
4.8 LAND USE 
 
 

4.8-1 
 
 

This section presents information on the regulatory framework and existing 
land use pattern in San Carlos, and evaluates the potential environmental im-
pacts that would result from implementation of the Draft 2030 General Plan 
and Climate Action Plan (CAP). 
 
 
A. Regulatory Framework 
 
Following are a description of the existing regulatory setting as it relates to 
land use in San Carlos and a summary of existing land use designations in the 
1992 City of San Carlos General Plan. 
 
1. San Mateo County Regulations 
County regulations relevant to the Draft 2030 General Plan are described 
below. 
 
a. San Mateo County General Plan 
The San Mateo County General Plan identifies the types and intensities of 
uses that are allowable for different land use designations.  San Mateo County 
has jurisdiction over land outside of San Carlos’s city limit but within the 
SOI.  The San Mateo County General Plan is the ultimate land use regulation 
in these unincorporated areas.  County land use designations for the Palomar 
Park area include Low Density Residential (0.3-2.3 DUs/Ac), Medium Low 
Density Residential (2.4-6.0 DUs/Ac) and Institutional.  The County land use 
designation for the Hassler Area/Pulgas Ridge Open Space Preserve is Public 
Recreation and Institutional.  Lastly, the County land use designation for the 
Devonshire Area is Medium Density Residential (6.1-8.7 DUs/Ac). 
 
b. San Mateo County Zoning Ordinance 
The San Mateo County Zoning Ordinance regulates the types of land uses 
and intensities allowed on each parcel within the County’s jurisdiction.  The 
Zoning Ordinance covers San Carlos’ SOI including the Devonshire Area, 
Palomar Park, and Hassler Area/Pulgas Ridge.  The Zoning ordinance im-
plements the land use designations in the General Plan, but contains more 
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specific direction and regulation for each parcel and district.  Any future de-
velopment that occurs in the SOI prior to it being annexed by the City of San 
Carlos would be subject to the regulations in the Zoning Ordinance.   
 
c. San Mateo County Comprehensive Airport Land Use Plan 
The San Carlos Airport is located on land owned by San Mateo County and 
is managed by the County’s Public Works Department.  Given the airport’s 
close proximity to urbanized uses, maintaining land uses compatible with safe 
airport operations must be considered as part of the Draft 2030 General Plan.   
 
The City/County Association of Governments of San Mateo County 
(C/CAG) adopted the San Mateo County Comprehensive Airport Land Use 
Plan in December, 1996.  The Plan contains provisions for the San Carlos 
Airport, Half Moon Bay Airport and San Francisco International Airport.  
The Plan describes a series of land use safety and compatibility zones and as-
sociated guidelines for development around the San Carlos Airport that are 
intended to prevent development that is incompatible with airport opera-
tions.  These regulations include height restrictions based on proximity to the 
airport and flight patterns.  The Comprehensive Airport Land Use Plan also 
indicates an area in close proximity to the airport where local jurisdictions 
(i.e. the City of San Carlos) must refer proposed land use policy actions to the 
Airport Land Use Commission and C/CAG for a formal airport land use 
compatibility review.  All of San Carlos east of Alameda de las Pulgas is 
within this area.1 
 
2. City of San Carlos Regulations 
This section summarizes the City’s relevant policy documents and regulations 
that would apply to the Draft 2030 General Plan and CAP. 
 

                                                         
1 City/County Association of Governments of San Mateo County, Letter to 

Al Savay, Community Development Director, City of San Carlos, April 1, 2009. 
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a. General Plan 
All development in the city must conform to the land use designations out-
lined in the General Plan.  Goals, policies and actions and implementation 
measures contained in the Land Use Element of the General Plan provide 
guidance on how land use designations should be developed to contribute to 
the overall character of San Carlos.  Under State law, the City’s General Plan 
is the primary planning document and all other City plans and policies must 
be consistent with the adopted General Plan. 
 
b. San Carlos Municipal Code 
The Zoning Ordinance and Subdivision Ordinance of the San Carlos Munici-
pal Code regulate land use in the city.   
 
San Carlos’ Zoning Ordinance is contained in Title 18 of the Municipal Code.  
The Zoning Ordinance is the mechanism used to implement the goals, objec-
tives and policies of the General Plan and to regulate all land use within the 
city.   
 
The Subdivision Ordinance, contained in Title 17 of the Municipal Code, 
implements the Subdivision Map Act of the State of California by regulating 
the design and improvement of subdivisions in San Carlos. 
 
c. City of San Carlos Sphere of Influence 
San Carlos has an SOI established beyond its city limit of 1.3 square miles.  
The SOI indicates the area where the City is anticipated to annex and urban-
ize in the future and encourages cities and counties to work together to con-
trol and plan for growth in a considered way.  SOIs are often revised as part 
of a General Plan update process.  Although the City has not annexed any 
jurisdiction within its SOI at this time, it is allowed to establish future land 
use designations for areas outside its city limit but within its SOI.     
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d. Other Planning Efforts 
In addition to the General Plan, San Carlos has specific plans, an economic 
development plan and a redevelopment plan.  These plans are described be-
low:   

♦ Economic Development Plan.  The San Carlos 2007 Economic Devel-
opment Plan sets forth implementation policies and initiatives to direct 
the City’s investment in economic development opportunities.  The plan, 
which is updated annually, focuses on five topic areas: strengthening the 
City’s economic development, the Downtown, El Camino Real Corri-
dor, the East Side and the Harbor Industrial Area.     

♦ Third Five-Year Redevelopment Implementation Plan and Ten-Year 
Affordable Housing Compliance Plan 2005 to 2009.  The Plan con-
tains goals and objectives for implementation of the City’s redevelop-
ment and affordable housing activities, along with expenditures for spe-
cific programs and projects occurring during the five-year term of the 
plan.   

 
e. Specific Plans 
There are three specific plans that provide land use and policy guidance for 
the Downtown area and the East Side of San Carlos: 1991 East San Carlos 
Specific Plan, 1994 West Side Specific Plan and 2003 Draft East San Carlos 
Specific Plan.  With the adoption of the Draft 2030 General Plan, these spe-
cific plans will no longer be in effect, as they are incorporated into the Draft 
2030 General Plan. 
 
The West Side Specific Plan (WSSP) provides standards, objectives, policies 
and plans for development focused on El Camino Real, Laurel Street, San 
Carlos Avenue and adjacent side streets.  The 1991 East San Carlos and 2003 
Draft San Carlos Specific Plans provide guidelines for redevelopment of the 
East Side area of the city.   
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B. Existing Conditions 
 
As shown on Figure 4.8-1, San Carlos is a predominately residential city.  The 
railroad tracks and El Camino Real, running roughly north to south, separate 
the majority of the city’s residential neighborhoods and the downtown on the 
west side from industrial and large-scale retail uses and the airport on the east 
side.  The following section summarizes San Carlos’ existing land use pattern.  
Table 4.8-1 shows the acreages and percentages of land devoted to each land 
use type in the city.     
 
1. Residential 
Nearly 70 percent of the city’s area is devoted to residential development.   
 
a. Single-Family Residential 
Single-family residential development is the largest land use in San Carlos, 
comprising 60 percent of the city’s land.  Most parcels designated as single-
family contain detached units.  Single-family neighborhoods are generally 
located west of Downtown, though there are two small single-family 
neighborhoods in the East Side area.  The existing single-family neighbor-
hoods will likely experience the least amount of change during the 20-year 
planning horizon of this General Plan.     
 
 

b. Multiple-Family Residential 
Multi-family housing accounts for 8 percent of land in the city.  Multi-family 
residential includes those parcels containing more than one housing unit, such 
as duplexes, triplexes, four-plexes, townhomes, condominiums and apartment 
buildings.  In recent years, an increasing amount of infill multi-family housing 
development has occurred in and around Downtown.  In addition to the 
Downtown area, multi-family housing is also found along the southern edge 
of the Devonshire Area and along the western boundary of the city.   
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TABLE 4.8-1 EXISTING LAND USE IN SAN CARLOS 

Land Use Category Acres 
Percent of  
Total Acres 

Single-Family Residential 1,473 60% 

Multiple-Family Residential 199 8% 

Commercial 121 5% 

Office 54 2% 

Industrial 291 12% 

Airport 19 1% 

Public/Quasi-Public 97 4% 

Park/Open Space 57 2% 

Vacant 157 6% 

TOTAL 2,469 100% 

 
    
2. Commercial 
Commercial land refers to parcels that contain a number of business types 
including retail, services, restaurants, offices and medical facilities.  Commer-
cial uses account for approximately 5 percent of land in San Carlos.  Much of 
the commercial land in San Carlos is located Downtown, along Laurel Street 
and along El Camino Real.  Other commercial uses are located in the East 
Side area along Old County Road, Brittan Avenue and Industrial Road.    
 
3. Office 
Office refers to parcels that contain business, professional and medical ser-
vices.  Office uses occupy 2 percent of San Carlos’ area.  Most office uses are 
located in Downtown San Carlos and in the East Side area.   
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4. Industrial 
 

Industrial development refers to parcels used for production and manufactur-
ing and also includes uses such as warehouses, services and supplies, self-
storage facilities, automobile repair garages, research and development uses.  
Approximately 12 percent of San Carlos’ land is developed as industrial.  In-
dustrial uses are concentrated in the East Side area and include large manufac-
turing businesses, biotechnical and biomedical firms and light and heavy in-
dustrial uses.   
 
5. Airport 
The San Carlos Airport, occupying 1 percent of the city’s area, is located in 
the eastern corner of the city on land owned by San Mateo County.   
 
6. Public/Quasi-Public 
Public and Quasi-Public land uses occupy 4 percent of the city’s acreage, and 
include schools, libraries, City offices and utilities.  They are scattered 
throughout the city.     
 
7. Parks and Recreational Facilities 
Parks and open space account for 2 percent of San Carlos’ land and include 
existing City parks.   
 
8. Vacant  
Parcels that are void of any structures are classified as vacant.  Approximately 
6 percent of San Carlos’ land is vacant.    
 
 
C.  Standards of Significance 
 
Future development under the Draft 2030 General Plan and CAP would have 
a significant impact on land use if it would: 

a. Physically divide an established community. 

b. Conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy or regulation of an 
agency with jurisdiction over the project (including, but not limited to 
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the General Plan, a specific plan, local coastal program or zoning ordi-
nance) adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an environ-
mental effect. 

c. Conflict with any applicable habitat conservation plan or natural com-
munity conservation plan.   

 
 
D. Impact Discussion 
 
This section begins with a summary of the land use changes proposed by the 
San Carlos Draft 2030 General Plan and evaluates each of the potential im-
pacts identified in the Standards of Significance for the Draft 2030 General 
Plan and the CAP. 
 
1. Proposed Land Use Designation Changes 
The Draft 2030 General Plan identifies the City’s desired outcome for the 
type and intensity of use for each area.  The Draft 2030 General Plan Land 
Use Map, shown in Figure 3-4 of the Project Description, illustrates the cate-
gories of land uses as they would be applied throughout San Carlos.   
 
The Draft 2030 General Plan proposes two new land use designations.  A 
Park designation would be added to differentiate between City parks and 
more passive open space areas.  All the areas proposed for the Park designa-
tion are currently designated as Open Space; no additional areas would be 
designated as Park.   
 
The second new land use designation proposed is General Commer-
cial/Industrial.  The General Commercial/Industrial designation would allow 
all non-residential uses, and would be applied to parcels on the east side of the 
railroad tracks that are currently designated as Planned Industrial, Special Use 
or Regional Retail.  On parcels where General Commercial/Industrial would 
replace Planned Industrial, it has been specifically intended to allow retail 
uses, which aren’t currently permitted.          
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The other significant land use designation changes proposed are in the down-
town core and on the east side.  Along San Carlos Avenue in downtown, par-
cels designated as Multiple Family, High Density and Retail Core would be 
changed to the Mixed Use, Medium High (21 to 59 dwelling units/acre) and 
Mixed Use, Medium Density (21 to 50 dwelling units/acre).  On the east side, 
a T-shaped area along Old County Road and San Carlos Avenue currently 
designated as commercial would be changed to Mixed Use Low Density (10 to 
20 dwelling units/acre).   
 
In addition, land use designation changes along Laurel Street and El Camino 
Real would reduce the intensity of development permitted on these streets.  
Along Laurel Street, the land use designations would be changed from Retail 
Core, Mixed Use, Multiple Family High Density and Personal Services to 
Mixed Use Medium Density (21 to 50 dwelling units/acre) and Neighbor-
hood Retail/Mixed Use Medium Density (21 to 50 dwelling units/acres).  
Land use designations along El Camino Real would be changed from High-
way Service to Mixed Use Medium Density and Neighborhood Retail/Mixed 
Use Medium Density (21 to 50 dwelling units/acres). 
 
The Draft 2030 General Plan also proposes the concept of neighborhood 
hubs, which are areas within existing residential neighborhoods where lim-
ited, neighborhood-serving commercial development would be encouraged.  
The neighborhood hubs would not change the land use designations of resi-
dential areas and therefore are not illustrated on the General Plan Land Use 
Map.  Designation of a neighborhood hub would require a General Plan 
amendment, and development of neighborhood hubs would be subject to 
environmental analysis under the CEQA.  
 
2. Draft 2030 General Plan Project Impacts 
a. Physically Divide an Established Community 
In addition to the proposed land use changes, the Draft 2030 General Plan sets 
forth goals, policies and actions intended to foster greater connectivity in the 
city, particularly across the physical barrier of the railroad tracks, and to pre-
vent new development from dividing existing communities.     
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The Draft 2030 General Plan contains land use policies that specifically ad-
dress connection between areas in the city.  Policy LU-7.1 requires supporting 
development and improvements to infrastructure to increase physical and 
social connections between neighborhoods of the city.  Policy LU-2.10 aims 
to improve connections between El Camino Real, Old County Road, Indus-
trial Road and Laurel Street to draw additional visitors to the downtown, and 
also to move people to jobs and services available on the East Side.  
 
Several other policies and objectives emphasize that development throughout 
the city must be compatible with neighboring uses.  In the Land Use Ele-
ment, Policy LU-8.2 requires that new development be sensitive to the char-
acter of adjacent structures and the immediate neighborhood.  Policy LU-6.2 
ensures that proposed new uses on the East Side do not create land use con-
flicts that would adversely impact industrial and commercial activities.  Policy 
LU-7.3 encourages development that respects the character of the historic 
downtown core.   
 
In addressing residential areas, Policy LU-9.12 states that development in resi-
dential areas must be compatible with neighborhood character.  Policy LU-
9.5 requires buffering, screening, setbacks or other measures for new and ex-
panded multi-family residential neighborhoods to minimize impacts and 
compatibility conflicts.  In the Circulation and Scenic Highways Element, 
Circulation and Transportation Objective 1.2 states that the major road sys-
tem should be designed to carry traffic around rather than through residential 
areas. 
 
The concept of neighborhood hubs is defined in the Draft 2030 General Plan, 
though no hubs are specifically designated.  Future designation of neighbor-
hood hubs would require a General Plan amendment.  The Draft 2030 Gen-
eral Plan does ensure that these hubs would be compatible with the surround-
ing neighborhoods.  Policy LU-3.4 calls for prohibiting uses within neighbor-
hood hubs that would adversely impact adjacent properties, and Policy LU- 
3.7 requires the design of the neighborhood hub structures to complement 
the residential character of its immediate surroundings. 
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These policies would ensure that new development would be compatible with 
and sensitive to the existing built environment.  As a result of these policies, 
implementation of the Draft 2030 General Plan would result in a less-than-
significant impact associated with the physical division of existing communi-
ties.   
 
b. Applicable Land Use Plans, Policies or Regulations 
Per State law, the General Plan is the primary planning document for the 
community.  Once adopted, the Draft 2030 General Plan would replace the 
1992 City of San Carlos General Plan, the 1994 West Side Specific Plan, the 
1991 East Side Specific Plan, and the 2003 Draft East Side Specific Plan.  
Other San Carlos documents, such as the Zoning Ordinance will need to be 
updated to ensure consistency with the Draft 2030 General Plan.  Action LU-
9.1 of the Draft 2030 General Plan requires an update of the development 
standards and use regulations in the Zoning Ordinance to be consistent with 
the Draft 2030 General Plan.  As a result of this action, implementation of the 
Draft 2030 General Plan would result in a less-than-significant impact in rela-
tion to consistency with other planning documents.   
 
The Draft 2030 General Plan would not be inconsistent with County General 
Plan designations for the SOI, because the Draft 2030 General Plan does not 
propose any land uses for this area.  Therefore, there would be no impact with 
regard to inconsistency with the San Mateo County General Plan.   
 
c. Habitat or Natural Community Conservation Plan 
There are currently no locally or State-established habitat or natural commu-
nity conservation plans applicable to San Carlos.  As a result, there would be 
no impact with regard to conflict with the implementation of such plans.   
 
3. Climate Action Plan Project Impacts 
The CAP includes land use goals and strategies that would be addressed and 
implemented through the Draft 2030 General Plan.  These strategies are in 
line with Draft 2030 General Plan goals, policies and actions.  Therefore, the 
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CAP would have no impact on land use in San Carlos beyond what is ad-
dressed in the Draft 2030 General Plan. 
 
4. Cumulative Impacts 
The land use analysis finds that the Draft 2030 General Plan would not divide 
an established community or conflict with habitat plans or policies.   
 
The land use analysis concludes that there would be a significant impact re-
lated to consistency with established plans, policies and regulations.  How-
ever, because the General Plan is the primary planning document by law and 
all other City planning documents are required to be consistent with the 
General Plan, the impacts caused by the Draft 2030 General Plan’s inconsis-
tency with other planning documents would be limited to individual project 
impacts and would not contribute to a cumulative land use impact.  There-
fore, impacts are mitigated by bringing the other documents into consistency 
with the General Plan. 
 
The CAP would have no cumulative impact to land use in San Carlos. 
 
 
E. Impacts and Mitigation Measures 
 
Since implementation of the Draft 2030 General Plan and CAP would result 
in less-than-significant impacts in land use, no mitigation measures are re-
quired. 
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