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its population is estimated to be around 57,000 by 
2035—but, “We’re not getting anywhere close to 
the 1 percent,” Community Development Director 
Codron told New Times. 
 The state’s Regional Housing Needs Assessment 
(RHNA) numbers for 2014 to 2019 say that the 
county needed to build 4,090 housing units for a 
variety of income levels. A 2013 San Luis Obispo 
Council of Governments plan estimated that the city 
of SLO would need to build 28 percent of that, or 
1,144 units. 
 According to Codron, the city of SLO has built 
about 141 residential units in the past five years. 
 The median price of a home in SLO has risen from 
$436,000 in February 2012 to $749,000 in July 2018, 
according to real estate website Zillow. The average 
cost of a one-bedroom in February 2012 was $848 a 
month, according to rentjungle.com. In July 2018, it 
cost $1,406.
 “This is the kind of reality that the state 
policymakers are looking at and saying we’ve got to 
do something to move the needle,” Codron said. 
 To address the issue, 
state legislators introduced 
130 bills during the 2017 
legislative session that 
focused on “constraining 
local land-use authority and 
eliminating local discretion,” 
according to a guide put out 
by the League of California 
Cities. The housing package 
that Gov. Jerry Brown signed 
late last year included 15 of 
those bills. The bills allocate 
money to housing programs, 
streamline housing project 
approval, help facilitate 
off-the-shelf environmental 
review for certain city 
housing models, and make 
changes to the state’s 
Housing Accountability Act 
that “significantly limits 
the ability of a jurisdiction 
to deny an affordable or 
market-rate housing project 
that is consistent with 
existing planning and zoning 
requirements.” 
 “You had another bunch of 
housing bills come out this 
year. But a lot of them died,” said David Mullinax, the 
Central Coast’s regional public affairs manager for 
the League of California Cities. “Again, the trend is 
shaving away local control.”
 RHNA numbers are set by the California 
Department of Housing and Community 
Development for the county, and laws such as the 
Housing Accountability Act passed in the 1980s 
require that local governments zone for housing 
needs in their areas. 
 “Once it’s zoned, if a developer isn’t going to 
come and build the housing, why should a local 
government get blamed for that?” Mullinax asked. 
 Ultimately, he said, building has to pencil out 
for the developer. Cities and counties can’t force 
developers to build, and legislators are increasingly 
putting pressure on local governments to facilitate 
housing project approvals.
 The recent legislative changes to the Housing 
Accountability Act make it even harder for a city 
to deny a project that meets the standards and 
guidelines outlined in its city policies—including if 
a developer asks for height and density bonuses for 
building affordable housing. Those bonuses are built 
into existing state housing laws, and the city has the 
regulations built into its code. 
 Mayor Harmon points out that the reason state 
rules such as the density housing bonus exist is 
because there are a lot of people in California who 
are desperate for housing and many of them are 
priced out of the market.
 “It incentivizes some affordable housing for 
developers to build,” she said. “Is San Luis ever going 
to be affordable? Probably not. But can San Luis 
become more affordable? I think so.”

Talking points
 Resource issues such as not having enough water 
or infrastructure issues like not having roads and 

stoplights to alleviate increased traffic are the sorts 
of objective health and safety issues that the city of 
SLO can use to deny or make changes to a proposed 
project.
 Gurnee believes that the city can push back 
against the Foothill Boulevard proposal based on 
traffic impacts alone—a total health and safety issue, 
he said. The need for affordable housing shouldn’t 
outweigh other impacts to the community, he said. 
 “The horse is out of the barn. You can’t just take a 
magic wand and create a lot of affordable housing,” 
he said. “I am for growth that’s consistent with our 
character and scale, not for growth that obliterates it.”
 City Council candidate Erica Stewart, one of seven 
who are running for two open seats, said although it 
may feel like there’s a lot of development happening 
right now, SLO’s making up for the last 15 years of 
low growth.
 “We are catching up with what we need for 
housing,” she wrote in an email to New Times. “It’s 
essential for more people to have the opportunity to 
live where they work.”

   Affordable housing is a problem, she said, adding 
that it’s hard to rent or own a home even with a salary 
of $80,000 a year. 
   “This is not right,” she wrote. “I can’t tell you the 
amount of subpar housing in which my family and I 
have lived due to what we could afford when we were 
working two jobs, raising two boys, and our family 
dog. A house full of mold, a power line swinging 
forehead-high from [the] garage to the house, power 
outages due to old wiring, and so much more. We 
need places for our workforce to live.”
    Mayor Harmon said she understands how people 
feel on both sides of this discussion. The built 
environment is important to San Luis Obispo, as 
is its greenspace and small-town feel, she said. 
But people who don’t have access to housing are 
concerned with how slowly residential units are 
being built and how. 
 “San Luis Obispo is a very special, beautiful place. 
And people want to maintain what’s beautiful about 
San Luis Obispo, and I understand that people are 
concerned that development will affect that,” Harmon 
said. “I think everyone’s concerns have validity, but 
the problem is that people really need housing.”
 Change is inevitable. San Luis Obispo can’t go 
back to the way it was yesterday or 10 years ago, she 
said. It’s impossible. But the community can move 
forward with development that fits its plans, plans 
that the residents of San Luis Obispo have put into 
place to shape the city’s future. 
  “It’s the people; it’s the community that really make 
it the place that it is,” Harmon said. “We’re in danger 
of losing a lot of what makes San Luis Obispo so 
special because it’s so unaffordable to live here.” ∆
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DOWNTOWN TERRACE The four-story, 64-room hotel, 
restaurant, retail, and residential space on Garden and Marsh 
streets in downtown San Luis Obispo was approved in 2014, 
started construction in 2015, and is nearing completion.

NEW DEAL For many residents, this mixe-use development on 
Chorro Street represents exactly the direction they don’t want 
San Luis Obispo to go—buildings that are too tall, too wide, and 
out of place and units that are too expensive built specifically for 
students. The developer of the mixed-use project, Loren Riehl, 
has a similar proposal in the works for a property across the 
street on Foothill Boulevard. 

UNDER DEVELOPMENT Cranes, such as this one at a project on Santa 
Rosa Street, have been visible at sites all over San Luis Obispo, pointing to an 
economic upswing and commercial/residential development. 


