
TO: Tom Frutchey, City Manager 

FROM: Warren Frace, Community Development Director 

SUBJECT: Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee Recommendations 
City Hillside Grading Regulations Amendments 

DATE: April 5, 2016 

NNeeds: To review a “Grading Ordinance” (Zoning Ordinance sections 21.14A and 21.16E) 
amendment recommendation from the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee and 
provide direction to staff on preparation of a Zoning Ordinance amendment for 
Planning Commission hearing.   

Facts: 1. Residential development grading regulations are included in the City’s Zoning
Ordinance, within two separate sections consisting of 13 pages: Section 21.14A
Hillside Development District, and Section 21.16E R-1 District Regulations,
provided in Attachment 2.

2. Regulations pertaining to grading and development have been modified and
expanded several times since the initial Hillside Development Ordinance was
adopted in 1982.

3. Amendments to hillside grading and development standards have occurred in
response to changes in development preferences and comfort level in the City’s
discretionary review process.

4. The current hillside grading regulations apply to development proposed on land
in the Hillside Overlay District (see Attachment 1, Hillside District Overlay Map),
and property with slopes that are 10% or greater.
(Slope = Rise / Run, for example a 1 ft. rise / 10 ft. run = 10% slope.)

5. The grading regulations prohibit mass or pad grading for property covered under
the ordinance.

6. The development community has expressed interest in updating the City’s
grading regulations.

7. Over 2015, staff met with local engineers and toured numerous subdivisions to
better understand the effects of the Grading Ordinance.

8. Any amendment to the grading ordinance will require an environmental review,
and Planning Commission and City Council hearings.
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9. On September 1, 2015, the City Council considered a staff report on Grading 
Ordinance issuance and options.  At the meeting the City Council directed that a 
Blue Ribbon advisory committee be formed to make recommendations on 
potential amendments to the Grading Ordinance.   

10. At the September 15, 2015 City Council meeting, the Council appointed the 
following people to serve on the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee: 

 Councilmember Gregory 
 Councilmember Hamon 
 Planning Commissioner Barth 
 Planning Commissioner Vanderlip 
 Christy Gabler – civil engineer 
 Brandon Maderos – landscape architect  
 Joe Chouinard – civil engineer 
 John Kudla – civil engineer (alternate) 
 Larry Warner – land use consultant (alternate) 

11. The Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee and staff have met five times since 
October 2015 to review the Grading Ordinance and develop recommendations. 

12. At the February 24, 2016 meeting the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee 
made a consensus recommendation supporting a comprehensive revision to the 
Grading Ordinance.   

   
Analysis and 
Conclusion: The current Grading Ordinance establishes a Hillside Development District with the 

stated purpose, “to establish development that conserve the natural character of 
hillside areas, preserve and enhance the scenic amenities of the City and minimize 
environmental impacts resulting from extensive grading in visually sensitive areas.”  
The Hillside Grading regulations include the following development standards:  

 
 Formulas for calculating slope. 
 Grading restrictions for sites with slopes over 10%. 
 Lot size increases based on slope. 
 Restrictions on the heights of graded slope banks and retaining walls. 
 Prohibition of creating padded (flat) lots and “stair step mass grading.” 
 Methods to mitigate visual impacts that may result from grading.   

 
Attachment 1, Section 21.14A (Hillside Development District), includes a map 
designating where grading standards apply.  The Hillside regulations are referenced in 
the R-1 Single-Family District Standards.  Most of the areas within the City that are 
included in the Hillside District have been built out with the exception of Chandler 
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Ranch and a few infill areas of undeveloped land.  Larger areas yet to be developed 
with slopes over 10% include the Olsen, Beechwood, and Borkey Specific Plan areas.   
 
The R-1 Standards provide details on how grading standards are implemented in 
terms of calculating average slope and maximum density, and applying it to determine 
the “building envelop” for development.  In general, the minimum lot size for new 
parcels are required to be larger as slope increases.  This is a fairly universal approach 
to reducing grading impacts on steeper slopes.  Table 21.16E.090 below establishes the 
minimum lot sizes based on slope. 

 
TTable 21.16E.090 

Minimum Lot Size Per Zoning District 
 

Slope R-1 R-1, B-1 R-1, B-2 R-1, B-3 R-1, B-4 R-1, B-5

(percent) (sq. ft.) (sq. ft.) (sq. ft.) (sq. ft.) (sq. ft.) (sq. ft.)

0—4 7,000 7,500
10,000

(¼ acre +/-) 

20,000

(½ acre +/-) 

1 acre

(43,560 sf)

2 acres

(87,120 sf)

5—9 10,000 10,000 10,000 20,000 1 acre 2 acres

10—14 12,500 12,500 12,500 20,000 1 acre 2 acres

15—24 15,000 15,000 15,000 20,000 1 acre 2 acres

25—34 20,000 20,000 20,000 20,000 1 acre 2 acres

 
In determining the minimum lot size, an applicant would need to determine the 
average slope of the developable area of a property.  To calculate the “average slope”, 
the following formula is used.  This method for determining average slope is unique 
to Paso Robles.   
    I x L x 0.0023 
     A 

Where:  
I = Contour interval in feet. Contour intervals shall not exceed five feet.  
L = Combined length of contour lines measured within the net developable area.  
0.0023 = A constant that converts square feet into acres and expresses slope in percent.  
A = Acreage of net developable area.  
 

Other communities often determine average slope by measuring the property “rise” 
(number of contour intervals) divided by the length or “run” of the area measured.   
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GGrading Ordinance Advisory Committee Review  

Over the course of five meetings the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee 
completed a thorough review of the Grading Ordinance including the review of 
grading policies in other communities.  The committee reviewed City GIS slope 
mapping and demonstrations of the latest computer modeling techniques. 
 

 
January 27, 2016 Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee meeting

The main issues the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee identified were: 
 

 Complexity of the ordinance.  
 Blanket restriction of pad grading. 
 Unnecessary restrictions on a relatively few, small infill sites. 
 Definition of terminology  
 Simplification of performance standards and landscape requirements. 
 Need to have separate and flexible grading requirements for specific plans. 

 
Pad Grading Restriction 

The Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee’s primary concern with the existing 
ordinance is the blanket restriction of “mass” and “pad” grading, whereby several lots are 
graded together in a uniform pattern.  This grading technique is typically used in 
“production” or semi-custom home construction.  Without the use of mass grading, 
subdivision with lots smaller than ½ acre may have awkward slopes between adjacent 
properties and/or streets.  Often, small steep lots add to the cost of construction, since 
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stepped foundations and other custom architectural solutions are required to the absorb 
slope.  This also limits the ability of builders to use stock building plans.  Rear lot and 
cross lot drainage patterns also complicate tract design and long term maintenance.  In 
general non-padded lots (natural slope lots) with stepped house foundations work best 
on larger “estate” lots with custom construction.  On smaller lots, production housing 
projects, this restriction likely is constraining housing production and affordability. 
 
GGrading Ordinance Advisory Committee Recommendation 
 
The Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee is recommending by consensus a 
comprehensive amendment to the Grading Ordinance consistent with a draft ordinance 
contained in Attachments 2 (clean copy) and 3 (mark-up copy).  Overall, the Grading 
Ordinance would be reduced from 22 pages down to 13 pages.   
 
The key Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee recommendations include: 

1. Alternative digital slope mapping methodology. 

2. Definitions of terminology. 

3. New Hillside Development District mapping with separate standards for: 

a. Infill Hillside Overlay District 

b. Other Zoning District (Theater Drive area / Airport area) 

c. Specific Plans 

4. New pad grading allowance for existing lots. 

5. Ridgeline protection requirements for specific plan areas. 

6. 3D computer modeling of slopes on “challenging” sites. 

7. Removal of mass grading prohibition and replacement with the following 
standard: 

Where mass or pad grading can be conducted in a manner consistent 
with the purpose and intent of this chapter and such grading is 
necessary for the reasonable use of the property, the goal shall be to 
minimize exposed slopes and retaining wall heights and to install 
mitigating landscaping. 

8. Creation of single grading performance standards table. 

9. Consolidation and simplification of the landscape requirements. 

10. Removal of redundant and antiquated sections.   
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PPolicy 
Reference: Paso Robles General Plan,  Zoning Ordinance sections 21.14A and 21.16E (Grading 

Ordinance) 
Fiscal  
Impact: None. 
 
Options: After consideration the staff report, the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee 

recommendation and public testimony, the City Council may consider the following 
options: 

 
 a. Direct staff to prepare a Zoning Ordinance amendment with environmental 

review of the Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee’s recommendation that 
would be forward to the Planning Commission for a hearing and 
recommendation back to City Council.   

 
b. Refer the item back to staff and/or Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee for 

additional analysis.  
 

c. Amend the foregoing options. 
 
d.  Take no action.  

 
Attachments: 
 
Attachment 1 Map of Hillside Overlay District 
Attachment 2 Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee’s February 24, 2016 ordinance 

amendment recommendation (clean version – no mark-ups) 
Attachment 3 Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee’s February 24, 2016 ordinance 

amendment recommendation (strike-through and underline version). 
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Attachment 1 – Map of Hillside Overlay District 
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Page 1 

Chapter 21.14A - HILLSIDE DEVELOPMENT DISTRICT 

21.14A.010 - Purpose. 

(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 

21.14A.020 - Applicability. 

x x
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Attachment 2  
Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee's February 24, 2016 ordinance amendment recommendation  
(clean version  - no mark-ups). 



 
 

  Page 2 

(Ord. 807 N.S. § 1, 2001: Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992; Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989)  
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  Page 3 

(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 
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  Page 4 
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  Page 5 

21.14A.040 - Standards applicable to existing hillside lots.  

(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 

21.14A.045 - Ridgelines.  

21.14A.060 -  Development Review Committee requirements.  

(Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992: Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 
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Article I. - SINGLE-FAMILY RESIDENTIAL GRADING STANDARDS  

21.16E.010 - Purpose.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A (A), 1989) 

21.16E.020 - Applicability of hillside regulations.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A (B), 1989) 

21.16E.030 - Planned development overlay district applicability.  

4-5-16   CC Agenda Item 18   Page 13 of 46



 
 

  Page 7 

(Ord. 771 N.S. Exh. A, 1999: Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992; Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(C), 1989)  

Article II. - New Single-Family Residential Lots  

21.16E.050 - Applicability.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E) (part), 1989) 

21.16E.060 - Maximum developable slope.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(1), 1989) 

21.16E.090 - Lot sizes.  
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(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(4), 1989)

21.16E.100 - Lot widths.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(5), 1989)

4-5-16   CC Agenda Item 18   Page 15 of 46



 
 

  Page 9 

21.16E.120 - Buildability Demonstration.  

(Ord. 797 N.S. § 1 (part), 2000: Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(7), 1989) 

21.16E.130 - Flag lots.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(8), 1989) 

21.16E.140 - Grading limitations.  
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4-5-16   CC Agenda Item 18   Page 18 of 46



 
 

  Page 12 

21.16E.145 – Visual Mitigation Measures  

4-5-16   CC Agenda Item 18   Page 19 of 46
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 (Ord. 807 N.S. § 2, 2001: Ord. 797 N.S. § 1 (part), 2000: Ord. 747 N.S. § 2, 1998; Ord. 727 N.S. Exh. A, 1997; Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(9), 1989)  

21.16E.150 - Oak tree preservation.  

(Ord. 797 N.S. § 1 (part), 2000: Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(10), 1989) 

21.16E.160 - Utilities.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(11), 1989) 

21.16E.170 - Hillside street standard.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(12), 1989) 
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Chapter 21.14A - HILLSIDE DEVELOPMENT DISTRICT  

 

21.14A.010 - Purpose.  

(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 

21.14A.020 - Applicability.  

x x
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Attachment 3  
Grading Ordinance Advisory Committee's February 24, 2016 ordinance amendment recommendation 
(strike-through and underline / mark-up version)
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(Ord. 807 N.S. § 1, 2001: Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992; Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989)  
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(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 
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(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 

21.14A.040 - Standards applicable to existing hillside lots.  

(Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 

21.164EA.180045 - VistasRidgelines.  

21.14A.050 - Permit requirements for development of hillside lots.  

(Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992; Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 
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21.14A.060 - Development review Development  Review Committee requirements.  

(Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992: Ord. 571 N.S. § 1 Exh. A (part), 1989) 
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Article I. - GENERALLY SINGLE-FAMILY RESIDENTIAL GRADING STANDARDS  

 

21.16E.010 - Purpose.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A (A), 1989) 

21.16E.020 - Applicability of hillside regulations.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A (B), 1989) 

21.16E.030 - Planned development overlay district applicability.  

[CG1]
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Average slope: 
I x L x 0.0023  

A 
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(Ord. 771 N.S. Exh. A, 1999: Ord. 635 N.S. Exh. A (part), 1992; Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(C), 1989)  

21.16E.040 - Permitted uses.  

Uses permitted by right and subject to approval of a conditional use permit in the R-1 district shall be 
as listed in Section 21.16.200. As noted in Table 21.16.200, accessory crop production, which includes 
dry and irrigated farming, orchards, and vineyards, shall be a permitted use when all of the following 
conditions are met:  

A. It is accessory to a single-family dwelling; 

B. There are no commercially-applied pesticides, which could impact surrounding properties 
transmitted through surface runoff, ground water infiltration or air emissions; and  

C. There are no use of audible pest control methods. 

(Ord. 743 N.S. § 16, 1998: Ord. 703 N.S. § 6, 1995; Ord. 673 N.S. § B, 1994; Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(D), (Table 21.16.020-1), 1989)  

Article II. - New Single-Family Residential Lots  

 

21.16E.050 - Applicability.  

[WF2]

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E) (part), 1989) 

21.16E.060 - Maximum developable slope.  

[CG3]
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(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(1), 1989) 

21.16E.070 - Effect of slope on lot sizes, widths and depths.  

[WF4]

[CG5]
[WF6]

[WF7]

[CG8]

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(3), 1989) 

21.16E.090 - Lot sizes.  
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21.16E.100 - Lot widths.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(4), 1989)

21.16E.100 - Lot widths.  
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(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(5), 1989)

21.16E.110 - Lot depths[CG11].  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(6), 1989) 

21.16E.120 - Buildability demonstrationDemonstration.  

(Ord. 797 N.S. § 1 (part), 2000: Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(7), 1989) 

21.16E.130 - Flag lots.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(8), 1989) 

21.16E.140 - Grading limitations.  
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[CG12]
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[CG13]

[CG14]

[CG15]
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[CG16]
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21.16E.145 – Visual Mitigation Measures  

[CG17]

[CG18]

[WF19]

4-5-16   CC Agenda Item 18   Page 40 of 46



 
 

  Page 21 

[WF20] [CG21]

[CG22]

[CG23]
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[WF24]

(Ord. 807 N.S. § 2, 2001: Ord. 797 N.S. § 1 (part), 2000: Ord. 747 N.S. § 2, 1998; Ord. 727 N.S. Exh. A, 1997; Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(9), 1989)  
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21.16E.150 - Oak tree preservation.  

(Ord. 797 N.S. § 1 (part), 2000: Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(10), 1989) 

21.16E.160 - Utilities.  
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(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(11), 1989) 

21.16E.170 - Hillside street standard.  

(Ord. 572 N.S. § 2 Exh. A(E)(12), 1989) 
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