a sound decreases (or 
attenuates) exponentially as the distance from the 
source of that sound increases. For a single point 
source such as a piece of mechanical equipment, the 
sound level normally decreases by about 6 dBA 
every time the distance between the source and 
listener is doubled. Sound that originates from a 
linear source such as a transportation corridor, 
attenuates by approximately 3 dBA per doubling of 
distance, provided that the surrounding site 
conditions lack ground effects or obstacles that 
either scatter or reflect noise. Noise from roadways 
in environments with major ground effects due to 
vegetation and loose soils may either absorb or 
scatter the sound yielding attenuation rates as high as 
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4.5 dBA for each doubling of distance. Other 
contributing factors that affect sound reception 
include meteorological conditions and the presence 
of obstacles such as buildings and sound barriers. 
Community noise environments are typically 
represented by noise levels measured for brief 
periods throughout the day and night, or during a 24-
hour period (i.e., by Ldn or CNEL). The one-hour 
period is especially useful for characterizing noise 
caused by short-term events, such as operation of 
construction equipment or concert noise (i.e., with 
Leq). Community noise levels are generally 
perceived as quiet when the CNEL is below 50 dBA, 
moderate in the 50 to 60 dBA range, and loud above 
60 dBA. Along major thoroughfares, roadside noise 
levels are typically between 65 and 75 dBA (Source, 
Caltrans 2009, Technical Noise Supplement). 

Noise Effects 
Noise has a significant effect on quality of life. An 
individual’s reaction to a particular noise depends on 
many factors such as the source of the noise, its 
loudness relative to the background noise level, and 
the time of day. Reaction to noise is highly 
subjective; the perceived effect of a particular noise 
can vary widely. Because of the nature of the human 
ear, a sound must be about ten dB greater than the 
reference sound to be judged as twice as loud. In 
general, a three dB change in community noise 
levels can be perceived, while one to two dB 
changes generally are not perceived. Although the 
reaction to noise varies, it is clear that excessively 
noisy conditions can affect an individual’s health 
and well‐being. Though effects of noise are often 
transitory, adverse effects can be cumulative with 
prolonged or repeated exposure. The effects of noise 
can be organized into six broad categories: 
noise‐induced hearing loss; interference with 
communication; effects on sleep; effects on 
performance and behavior; extra‐auditory health 
effects; and annoyance. 

Noise Standards 
Noise exposure criteria are incorporated into land 
use planning to reduce conflicts between activities 
that generate noise and surrounding land uses. This 
is achieved by specifying acceptable noise exposure 
ranges for various land uses (Table 9-1, “Acceptable 
through Unacceptable Ranges of Noise Exposure by 
Land Use Category) and by limiting noise that may 

be generated by stationary sources (Table 93, 
“Maximum Allowable Noise Generation by 
Stationary Sources”).   
Table 9-1 indicates ranges of compatibility so that 
standards are flexible enough to apply to a range of 
projects and environments.  
A land use located in an area identified as “normally 
acceptable” indicates that standard construction 
methods will attenuate exterior noise to an 
acceptable indoor noise level and that people can 
carry out outdoor activities with minimal noise 
interference. Land uses that fall into the 
“conditionally acceptable” noise environment should 
have an acoustical study that considers the type of 
noise source, the sensitivity of the noise receptor, 
and the degree to which the noise source may 
interfere with sleep, speech, or other activities 
characteristic of the land use.  Noise reduction 
requirements may include noise insulation, or 
conventional construction with closed windows and 
fresh air supply systems or air conditioning.  New 
construction or development should generally be 
discouraged for land uses that fall into the “normally 
unacceptable” noise environment.  A detailed 
analysis of the noise reduction requirements must be 
made and needed noise insulation features included 
in the design, if new construction or development 
does proceed.  For land uses where the exterior noise 
levels fall within the “clearly unacceptable” range, 
new construction generally should not be 
undertaken. 
The maximum allowable exterior noise that may be 
generated by a stationary noise sources is given in 
Table 9-3, Maximum Allowable Noise Generation 
by a Stationary Noise Source.  Stationary noise 
sources typically include commercial and industrial 
land uses. The primary noise sources associated with 
these facilities include delivery trucks, air 
compressors, and generators.  Noise standards for 
proposed stationary noise sources are applied at the 
property line of nearby “receiving” land uses rather 
than at the property line of the source parcel. 
Normalization Factors for Calculating Noise 
Exposure 
A long-standing method of refining acceptable noise 
levels is the concept of “normalization.” 
Normalization is a valuable tool for establishing 
appropriate noise exposure limits for new noise-
sensitive development in the vicinity of an airport or 



Santa Cruz County General Plan  

Page 9-4  12/16/14 

other substantial noise source.  The normalization 
procedure takes into account four categories of 
correction or normalization factors associated with 
the noise source and the characteristics of the 
affected community (Table 9-2):  

• Seasonal variations in noise source levels;  
• Existing outdoor ambient noise level in the 

community;  
• Previous exposure to, and attitudes toward, the 

noise; and  
• Whether the noise includes pure tones or 

impulsive characteristics. 
When it is possible to evaluate some or all of these 
factors, the measured or calculated noise exposure 
values may be adjusted by means of the correction in 
order to more accurately assess the locally 
acceptable noise exposure. 

SUMMARY OF THE ELEMENT 
The goals, objectives, policies and programs of this 
chapter are intended to protect the community from 
noise hazards and to reduce noise conflicts between 
land uses.  This section includes policies relating to 
Public Education, Land Use, Ground Transportation, 
Reduction of Vehicle Miles Traveled, and Air 
Transportation.   

GOALS 
• Noise Hazards:  Protect the public from 

potentially harmful noise sources such as 
industrial facilities, automobiles, airplanes, 
motorcycles, construction, surface mining 
operations, chainsaws, off-road vehicles, loud 
music, and other noise sources, through prudent 
land use planning. 

• Land Use Compatibility:  Minimize noise 
related conflicts among land uses. 

• Protection of Noise Sensitive Uses:  Minimize 
exposure of noise sensitive land uses to 
excessive, unsafe, or disruptive noise.  

• Ground-borne Vibration:  Minimize exposure 
of sensitive land uses to the harmful effects of 
excessive ground-borne vibration. 

• Transportation‐related Noise Generators:  
Reduce noise generated by traffic, railroads, and 
airports to the extent feasible. 

• Non‐transportation‐related Noise Sources: 
Minimize noise impacts from industrial, 
commercial, agricultural, extractive, and similar 
facilities on sensitive receptors.  

• Temporary and/or Nuisance Noise: Minimize 
effects of intermittent, short‐term, or other 
nuisance noise on noise sensitive land uses. 
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NOISE REDUCTION OBJECTIVES 
Objective 9.1   Public Information 

To inform and assist the residents of Santa Cruz County in the meaning and use of this noise element. 

Policies 
9.1.1 Effects of Noise Exposure 

Inform the residents of the County about the effects of exposure to excessive noise and the methods 
available for minimizing such exposure. 

Programs 
a. Inform the public of the general hazards of everyday noise, including the various sources inside and 

outside of the home, and disseminate consumer advice about hearing protection, products, and 
techniques.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, Office of Consumer Affairs) 

Objective 9.2   Land Use 
To promote land uses which are compatible with each other and with the existing and future noise 
environment.  Prevent new noise sources from increasing existing noise levels above acceptable standards 
and seek to eliminate or reduce noise from existing objectionable noise sources. 

Policies 
9.2.1 Land Use Compatibility Guidelines 

Require new development to conform with the land use compatibility standards given in “Acceptable 
through Unacceptable Ranges of Noise Exposure by Land Use Category” (Table 9-1).  All new residential 
and other noise sensitive land developments should conform to the noise exposure standards shown in 
Table 9-1 for outdoor noise and 45 dB Ldn for indoor noise.  New development that cannot be made to 
conform to these standards shall not be permitted.  The noise contours depicted in Figure 9-1 shall be 
used in determining compliance with these standards for development in the vicinity of the Watsonville 
Municipal Airport.  

Assure a compatible noise environment for various land uses through site planning, building orientation 
and design, interior layout, and physical barriers, landscaping, and buffer areas where appropriate.  The 
normalization factors listed in Table 9-2 may be used in determining compliance with the policies in the 
element.   

9.2.2 Acoustical Studies 
Require acoustical studies for all new residential and noise sensitive development with a future Ldn noise 
exposure greater than 60 dB.  The studies shall satisfy the requirements set forth in Title 24, Part 2 of the 
California Administrative Code, Noise Insulation Standards.  Require acoustical studies for all new 
projects which may affect the existing noise levels and may not conform to the Land Use Compatibility 
Guidelines in Table 9-1.  During preparation of acoustical studies, apply normalization factors as 
necessary and appropriate (Table 9-2; Normalization Factors for Calculating Noise Exposure).   

9.2.3 Noise Sensitive Land Uses 
Require new development of residential and other noise sensitive land uses, where existing stationary 
noise sources exceed the standards of Table 9-3, to incorporate effective mitigation measures to reduce 
noise exposure to or below the levels of Table 9-1.   
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Table 9-1 
Acceptable through Unacceptable Ranges of Noise Exposure by Land Use Category* 

*Outdoor noise exposure measured at the proposed development site 

LAND USE CATEGORY 

COMMUNITY NOISE EXPOSURE 
Ldn or CNEL, dB 

 55 60 65 70 75 80  

A Residential – Low Density Single Family, 
Duplex, Mobile Home 

       
       
       
       

B Residential – Multi Family 

       
       
       
       

C Transient Lodging – Motels, Hotels 

       
       
       
       

D Schools, Libraries, Religious Institutions, 
Meeting Halls, Hospitals, Nursing Homes 

       
       
       
       

E Auditoriums, Concert Halls, Amphitheaters 

       
       
       
       

F Outdoor Sports Arena or Facility, Outdoor 
Spectator Sports 

       
       
       
       

G Playgrounds, Neighborhood Parks 

       
        
       
       

H Golf Courses, Riding Stables, Water 
Recreation, Cemeteries 

       
       
       
       

I Office Buildings, Business Commercial and 
Professional 

       
         
       
       

J Industrial, Manufacturing, Utilities, 
Agriculture 

       
       
       
       

 NORMALLY ACCEPTABLE 
Specified land use is satisfactory, based upon the assumption that any buildings involved are of normal conventional construction, 
without any special noise insulation requirements, and can meet the indoor noise standard of 45 dB Ldn. 

 CONDITIONALLY ACCEPTABLE 
New construction or development should be undertaken only after a detailed analysis of the noise reduction requirements is made 
and needed noise insulation features included in the design.  Conventional construction, but with closed windows and fresh air 
supply systems or air conditioning will normally suffice to meet the indoor noise standard of 45 dB Ldn.   

 NORMALLY UNACCEPTABLE 
New construction or development should generally be discouraged.  If new construction or development does proceed, a detailed 
analysis of the noise reduction requirements must be made and needed noise insulation features included in the design to achieve 
the indoor standard of 45 dB Ldn.   

 CLEARLY UNACCEPTABLE 
New construction or development should generally not be undertaken.  

Notes: 
Ldn = Day/Night Average Sound Level 
CNEL = Community Noise Equivalent Level 
Source: Office of Planning and Research, California, General Plan Guidelines, October 2003. 
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9.2.4 Noise Management Strategies 
The following noise mitigation strategies to be preferable to construction of conventional masonry noise 
barriers where these strategies are a feasible option: 

• Avoid placement of noise sensitive uses in noisy areas. 
• Avoid placement of significant noise generators in noise sensitive areas. 
• Increase setbacks between noise generators and noise sensitive uses. 
• Orient buildings such that the noise sensitive portions of a project are shielded from noise 

sources. 
• Use sound-attenuating architectural design and building features. 
• Employ technologies that reduce noise generation such as alternative pavement materials on 

roadways, when appropriate. 
• Employ traffic calming measures where appropriate. 

Table 9-2 
Normalization Factors for Calculating Noise Exposure 

Type of Correction Description 

Amount of 
Correction to be 
Added to 
Measured CNEL 
in dB 

Seasonal Correction • Summer (year round operation) 
• Winter only (windows always shut) 

0 
-5 

Correction for 
Outdoor Residual 
Noise Level 

• Quiet suburban or rural community (remote from large cities and from 
industrial activity and trucking).  

• Quite suburban or rural community (not located near industrial activity).  
• Urban residential community (not immediately adjacent to heavily traveled 

roads and industrial areas).  
• Noisy urban residential community (near relatively busy roads or industrial 

areas. 
• Very noisy urban residential community. 

 
+10 
+5 

 
0 

 
-5 
+5 

Correction for 
Previous Exposure 
and community 
Attitudes 

• No prior experiences with the intruding noise. 
• Community has had some previous exposure to intruding noise but little 

effort is being made to control the noise.  This correction may also be 
applied in a situation where the community has not been exposed to the 
noise previously, but the people are aware that bona fide efforts are being 
made to control the noise. 

• Community has had considerable previous exposure to the intruding noise 
and the noise maker’s relations with the community are good. 

• Community aware that operation causing noise is very necessary and it 
will not continue indefinitely.  This correction can be applied for an 
operation of limited duration and under emergency circumstances. 

+5 
 
 
 
 

0 
 

-5 
 
 

-10 

Pure Tone or 
Impulse 

• No pure tone or impulsive character. 
• Pure Tone or Impulsive Character. 

0 
+5 

Source: State of California General Plan Guidelines, 2003.  

9.2.5 Commercial and Industrial Development 
For all new commercial and industrial developments that would increase noise levels above the maximum 
allowable standards as given in Table 9-3, the best available control technologies will be used to 
minimize noise levels.  In no case shall noise generation exceed the maximum allowable noise level 
specified in Table 9-3 following mitigation.   
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9.2.6 Residential Development 
Require that future residential development adjacent to the railroad tracks meet maximum noise level 
standards stated in the General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan. 

9.2.7 Ground-borne Vibration 
Use the Federal Transit Administration and Federal Railroad Administration guidelines, where 
appropriate, to limit the extent of exposure that sensitive uses may have to ground-borne vibration from 
trains, construction equipment, and other sources.  

9.2.8 Construction Noise 
Require mitigation and/or best management practices to reduce construction noise as a condition of 
subsequent project approvals. 

9.2.9 Evaluation and Mitigation 
Require the evaluation of mitigation measures for any project that would cause significant degradation of 
the noise environment by: 
(a) Increasing the Ldn in existing residential areas by 5 dB or more, where the Ldn will remain below 60 

dB; 
(b) Increasing the Ldn in existing residential areas by 3 dB or more, causing the Ldn to exceed 60 dB; 
(c) Increasing the Ldn in existing residential areas by 3 dB or more where the Ldn currently exceeds 60 

dB. 
 

Table 9-3 
Maximum Allowable Noise Generation 

by Stationary Noise Sources (1) 

 Daytime (4) 
(7AM to 10PM) 

Nighttime (3,4) 
(10PM to 7AM) 

Hourly Leq – average hourly noise level, dB (2, 

6) 
50 45 

Maximum level, dB (6) 70 65 

Maximum Level dB – Impulsive Noise (5, 7) 65 60 
Notes: 
1. As measured at the property line of the sensitive receptor. The standards may also be applied on the receptor 

side of noise barriers or other noise mitigation structure to determine the effectiveness of noise mitigation. 

Noise-sensitive receptors typically include residential land uses, libraries, meeting halls, religious institutions, 
and hospitals, in addition to nursing homes or schools. Transient lodging establishments which are considered 
noise sensitive land uses include hotels and motels.  

2. The sound equivalent level as measured or modeled for a one-hour sample period.  

3. Applies only where the receiving land use operates or is occupied during nighttime hours. 

4. Allowable levels shall be raised to the ambient noise levels where the ambient levels exceed the allowable 
levels.  Allowable levels shall be reduced 5 dB if the ambient hourly Leq is at least 10 dB lower than the 
allowable level.- 

5. This level should not be exceeded for any length of time. 

6. Sound level measurements shall be made with “slow” meter response. 

7. Sound level measurements shall be made with “fast” meter response. 

dB = decibel 
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Programs 

a. Review the Ground Transportation Noise Contours when the Circulation Element is updated and the 
Airport Noise Contours when the Airport Master Plan is updated.  (Responsibility: Planning 
Department, Planning Commission) 

b. Work with cities, transit authorities, school districts, rest homes, hospitals, and commercial and 
industrial uses to mitigate existing noise problems.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, 
Environmental Health) 

c. Consider establishing a Noise Abatement section in the Environmental Health Services, the Planning 
Department or the Sheriff’s Department to facilitate enforcement of County noise control policies as 
well as noise-related “nuisance” and “disturbing the peace” ordinances. (Responsibility: Board of 
Supervisors) 

d. Enforce the Santa Cruz County Off-road Vehicle ordinance either through use of personnel or 
physical barriers. (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, Sheriff’s Department) 

e. Consider amending chapter 8.3 of Volume I of the Santa Cruz County Code to limit the allowed 
hours of construction activities near residential areas. (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors) 

f. Consider the development of a noise ordinance amending Chapter 8.30 of Volume I of the County 
Code to define acceptable noise levels at various land uses and to assist in enforcement when 
excessive noise levels have been reported.  (Responsibility; Planning Department, Board of 
Supervisors, County Sheriff’s Department) 

Objective 9.3   Ground Transportation 
To maintain or lower existing noise levels generated by roadway and railroad systems in order to reduce 
impacts on residential and other noise-sensitive land uses, to the extent feasible. 

Policies 

9.3.1 Support Alternative Modes of Transportation 
Require new development to provide facilities that support the use of alternative transportation modes 
such as walking, bicycling, carpooling, and where applicable, transit to reduce peak hour traffic. 

9.3.2 County Road Surfacing and Maintenance 
Utilize the latest noise-reducing techniques for County road surfacing and maintenance. 

9.3.3 Sirens and Horns 
Limit the use of sirens and horns to the minimum necessary. 

9.3.4 California Motor Vehicle Noise Standards 
Promote the enforcement of California Motor Vehicle Noise Standards for cars, trucks, and motorcycles 
through coordination with the California Highway Patrol and local law enforcement as appropriate.   

Programs 
a. Transportation Demand Management: Expand demand management programs that decrease the 

number of vehicle miles traveled and result in mode shift.  (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, 
Regional Transportation Commission, Planning Department) 

b. Work with and encourage the California Highway Patrol’s existing noise abatement program and 
enforce existing California State Noise Emission Standards.  Establish a Noise Abatement section in 
the County Sheriff’s Department (including purchase of necessary equipment), in order to keep the 
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level of enforcement of State muffler laws within the County’s control.  (Responsibility: California 
Highway Patrol, County Sheriff’s Department) 

c. Support State legislation for noise abatement design measures in all State Highway projects within 
the County.  (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, Transportation Commission) 

d. Analyze changes in street patterns with regard to attendant noise impacts and route and/or divert 
traffic in order to minimize noise impact upon sensitive land uses such as residences, hospitals, 
nursing homes, schools and parks.  Trucks and automotive through traffic should utilize only 
designated truck and through routes.  Neighborhoods should be protected from through traffic 
diversion techniques.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, Public Works, Board of Supervisors) 

e. Maintain and retrofit County vehicles to lower noise emission levels.  Consider noise emission levels 
in the purchase of new vehicles.  (Responsibility: General Services) 

f. Coordinate with the Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission to balance future rail 
service in the unincorporated area with programs to minimize and/or mitigates noise impacts to 
neighboring land uses.  Establish train horn “quiet zones” along the rail corridor consistent with 
federal regulations (49 CFR Part 222), where applicable.  Promote community programs for existing 
at-grade crossings by working with the Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission and 
rail operators.  (Responsibility: Regional Transportation Commission) 

g. Work with Caltrans to landscape highway rights-of-way, create buffers such as berms, and install low 
noise pavement surfaces to mitigate state highway traffic noise.  (Responsibility: Public Works, 
Planning Department) 

h. Encourage the use of earthen berms, landscaping, setbacks, and architectural design as mitigation for 
noise where appropriate and effective, rather than conventional wall barriers.  Incorporate a 
combination of walls and earthen berms and require the use of vegetation or other visual screening 
methods to soften the visual appearance of sound walls.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, 
Public Works) 

i. Designate local truck routs to reduce truck traffic in noise-sensitive land use areas. (Responsibility: 
Regional Transportation Commission, Public Works, Planning Department) 

Objective 9.4   Reduction of Vehicle Miles Traveled 
To promote the development of walkable communities where residents can travel by foot, bicycle, and 
transit to meet daily needs, and which reduce the need for automobile trips, and resulting in lower existing 
noise levels.  

Policies 

9.4.1 Affordable Housing 
Promote the development of affordable housing and more housing choices to reduce employee commute 
trips from surrounding counties into Santa Cruz County. 

9.4.2 Complete Streets 
Incorporate complete streets concepts into the Zoning Ordinance and into development projects.  

9.4.3 Multi-modal Transportation Options 
Ensure that development projects contain measures that enhance multi-modal transportation options.  

Programs 

a. Increase bicycle ridership and walking through incentive programs and investment in bicycle and 
pedestrian infrastructure and safety programs. (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors) 
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b. Reduce vehicle miles traveled (VMT) through County and regional long range planning efforts.  
(Responsibility: Planning Department, Public Works) 

c. Support infrastructure to support zero and low emissions vehicles (plug in, hybrid plug-in vehicles). 
(Responsibility: Planning Department, Public Works) 

d. Continue to develop programs to increase employee use of alternative commute modes.  
(Responsibility: Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission) 

e. Develop mixed use and infill ordinances that incorporate sustainable communities concepts. 
f. Consider the County Economic Vitality Strategy in order to promote economic development activities 

that create local jobs to reduce employee commute trips out of the County. 

Objective 9.5   Air Transportation 
To balance the need for aviation service in the County with the right to develop lands around the airports. 

Policies 

9.5.1 Airport Expansion 
Require a development permit and environmental review for any new air strip or airport or any proposed 
expansion of air strips or airports over which the County has jurisdiction, including any increase in the 
number of flights which may increase the noise level of surrounding areas. 

9.5.2 Restricting Residential Development 
Limit single-family residential development to no more than one dwelling on an existing lot of record 
where the existing or future aircraft noise exceeds 65 Ldn (see Figure 9-1).    

9.5.3 Mitigation for Interior Noise 
Require all discretionary residential development proposed within the 60 Ldn aircraft noise contour (see 
Figure 9-1) to mitigate interior noise 45 Ldn or less, and to limit the maximum A-weighted noise level of 
single aircraft overflights to 50 dBA or less. 

9.5.4 Coordination with City of Watsonville 
Encourage the City of Watsonville to review and update noise contour measurements for Watsonville 
Airport periodically as aircraft operations increase or change in nature, and forward any new data to the 
County for its use.  

 





 

Figure 9-1 
Watsonville  

Municipal Airport 
Noise Contours 

Sources: City of Watsonville GIS 
Dept., 2012.; 

Watsonville Municipal Airport 
Master Plan, August 2002 
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NOISE 
Objective 6.9a   Noise Environment 

To promote land uses which are compatible with each other and with the existing and future noise 
environment.  Prevent new noise sources from increasing the existing noise levels above acceptable 
standards and eliminate or reduce noise from existing objectionable noise sources. 

Objective 6.9b   Noise Element 
To educate and assist the residents of Santa Cruz County in the meaning and use of this noise element. 

Policies 
6.9.1 Land Use Compatibility Guidelines 

Require new development to conform with the Land Use Compatibility Guidelines (Figure 6-1).  All new 
residential and noise sensitive land developments should conform to a noise exposure standard of 60dB 
Ldn (day/night average noise level) for outdoor noise and 45 dB Ldn for indoor noise.  New development 
of land which cannot be made to conform to this standard shall not be permitted.  Assure a compatible 
noise environment for various land uses through site planning, building orientation and design, interior 
layout, and physical barriers, landscaping, and buffer areas where appropriate. 

 

Figure 6-1 
Land Use Compatibility For Community Noise Environments 

LAND USE CATEGORY 

EXTERIOR NOISE EXPOSURE 
Ldn or CNEL (Both are weighted in  

Decibels by when noise occurs – day or night) 
55 60 65 70 75 80 

Residential, Hotels, and Motels 
       

Outdoor Sports and Recreation, Neighborhood 
Parks and Playgrounds 

       

Schools, Libraries, Museums, Hospitals, 
Personal Care, Meeting Halls, Churches 

       

Office Buildings, Business Commercial, and 
Professional 

  
 

    

Auditoriums, Concert Halls, Amphitheaters 
       

Industrial, Manufacturing, Utilities, and 
Agriculture 

       

 NORMALLY ACCEPTABLE 
Specified land use is satisfactory, based upon the assumption that any buildings involved are of normal 
conventional construction, without any special noise insulation requirements. 

 CONDITIONALLY ACCEPTABLE 
Specified land use may be permitted only after detailed analysis of the noise reduction requirements and needed 
noise insulation features included in the design. 

 UNACCEPTABLE 
New construction or development should generally not be undertaken because mitigation is usually not feasible to 
comply with noise element policies.  

Notes: 
Ldn = Day/Night Average Sound Level 
CNEL = Community Noise Equivalent Level 



 Chapter 6: Public Safety and Noise 

5/24/94 Page 6-33 

6.9.2 Acoustical Studies 
Require acoustical studies for all new residential developments with a future Ldn noise exposure greater 
than 60dB.  The studies shall satisfy the requirements set forth in Title 24, Part 2 of the California 
Administrative Code, Noise Insulation Standards.  Require acoustical studies for all new projects which 
may affect the existing noise level and may not conform to the Land Use Compatibility Guidelines in 
Figure 6-1.   

6.9.3 Noise Sensitive Land Uses 
Require new development of residential and other noise sensitive land uses, where existing stationary 
noise sources such as a quarry exceeding the standards of Figure 6-2, to incorporate effective mitigation 
measures to reduce noise exposure to or below the levels of Figure 6-2.   

6.9.4 Commercial and Industrial Development 
For all new commercial and industrial developments which would increase noise levels above the 
maximum allowable standards of the Land Use Compatibility Guidelines in Figure 6-1, or Figure 6-2, the 
best available control technologies will be used to minimize noise levels.  In no case shall the noise levels 
exceed the standards of Figure 6-2.   

 

Figure 6-2 
Maximum Allowable Noise Exposure 

Stationary Noise Sources (1) 

 Daytime (5) 
(7PM to 10PM) 

Nighttime (2,5) 
(10PM to 7AM) 

Hourly Leq – average hourly noise level, dB (3) 50 45 

Maximum level, dB (3) 70 65 

Maximum Level dB – Impulsive Noise (4) 65 60 

dB = decibel 
(1) As determined at the property line of the receiving land use.  When determining the effectiveness of noise 

mitigation measures, the standards may be applied on the receptor side of noise barriers or other property 
line noise mitigation measures. 

(2) Applies only where the receiving land use operates or is occupied during nighttime hours. 
(3) Sound level measurements shall be made with “slow” meter response. 
(4) Sound level measurements shall be made with “fast” meter response. 
(5) Sound level measurements shall be raised to the ambient noise levels where the ambient levels exceed the 

allowable levels.  Allowable levels shall be reduced 5dB if the ambient hourly Leq is at least 10 dB lower 
than the allowable level.   
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6.9.5 Residential Development 
Require that future residential development adjacent to the railroad tracks meet both outdoor and indoor 
maximum noise level standards stated in the General Plan and LCP Land Use Plan. 

6.9.6 Vibrations from Rail 
Evaluate vibrations from rail activities for future development within 200 feet of the railroad tracks as 
part of environmental review. 

6.9.7 Construction Noise 
Require mitigation of construction noise as a condition of future project approvals. 

Programs 

a. Review the Ground Transportation Noise Contours when the Circulation Element is updated and the 
Airport Noise Contours when the Airport Master Plans are updated and amend when necessary.  
(Responsibility: Planning Department, Planning Commission) 

b. Work together with cities, transit authorities, school districts, rest homes, hospitals, and commercial 
and industrial uses to mitigate existing noise problems.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, 
Environmental Health) 

c. Obtain and make available an educational brochure to inform the public of the general hazards of 
everyday noise, including the various sources inside and outside of the home, consumer advice 
regarding products, hearing protection techniques, etc.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, Office 
of Consumer Affairs) 

d. Consider establishing a Noise Abatement section in the Environmental Health Services, the Planning 
Department or the Sheriff’s Department to facilitate enforcement of County noise control policies as 
well as noise-related “nuisance” and “disturbing the peace” ordinances. (Responsibility: Board of 
Supervisors) 

e. Enforce the Santa Cruz County Off-road Vehicle ordinance either through use of personnel or 
physical barriers. (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, Sheriff’s Department) 

f. Consider amending chapter 8.3 of Volume I of the Santa Cruz County Code to limit the allowed 
hours of construction activities near residential areas. (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors) 
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Objective 6.10   Ground Transportation 

To maintain or lower existing noise levels generated by the ground transportation system. 

Policies 

6.10.1 Environmental Review 
Require environmental review of all proposed transportation projects which may increase the average 
day/night noise levels including any increased or new uses of the Southern Pacific Railroad right-of-way. 

6.10.2 Evaluation and Mitigation 
Require the evaluation of mitigation measures for any project that would cause significant degradation of 
the noise environment by: 

(a) Causing the Ldn in existing residential areas to increase by 5 dB or more and remain below 60 dB; 
(b) Causing the Ldn in existing residential areas to increase by 3 dB or more and, thereby, exceed an Ldn 

of 60 dB; 
(c) Causing the Ldn in existing residential areas to increase by 3 dB or more if the Ldn currently exceeds 

60 dB. 

6.10.3 County Road Surfacing and Maintenance 
Utilize the latest noise-reducing techniques for County road surfacing and maintenance. 

6.10.4 Sirens and Horns 
Limit the use of sirens and horns to the minimum necessary. 

Programs 

a. Attempt to reduce the number of vehicles on the road by vigorously promoting the 30 percent transit, 
10 percent bicycles, and 2.0 persons per vehicle occupancy goals which are the 1995 goals of the 
Regional Transportation Plan.  (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, Transportation Commission, 
Planning Department) 

b. Work with and encourage the California Highway Patrol’s existing noise abatement program and 
enforce existing California State Noise Emission Standards.  Establish a Noise Abatement section in 
the County Sheriff’s Department (including purchase of necessary equipment), in order to keep the 
level of enforcement of State muffler laws within the County’s control.  (Responsibility: California 
Highway Patrol, County Sheriff’s Department) 

c. Support State legislation for noise abatement design measures in all State Highway projects within 
the County.  (Responsibility: Board of Supervisors, Transportation Commission) 

d. Analyze changes in street patterns with regard to attendant noise impacts and route and/or divert 
traffic in order to minimize noise impact upon sensitive land uses such as residences, hospitals, 
nursing homes, schools and parks.  Trucks and automotive through traffic should utilize only 
designated truck and through routes.  Neighborhoods should be protected from through traffic 
diversion techniques.  (Responsibility: Planning Department, Public Works, Board of Supervisors) 

e. Maintain and retrofit County vehicles to lower noise emission levels.  Consider noise emission levels 
in the purchase of new vehicles.  (Responsibility: General Services) 
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Objective 6.11   Air Transportation 

To balance the need for aviation service in the County with the right to develop lands around the airports. 

Policies 

6.11.1 Airport Expansion 
Require a development permit and environmental review for any new air strip or airport or any proposed 
expansion of air strips or airports over which the County has jurisdiction, including any increase in the 
number of flights which may increase the noise level of surrounding areas. 

6.11.2 Restricting Residential Development 
Limit single-family residential development to no more than one dwelling on an existing lot of record 
where the existing or future aircraft noise exceeds 65 Ldn.  

6.11.3 Mitigation for Interior Noise 
Require all discretionary residential development proposed within the 60 Ldn aircraft noise contour to 
mitigate interior noise 45 Ldn or less, and to limit the maximum A-weighted noise level of single aircraft 
overflights to 50 dBA or less. 

6.11.4 Coordination with City of Watsonville 
Encourage the City of Watsonville to review noise contour data for Watsonville Airport biannually and 
forward any new data to the County for its use.   
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