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Project Description 

2.1 Introduction and Overview 
The County of Santa Cruz (County) is proposing a 
Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulation and Licensing Program (Program). Currently, 
there are substantial levels of commercial cannabis 
cultivation and manufacturing occurring within the 
unincorporated area of the County. A fundamental purpose 
of the Program is to regulate allowable activities within the 
parameters of state and local law and thus to reduce illegal, 
unpermitted, and unlicensed commercial cannabis 
activities and associated impacts. Consistent with state law, 
the proposed Program would regulate commercial 
cannabis cultivation and cannabis product manufacturing 
within unincorporated areas of the County to balance the 
diverse demands for cannabis products with the health, 
safety, and welfare of the community, and to address the 
range of demands on County services and potential adverse 
effects on the environment and local community. The 
Program would regulate how, where, and how much 
cannabis and cannabis products may be legally 
commercially cultivated and manufactured to provide a 
reliable and high-quality supply, while also protecting the 
environment and neighborhood quality.  

The Program involves three main components: 1) the Program would ultimately result in repeal of 
Chapters 7.126 and 7.128 of Santa Cruz County Code (SCCC) and adoption of a new Chapter 7.128 
regarding licenses for the commercial cultivation of cannabis; 2) the Program would also adopt a new 
SCCC Chapter 7.132 addressing licensing and regulation of cannabis product manufacturing in the 

County; and 3) the Program would include amendments to 
the County’s Zoning Ordinance (Chapter 13.10) and other 
relevant chapters of the SCCC, along with associated 
amendments to the County’s General Plan/Local Coastal 
Program to identify land use designations and certain 
permit processes and regulations that could allow 
commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing.  

Proposed revised SCCC Chapter 7.128 would update the 
Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Licensing Program 
and proposed SCCC Chapter 7.132 would create the 
Cannabis Product Manufacturing Licensing Program. 
Additionally, the SCCC would be amended to include new 
Cannabis Home Occupation provisions, which would 

 
The proposed Program would regulate 
production methods, crop volumes, 
and growing locations for 
commercial cannabis cultivation and 
manufacturing in the County.  

The Program has 3 components for 
regulating commercial cannabis 
cultivation and manufacturing in the 
County: 
• Amend the SCCC  
• Amend the General Plan/Local 

Coastal Program; and  
• Implement the Licensing 

Program to track and control 
cultivation and manufacturing 
sites in the unincorporated 
areas of the County.  
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regulate certain types of limited and ancillary cannabis manufacturing activities on sites that contain 
detached single-family dwellings. Both licensing programs would be overseen by the County’s 
Cannabis Licensing Official to comprehensively monitor and control cultivation and/or 
manufacturing sites throughout unincorporated areas of the County. Licensing would be subject to 
review and payment of fees to allow the County to regulate growers and manufacturers consistent 
with the standards of the Program. Where the commercial cannabis cultivation or manufacturing 
activities involve structures and site development, the County’s Planning Department will generally 
also be involved in reviewing land use applications for consistency with applicable use and 
development regulations, including issuance of development permit approvals and building permits 
for activities proposed to be licensed. 

Under the proposed Program, commercial cannabis cultivation would generally become a principally 
or conditionally permitted use subject to restrictions to be implemented through the licensing 
program within areas zoned as follows: 

• Agriculture (A),  

• Commercial Agriculture (CA),  

• Residential Agriculture (RA),  

• Special Use (SU),  

• Timber Production (TP),  

• Commercial Services (C-4), and 

• Industrial (M-1, M-2, M-3), including Quarry (Q) overlay 

Within areas that would allow commercial cannabis cultivation, the Program would also include a 
range of exclusions (such as setbacks from specified features) and use prohibitions, based on the 
license type. 

During the Program initiation process, the County identified two 
regulatory scenarios to evaluate and compare at the same level of 
detail in the EIR: the Project and a More Permissive Project. The 
More Permissive Project generally increases the amount of 
cultivation that can occur, primarily through reduction of 
minimum parcel sizes in the A and RA zoning districts (from 10 
acres to 5 acres, and from 5 acres to 2.5 acres, respectively), 
allowing cultivation within the 1-mile buffer area from the coastal 
zone for the RA, TP, and SU zoning districts, allowing cultivation 

within the 2nd Supervisorial District, reducing required setbacks from neighboring habitable 
structures (from 200 feet to 150 feet), and increasing allowable cannabis canopy limits 
(approximately double the levels of the proposed Project). This dual analysis will allow the County to 
compare the tradeoffs of increased licensing of commercial cannabis cultivation against the 
environmental and neighborhood impacts. Both Program scenarios also include cannabis products 
manufacturing regulations, as described below, which do not differ between the two scenarios. 

Under the Program, cannabis product manufacturing implemented through the licensing program 
would become an allowable activity, subject to limits on the type and scope of manufacturing 
activities. Land use permit approvals are also required prior to issuance of a license, in accordance 
with the zoning ordinance use charts. Only very limited types of cannabis manufacturing/processing 

The proposed Program 
would prohibit commercial 

cannabis cultivation in  
Residential Rural (RR), 

Single Family (R1, RB), and 
Multiple Family (RM) 

Residential zone districts.  

The two different scenarios of 
the Program include both the 

Project and the More 
Permissive Project, two 

potential scenarios that are 
analyzed at the same level of 

detail in this EIR. 
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activities would be allowed as ancillary uses at sites with detached single-family homes, consistent 
with proposed Cannabis Home Occupation regulations. In the following zoning districts, licenses for 
cannabis manufacturing would be issued either along with licensed commercial cultivation or as 
stand-alone manufacturing operations, as noted. 

• Community Commercial (C-2) – only in conjunction with a licensed dispensary 

• Commercial Services (C-4) 

• Industrial (M-1, M-2, M-3), and Quarry/Industrial Overlay Designation (Q/I) designation in 
General Plan/Local Coastal Program [LCP]) 

• Special Use (SU) – with a compatible General Plan land use designation, and subject to 
limitations and requirements of the most comparable zoning district for that designation 

• Timber Production (TP) – in conjunction with commercial cultivation and only on sites with 
a detached single-family dwelling 

• Commercial Agriculture (CA) – in conjunction with commercial cultivation 

• Agriculture (A), in conjunction with commercial cultivation  

• Residential Agricultural (RA) – only on sites with a detached single-family dwelling and 
consistent with an approved Cannabis Home Occupation Permit 

• Rural Residential (RR) – only on sites with a detached single-family dwelling and consistent 
with an approved Cannabis Home Occupation Permit 

• Single Family Residential (R-1) – only on sites with a detached single-family dwelling and 
consistent with an approved Cannabis Home Occupation Permit 

• Single Family Ocean Beach Residential (RB) – only on sites with a detached single-family 
dwelling and consistent with an approved Cannabis Home Occupation Permit 

• Multi-Family Residential (RM) – only on sites with a detached single-family dwelling and 
consistent with an approved Cannabis Home Occupation Permit. 

Most manufacturing activities are proposed to be conditionally permitted through required 
discretionary land use permit approval(s) in addition to a license.  

Note that in addition to the two Program scenarios being analyzed as co-equal projects, this EIR also 
presents a range of alternatives in Section 4.0, Alternatives. The alternatives have been structured to 
provide even more information about possible ways to structure the Program, as well as to reduce 
potentially significant environmental impacts. 

2.2 Existing Setting 
2.2.1 Program Location 
The County is located on the Pacific coast of California at the north end of Monterey Bay. The County 
lies approximately 65 miles south of San Francisco, 35 miles north of Monterey, and 35 miles 
southwest of the Silicon Valley. Adjacent counties include San Mateo to the northwest, Santa Clara to  
the northeast, San Benito to the southeast, and Monterey to the south. The County is the second 
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smallest county in California by land area, with 262,382 residents and a total area of 607 square miles, 
of which 445 square miles is land and 162 square miles is water (U. S. Census Bureau 2010).  

The County extends along more than 29 miles of rugged mountainous watersheds and coastlines that 
support forests, sandy beaches, coastal lagoons, and areas of steep coastal bluffs. The County reaches 
approximately 10 miles inland from the coast to the crest of the Santa Cruz Mountains. The 
topography and terrain of the County is highly varied, including the steep slopes and peaks of the 

  
 

 
The County of Santa Cruz is characterized by rugged coastlines and sandy beaches, flat coastal terraces, 
forested mountains, and agricultural land overlooking the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary. 
Photo: Aerial Photo Source; Community Foundation of Santa Cruz 
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Santa Cruz Mountains in the north and northeast, coastal terraces in the mid-County where much of 
the urban population is located, and the alluvial southern area of the County which is mostly in 
agricultural use (County of Santa Cruz 1994). The County encompasses a diverse range of habitats, 
including redwood forests, mixed conifer hardwood forests, oak woodlands, coastal beaches and 
wetlands, and riparian woodlands along the San Lorenzo and Pajaro Rivers, as well as on major 
streams such as Scott, Soquel, and Aptos Creeks (County of Santa Cruz 2017). 

2.2.2 Regions and Planning Areas 
For planning purposes and to identify the unique characteristics of different areas of the County, 15 
planning areas have been identified by the County in its General Plan and are used as a geographic 
basis for this Program (Figure 2-1). The County defined the planning areas to correspond to unique 
geographic regions within the County and to generally follow the boundaries of California Census 
Tracts. The planning areas were used during the County’s cannabis license registration process in 
2016 to identify the current and proposed locations of cannabis cultivation and manufacturing sites. 
To facilitate Program data and impact analysis, this EIR groups the planning areas into four regions 
based on physical setting and land use patterns: North Coast, Mountain, Urban, and South County 
(Figure 2-1).1  

North Coast Region 

The 72,673-acre North Coast Region 
lies in northwestern Santa Cruz County, 
extends approximately 6 miles inland 
and includes the North Coast and 
Bonny Doon planning areas. 
Unincorporated towns in this region 
include Davenport, a coastal 
community of approximately 400 
residents, located on Highway 1 
approximately 9 miles north of the City 
of Santa Cruz, and the communities of 
Swanton and Bonny Doon. Public road 
infrastructure is limited in this region, 
with Highway 1 providing the primary transportation corridor along the coast. Pine Flat Road, Bonny 
Doon Road, Swanton Road, and Last Chance Road provide access into the coastal foothills. Empire 
Grade runs northwest-southeast on the ridgeline. North Coast Region land uses are characterized by 
a mix of public lands, such as state parks, private agricultural and timber operations, and low-density 
residential neighborhoods with large single-family parcel sizes. Agriculture and some cattle grazing 
occur along the coastal terraces, with pockets of agricultural use occurring in the hillside and 
mountainous areas. Zoning districts in this region primarily allow for timber production, special use, 
residential, and parks/recreation, as well as the Lockheed Martin Santa Cruz ordinance test and 
design facility. Public lands include Big Basin Redwoods and Wilder Ranch State Parks, Cotoni-Coast 
Dairies National Monument, and a series of state parks and beaches along the shoreline. The climate 

                                                             
 
1 The Program would apply in unincorporated areas only. Incorporated cities are noted for information purposes 
only.  

 
The North Coast Region is characterized by its rugged 
coastline, coastal grassland, redwood forests, and 
Mediterranean climate. 
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is cool with fog and wind in coastal areas, with higher temperature and increased sunshine at higher 
elevations. This region’s habitats include coastal sage scrub and grasslands in lower elevations and 
oak woodland, chaparral, and redwood higher in the mountains; riparian woodlands line the streams, 
often with estuaries at the shoreline. Areas of the Santa Cruz Sand Hills habitat area also lie within 
this region. The North Coast Region includes the Año Nuevo, Waddell, Scott, San Vicente, Laguna, 
Liddell, Majors, and Baldwin Wilder watersheds (County of Santa Cruz 2017a).  

Mountain Region 

The 101,907-acre Mountain Region is in the 
northeastern portion of the County, extending 
from the ridgelines on the west side of the San 
Lorenzo Valley to the Santa Clara County line. 
The Mountain Region includes the San Lorenzo 
Valley, Summit, and Skyline planning areas 
and encompasses much of the Santa Cruz 
Mountain range. The unincorporated towns in 
this region include Felton, Ben Lomond, 
Brookdale, and Boulder Creek, which are small 
mountain communities with a total of 
approximately 15,200 residents clustered 
along Highway 9. Public road access is limited 
in this region with access to rural mountain 
neighborhoods outside the town centers 
provided by small rural roads and private 
drives. Empire Grade, Highway 236 (Big Basin Highway), and Jamison Creek Road provide access to 
rural areas on the west side of the region, while Bear Creek Road, Skyline Boulevard (Highway 35), 
Summit Road, and East Zayante Road provide access to the east. Unpaved logging and fire access roads 
are common throughout the area. Mountain Region land uses include small town commercial and 
residential cores along the San Lorenzo Valley, with private rural neighborhoods and timber 
operations in foothill and mountainous areas and numerous organized camps. Zoning districts in this 
region primarily allow for timber production, special use, residential, and parks/recreation. Public 
lands include Henry Cowell Redwoods, Castle Rock, and the Forest of Nisene Marks State Parks, as 
well as the Loch Lomond Reservoir, which is a major water source for the urban portion of the 
unincorporated County and City of Santa Cruz. The climate is generally warm and sunny in the 
summer and cold, wet, and subject to frosts during the winter. This region’s habitats include dense 
redwood forest with clearings of oak woodland and chaparral, as well as the Santa Cruz Sand Hills 
habitat. The headwaters of the 25-mile long San Lorenzo River originate in this region above Boulder 
Creek; this is the largest watershed located completely within the County, encompassing 138 square 
miles. The Soquel Creek watershed also drains through this planning area in the hills above Soquel 
and Capitola (County of Santa Cruz 2017a).  
  

 
The Mountain Region includes the Santa Cruz 
Mountain Range, which comprises deep valleys and 
forested slopes, with a temperate climate. 
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Urban Region 

The 26,023-acre Urban Region is in the 
central portion of the County and 
comprises the unincorporated Carbonera, 
Live Oak, Soquel, and Aptos planning areas. 
This region also includes the 
unincorporated communities of Rio del Mar 
and Seacliff. The incorporated cities in this 
region include Santa Cruz, Scotts Valley, 
and Capitola. The Urban Region supports 
densely populated urbanized communities 
with rural residential, agricultural, and 
forest lands in the inland hills. Land uses in 
the Urban Region are predominantly 
residential, with an unincorporated 
population of 33,220 residents living in 
Oak, Soquel, and Aptos. The Urban Region 
also contains much of the County’s commercial and manufacturing/industrial land uses. Zoning 
districts in this region primarily allow for residential, commercial, industrial, public facilities, and 
parks/recreation. Public lands include portions of Henry Cowell Redwoods and the Forest of Nisene 
Marks State Parks. Highway 1 and Highway 17 provide regional access with connections to major 
public roads, including Soquel Avenue, 41st Avenue, Branciforte Drive, and Mount Hermon Road. The 
climate is generally clear and sunny in the inland areas with periods of fog and rain, while the coastal 
areas are temperate and often foggy. This region’s habitats include riparian corridors, redwood forest, 
oak woodland, and chaparral, as well as Santa Cruz Sand Hills. The Baldwin Wilder, San Lorenzo, and 
Soquel Creek watersheds run through the Urban Region, connecting to the Pacific Ocean. The Baldwin 
Wilder watershed is located just north of the San Lorenzo River watershed. It drains an area of 
approximately 20 square miles and is comprised of Wilder Ranch State Park with some agriculture 
along the coast and a quarry along Old Dairy Gulch. San Lorenzo River flows from the crest of the 
Santa Cruz Mountains to the sea, through the densely populated San Lorenzo Valley and the City of 
Santa Cruz, connecting with the Pacific Ocean south of the city’s tourist core that includes the Santa 
Cruz Beach Boardwalk and waterfront area. It drains an area of approximately138 square miles, 
including such major tributaries as Boulder Creek, Bear Creek, Love Creek, Zayante Creek, and 
Carbonera Creek. Soquel Creek drains an area of 42 square miles and flows from the Summit area to 
the Pacific Ocean bisecting the City of Capitola’s residential and tourist districts at Capitola Beach. The 
Urban Region includes the lower portions of several other major and minor drainages, including Trout 
Gulch and Valencia Creeks, Aptos Creek, Rodeo Gulch Creek, and Arana Gulch Creek (County of Santa 
Cruz 2017a). 

 
Live Oak and Pleasure Point are unincorporated 
communities located between the cities of Capitola and 
Santa Cruz within the Urban Region. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiEoPCWoNXRAhXHSCYKHSUhBNQQjRwIBw&url=https://www.trulia.com/homes/California/Santa_Cruz/sold/7823360-231-1st-Ave-Santa-Cruz-CA-95062&bvm=bv.144224172,d.eWE&psig=AFQjCNFXQckfj9IOiUdlHn5xBFAHqx0qWA&ust=1485157272456249
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South County Region 

The 55,846-acre South County Region is in 
the southeastern portion of the County and 
includes the Eureka Canyon, Aptos Hills, La 
Selva, San Andreas, Pajaro Valley, and 
Salsipuedes planning areas. This region 
includes the unincorporated communities 
of Corralitos, Freedom, La Selva Beach, 
Larkin Valley, and Amesti, as well as the 
incorporated City of Watsonville. The South 
County Region is characterized by 
expansive irrigated agricultural fields in 
coastal areas, including strawberries, row 
crops, nurseries, Brussels sprouts, and 
apples. Inland areas support rural 
residential and agricultural uses, including 
greenhouses, orchards, and equestrian 
facilities. Land uses in the South County 
Region are predominantly commercial agriculture, but include residential uses in small communities. 
Zoning districts in this region primarily allow for agriculture, special use, residential, and 
parks/recreation. Public lands include Manresa and Sunset State Beaches. The region is accessible via 
Highway 1 and Highway 152, with connections to key public roads, including Freedom Boulevard, 
Green Valley Road, Eureka Canyon, Highland Road, and San Andreas Road. The climate is generally 
clear and sunny in the inland areas with periods of fog and rain, while the coastal areas are temperate 
and often foggy. This region’s most expansive natural habitats are in the inland foothills with redwood 
forest, oak woodland, and chaparral, with riparian areas extending to the coast, and multiple large 
sloughs and wetlands amidst coastal agricultural fields. The majority of the Aptos Creek watershed, 
the San Andreas watershed, the Corralitos watershed, and the Salsipuedes and Pajaro watersheds are 
included in the South County Region to the beaches (County of Santa Cruz 2017a).  

2.2.3 Urban and Rural Areas 
The County General Plan makes a distinction between urban and rural areas using an Urban Services 
Line (USL) and Rural Services Lines (RSL) (see Figure 2-2). A distinct boundary between urban and 
rural areas in the unincorporated area facilitates limiting new urban development to urban areas and 
protects agricultural land and natural resources in the rural areas. Urban development is restricted 
by the USL and is mainly located within the unincorporated communities of Live Oak, Soquel, Aptos, 
and Freedom, and in the four cities of Santa Cruz, Watsonville, Scotts Valley, and Capitola. Urban 
enclaves located outside of the USL can include urban densities, but may not have all urban services. 
These enclaves are defined by the RSL, and include the communities of Davenport, Boulder Creek, 
Boulder Creek Country Club, Bear Creek Estates, Ben Lomond, Felton, Paradise Park, La Selva Beach, 
Place de Mer, Sand Dollar Beach, Canon del Sol, Sunset Beach, Pajaro Dunes North, and Pajaro Dunes 
South. 

 
Expansive fields of row crops, including top-valued 
strawberries, are characteristic of the coastal terraces in 
the South County Region. 
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2.2.4 Agriculture and Timber Industries 
Agriculture and timber are important industries in the County, 
with large areas of timber production in the Santa Cruz Mountains 
falling within the TP zoning district which extends across 71,306 
acres of the County. The intent of the TP zoning district is to 
protect and maintain the County’s timberland, and to preserve 
agriculture and other open space uses where they are compatible 
with timberland uses.  

The County’s two agricultural zoning districts are CA – 
Commercial Agriculture and A – Agriculture which comprise 
82,422 acres of the County. The intent of the CA zoning district is 
to preserve commercial agricultural lands and their economic 
integrity. The A zoning district provides for single-family 
residential and non-commercial agricultural uses, such as family 
farming and animal raising, and limited commercial agricultural 
activities. Such lands are identified by the County as not as 
commercially viable as CA lands but still productive. Agricultural 
land protected for agricultural use and open space under a 
Williamson Act agricultural preserve contract is often identified 
with the overlay zoning “AP”. In addition, the RA – Residential 
Agriculture zoning district is defined by the SCCC as a residential 
zone that permits both single-family residential and small-scale 
commercial agricultural uses.  

The County has approximately 24,000 acres of cultivated agricultural land and approximately 
190,000 acres of forest land, of which 125,000 acres is timberland. Per the County’s 2015 Crop Report, 
the total gross production value of Santa Cruz County agricultural commodities for 2015 was 
$625,438,000, including a timber value of $4,907,000. Agriculture is concentrated in the southern 
portion of the County, where top crops include strawberries and raspberries, artichokes, broccoli, 
Brussels sprouts, apples, and container and cut flowers (County of Santa Cruz 2015). 

2.2.5 Commercial, Manufacturing, and Special Use Districts 
The County has emerged as a center for the arts, the design and manufacture of sporting goods and 
other active lifestyle products, and technology. With local technology start-ups and connections with 
Silicon Valley, the region is experiencing growth in the technology sector fueled by the creation of 
small businesses and by independent freelancers who are now developing interest in manufacturing 
and special uses. The County provides zoning districts to support manufacturing and related uses in 
limited areas, including the Urban and South County Regions.  

The Industrial zoning districts (M-1, 2, and 3) collectively make up 1,074 acres of the County, including 
approximately 887 acres within the M-3 with Quarry (Q) overlay, to provide area for manufacturing, 
research and development, industrial uses, and mining processes. The intent of the M zoning districts 
and Q overlay is to provide area for light and heavy industrial facilities, and M-3 allows for mineral 
extraction associated with the quarries in the County (Part III, Article IV, Industrial Districts, of SCCC 
Chapter 13.10, Zoning Regulations). As described below, there are eight quarries in the County, but 
only four currently operate, with others in the reclamation stage.  

Approximately 67 percent of 
the County’s land area is 
forested, with timberland 

making up almost 44 percent 
of total County land area; 
active cropland occupies 
roughly 8 percent of the 

County’s land  

 
The County has approximately 
125,000 acres of timberland, 
which produced $4,907,000 in 
2015. Photo: Big Creek Lumber 
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Table 2-1 Quarries in Santa Cruz County 

Quarry Name Region Mined Area 
(acres) Status 

Bonny Doon North Coast 234 Closed (2009) 
Cabrillo South County 4 Closed (2005) 
Felton Mountain 86 Active - permitted through 2029 
Hanson (Kaiser) Urban 200 Closed (2003) 
Olive Springs Urban  48 Active - permitted through 2044 
Olympia (Lonestar) Urban 70 Closed (2002) 
Quail Hollow Mountain 105 Active 
Wilder North Coast 66 Active 

Source: County of Santa Cruz 2017 

The Special Use (SU) zoning district applies to 70,392 acres of the County. The intent of the SU zoning 
district is to provide for and regulate land use that requires flexibility of use and regulation, the 
development of land with a variety of physical constraints, and the development of land that is 
designated for mixed uses (Part III, Article VIII, Special Use SU District, of SCCC Chapter 13.10, Zoning 
Regulations). Uses within SU zoning are subject to General Plan consistency findings as codified in 
SCCC Chapter 13.10.170. 

The Commercial Services (C-4) zoning district applies to 132 acres of the County and generally applies 
to larger parcels near major roadways. The intent of the C-4 zoning district is to meet the commercial 
services needs of the various communities in the County by allowing a broad range of commercial 
services uses that are primarily nonretail and nonpolluting (Part III, Article VIII, Commercial Services 
C-4 District, of SCCC Chapter 13.10, Zoning Regulations). 

The Community Commercial (C-2) zoning district applies to 267 acres of the County and generally 
applies to commercial clusters and shopping centers in established communities. The intent of the C-
2 zoning district is to provide centers of concentrated commercial uses accommodating a broad range 
and mixture of commercial activities, serving the general shopping and service needs of community-
wide service areas, and including visitor accommodations (Part III, Article VIII, Community 
Commercial C-2 District, of SCCC Chapter 13.10, Zoning Regulations). 

2.2.6 Residential Areas 
The urbanized areas of the County are characteristically residential with a combination of suburban 
town-centric neighborhoods, including Live Oak, Aptos, and Soquel in the Urban Region; Corralitos, 
Freedom, and La Selva in the South County Region; Boulder Creek, Ben Lomond, and Felton in the 
Mountain Region; and Bonny Doon and Davenport in the North Coast Region. In addition, rural 
residential uses and off-grid homes (often unpermitted) are located throughout the remote areas of 
the County, particularly in the Santa Cruz Mountains. Rural homes are often located on larger lots with 
limited access via private roads and driveways. Rural homes may coexist on sites harvested for 
agricultural or timber products or used for other agricultural uses, such as equestrian facilities.  

The Residential zoning districts (R-1, RA, RB, RM, and RR) collectively make up 43,991.5 acres of the 
County, including approximately 27,959.9 acres within the RA district, which allows for small-scale 
commercial agricultural uses along with residential uses. The purpose of residential zoning is to 
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provide areas of residential use in locations and at densities consistent with the County General Plan. 
The intent of the residential zoning districts is to reserve areas for primarily residential uses in 
locations protected from the incompatible effects of nonresidential land uses (Part III, Article II, 
Residential Districts, of SCCC Chapter 13.10, Zoning Regulations). 

The Residential Agricultural (RA) zoning district applies to 27,959.9 acres and generally applies to 
areas of residential use where development is limited to a range of non-urban densities of single-
family dwellings in areas outside the USL and RSL. The intent of RA zoning is to allow small-scale 
commercial agriculture, such as animal-keeping, truck farming and specialty crops, to take place in 
conjunction with the primary use of the property as residential. 

The Rural Residential (RR) zoning district applies to 1,525.3 acres and generally applies to areas of 
residential use where development is limited to a range of nonurban densities of single-family 
dwellings in areas having services similar to RA zoned areas, but with larger lot sizes than RA due to 
the pattern of development and use in the area. 

The Single-Family Residential (R-1) zoning district applies to 13,230.2 acres and generally applies to 
areas of predominantly urban types of single-family residential development. The intent is to allow 
single family homes in areas which are currently developed to an urban density or which are inside 
the USL or RSL and have a full range of urban services, or are planned for a full range of urban services. 

The Single-Family Ocean Beach Residential (RB) zoning district applies to 19.8 acres and 
accommodates single family dwellings on existing lots of record near the cliffs and the ocean beach; 
where lots abut on and obtain access from a street which is generally parallel to both the beach and 
the cliff. 

The Multi-Family Residential (RM) zoning district applies to 1,256.4 acres and provides for areas of 
residential uses with a variety of types of dwellings, both detached and attached, in areas which are 
currently developed to an urban density or which are inside the USL or RSL and have a full range of 
urban services. 

2.2.7 Public Services 
Public services within unincorporated areas of the County are provided by a wide range of agencies, 
with incorporated cities often providing their own services. The Santa Cruz County Fire Department 
(SCCFD) and the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CalFire) provide fire 
protection services to unincorporated communities under a mutual aid agreement. Under this 
agreement, the Cal Fire Unit Chief serves as the County Fire Chief and County Fire Marshal (SCCFD 
2017). In the nearby incorporated regions, the Cities of Santa Cruz and Scotts Valley both maintain 
their own Fire Department for fire and emergency services; Aptos/La Selva Fire District serves the 
Aptos and La Selva areas; the Central Fire Protection District serves the communities of Capitola, Live 
Oak and Soquel; the Watsonville Fire Department serves both the 6.6 square mile city as well as an 
approximate 14 square mile area of the nearby unincorporated County, such as the town of Freedom, 
under a mutual aid agreement. Other fire departments in the County are in Ben Lomond, Boulder 
Creek, Branciforte, Felton and Zayante. The Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Office provides primary law 
enforcement services in unincorporated areas (County of Santa Cruz 2017b). The Cities of Santa Cruz, 
Scotts Valley, Capitola, and Watsonville maintain their own police departments. Pacific Gas and 
Electric (PG&E) provides electric service and natural gas service in urban communities. Five major 
water agencies serve unincorporated areas: Santa Cruz Municipal Utilities and the San Lorenzo Valley, 
Soquel Creek, Watsonville, and Central Santa Cruz water districts, although multiple small and 
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private/mutual water companies also provide water service in more rural and isolated areas. Solid 
waste in the County is serviced by Recycling Centers and Greenwaste. Refer to Section 3.11, Public 
Services and Section 3.14, Utilities and Energy Conservation for more detail. 

2.2.8 Transportation System Overview 
The County is served by a range of transportation infrastructure, including limited rail and non-
commercial air transport, and a network of highways, primary and secondary roads, and narrow rural 
roadways that extend across the Santa Cruz Mountains and through the rural areas of Pajaro Valley. 
The County is connected to adjacent counties by five major state highways within the jurisdiction of 
the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans). State Route (SR) 1 (Highway 1) follows the 
coastline through the County, while SR 17, SR 9, SR-129, and SR-152 connect the coast with inland 
areas of the County. Limited recreational and freight rail services are provided on the railroad owned 
by the Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission along the coast of the County, though 
passenger train service is not available. A small airport accommodating private planes is located in 
Watsonville. Refer to Section 3.13, Transportation and Circulation for more detail. 

2.2.9 Regulatory Context 

Summary of Cannabis Regulation 
The laws and regulations surrounding cannabis cultivation and 
manufacturing are complex and vary considerably among the 
federal, state, and local levels of government. The Federal 
Controlled Substances Act  of 1970 makes it a crime under federal 
law to manufacture, distribute or dispense, or possess cannabis. 
However, states and local jurisdictions can regulate cannabis if 
their laws do not positively conflict with the Controlled 
Substances Act. Key elements of the recent regulatory history and 
current regulatory framework were described in the “Program 
Context” section of Chapter 1 (the Introduction) of this EIR and are also summarized below, with 
earlier regulatory history provided in Appendix D.  

• In 2013, the County adopted a new SCCC Chapter 7.124, which prohibited medical cannabis 
retail businesses (dispensaries), but granted limited immunity for businesses that obeyed the 
new Chapter 7.124.  

• In 2014, the County adopted SCCC Chapter 7.126, which prohibited medical cannabis 
cultivation businesses, but granted limited immunity for businesses that obeyed Chapter 
7.126. This appeared to have encouraged a sharp rise in illegal cannabis cultivation that 
negatively impacted the environment and increased neighborhood compatibility concerns.  

 To address expanding cannabis cultivation and related adverse effects, the County 
adopted Ordinance No. 5201 in 2015, which repealed SCCC Chapter 7.126 and adopted a 
new Chapter 7.126 that banned medical cannabis cultivation entirely.  

 Subsequently, a petition to overturn Ordinance No. 5201 via voter referendum 
successfully qualified for inclusion as a ballot measure.  

 The County Board of Supervisors repealed Ordinance No. 5201, which removed the need 
for an election and re-instated the 2014 version of Chapter 7.126.  

The County has been 
wrestling with how to regulate 
cannabis related issues for 25 
years, since voters enacted 

Proposition A, the 
Compassionate Use Act, in 

1992  
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• The Board of Supervisors subsequently created the Cannabis Cultivation Choices Committee 
(C4) in 2015 to advise the County on the creation of a new medical cannabis cultivation 
ordinance.  

• In September of 2015, California legislators passed the Medical Marijuana Regulation and 
Safety Act (MMRSA), which established California’s first statewide regulatory system for 
medical cannabis businesses.  

• In November 2016, California voters approved Proposition 64, the Adult Use of Marijuana Act 
(AUMA), which legalized the personal (non-medical) adult use and cultivation of cannabis.  

• In June 2017, the California Legislature passed Senate Bill 94, the Medicinal and Adult-Use 
Cannabis Regulation and Safety Act (MAUCRSA), which effectively combines MMRSA with 
AUMA to create a hybrid regulatory structure to address both medical and recreational 
cannabis activities under the state’s pending licensing program. 

While the state is setting up its commercial cannabis licensing program under MAUCRSA, local 
governments can choose to adopt local ordinances to permit or license local commercial cannabis 
cultivation. Soon after MMRSA was enacted in 2015, the County enacted SCCC Chapter 7.128, which 
created an interim licensing program to regulate the commercial cultivation of medical cannabis while 
the C4 and the County worked on drafting components of a permanent program (the proposed 
Program). The proposed Program involves the replacement of Chapter 7.128 to provide a means for 
regulating the commercial cultivation of cannabis countywide, consistent with the MAUCRSA. The 
proposed Program also involves new regulations governing cannabis product manufacturing 
activities in the unincorporated area under a new SCCC Chapter 7.132 and new SCCC Cannabis Home 
Occupation regulations. 

County Cannabis Cultivation Registration and Licensing Process  
The County initiated a license pre-application registration process in 2016 as a first step toward 
licensing cannabis cultivation. Registration forms were made available to cultivators who wanted to 
obtain a license in the future to commercially cultivate cannabis in the County once the regulatory and 
licensing provisions of the proposed Program are adopted. Under the Program (both scenarios), only 
those applicants who registered through this process would be allowed to apply for a local cultivation 
license once the proposed ordinance goes into effect, except that farmers producing non-cannabis 
crops on CA zoned land for at least three years prior are eligible to apply for a license without 
registering first.  

The registration form attempted to capture the location, type, size, number of plants, number of 
employees, water supply, and other details of each registrant’s cultivation site, as well as any plans 
for expansion or relocation in the future. The registration form also requested information for 
whether manufacturing of cannabis products would also occur onsite, though details of the type of 
manufacturing were not requested. At the close of the registration period in November 2016, 951 
existing cannabis cultivation operations located throughout the County were registered. Of those, 760 
registrants are continuing with the licensing process as of February 2017. 

Three types of cultivation sites exist based on the registration data: 

• Sites that meet the Program’s standards and restrictions and can remain in place; 
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• Sites that do not currently meet the Program’s standards and restrictions for licensing, but 
can be reasonably brought into conformance with site design changes and operational 
improvements; and 

• Sites that cannot meet the Program’s standards for licensing and must be relocated by the 
registrant to be eligible for a license. 

2.2.10 Existing Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 

Understanding the Environmental Baseline: Existing Conditions for Cannabis 
Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Baseline conditions are defined as the existing physical setting that may be affected by the Program 
(State CEQA Guidelines, § 15125, subd. (a)). This environmental setting constitutes the existing 
physical conditions against which the County will determine whether impacts from the Program and 
alternatives are significant. Thus, baseline includes conditions that may have been the result of prior 
illegal activity, and the baseline includes difficult-to-quantify levels of cannabis cultivation and 
manufacturing. The impacts of the Program are defined as changes to the environmental setting, or 
baseline, which are attributable to the Program’s proposed implementation of licensing and land use 
regulations and policies. For this analysis, the baseline is the cannabis cultivation and manufacturing 
that was occurring in the County in February 2017, when the NOP for this EIR was published. The 
potential environmental impacts of the Program are those associated with any new activity, or 
expansion of existing activity, beyond that baseline level that is attributable to the Program. It is that 
additional increment of cultivation and manufacturing that is the subject of this environmental 
analysis, pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  

This section describes, as best as possible based on reasonable efforts to obtain data, the 
environmental baseline conditions for cannabis cultivation and manufacturing, respectively. 
Additionally, the approach to impact assessment related to the environmental baseline conditions is 
described in Section 3.0.2, Assessment Methodology. 

Historically, cultivation of cannabis and manufacturing of cannabis products has been illegal, which 
means that these activities have occurred unofficially and secretively in the County and have not been 
thoroughly documented. As a result, there are no complete and reliable records for the existing 
locations, total area, or productivity of existing cannabis cultivation and manufacturing in the County, 
though from related records it is known that these activities do currently occur within the County and 
represent a significant portion of the local agricultural and manufacturing economy. 
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While the amount of cannabis cultivation and manufacturing currently taking place is difficult to 
quantify, a range of data sources are available 
that, taken together, indicate the probable 
maximum and minimum levels of existing 
activity. For this EIR, five sources of data 
were used to bracket the amount of current 
activity and to characterize, as much as 
possible, where the cultivation and 
manufacturing are occurring (see Appendix 
D). These are the 2016 County Commercial 
Cannabis Cultivation License Registration 
database, the 2016 Medical Cannabis 
Growers Survey (conducted by Santa Cruz 
Mountains for Sustainable Cannabis 
Medicine, March, 2016), the 2017 Cannabis 
Product Manufacturers Survey (conducted by 
the County Licensing Office), the County 
Planning Department’s list of active and 
potential enforcement cases against cannabis 
grow sites, and the County Sheriff’s Office’s 
list of enforcement cases related to cannabis 
cultivation and manufacturing in 2015 and 
2016.2  

Additionally, in January and February 2017, site visits and interviews were conducted by staff 
members from the County and the EIR consulting team. Site visits consisted of visiting 13 cannabis 
cultivation and manufacturing sites to observe and record the operations, verify the registration data 
provided by the cultivators, and interview the cultivators about the technique, materials, and 
demands of the cultivation and/or manufacturing operations. Anonymous profiles of the sites visited 
are available in Appendix D. Additional direct interviews in January and February 2017 included 
County departmental lead staff (including the Sheriff’s Office, Code Enforcement, and Cannabis 
Licensing Office) as well as cannabis cultivators and manufacturers in Santa Cruz County, a Bonny 
Doon neighbors group, and regional agency staff, including CalFire, the California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife (CDFW), and Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB). For this EIR, a range of 
likely existing baseline levels and locations of commercial cannabis activities is described based on 
available data sources and field observations. At a minimum, existing commercial cannabis activities 
include the 567 sites, out of 760 registered, that are identified by registration data as currently 
cultivating as of 2016, as described further below. At a maximum that is difficult to substantiate, 
anecdotal descriptions of the County’s existing cannabis industry from the cultivation community 
indicate that there could be up to 10,000 cultivators or manufacturers located throughout the County, 
including approximately 300 to 350 established commercial cultivators. It is estimated that there are 
currently about 100 larger/higher-yield cannabis product manufacturers and from 200-300 
smaller/lower-yield manufacturers. It is reasonable to consider that the “anecdotal” possible 
existence of many thousands more existing “micro” cannabis operations are most likely very small-

                                                             
 
2 Beginning in 2015, the County Sheriff’s Office investigates cannabis cultivation and manufacturing operations 
only in response to complaints logged or as a result of criminal investigations.  

Available Cannabis Activities Data Sources 

•760 pre-applications received
•259 known site locations

2016 License 
Registration

•272 completed surveys
•Focus on existing growers

2016 Growers 
Survey

•31 active enforcement cases
•97 potential cases based on aerial 

photography

Code 
Enforcement

•137 cannabis cases investigated
•32 honey butane oil cases investigatedSheriff's Office

•38 manufacturers surveyed
•No site specific data collected

2017 
Manufacturers 

Survey
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scale growers or manufacturers that carry out activities within garages, bedrooms, kitchens, 
backyards, small outdoor areas and the like, in manners that do not attract public attention and may 
end up continuing as unlicensed operations. A majority of these likely grow for personal use, with 
“extra” or small yields sold commercially. Based on that reasonable assumption, this portion of the 
baseline is assumed by this EIR to not change a great deal from existing conditions as a result of the 
Program (i.e., the existing “micro” activity is not affected as a direct or indirect consequence of County 
implementation of the Program, with these type of growers assumed to continue to operate in the 
unregulated and unpermitted illegal market for the foreseeable future). Over time, that type of 
cultivation may be more affected by market conditions as the industry matures, due both to 
legalization of up to six plants as personal grows, due to operation of the legal commercial cannabis 
marketplace, and due to increased reporting and enforcement activities related to cannabis 
operations. 

This EIR is being prepared to evaluate the potential environmental impacts of implementing a 
Program of licensed, permitted and legal operators in the future. Based on the County’s proposed 
Program, only cultivators who properly registered, or meet the condition of having been farmers for 
three prior years on CA zoned land, or are able to comply with adopted cannabis manufacturing 
regulations, will be eligible for licenses. Therefore, for the purposes of the EIR’s impact analysis, a 
reasonably likely level of existing cannabis activities based upon registration data and analysis of 
farming conditions is established and described below. The EIR aims to capture the additional 
cultivation and manufacturing operations that would result from the Program based on considering 
the 760 registrants as a substantial sample of the overall cannabis industry, which could contribute 
up to an additional 193 commercial cannabis cultivators beyond baseline conditions under the 
Program (baseline is thus considered as the 567 existing cannabis cultivation sites that registrants 
indicated are currently growing cannabis). 

Existing Cannabis Cultivation: Describing the Baseline Conditions 

Types of Cannabis Cultivation  

A wide range of cannabis cultivation types occurs in the County, in a variety of settings, including small 
to large greenhouse growers, outdoor growers on mountain hillsides, and indoor growers in 
commercial and industrial areas. While some growers prefer to cultivate outdoors, most current 
outdoor growers aspire to operations that will cultivate partially or exclusively within greenhouses. 
Reasons include the economics of ability to grow multiple harvest cycles per year, control over 
growing conditions such as moisture and pests, better security, and better quality flowers that are 
more marketable. Descriptions of the types of cultivation follow:  

• Indoor – cultivation occurs in an enclosed space with full suppression of natural light. 
Artificial lights, irrigation, dehumidifiers, and heating, ventilation, and air conditioning 
(“HVAC”) equipment are used to control interior climate. Indoor facilities are typically 
secured and locked to prevent trespassing and theft. This EIR assumes that cannabis grown 
in buildings averages four harvests per year. 

• Outdoor – cultivation occurs in open-air with access to only natural light. Cultivated area can 
either have unobstructed access to sunlight or can be covered with a light-permeable 
temporary structure such as a traditional hoop house with transparent cover and no electrical 
components. A traditional hoop house is typically 12 feet in height, may be disassembled or 
moved throughout the day, and involve no foundation, lighting or HVAC improvements. 
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Outdoor cultivation can be, but is not always, secured with fencing and located in relatively 
inaccessible areas on private properties to dissuade trespassing and theft. Outdoor 
cultivation in some cases occurs through trespass on public lands. Usually, the cannabis plants 
grown outdoors are not planted directly into native soil, but are in soil-filled containers or 
bags. This EIR assumes that cannabis grown outdoors averages two harvests per year. 

• Greenhouse and Non-traditional Improved Hoop Houses – this type of cultivation occurs 
inside a greenhouse structure, which can provide mixed light sources. Passive greenhouses 
use only natural light, though it can be controlled with shading, and typically use drip or 
recirculating irrigation. Mixed light greenhouses supplement natural light with light 
suppression/shielding and artificial lights, along with HVAC and other climate controls, and 
irrigation plumbing. Greenhouses may or may not be secured and locked to prevent 
trespassing and theft. Non-traditional hoop houses are commonly used for cannabis 
cultivation, and from a regulatory standpoint they are considered to be greenhouses. Non-
traditional hoop houses vary from the traditional hoop house in that they are not set up to be 
quickly dismantled, often having paving or impervious surfaces inside, include electrical 
lighting and irrigation features, are sealed or otherwise insulated from outside moisture, and 
typically include mechanical ventilation. Due to the variety of set-ups observed in the field, 
with some producing two harvests per year and others four harvests per year, this EIR 
assumes that cannabis grown in these types of facilities averages three harvests per year. 

Estimating the Size of the Existing Cultivation Industry 

As reviewed earlier in this Chapter, 
while the general types of cannabis 
cultivation that occurs in the 
County are known, it is difficult to 
confirm or estimate the amount and 
location of existing cannabis 
cultivation. Estimates recorded 
during interviews with people in 
the local cannabis industry in 
January and February 2017 range 
from 1,800 up to 10,000 
commercial cultivators in the 
County, but these values are 
unsubstantiated by any reliable 
data. This difficulty in estimation is 
due largely to the lack of record 
keeping for past or current 
cannabis-related activities, since 
cannabis cultivation and 
manufacturing have historically 
been illegal. Past sources of data have mainly included enforcement and prosecution data related to 
raids of illegal grow sites and, as such, only capture a fraction of the total cannabis cultivation and 
manufacturing activities occurring in the County.  

Mountain
40%

Urban
19%

Agricultural
22%

North Coast
7%

Undisclosed
12%

Existing Cultivation Sites by Region



County of Santa Cruz  Chapter 2 Project Description 
 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 2-21 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

Data gathered during the 2016 License 
Registration and the 2016 Growers Survey 
provides information for a sample of 796 
cultivation sites.3 These data have shortcomings; 
for example, all data is user-reported so there is 
no reliable way to confirm the data, and the data 
does not capture the whole cannabis industry in 
the County, such as “garage grows” (which are 
considered by this EIR to be an aspect of the 
baseline that would continue into the foreseeable 
future, although potentially reduced over time 
through private market forces and government 
enforcement). Despite these shortcomings, the 
2016 survey and registration data are the best 
sources to characterize the types and 
distribution of growing, though not necessarily 
the total number or volume of production. Taken 
together, these data indicate that 62 percent of 
the cultivation currently occurs within the 
Mountain Region and South County Region of the 
County. These data indicate that only 7 percent 
of cultivation occurs in the North Coast Region.  

Considering the registration data only, 46 
percent of existing cultivation occurs outdoors using sunlight, 16 
percent occurs within greenhouses, and 19 percent occurs 
indoors. Approximately 19 percent was either undisclosed or is a 
mix of indoor, outdoor, and/or greenhouse cultivation on a single 
parcel. About 64 percent of existing cultivation sites have a 
residential unit on site. Approximately 34 percent of cannabis 
canopies are under 500 square feet (sf) and only 13 percent are 
larger than 5,000 sf. The average canopy size is approximately 
3,000 sf. From the license registration data, the largest cultivation canopies are 1 acre in size. Many 
respondents to the 2016 Growers Survey indicated that cultivation provided cannabis products not 
only for sale but also for personal medical use or for a family member’s medical use, which may 
explain the wide range of canopy sizes currently under cultivation. The license registration data 
captured a total of 36 acres of existing cultivation occurring Countywide. 

                                                             
 
3 Note: There is an unknown degree of overlap between 2016 Cannabis Growers Survey respondents and 2016 
Licensing Program registrants. 

Approximately 567 Licensing 
Program registrants reported 
a total existing cultivation of 

36 acres, which constitutes an 
unknown but potentially 

substantial percentage of total 
Countywide cultivation  



County of Santa Cruz  Chapter 2 Project Description 
 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 2-22 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

Additionally, there are 200 known cannabis sites based on research of aerial photography, code 
enforcement case data, and other visual observations conducted by county enforcement staff case 
data. The total acreage of these types of sites has not been undocumented, but these 200 are 
considered additional to the number of registration cultivators because subjects of enforcement are 
not considered to be included within those that voluntarily registered with the County. 

The resultant total of 996 existing sites, which includes the 796 known cultivators based on 
registration and survey data along with the 200 cannabis enforcement case data, certainly does not 
represent the actual level of cannabis cultivation and manufacturing occurring in the County, as the 
data was collected either voluntarily (survey and registration data) or as the result of pro-active 
enforcement and citizen complaints (enforcement data), and with some potential to overlap between 
data sources. Anecdotally, the County Sheriff’s Office estimates at least 1,800 cultivation sites exist 
currently in the County.  

As discussed earlier, members of the cannabis cultivation community estimate the total number of 
existing sites could reach approximately 10,000 sites, if all the smaller “garage grow” types are added 
to the between 300 to 350 established commercial cultivation operations (Amec Foster Wheeler 
2016a and 2016b). The actual amount of the existing activity is unknown and is not reasonably 
expected to be discoverable as part of the Program, and the potentially existing thousands of garage-
grow types of operations is stable both as part of the existing condition baseline and a portion of future 
cultivation activity for the foreseeable future that remains unlicensed and illegal. It is noted that the 
unincorporated area currently contains about 57,000 housing units, and if there were 9,000 or more 
“micro” garage-/bedroom-growers, then that would mean that over 15 percent of all housing 
units/properties in the unincorporated area would be involved with cannabis cultivation. Based upon 
County staff knowledge of neighborhoods and the housing supply, this is likely an unreasonably high 
number, but as this type of activity is not expected to be affected directly or indirectly by the County’s 
adoption of the Program, it is not further analyzed by this EIR. Additional information describing the 
environmental baseline for this EIR is available in Section 3.0, Introduction and Approach to Analysis 
and potential opportunities for cultivation and manufacturing in Section 2.3.3, Potential Cannabis 
Cultivation and Manufacturing. 

2015/16 Enforcement Activities 

144 drug cases

31 code enforcement cases

18 incident cases

4 assists to other departments

1 suspicious circumstance

2 weapons cases

In total, available data sources identified 996 potential existing cannabis sites. 

During 2015/2016, the County recorded 
200 cases involving cannabis, including:  

• 31 Planning Department 
enforcement cases, and  

• 169 Sheriff’s Office law 
enforcement cases.  

32 of these cases were related to 
manufacture of butane honey oil (BHO). 
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Existing Cannabis Product Manufacturing 

Types of Cannabis Product Manufacturing 

A range of cannabis product manufacturing also occurs in the County, including the manufacturing of 
concentrated extracts with processes that generate tinctures, hash, kief, butane honey oil, and 
supercritical carbon dioxide (CO2) oils or infusions thereof. Cannabis product manufacturing is 
defined as production, preparation, propagation, or compounding of manufactured cannabis products 
either directly or indirectly, or by extraction methods, independently by means of chemical synthesis, 
or by a combination of extraction and chemical synthesis, at a fixed location that packages or 
repackages cannabis. Descriptions of manufacturing processes are available in Appendix D. These 
products are made through a variety of manufacturing processes that range from low input/low risk 
to high input/high risk, as described below. Detailed descriptions of manufacturing processes are 
available in Appendix D. 

• Infused Products - Infuses raw cannabis flower/leaves or prepared concentrate into 
different mediums (e.g., oil, milk, butter, other lipids) to make new products such as: edibles 
like baked goods, the production of lotions and salves, soaps and the like, and vape pens.  

• Non-flammable Extraction - Using cold water, heat press, lipid (butter, milk, oil) or other 
non-chemical extraction method to make bubble hash, kief, rosin, cannabis-infused lipid, etc.; 
CO2 extraction to make cannabis concentrates/oil (closed loop only) under low pressure. 

• Flammable or High Pressure Extraction - Compressed and uncompressed liquid solvents 
using pentane, hexane, butane, propane, ethanol, etc. to make cannabis concentrates/oil 
(closed loop only); CO2 extraction to make cannabis concentrates/oil (closed loop only) under 
higher pressure; Post-extraction refinement, taking previously extracted cannabis 
concentrates and further refining through processes such as chromatography, to make 
distillates.  

Estimating the Size of Existing Cannabis Manufacturing Industry  

Though the 2016 License Registration asked respondents to 
indicate whether cannabis manufacturing would occur onsite, the 
intent of the registration was to collect information from 
cultivators who would seek a license to cultivate, not manufacture, 
under the Program. As such, the manufacturing data from the 
registration process is less reliable. For example, only 8 percent of 
existing cultivation sites reported manufacturing operations 
onsite, while 88 percent reported no manufacturing occurs onsite 
and 4 percent did not reply. This low percentage does not comport with information gathered during 
interviews with cannabis industry representatives in early 2017. These interviews, along with the 
Cannabis Manufacturers Survey results and the 2016 License Registration data, indicate there are at 
least 46 and up to 100 existing “larger/higher-yield” manufacturers. In addition, it is estimated that 
there are between 200 to 300 “smaller/lower-yield” manufacturers and up to 1,000 micro or home-
based manufacturers currently operating in the County (resident operation ancillary to residence).  

Additionally, while the 2016 License Registration data did not collect data regarding location and type 
of product manufactured, the Cannabis Manufacturers Survey and interviews with the cannabis 
industry provided some information about the type and intensity of existing manufacturers. A total of 

At least 46 manufacturers are 
known, but it is estimated that 

100 larger/higher-yield and 
200 to 300 smaller/lower-yield 

manufacturers currently 
operate in the County. 
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37 existing manufacturers provided survey responses to help describe the range and level of 
manufacturing currently occurring in the County. For example, 48 percent of surveyed manufacturers 
use flammable extraction processes while 52 percent use non-flammable, with some overlaps where 
manufacturers partake in both types. The concentrates are then manufactured into edibles, topicals, 
and vape pens for distribution to dispensaries. A wide range of chemical and base materials are used 
depending on the manufacturing process, including ethanol, CO2, butane, propane, and other natural 
gases, as well as isopropyl (rubbing) alcohol, hydrogen, liquid nitrogen, and lipids, such as 
coconut/olive oil and butter. These chemicals are used during the manufacturing process and are 
typically stored onsite. Equipment required also varies depending on the manufacturing process and 
can include machinery engineered specifically for extraction, such as closed loop CO2 extraction 
machines, distillation machines, rosin presses, and chromatography machines, to simple household 
appliances, such as crockpots, ovens/stoves, and food processors or blenders. Additionally, 
manufacturers use machinery to package products, such as capsule fillers.  

Existing cannabis product manufacturers are 
located throughout the County on properties 
zoned for agriculture, timber production, 
residential uses, commercial uses, and 
manufacturing/industrial uses. Only 27 
percent of the survey respondents reported 
operating on commercial or 
manufacturing/industrial properties. The 
floor area required for manufacturing ranges 
from under 500 sf to over 5,000 sf, with the 
most common area of between 1,000 sf and 
2,500 sf. Manufacturers operate at least 40 
hours per week but some may produce 
cannabis product 24 hours per day to 
maximize batches and output. These 
operations require employees onsite. Smaller 
and/or less labor intensive operations may 
employ one to three people, but larger and/or 
more complex operations vary in employment 
levels, but on average typically require six 
employees. Based on site visits and interviews 
with industry representatives, about one-half of cultivation sites engage in some level of 
manufacturing activity, which is assumed to continue to be the case since agricultural processing and 
manufacture is allowed to occur on agricultural lands. While the survey characterized existing 
manufacturing, it also indicated that 94 percent of existing manufacturers would like to expand their 
business to produce more products both in diversity and amount. 
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2.3 Proposed Program 
The Program is a regulatory program to manage 
and monitor legal and permitted commercial 
cannabis cultivation and associated 
manufacturing in unincorporated areas of the 
County through the adoption of General 
Plan/Local Coastal Program policies and 
ordinances and establishment of a licensing 
program. The Program would regulate how, 
where, and how much cannabis may be 
commercially cultivated to provide an adequate 
supply while also protecting the natural 
environment, local economies, and 
neighborhood quality. The Program would also 
specify and regulate how and where cannabis, 
including extracts and infused products, may be 
manufactured and licensed in the County. 
Consistent with state law, the Program is 
intended to balance the demands for cannabis 
and cannabis products with the health, safety, 
and welfare of the community and the 
environment. As described in Section 1.0, 
Introduction, the Program was developed based 
on input from the C4 and other stakeholders. 

The Program would apply to unincorporated regions of the County where proposed amendments to 
the General Plan/Local Coastal Program and SCCC would allow for commercial cannabis cultivation 
and manufacturing. The location and method of cannabis cultivation and product manufacturing 
would vary throughout the County under the ordinance standards and licensing provisions of the 
Program. While the Program would apply to applicable zoning districts countywide, the County’s 
2016 License Registration data indicates that most future cannabis cultivation planned by current 
registrants would occur in rural areas. The San Lorenzo Valley in the Mountain Region contains the 
highest percentage of current registrants for licensing of existing and future cannabis cultivation sites, 
followed by the South County Region. Further, the Mountain Region also contains the highest portion 
of registrants that manufacture cannabis products onsite, followed by Live Oak in the Urban Region.  

2.3.1 Program Objectives 
State CEQA Guidelines require that the EIR project description include a statement of the objectives 
of the proposed Program. The primary objectives of the Program are to:  

1. Regulate commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing of cannabis products within 
Santa Cruz County in a manner consistent with state law, and allow the orderly development 
and oversight of commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing businesses within the 
County; 

2. Develop a program that encourages cannabis cultivators and cannabis product manufacturers 
to operate legally and secure necessary permits and licenses to operate in full compliance 

 
Commercial cannabis cultivation would be 
regulated under the Program to protect the 
quality of neighborhoods and the environment. 
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with County regulations, maximizing the proportion of activities within the program and 
minimizing unlicensed activities; 

3. Provide efficiency and clarity in the commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing 
licensing and permit processes, regulations, and standards to facilitate participation and use 
by applicants; 

4. Prevent impacts of cannabis cultivation and manufacturing sites on children and sensitive 
populations;  

5. Encourage the commercial cultivation and manufacturing of high quality local cannabis 
products that meet the demand for Santa Cruz cannabis and cannabis products, including the 
needs of medical patients and their caregivers, as well as adult personal use as authorized 
under Proposition 64; 

6. Develop a legal, local cannabis industry to improve the County’s tax base in balance with other 
objectives;  

7. Ensure compatibility of commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing sites with 
surrounding land uses, especially residential neighborhoods, educational facilities, 
agriculture operations, and timber production; 

8. Minimize adverse effects of commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing on the 
natural environment, natural resources and wildlife, including riparian corridors, wetlands 
and sensitive habitats, as well as effects on water supply, water quality and instream flows; 

9. Regulate sites and premises used for commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing to 
avoid the risks of criminal activity, degradation of the visual setting and neighborhood 
character, obnoxious odors, hazardous materials, and fire hazards; 

10. Ensure cannabis is cultivated and manufactured into products in a manner that supports 
public health and safety; 

11. Ensure adequate law enforcement and fire protection response to commercial cannabis 
cultivation and manufacturing sites; and 

12. Promote energy and resource efficiency in cannabis cultivation and manufacturing of 
cannabis products. 

During the Program initiation process, the County identified two regulatory scenarios for cannabis 
cultivation to evaluate and compare at the same level of detail in the EIR: the Project and a More 
Permissive Project. The County Board of Supervisors initially reviewed the Project scenario and 
initiated environmental analysis under CEQA. The More Permissive Project was developed by County 
staff to provide additional information to guide selection of a final Program by the County.  

Both the Project and the More Permissive Project meet the Program objectives described above; 
however, they differ in the degree to which they meet each individual Program objectives and how 
they balance among competing priorities in establishing allowable cultivation and manufacturing 
locations and intensities. Each scenario also differs in the type, nature, and degree of resulting 
environmental impacts (see Section 3.0, Introduction and Approach to Analysis). Under the More 
Permissive Project, the County could potentially accommodate larger and more numerous 
commercial cannabis cultivation sites, which would increase the amount of cannabis produced within 
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the County under a license to operate consistent with County regulations (see Section 2.3.2, Program 
Components).  

2.3.2 Program Components 
To ensure that commercial cultivation of cannabis and manufacturing of cannabis products in the 
County occurs in a way that complies with applicable state and local laws, the Program has been 
designed to maintain a healthy environment, and ensure safe communities. The Program proposes to:  

1. Amend the SCCC to provide commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing licensing 
regulations in Chapter 7.128 (Commercial Cannabis Cultivation) and Chapter 7.132 (Cannabis 
Manufacturing);  

2. Amend the General Plan/Local Coastal Program and SCCC Chapter 13.10, Zoning Regulations, 
to identify land use categories in which cannabis cultivation and manufacturing are 
permitted, and to establish permitting processes, including for limited cannabis 
manufacturing home occupations as an ancillary use of detached single family homes;  

3. Amend the SCCC to establish zoning and other regulations for permitting cannabis-related 
use and development activities; and 

4. Implement the permitting and licensing program to track and control cultivation and 
manufacturing sites in the unincorporated areas of the County. Development standards would 
provide guidance on how to authorize the location and methods of cultivation and 
manufacturing for licensed grow sites and avoid adverse effects on natural resources and 
communities to the greatest extent feasible. Proposed zoning district restrictions, setbacks, 
minimum parcel size, exclusions, and licensing program requirements would limit overall 
potential cultivation and manufacturing to substantially less than the theoretical maximum 
level based only on zoning designations. Drafts of the proposed ordinances for SCCC Chapter 
7.128 (Commercial Cannabis Cultivation), Chapter 7.132 (Cannabis Manufacturing), and 
proposed amendments to Chapter 13.10 and General Plan/Local Coastal Plan are found in 
Appendix C. Additionally, specific information related to the Project and More Permissive 
Project and are available online at: 

http://www.sccoplanning.com/PlanningHome/Environmental/CEQAInitialStudiesEIRs/ 
CannabisRegulationsEnvironmentalReview.aspx .. 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing Licensing Program 
The proposed amendments to Chapter 7.128 and the new Chapter 7.132 would create the Commercial 
Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing Licensing Program, operated by the County Licensing Official 
and other County staff, to provide a comprehensive licensing program to monitor and control 

cultivation and manufacturing sites throughout the 
unincorporated area of the County. The licensing program 
would allow cultivation of cannabis and manufacturing of 
cannabis products in accordance with MAUCRSA, which passed 
with SB 94 on June 15, 2017 to combine MMRSA and AUMA, 
along with local requirements. Only commercial cultivators 
who registered under the County’s registration process in 2016 
would be eligible to apply for a cultivation license under the 

Under the Program, to legally 
cultivate, any commercial 

cannabis cultivator or 
manufacturer would be 

required to obtain a license 
from the County. 

http://www.sccoplanning.com/PlanningHome/Environmental/CEQAInitialStudiesEIRs/CannabisRegulationsEnvironmentalReview.aspx
http://www.sccoplanning.com/PlanningHome/Environmental/CEQAInitialStudiesEIRs/CannabisRegulationsEnvironmentalReview.aspx
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Project, except for farmers operating on CA zoned properties for at least three years, who would be 
eligible for a cultivation license without registering first. Furthermore, only those cultivators who 
secure a County license and associated land use permits during the licensing program time frame 
would be allowed to commercially cultivate cannabis or manufacture cannabis products and obtain 
appropriate mandatory state-issued licenses. Licensing would be subject to review and payment of 
fees to allow the County to manage implementation of the development and licensing standards 
proposed under the Project or the More Permissive Project. 

To secure a license to cultivate cannabis, an applicant must have been operating an established 
cultivation site since 2013, or must have been engaged in commercial farming of another crop on a 
parcel zoned for Commercial Agriculture (CA) for 3 consecutive prior years at the time of adoption of 
the Program. Through the County’s registration process, cultivation sites were identified that: 1) 
conform to the Project or More Permissive Project; 2) may be brought into conformance through 
modification to cultivation practices and/or on-site location; or 3) are not suitable for cultivation, and 
would be required to move to a different parcel that meets the criteria established by the Project or 
More Permissive Project to obtain a license. 

The time to apply for licenses to conduct cannabis manufacturing activities is not proposed to be 
limited, at least initially, and will be subject to restrictions and development permit requirements 
equivalent to existing restrictions of SCCC on comparable activities, plus additional restrictions to 
address public health and safety concerns specific to cannabis manufacturing activities under the 
proposed Program. 

Proposed Zoning Restrictions for Commercial Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Under both the Project and the More Permissive Project, outdoor cannabis cultivation with a local 
license would become either a principally permitted or conditionally allowed use within areas zoned 
Residential Agriculture (RA), Special Use (SU)4, Timber Production (TP), Agriculture (A), Commercial 
Agriculture (CA), Community Services (C-4), Industrial (M-1, M-2, M-3) with Quarry Overlay (Q). 
Properties in CA, A, C-4, and M/Q may be licensed within the coastal zone and 1-mile buffer as long as 
they are outdoors or in existing structures. Properties are excluded from licenses if zoned RA, SU, or 
TP within an area defined by the Coastal Zone + 1-mile buffer inland for the Project, and excluded 
within the Coastal Zone (but no 1-mile buffer exclusion) for the More Permissive Project (see 
Figures 2-2, 2-3, and 2-4). Parcels that are zoned CA, A, RA, SU, TP (subject to the requirements of the 
Forest Practices Act), as well as M-3 (Mineral Extraction Industrial), may be appropriate for outdoor 
and indoor cannabis (including greenhouses). Indoor cultivation would also be considered as 
appropriately located in M-1 (Light Industrial), M-2 (Heavy Industrial), and to a limited extent in some 
C-4 (Commercial Services) locations and would require a use and/or development permit. In addition 
to the zoning requirement the Program includes a range of restrictions and exclusions, such as 
setbacks and restrictions on onsite cultivation methods, technologies, and techniques, based on the 
permit approved and/or license type issued. The exclusions and restrictions differ between the 
Project and the More Permissive Project according to zoning district, which are described in detail in 
this section.  

                                                             
 
4 Where the General Plan land use designation is implemented by a zoning district in which cannabis cultivation is 
allowed. 



County of Santa Cruz  Chapter 2 Project Description 
 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 2-29 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

Commercial cannabis manufacturing would become an allowable use with approved land use permits 
in the SU (with limitations), M1, M2, M3, C-4 districts, as well as in C-2 only in conjunction with a 
licensed dispensary. Certain zoning districts would only allow manufacturing along with licensed 
commercial cultivation, where allowed, while some districts would allow stand-alone manufacturing 
operations with the appropriate land use permit and license. Commercial cannabis product 
manufacturing would also become an allowed use within TP, CA, A, AP, and RA zoning districts only 
in conjunction with onsite licensed cannabis cultivation. Manufacturing would be subject to 
restrictions on manufacturing type, scope, and materials based on zoning; most manufacturing 
activities would require discretionary development permit approvals, depending on type and/ or 
scope, as further described herein. Further, cannabis home occupations would be allowed within all 
eligible zoning districts on properties with detached single-family dwellings. A “cannabis home 
occupation” would allow non-volatile manufacturing of smaller quantities of cannabis products, such 
as edibles and topicals, using imported cannabis materials or extracts. Cannabis home occupations 
would be allowed within all eligible zoning districts, but would likely be most common in residential 
areas due to the restriction that it may only occur on properties with detached single-family dwellings. 
Commercial cannabis product manufacturing would become an allowable use as an ancillary home 
occupation associated with sites with detached single-family dwellings, with no employees allowed 
(except through county approval of a conditional use permit on RA and RR parcels that would allow 
employees) and limits on the nature and extent of activity.  

Proposed Development Standards for Commercial Cultivation 

Minimum Parcel Sizes for Cultivation 

The Program would specify minimum parcels sizes for each zoning district that accommodates 
commercial cannabis cultivation. Any properties that are smaller than the minimum parcel size for 
each zoning district would not be eligible for licensing. The minimum parcel size would generally 
decrease under the More Permissive Project compared to the Project, to allow more opportunity for 
legal cultivation on smaller parcels (Table 2-2).  

Table 2-2  Minimum Parcel Sizes 

Zoning District Project More Permissive Project 
CA 1 acre 1 acre 
A 10 acres 5 acres 
RA 5 acres 2.5 acres 
C-4 None None 
M-1, -2, or -3 (incl. with “Q” designation) None None 
TP 5 acres 5 acres 
SU 5 acres 5 acres 

Maximum Cultivation Canopy Size 

The Program would limit the maximum “canopy” size, based upon the total of the diameter of 
individual plants (the space between plants is not counted toward the allowable canopy area). Canopy 
size would be limited to a specified percentage of the parcel size with a fixed maximum square footage 
allowable by zoning district. The maximum canopy size would generally increase under the More 
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Permissive Project compared to the Project to allow more opportunity for cultivation (Table 2-3). For 
C-4 and M zoned properties under the Project scenario, there is a 100,000-sf limit on the total allowed 
canopy within both districts combined. The County would license cultivation up to this limit on a first 
come, first served basis. Under the More Permissive Project scenario, the limit is raised to 150,000 sf. 
When the applicable limit is reached, the limit may be raised by the Board of Supervisors based upon 
a recommendation by the Licensing Official. 

Table 2-3 Maximum Canopy Size 

Zoning District Project More Permissive Project 
CA 2% of parcel size, or maximum 

22,000 sf 
4% of parcel size, or maximum 
44,000 sf*** 

A 1.5% of parcel size, or maximum 
10,000 sf 

3% of parcel size, or maximum 
20,000 sf 

RA 1.25% of parcel size, or maximum 
of 5,100 sf 

2.5% of parcel size, or maximum 
10,200 sf 

C-4 A maximum of 22,000* sf A maximum of 22,000** sf 
M-1 or -2 A maximum of 22,000* sf A maximum of 22,000** sf 
M-3 (incl. with “Q” designation) A maximum of 22,000* sf A maximum of 44,000** sf 
TP 1.25% of parcel size, or maximum 

5,100 sf on parcels <10 acres; 
1.25% of parcel size, or maximum 
10,000 sf on parcels >10 acres 

2.5% of parcel size, or maximum 
10,000 sf on parcels <10 acres; 
2.5% of parcel size, or maximum 
20,000 sf on parcels >10 acres 

SU 1.25% of parcel size, or maximum 
5,100 sf on parcels <10 acres; 
1.25% of parcel size, or maximum 
10,000 sf on parcels >10 acres 

2.5% of parcel size, or maximum 
10,000 sf on parcels <10 acres; 
2.5% of parcel size, or maximum 
20,000 sf on parcels >10 acres 

Notes:  
*100,000 sf limit on total canopy in zoning districts C-4 and M combined. 
**150,000 sf limit on total canopy in zoning districts C-4 and M combined. Also, 44,000 sf is rounded up to convey 1 
acre, which is 43,560 sf and the highest amount that the State plans to license in the near term. 

Required Residence for Cultivation 

The Program includes a requirement for an onsite residential unit in some zoning districts to ensure 
that a cultivation site is serviced by water, power, and wastewater management systems, to encourage 
continuous habitation in the interest of site security, and to encourage a sense of neighborhood 
participation and connectivity. It should be noted that under the California Building Code, legal single-
family dwellings can be constructed with sizes as small as about 300 square feet, as long as building 
standards are met. Development of new single-family homes would be required to meet applicable 
zoning and building code requirements and comply with applicable limitations. Use of a generator as 
a primary energy source is not allowable under the proposed Licensing Program. Table 2-4 details the 
whether a residential unit is required on a parcel by zoning district. Neither the Project nor the More 
Permissive Project require homes on parcels within zoning districts CA, C-4, and M-1,2,3 including a 
“Q” designation (for Quarry).  
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Table 2-4 Residential Unit on Parcel Required 

Zoning District Unit Required by Project and More Permissive 
Project 

CA No 
A Yes 
RA Yes 
C-4 No 
M-1,2, or 3 (incl. with “Q” designation) No 
TP Yes 
SU Yes 

Restrictions on Cultivation within the Coastal Zone + 1-mile Buffer  

The Program proposes unique regulations for cannabis cultivation within the Coastal Zone as 
designated by the State of California plus a 1-mile buffer inland from the Coastal Zone boundary (see 
Figure 2-2). These restrictions aim to balance cannabis cultivation with management of resources in 
the coastal setting, such as timber, agriculture, visual resources, visitor serving uses, and residential 
uses. Table 2-5 details the differences between the Project and the More Permissive Project regarding 
whether commercial cannabis cultivation would be allowed within the Coastal Zone + 1-mile buffer, 
by zoning district. Cultivation within CA, A, M, and C-4 is allowed within the whole of the Coastal Zone 
+ 1-mile buffer under both Program scenarios. However, the Project bans cultivation within RA, TP, 
and SU zoning districts in the Coastal Zone + 1-mile buffer. Additionally, under the Project in the 
Coastal Zone + 1-mile buffer, cultivation may only take place outdoors, or in existing indoor spaces. 
Applicants may not construct new structures, including but not limited to greenhouses, to cultivate 
cannabis in this area. The More Permissive Project allows for cultivation within the 1-mile buffer of 
the Coastal Zone for RA, TP, and SU zoning districts, but not within the Coastal Zone itself.  

Table 2-5 Cultivation within the Proposed Coastal Zone + 1-mile Boundary 

Zoning District Project More Permissive Project 
CA Cultivation allowed outdoors or in 

existing indoor or greenhouse spaces 
Cultivation allowed outdoors or in 
existing indoor or greenhouse spaces 

A Cultivation allowed outdoors or in 
existing indoor or greenhouse spaces 

Cultivation allowed outdoors or in 
existing indoor or greenhouse spaces 

RA No commercial cultivation Cultivation allowed only within the 
1-mile buffer area of Coastal Zone; 
not within Coastal Zone itself 

C-4 Cultivation allowed  Cultivation allowed indoor only 
M-1,2,3 (incl. with “Q” 
designation) 

Cultivation allowed Cultivation allowed indoor only, 
except outdoor allowed on “Q” sites 

TP No commercial cultivation Cultivation allowed only within the 
1-mile buffer area of Coastal Zone; 
not within Coastal Zone itself 

SU No commercial cultivation Cultivation allowed only within the 
1-mile buffer area of Coastal Zone; 
not within Coastal Zone itself 
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Cultivation within the Urban and Rural Services Lines 

The Program proposes unique regulations for cannabis cultivation within the Urban and Rural 
Services Lines (USL+RSL) designated by the County (see Figure 2-2). These restrictions are intended 
to limit cannabis cultivation within urban areas where conflicts may be more common, such as with 
schools and neighborhoods. Table 2-6 details whether commercial cannabis cultivation is allowed for 
both the Project and the More Permissive Project within the USL+RSL, by zoning district.  

Table 2-6 Summary Cultivation within Urban and Rural Services (USL+RSL) Lines 

Zoning District Project and More Permissive Project 
CA Cultivation is allowed within the USL+RSL only in the Coastal Zone + 1 mile 
A Cultivation is allowed within the USL+RSL only in the Coastal Zone + 1 mile 
RA No commercial cultivation is allowed within the USL+RSL 
C-4 Cultivation is allowed indoors within the USL+RSL only in the Coastal Zone + 1 

mile 
M-1,2,3 (incl. with “Q” 
designation) 

Cultivation is allowed indoors (except Q sites may also grow outdoors) within 
the USL+RSL only in the Coastal Zone + 1 mile 

TP No commercial cultivation is allowed within the USL+RSL 
SU No commercial cultivation is allowed within the USL+RSL 

Cultivation Types Allowed within Supervisorial District 2 

The Project and the More Permissive Project differ in restrictions on commercial cannabis 
cultivation within County Supervisorial District 2 (see Figure 2-2). Specifically, under the Project, in 
District 2 all cannabis cultivation must occur indoors and the minimum parcel size is larger than 5 
acres in all eligible zoning districts. Under the More Permissive Project, these restrictions would not 
apply. Supervisorial District 2 has a combination of rural land and residences that led to the Project 
scenario limiting cultivation to indoor environments on larger parcels to address potential land use 
conflicts.  

Required Growing Area Setbacks and Separation Requirements from Existing 
Features and Uses 

The Program also includes physical restrictions to cultivation growing areas to control where and 
how cannabis could be cultivated on a site-by-site basis. Primarily, the Program specifies parcel or 
growing area separation requirements from sensitive uses such as parks, libraries, and schools, and 
setbacks from environmental features such as creeks. Maintaining distance between cultivation and 
adjacent uses and resources is intended to minimize land use conflicts and potential hazards to public 
health and safety and the environment. The More Permissive Project generally reduces required 
parcel or growing area separations and setbacks, which would increase the potential area available 
for cultivation within a site. Under the Project, required setbacks range from 50 feet up to 600 feet. 
Under the More Permissive Project, required setbacks range from 50 feet to 300 feet. Table 2-7 details 
the differences between the Project and the More Permissive Project in required parcel or growing 
area separation from municipal boundaries, schools, libraries, parks, and drug treatment facilities to 
the closest property line of the parcel on which cannabis is being cultivated. Table 2-8 details the 
differences between the Project and the More Permissive Project in required setbacks and exceptions 
to setbacks for public right-of-way, streams and wetland areas, or habitable structures and the 



County of Santa Cruz  Chapter 2 Project Description 
 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 2-33 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

growing area on the cultivation site. Consistent with state law, no cultivation would be allowed on a 
parcel within 600 feet of a school for either scenario. Setbacks and separation requirements to 
growing areas would be measured as the horizontal distance from any of the identified features or 
parcel boundary to the closest growing area of the cultivation site, without regard for intervening 
structures. 

Table 2-7 Required Parcel Separation Distances 

Project More Permissive Project 
No cannabis cultivation would be allowed on a parcel within 600 feet* of a school parcel line for 

either Program scenario. 
No cannabis cultivation allowed on parcels within 
600 feet of the parcel line of: 
• Municipal boundary 
• Library 
• Alcohol or drug treatment facility 
• Any park other than a State Park within the USL 

No cannabis cultivation allowed on parcels within 
300 feet of the parcel line of: 
• Municipal boundary 
• Library 
• Alcohol or drug treatment facility 
• Any park other than a State Park within the USL 

*Horizontal distance is measured from any of the features above to closest parcel boundary with cultivation onsite, 
without regard for intervening structures.  

Table 2-8 Required Setbacks from Cultivation Area 

Project More Permissive Project 
No cannabis cultivation allowed within: No cannabis cultivation allowed within: 
• 200 feet from a habitable* structure on a 

neighboring parcel. 
o >100 feet may be allowed as an exception 

granted by the Licensing Official 

• 100 feet from a habitable structure on a 
neighboring parcel. 

• 300 feet from a State Park within USL • 300 feet from a State Park within USL 

• Parcels 1-5 acres - 100 feet from public ROW • Parcels 1-5 acres - 50 feet from public ROW** 

• Parcels 5-10 acres - 200 feet from public ROW • Parcels 5-10 acres - 100 feet from public ROW** 

• Parcels > 10 acres - 300 feet from public ROW • Parcels > 10 acres - 150 feet from public ROW** 

• 100 feet from a perennial stream • 100 feet from a perennial stream 
• 50 feet from an intermittent or ephemeral 

stream, or in violation of SCCC Chapters 16.30 
(Riparian) or 16.32 (Sensitive Habitat), 
whichever is most restrictive 

• 50 feet from an intermittent or ephemeral 
stream, or in violation of SCCC Chapters 16.30 or 
16.32, whichever is most restrictive 

• 100 feet from high water mark (HWM) of water 
body 

• 100 feet from HWM of water body 

Notes:  
*Horizontal distance is measured from any of the features above to closest growing area of cultivation onsite, 
without regard for intervening structures.  
Per CalFire, habitable structure is a building that contains one or more dwelling units or that can be occupied for 
residential use 
**No ROW setback is required for indoor cultivation in C-4, M-1, M-2, or M-3 zoning districts. 
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Multiple Cultivation Licenses per Parcel 

The Program addresses situations where multiple licensees could cultivate on the same property. Co-
location is expected to occur on larger properties that have adequate space for multiple tenants, either 
within structures or outdoors. This provision would allow for cooperative cultivation and 
consolidation of licensees into one appropriate location, with the attendant potential for minimizing 
land use conflicts and environmental impacts. Under the Project, multiple licenses on one property 
would only be allowed on CA zoned parcels larger than 40 acres, and on M- and C-4 sites, and would 
require permission from the Licensing Official. Even with multiple cultivators, the total allowed 
canopy could not exceed 22,000 sf per parcel. Under the More Permissive Project, multiple licenses 
would be allowed by right for all eligible zoning districts, if the total canopy does not exceed the 
maximum canopy square footage restrictions for the zoning district. On CA parcels, the More 
Permissive Project would increase the maximum canopy size to 44,000 sf, which could better facilitate 
co-location. 

Imported Water for Cultivation 

The allowable sources of potable water for irrigation and other onsite uses differ between the Project 
and the More Permissive Project. The Project requires that the source of water be approved and be 
onsite, which would allow municipal water, permitted wells, and legal stream diversions with water 
rights. The More Permissive Project would allow those onsite sources as well as importing water by 
truck for initial filling of water storage tanks required to meet Fire Code standards. Imported water 
to fill water storage tanks would only be allowed from a purveyor licensed by the state to sell water 
from within Santa Cruz County or an adjacent county.  

Opportunities to Register for a License 

Under the Project and the More Permissive Project, only cannabis cultivation registrants who 
completed a license pre-application to the County by November 6, 2016 are eligible to receive a 
license to cultivate commercial cannabis, except that those farmers that have commercially farmed 
another crop on a parcel zoned for Commercial Agriculture (CA) for 3 consecutive prior years are 
eligible to obtain a license without having registered during the registration period. There is no 
registration process proposed for cannabis product manufacturers, who would be able to apply for a 
license on an ongoing basis. Whether there would be an eventual cap on the number or type of 
manufacturing licenses or any future additional registration period for cultivation licenses, or 
whether the Board might consider any other new or substantial changes to the proposed Program, is 
not addressed by this EIR, and would be future considerations by the Board of Supervisors that would 
be subject to further environmental review for CEQA compliance. 

Uniform Regulations for Commercial Cannabis Cultivation 

Additional restrictions that are uniform in all zoning districts are detailed below. There are no 
differences in these restrictions between the Project and More Permissive Project. 

• No cultivation allowed on a parcel within 600 feet of a parcel containing a school, per state 
law. 

• No cultivation within a residence or residential garage. 

• Cultivation area must not be visible from public ROW. 
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• No night lighting other than security lighting shall be visible from the subject parcel, with 
lighting managed to not spill onto neighboring properties or skyward. 

• No onsite advertising beyond allowed business ID signs per SCCC Chapter 13.10.580-585 and 
13.20.130 in the Coastal Zone. 

• No generators as an energy source for cultivation (or for any associated processing/ 
manufacturing) or for required homes, outside of limited use of a backup generator during an 
emergency. 

• Energy efficient cultivation methods are required. 

• Minimize impacts to sensitive habitat and species and comply with SCCC Title 16 
Environmental Resources ordinances. 

• Minimum 6-foot-tall opaque fence, constructed of non-plastic material and with locked gate, 
is required for all outdoor grows, although exceptions for open agricultural lands may be 
granted by the Licensing Official. 

• No license may be issued where the water source is shared without the permission of all 
interested parties. 

• No license may be issued where the water source is surface water without proof of valid water 
rights. 

• No license may be issued without appropriate site access and water availability for 
firefighting purposes. 

• No genetically engineered cannabis is allowed. 

• Must comply with all local, state, and federal laws regarding storm water management, 
pesticide, herbicide, and rodenticide application, worker safety, and chemical storage and use. 

Each cultivation site developed and operated consistent with the Program would trigger a unique 
combination of regulations depending on the location, setting, size, and surrounding uses of a site. In 
addition, all cultivation sites would be subject to existing regulations of the SCCC for site use and 
development, including the County Zoning Ordinance (Chapter 13.10) and other land use regulations, 
the Building Code (SCCC Title 12), the Fire Code (SCCC Chapter 7.92), and ordinances of Title 16, 
Environmental Regulations. 

Proposed Development Standards for Manufacturing of Cannabis Products 
The Program includes comprehensive regulations in proposed Chapter 7.132 of the SCCC, along with 
new regulations in Chapter 13.10, to address how, where, and how much manufacturing of cannabis 
products may occur in the County. Manufacturing of cannabis products would be addressed under the 
following license classes:  

• Class 1: Infused products 

• Class 2: Non-flammable extraction or extraction involving pressures less than 2,000 pounds 
per square inch (psi) 

• Class 3: Non-flammable extraction or extraction involving pressures less than 2,000 psi and 
infused products  
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• Class 4: Flammable extraction; non-flammable extraction or extraction involving pressures of 
2,000 psi or greater 

All commercial manufacturing activities would require a Cannabis Manufacture License in addition to 
any applicable use and/or development permits identified in SCCC Chapter 13.10, Zoning Regulations. 
Some classes of license types may also allow “lower” class activities to be included. Any manufacturing 
that does not fall within one of the above license classes would not be allowed in the County, such as 
open blast hydrocarbon manufacturing.  

Commercial cannabis manufacture would only be allowed in zoning districts specified by the 
proposed SCCC Chapter 7.132, and cannabis home occupations involving cannabis manufacturing 
would only allow certain types of activity, and only as ancillary uses to detached single-family 
dwellings. Manufacturing regulations would not differ between the Project and the More Permissive 
Project. Under both the Project and the More Permissive Project, cannabis product manufacturing 
would be allowed with conditions in CA, A, RA, R-1, RM, RB, RR, M-1, M-2, M-3, C-2, C-4, TP, and SU5 
zoning districts, with approval of a required discretionary use permit, and a development permit and 
building permit for new construction. Depending on size and scope, certain manufacturing activities 
would be prohibited or require discretionary development permit approvals in certain zones. 
Cannabis product manufacturing would become an allowable use within C-2, C-4, M-1, M-2, M-3 and 
SU districts either along with licensed commercial cannabis cultivation or as stand-alone cannabis 
manufacturing operations, and with approval of required discretionary land use permits. 
Manufacturing would be conditionally allowed with approval of required land use permits within A, 
RA, CA, and TP so long as manufacturing occurs along with licensed cannabis cultivation that is 
occurring on the parcel.  

Cannabis manufacturing would be allowed in R-1, RM, RB, RA and RR as a cannabis home occupation 
business, subject to proposed regulations for SCCC 13.10 for Cannabis Manufacture Home Occupation 
Permit regulations (see Section 2.3.8, Zoning Ordinance Amendments and Appendix C); manufacturing 
on RA and RR zoning would be subject to regulations for cannabis home occupation businesses, but 
may have employees and may import cannabis plant material if a conditional use permit is obtained 
as provided in SCCC Chapter 13.10. Table 2-9 summarizes the licensing regulations by eligible 
zoning district. 

Cannabis product manufacturing would become an allowable use within C-2, C-4, M-1, M-2, M-3 and 
SU districts either along with licensed commercial cannabis cultivation or as stand-alone cannabis 
manufacturing operations, but on C2 it may only occur on the same site as a licensed dispensary. 
Manufacturing would be conditionally allowed within A, RA, CA, and TP so long as manufacturing is 
ancillary to cannabis cultivation that is occurring on the parcel. In nearly all cases, approval of 
required discretionary land use and development permits would be required for manufacturing 
activities or development, along with approval of a license. 

  

                                                             
 
5 Where General Plan designation is implemented by a zone district in which cannabis manufacturing is allowed. 
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Table 2-9 Cannabis Product Manufacturing Regulations 

Zoning District Proposed Allowed Cannabis Product Manufacturing 
CA, A, and AP • All classes of manufacturing allowed; however, manufacturing only allowed in 

existing structures within Coastal Zone + 1-mile buffer 
• Manufacturing only in conjunction with licensed commercial cultivation onsite 
• Multiple licensees may operate on the same parcel 

R-1, RB, and 
RM 

• Manufacturing only allowed as a cannabis manufacturing home occupation business, 
carried out by inhabitant and no other employees allowed 

• Only Class 1, 2, and 3 manufacturing allowed; Class 4 manufacturing is prohibited 
• CO2 extraction under Class 2 and 3 manufacturing is prohibited 
• Requires a permitted, detached single family residence onsite; no manufacturing is 

allowed in multi-family units or attached units and only 20 percent of the unit may 
be used for manufacturing; 

• Licensee must be full-time resident; only one licensee per parcel 
• Commercial kitchens not allowed 

RA • Manufacturing allowed only as a cannabis manufacturing home occupation business, 
using only up to 20 percent of the home for manufacturing; 

• Only Class 1, 2, and 3 manufacturing allowed; Class 4 manufacturing is prohibited  
• CO2 extraction under Class 2 and 3 manufacturing is allowed only where equipment 

pressures do not exceed 2,000 psi, are not located in a habitable structure, and 
operate in a secure and permitted accessory structure 

• but may exceed limits if restrictions on cannabis grown onsite or imported cannabis 
are observed 

• Requires a permitted, single family residence onsite; no manufacturing is allowed in 
multi-family units or attached units 

• Licensee must be full-time resident; only one licensee per parcel. Employees other 
than inhabitant may be allowed with conditional use permit approval. 

• Commercial kitchens are allowed 
RR • Manufacturing allowed as a cannabis manufacturing home occupation business, but 

may exceed limits if restrictions on imported cannabis are observed 
• Only Class 1, 2, and 3 manufacturing allowed; Class 4 manufacturing is prohibited  
• CO2 extraction under Class 2 and 3 manufacturing is allowed only where equipment 

pressures do not exceed 2,000 psi, are not located in a habitable structure, and 
operate in a secure and permitted accessory structure 

• Requires a permitted, single family residence onsite; no manufacturing is allowed in 
multi-family units or attached units and only 20 percent of the unit may be used for 
manufacturing 

• Licensee must be full-time resident; only one licensee per parcel. Employees other 
than inhabitant may be allowed with conditional use permit approval. 

• Commercial kitchens are allowed 
C-4 • All classes of manufacturing allowed 

• Multiple licensees may operate on the same parcel 
• Commercial kitchens allowed and may be shared by multiple licensees 
• Not more than 20 persons may engage in manufacturing during any one shift 
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Table 2-9 Cannabis Product Manufacturing Regulations (Continued) 

Zoning District Proposed Allowed Cannabis Product Manufacturing 
C-2 • Manufacturing only allowed in conjunction with a licensed dispensary 

• Only Class 1, 2, and 3 manufacturing allowed; Class 4 manufacturing is prohibited 
• Multiple licensees may operate on the same parcel 
• Commercial kitchens allowed and may be shared by multiple licensees 
• Not more than 10 persons may engage in manufacturing during any one shift 

M-1, M-2 & M-3  • All classes of manufacturing allowed 
• Multiple licensees may operate on the same parcel 

TP • Manufacturing must co-occur with licensed commercial cultivation onsite; carried 
out by inhabitant and no other employees allowed 

• Only Class 1, 2, and 3 manufacturing allowed; Class 4 manufacturing is prohibited 
• Requires a permitted, detached single family residence onsite and only 20 percent of 

the unit may be used for manufacturing; 
• No imported cannabis plant material allowed unless a conditional use permit is 

approved 
• Any new structure developed for manufacturing must be located within 200 feet of 

other buildings on the parcel, subject to discretionary permits 
• No timberland conversion allowed for cannabis manufacturing facilities 

SU • Manufacturing allowed only where a parcel has a general plan designation that 
supports CA, A, RA, R-1, RM-RB, RR, M-1, M-2, M-3, C-2, C-4, and TP zoning districts 
consistent with the manufacturing requirements for the correlating specific zoning 
district. 

Criteria for licensing of cannabis product manufacturing would address a range of manufacturing 
characteristics depending on the zoning of the subject manufacturing site, including the cannabis 
extraction method, the size of the cannabis manufacturing facility, the parcel size, and the number of 
employees, as applicable. Criteria for a license would also address whether the extraction process is 
Class 1, 2, or 3, indicating relatively low risk equipment, processes and materials; or Class 4, which 
would involve processes, equipment or substances that are higher risk, including those that are 
potentially are flammable, explosive, or have other similar effects if an uncontrolled release occurs. In 
general, Class 1, 2, and 3 manufacturing processes produce tinctures (using alcohol), hash, and similar 
products involving extraction with low risk solvents, such as cooking oils, butter, or water, no solvents 
such as with industrial pollen extractors used to make kief, and low pressure. Class 4 manufacturing 
processes generally involve extraction using chemicals that have explosive potential if an 
uncontrolled release occurs, or high pressures, such as can be found in hydrocarbon extraction 
including butane or high pressure CO2 extraction processes, respectively, to make extracts that can be 
further refined (using methods such as chromatography) Additionally, post-processing that uses 
extracted cannabis products to make other final products, including edibles, inhalers, capsules and 
salves/lotions, would be licensed activities subject to review by the Licensing Official involving Class 
1-4 manufacture types. Packaging incidental to manufacture would be permitted. 

Additional information about manufacturing of cannabis products is available in Section 2.3.4, Types 
of Cultivation and Manufacturing. Licenses would be issued by the cannabis licensing office following 
site investigations, and payment of fees. Additional approvals or permits may be required from other 
County departments, such as Planning and Environmental Health, depending on scale and type of 
operation. 
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2.3.3 Potential Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing under 
the Program 

To evaluate the impacts associated with new and expanded cultivation and manufacturing beyond the 
baseline activity that currently exists, the general location, type and amount of potential future 
cannabis activities was estimated based on the 2016 License Registration data, 2017 Cannabis 
Manufacturers Survey, and interviews with local cannabis industry representatives. Additionally, to 
disclose the effects of the proposed Program, a GIS-based analysis of the Project and More Permissive 
Project scenarios was conducted to determine the areas of the County where commercial cultivation 
and manufacturing would be allowed, considering all the various prohibitions and restrictions 
proposed in the Project and More Permissive Project scenarios. The resulting map was then compared 
to the License Registration data in order to understand what portion of registrants are cultivating on 
sites that would be eligible for licensing under the Program.6 Below, the results of this analysis are 
described and used to bracket the maximum and minimum acreage amounts that could be available 
for licensed cultivation (and associated processing/manufacturing) that may occur under both the 
Project and More Permissive Project. 

Summary of Commercial Cannabis Cultivation (Projected) 

Area of Eligibility for Cultivation under the Program 

The Program would limit future cannabis cultivation to specified zoning districts. Locations that are 
eligible on the basis of zoning would then be further filtered by prohibitions and restrictions including 
separation of uses, required setbacks and minimum parcel sizes. The area of eligibility for each 
scenario was determined by applying the physical restrictions, such as setbacks, buffers, and limits 
on cultivation, then totaling the remaining area by zoning district.7 As described below, the More 
Permissive Project has a greater area of eligibility than the Project, which is as expected since the 
More Permissive Project generally has fewer physical restrictions, such as smaller setback 
requirements and smaller minimum parcel size requirements. 

Under the Project, there are 6,228 parcels totaling 147,750 acres within which cultivation could occur 
on portions of those parcels with a license and any required permits. (Figure 2-3). Under the More 
Permissive Project, the number of eligible parcels rises to 8,888 within a total of 164,721 acres within 
the County, an increase of approximately 16,971 acres over the Project (Figure 2-4). Over 80 percent 
of the eligible area is zoned CA, TP, and SU (Table 2-10). The increase in eligible area under the More 
Permissive Project scenario is driven primarily by decreased required minimum parcel sizes and 
setbacks, as described in Section 2.3.2, Program Components (See also, Appendix C). Note that none of 
the above or below numbers relate to area, sites or canopy account for non-Program-generated 
existing regulatory limitations on implementation of cannabis cultivation activity on any parcel, such 
as limits on physical development (e.g., greenhouses, homes, access roads, septic tanks, water storage 
tanks) of parcels or sites identified in the following tables. 

                                                             
 
6 Many registrants opted not to disclose their specific location on the registration form. Only the forms that 
included a specific location were able to be compared to maps of area eligible for cultivation.  
7 Proposed required setbacks from public roadway right of way and habitable structures was not including in the 
GIS-based analysis since these features are not available as geodata. These restrictions would incrementally reduce 
the area of eligibility for the Project and More Permissive Project scenario, but the reduction would be nominal. 
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Later in this analysis, the reasoning supporting the projection that a total of up to 190.1 acres of new 
cultivation may occur under the Program within these much larger eligibility areas is explained.  

Table 2-10 Total Area of Cultivation Eligibility by Zoning District by GIS Analysis 

Zoning District Eligible Acres Under 
Project 

Eligible Acres Under 
More Permissive 

Project 
Increase 

A 6,857 8,630 1,773 
RA 10,577 17,823 7,246 
CA 37,328 38,003 675 
TP 41,732 45,157 3,425 
SU 50,240 54,058 3,817 
C-4 71 82 11 
M-1 58 68 10 
M-2 74 74 0 
M-3 812 826 14 
Total 147,750 acres 164,721 acres 16,971 acres 

Source: County of Santa Cruz GIS 

Based on registrations for which registrants provided site locations, between 42 percent and 64 
percent of registrants are requesting a license to cultivate cannabis on parcels that fall within a zoning 
and parcel size that is eligible under either the Project or the More Permissive Project, respectively. 
However, between 36 percent and 44 percent of the registrant-identified sites would fall out and not 
be eligible for a cultivation license once additional filters related to other geographic requirements 
are applied.  

In addition to general eligibility that is based on the location and land use criteria described above, 
total cultivated cannabis canopy would be limited Countywide for the following reasons: 

• The Licensing Program limits the total number of legal commercial cannabis cultivators 
eligible for a license to those that have registered or have been farmers in the CA zoning 
district for the 3 years prior in the County; 

• Many eligible parcels in the County would not be cultivated due to environmental constraints, 
including topography, access, vegetation, soils, solar access, and owners/tenants who have no 
need or desire to cultivate cannabis. 

Note that for the purposes of disclosure, the total area that is potentially eligible for cultivation 
licensing has been mapped and reported, subject to the limits on data that have been described. 
However, specific locations that will ultimately be cultivated are unknown, and forecasting of these 
specific locations is too speculative for meaningful analysis under CEQA. Rather, this information has 
been provided to characterize the theoretical maximum extent of or possible locations for growing 
within eligible areas that meet the proposed regulations for cannabis cultivation under the Program, 
not necessarily the area that will ultimately be licensed and cultivated. As will be explained, analysis 
in this EIR supports a total projected number of new acres cultivated for cannabis under the Program 
at 190.1 acres.  
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Opportunity for Cultivation under the Licensing Program, Projected Using 
Registration Data 

With the implementation of the Program, the number of licensed cultivation sites within the County 
would be largely fixed by the registration pre-applications for licensing that were received prior to 
November 6, 2016. Only cultivators who registered during the 90-day process in 2016, who are either 
already on an eligible parcel or could locate to an eligible parcel under the Program and can secure a 
local and state license along with any required land use or other permits, would be allowed to 
commercially cultivate cannabis in the County. Registrants had to demonstrate they are currently 
cultivating or had been cultivating within the last three years. In addition to registrants, people with 
a history of commercial farming on CA zoned property for three prior years are eligible to apply for a 
license in the future without having registered in 2016.  

The County’s 2016 License Registration period identified 760 cultivators who would seek a license to 
cultivate cannabis commercially under the Program (this number does not include agricultural 
operations on CA zoned land who are eligible for future cultivation licenses and were not required to 
register). Of these 760, 567 are currently cultivating and 193 represent future cultivators. Registrants 
were not required to provide details about the location of the proposed cultivation sites, but out of 
760 registrants, 259 did provide addresses; the remaining 501 cultivators registered anonymously8, 
though 298 of those anonymous registrants did provide the planning area of the proposed cultivation 
site. The following data was collected from the registration process.  

Using the subset of the licensing data with 259 registrant-provided locations, the portion of 
cultivation sites that would be eligible under both the Project and the More Permissive Project can be 
quantified to characterize the distribution of registrants Countywide (Table 2-11). Of the 259 
registrant-provided locations, 222 are located on parcels that are generally zoned appropriately for 
cannabis cultivation under the Program. The remaining 37 registrant-provided locations lie on 
parcels that are not zoned appropriately for cannabis cultivation under the Program, including 25 
sites on Single Family Residential (R-1), 3 sites on Multi-Family Residential (RM), 3 sites on Rural 
Residential (RR), 1 site on Neighborhood Commercial (C-1), and 5 sites lie outside of County 
jurisdiction in cities or adjacent counties. It is important to note that the registration data indicates 
the current locations where registrants are cultivating; 48 percent of registrants have plans to move 
their cannabis cultivation to a different site, and many reported that this change is intended to permit 
an increase in the total amount of cannabis to be cultivated.  

It should be recognized that the purpose of the Program is not only to limit total activity but to regulate 
as much activity as possible, and it is likely that existing activity will continue whether legally or 
illegally. 

 

                                                             
 
8 Anonymous registration was allowed based on public feedback indicating that, due to concerns about potential 
prosecution, many existing cultivators would be resistant to registering their activities. Although anonymous 
registrants were not required to provide an address, they were asked to provide other location information. In 
order to obtain a license, physical address details will be required from each cultivator in the future. 
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Table 2-11 Eligibility of Registrant-Identified Cannabis Cultivation Sites by Zoning 

Total Sites in Eligible Zoning Districts  Total Sites in Ineligible Zoning District 
A 29 

 
C-1 1 

CA 22 
 

R-1 25 
RA 61 

 
RM 3 

C-4 3 
 

RR 3 
M-1 3 

 
Not in County 5 

M-2 0 
 

Total  37 
M-3 0 

 
  

SU 83 
 

  
TP 21 

 
  

Total  222 
 

  

While over 85 percent of the registrant-
provided sites for cannabis cultivation under 
the Program would fall on parcels with 
eligible zoning districts, additional 
geographic restrictions proposed by the 
Project and the More Permissive Project 
would eliminate some of these potential sites 
from eligibility. Geographic restrictions, 
including minimum parcel sizes, parcel 
separation requirements, and setbacks from 
key features such as schools, streams, 
libraries, and municipal boundaries, further 
exclude parcels from license eligibility. Also, 
other requirements such as that a single-
family dwelling must be provided on site, and 
that Fire Code requirements for road access 
and water storage must be met, further limit 
eligibility.  

Under the Project, the total eligible locations 
are reduced by these regulations by 35 
percent (from 222 to 145 registrant-provided 
locations) and by 26 percent under the More 
Permissive Project (from 222 to 165 

registrant-provided locations) (Table 2-12). The minimum parcel size requirements, described in 
Section 2.3.2, Program Components, have the greatest effect in eliminating potential registrant-
provided cannabis cultivation sites from eligibility, particularly in the Mountain Region where smaller 
agricultural and timber parcels under 5 acres in size would not be eligible for a cultivation license. 
Further, the differences between the standards and restrictions in the Project and the More 
Permissive Project would result in a difference in eligibility of only 20 sites. Of the registrant-provided 
sites information, only 56 percent would be eligible for a cultivation license under the Project scenario 
and 64 percent would be eligible under the More Permissive Project once the full suite of proposed 
regulations, including minimum parcel sizes and setbacks, is considered.  

SU
32%

RA
24%

A
11%

R-1
10%

CA
9%

TP
8%

Not in 
County

2%

C-4
1%

M-1
1%

RM
1%

RR
1%

C-1
0%

M-2
0%

M-3
0%

Cannabis Cultivation Registrants 
by Zoning District

Source: Santa Cruz County GIS and 2016 County 
Commercial Cannabis License Registration 
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Table 2-12 Summary of Eligibility of Registered Cultivation Sites for Which Location 
Information was Provided  

 Project More Permissive Project 
Total Sites 259 259 
Potentially Eligible Sites after 
Program Regulatory Constraints are 
Considered 

145 (56 %) 
(109 – All Cultivation Types;  
36 – Indoor Only) 

165 (64%) 

Potentially Ineligible Sites 114 (44%) 94 (36%) 
See also Figures 2-3 and 2-4 

While it is not possible to know the number of cultivators who will be able to relocate from a site 
setting that is not eligible for licensing to a parcel that is eligible, because it is the County’s goal to 
assist all 760 registrants in finding a suitable location and configuration consistent with the Program, 
and in order to perform a conservative environmental analysis, this EIR assumes that each of the 760 
registrants locates a suitable property and cultivates under the Program. 

Effect of Exception from Registration for Commercial Farmers, and Availability of 
Underutilized Greenhouses  

The estimate of total eligible sites taken from License Registration data does not capture potential 
cultivation by farmers who have been farming crops other than cannabis commercially on CA zoned 
property for at least three prior years, who are not required to register as a pre-requisite to obtaining 
a cannabis cultivation license. In total, 37,328 acres of CA zoned land would be eligible for cultivation 
licensing under the Project, and 38,003 acres would be eligible under the More Permissive Project, an 
increase of 675 acres. It is extremely unlikely that over the life of the Program, licenses would be 
requested and/or received for the entire eligible area in CA zoning, as existing and proposed General 
Plan policies emphasize the need to protect lands for food production and to balance the level of 

42%

14%

44%

Project Eligibility of Registrant-
Provided Site Locations for a 

Cultivation License

Eligible for All Types of Cultivation

Eligible for Indoor Only Cultivation

Not Eligible

64%

36%

More Permissive Project Eligibility of 
Registrant- Provided Locations for a 

Cultivation License

Eligible for All Types of Cultivation

Not Eligible

Source: Santa Cruz County GIS and 2016 County Commercial Cannabis License Registration 



County of Santa Cruz  Chapter 2 Project Description 
 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 2-48 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

cannabis cultivation within the County with other crops and agricultural pursuits, and applications 
for discretionary permits to allow construction of new greenhouses could be denied by the County if 
imbalance was occurring. However, it is foreseeable that some number of farmers operating existing 
agricultural businesses on CA, particularly within greenhouses that are fallowed or underutilized, 
would seek a license for cannabis cultivation in the future. Farmers with underutilized greenhouses 
in the South County Region are likely to seek cannabis cultivation licenses. Greenhouses are in 
demand for commercial-scale cannabis cultivation, and, paired with future potential market declines 
for some crops such as for cut flowers and potted plants grown indoors in existing greenhouses, there 
is a strong incentive for certain farmers to switch to cannabis.  

Interviews conducted in January and February 2017 with local cannabis and agricultural industry 
representatives indicated that declines in the cut flower and nursery plants industry over the past 
decade have led to strong interest in cannabis cultivation in place of those agricultural products in 
existing greenhouses. There are approximately 197 acres in the County dedicated currently to indoor 
cut flowers and indoor potted plant cultivation that may be appropriate for conversion to cannabis in 
the future (County of Santa Cruz, 2013 Climate Action Strategy). While this subset of the total existing 
greenhouse area does not represent the only greenhouses that may convert to or establish cannabis 
cultivation, the market declines referred to above makes these greenhouses the most likely to be 
available. While it is reasonable to assume that not all owners will desire to cease operations and lease 
their facilities for cannabis cultivation, this EIR conservatively assumes that 75 percent of the 197 
acres could convert, for a total of 147 acres of future cannabis cultivation within this subset of existing 
greenhouses, and this figure is used by the EIR as a reasonable projection of the potential maximum 
buildout that may occur on CA parcels, predominately in South County within existing greenhouses. 
Under both the Project and the More Permissive scenarios, canopy limits per parcel are proposed to 
still apply, limiting the buildout potential. 

Location of Cultivation by Region Based upon Pre-Application Registration Data 

While few registrants provided specific site addresses, most of the registrants did provide the general 
location of the proposed cultivation site based on planning area and region. Based on all registration 
data collected, 38 percent of the registrant-provided cultivation sites would be in the Mountain Region 
and 27 percent are in the South County Region under the Program. Outdoor and greenhouse 
cultivators comprise 62 percent of the registrants, while 19 percent would cultivate in other indoor 
settings. Under the existing setting, canopy sizes range widely, with 28 percent under 500 sf and 49 
percent over 1,000 sf. Of note, 48 percent of registrants have plans to move their cannabis cultivation 
to a different site or expand their operations onsite, with many reporting that this change is intended 
to permit an increase in the total amount of cannabis to be cultivated. 
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Estimated Licensed Commercial Cannabis Canopy 

The total cannabis canopy requested by all the license registrants 
would be 44.3 acres, which includes 36 acres of cannabis canopy 
being cultivated as of 2016 (see Section 2.2.10, Existing Cannabis 
Cultivation and Manufacturing). When asked about plans for 
cultivation onsite or on a new site, registrants propose an increase 
of 34.8 acres of cannabis canopy for a total of 79.1 acres in the 
future, though this figure may be exaggerated from what would be 
feasible since it appears that many applicants entered the maximum canopy size that the Program 
would allow to ensure their registration information would enable potential cultivation of a maximum 
canopy in the future. Further, as discussed above, ongoing licensing of commercial farmers who 
operate on parcels zoned CA that do not currently grow cannabis may contribute up to 147 acres of 
additional cannabis canopy, which is projected to occur predominantly in South County. Taken 
together, the Program could license up to 190 acres of commercial cannabis canopy Countywide, 
assuming, as discussed above, all registrants find an eligible location on which they can cultivate the 
size operation indicated on their registration forms. 

Summary of Cannabis Cultivation Program Countywide 

The data from registrants who provided specific locations and registrants who provided only the 
name of the Planning Area, the analysis of total eligible area of the County describes potential cannabis 
cultivation, as summarized below (Table 2-13): 

  

The Program could license 
up to 190 acres of new and 

expanded commercial 
cannabis canopy 

Countywide 

Indoor
19%

Outdoor
46%

Greenhouse
16%

Multiple 
Types
11%

Undisclosed
8%

Proposed Registrant Cultivation Types

Mountain
38%

Urban
22%

Agricultural
27%

North 
Coast

6%

Undisclosed
7%

Proposed Registrant Cultivation 
Location

Source: 2016 County Commercial Cannabis License Registration 
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Table 2-13 Estimated Cultivation under the Program  

 Project More Permissive 
Project 

Program Eligibility   
Total Eligible Area (Maximum – other 
requirements would reduce extent) 

147,750 acres 164,721 acres 

Total Eligible Parcels (Maximum – other 
requirements would reduce extent) 

6,228 8,888 

Registration Data Summary   
Total Registrants 760 

Total Anonymous Registrants 437 
Total Registrant-Provided Site Addresses 259 
Total Registrant-Provided Addresses by Planning 
Area/Region 

298 

Total Sites Currently Cultivating 567 
Total Future Cultivation Sites 193 
Total Eligible Sites based on Registrant-Provided 
Addresses 

145 165 

Existing and Projected Future Additional Licensed 
Commercial Cannabis Canopy by Registrants and 
Eligible CA Farmers 9 

 

Total Existing Canopy 36.0 acres  
Proposed Additional Future Canopy by Registrants [(44.3 – 
36) + 34.8] 

43.1 acres 

Estimated Additional Future Canopy by Eligible Farmers in 
Existing Greenhouses on CA- zoned land 

147 acres 

Total Projected Commercial Cannabis Canopy10 190.1 acres 

Based on the County’s 2016 licensing data, 46 percent of registrants are seeking licenses for outdoor 
cultivation and 16 percent are seeking licenses for greenhouse grows. Only 19 percent of registrants 
are seeking indoor only cultivation (assumed as within buildings). A total of 19 percent of registrants 
either did not disclose or reported multiple methods. For this EIR, that 19 percent is distributed 
evenly to outdoor, indoor and greenhouse, which results in the following projected cultivation types 
by registrants for the new 43.1 acres they intend to grow: 

REGISTRANTS - New Cannabis Cultivation Distribution 

Indoor - 19 percent becomes 25 percent of the 43.1 acres, resulting in 10.8 acres as indoor 
cultivation 

                                                             
 
9, 13 190.1 acres is the increment of additional future cultivation that is the subject of the environmental impact 
analysis 
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Greenhouse - 16 percent becomes 22 percent of the 43.1 acres, resulting in 9.5 acres as indoor 
cultivation 

Outdoor - 46 percent becomes 53 percent of the 43.1 acres, resulting in 22.8 acres as outdoor 
cultivation 

EXISTING FARMERS - New Cannabis Cultivation 

Existing greenhouses are converted to cannabis use, assumed to occur at 147 acres, primarily in 
facilities that have traditionally been used for growing cut flowers and potted plants to cannabis. 

The above distribution means that of the projected new 190.1 acres of cannabis cultivation, 167.3 
acres (88 percent) will be grown indoors or in greenhouses, and 22.8 acres (12 percent) will be grown 
outside. This concentration of indoor growing is consistent with observed trends in the industry, with 
the 12 percent outdoor level within the County, which is higher than the 5 percent national average, 
likely due to continuation of historic patterns of outdoor growing by long-time County growers. 
Outdoor grow sites are assumed to yield 2 crops per year, greenhouses/non-traditional hoop houses 
average 3 crops per year, and within indoor buildings 4 crops per year. 

Indoor cultivation has a much higher impact on energy use and the impacts associated with that use. 
Greenhouses use less energy than indoors within buildings, but more than outdoor cultivation. See 
Section 3.0, Introduction and Approach to Analysis for additional information about EIR methodology 
and assumptions. 

As stated previously, there is no way of reasonably forecasting the level of cannabis cultivation activity 
that may continue into the future without benefit of a license or appropriate permits. However, it is 
relevant to note that the production and sales costs per unit of legally-grown cannabis (labor + land + 
compliance + taxes) in the County will be high relative to certain other regions of the state, and 
experience in Colorado and other states has shown that there remains sufficient financial incentive 
for illegal growers to continue. California is understood to produce much more cannabis than can be 
consumed in-state, so illegal export-focused operations (even with the risk premium) will continue to 
be very profitable until such time that federal prohibition may end. Thus, some unquantifiable level 
of illegal cultivation is expected to occur within the County in the future. 

Summary of Projected Commercial Cannabis Manufacturing 
As discussed in Section 2.2.10, Existing Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing, precise estimation of 
existing and potential number of licenses that could be issued to cannabis product manufacturers 
under the Program is not possible, due to the existing hidden nature of these activities and the 
unknown nature of future demand for cannabis products, especially those for personal adult use 
which will become legal for sale by State law in 2018. Unlike cannabis cultivation licensing, the County 
did not conduct a specific registration for interested manufacturers to determine the number, type, 
and location of potential manufacturing sites. Further, only 8 percent of existing cultivation sites 
reported manufacturing operations onsite as well, while 88 percent reported that no manufacturing 
occurs onsite and 4 percent not indicating. This low response rate indicates that the 2016 Licensing 
Registration data is not a reliable source to indicate how many additional licenses may be requested 
and issued to cannabis product manufacturers in the County. 

To help inform the estimate of projected commercial cannabis manufacturing, the County conducted 
surveys with local suppliers of cannabis manufacturing equipment in May 2017. These surveys 
provided insight into the size and scale of existing and growing demand for cannabis manufacture 
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equipment and facilities. Also, feedback from a dispensary in the region indicates that the dispensary 
plans to accommodate an estimated 20 percent growth in processed/manufactured cannabis 
products annually, beginning in 2018 when licensing becomes available from the County and the state, 
reflecting the new adult recreational cannabis market in addition to the medical cannabis market. This 
high rate of growth in demand for processed/manufactured cannabis products is consistent with the 
growth rate that Colorado has experienced for such products.  

As described in Section 2.2.10, Existing Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing, it is estimated that 
there are currently between 46 and 100 manufacturers in the County that are larger/higher-yield 
operations, often producing concentrates which are assumed to predominantly use Class 4 processes 
to manufacture cannabis products. These larger operations are assumed to average 6 employees per 
business, meaning there are up to 600 existing employees involved with cannabis manufacturing at 
the larger operations. There are also an estimated 200 to 300 existing smaller/smaller-yield 
operations, with an average of 2 employees per site, for another 600 existing employees at the smaller 
operations. These numbers are based on interviews with industry representatives, who also indicate 
that about one-half of those employees (600) should be assumed to also be involved with cultivation 
work at existing cultivation sites, with the other 600 not located at cultivation sites. This EIR therefore 
assumes a total of 400 existing manufacturing operations as part of existing baseline conditions (100 
larger operations and 300 smaller operations), which is assumed to continue into the foreseeable 
future.  

Given the 20 percent growth projections for cannabis manufactured products, this could 
conservatively (it could be lower) result in up to 20 new higher-yield manufacturers and up to 60 new 
small-yield manufacturers per year, for a total of 80 new manufacturing operations per year. For this 
EIR analysis, it is reasonable to assume that this number of new manufacturers seeking licenses would 
occur annually as an ongoing typical rate until the industry stabilizes, which for the purpose of this 
EIR is assumed to occur in five years, for a total of 400 new manufacturing operations over the next 
five years.11 This growth in cannabis manufacturing would generate 600 new jobs assumed to be co-
located at licensed cultivation sites with employees also doing cultivation work, and another 600 new 
jobs that would be located on other eligible properties that are appropriately zoned. These numbers 
reflect an assumed doubling of cannabis manufacturing activity from existing conditions over the next 
five years. Additionally, proposed General Plan policies call for maintaining a balanced range of 
industries within the County, in order to prevent displacement and exclusion of other industries that 
provide for a varied and more stable economy in the County. Since nearly all cannabis manufacturing 
activities will require a discretionary use permit, the County could deny applications if it determined 
the level of cannabis manufacturing was having negative impacts on the economy and public welfare.  

In addition, there are many existing micro or home-based manufacturers, perhaps as many as 1,000, 
producing for personal use with some also selling commercially. This EIR considers that existing 
baseline activity will continue into the foreseeable future, and is not directly or indirectly affected by 
the County’s implementation of the Program. The state licensing process may be perceived as an 
obstacle for “micro” small-yield operations who will face significant competition in the industry. For 
the purposes of this EIR, then, it is assumed that only 8 new micro businesses per year over the five-
year stabilization period would seek manufacturing licenses (which is 10 percent of the other 80 new 

                                                             
 
11 A five-year stabilization period is based on the fact that other areas in the state will also allow manufacturing, 
and many areas have existing warehouses and suitable spaces at lower cost than typically occurs in Santa Cruz due 
to limited supply of available space and low vacancy rates. 
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manufacturing operations per year). Therefore, it is projected that a total of 40 “micro” home-based manufacturing licenses would be issued within eligible areas Countywide. As these home-based operations generally are not allowed to hire employees (the operation is ancillary to the residential use), it is assumed that there is no net new employment from home-based businesses. 
Unlicensed Cannabis Activities There is an unknown amount of cannabis cultivation and/or manufacturing activity in the County by non-registrants. This includes cultivators who did not participate in the registration process, did not know about the license registration process, or who plan to cultivate cannabis or manufacture cannabis products without a license.  It is anticipated that unlicensed cannabis cultivation and manufacturing would continue to occur in the County both by non-licensees, non-registrants, and registrants who do not move to an eligible location, even after the Program is implemented. The number of illicit cannabis operators may be anticipated to change and expand with Program implementation and overall legalization of cannabis in the state. However, the level and areas of cultivation and amount of cannabis product being produced illegally is not able to be characterized accurately, due to the extent of unknown and untracked activity. However, there would be no on-going immunity for unlicensed cultivation activities under the proposed Program, which may discourage unlicensed activity, especially over time as increased enforcement is undertaken and given that illicit goods will not be eligible for sale in the State of California. Additional analysis of cultivation by non-registrants is provided in Section 3.0, Introduction and 
Approach to Analysis, including estimates of the amount and location of non-registered cultivation. 
Potential Cannabis Activities by Geographic Region The level and type of potential commercial cannabis cultivation in the County would vary dramatically by geographic region under the Program. The North Coast Region, Mountain Region, Urban Region, and South County Region are profiled below, and the potential extent of future cannabis cultivation under both the Project and the More Permissive Project is quantified for each region. A combination of location, environmental setting and existing and proposed County regulations drives the type and amount of cultivation that is potentially able to be licensed within each region. As it is projected that one-half of manufacturing operations would occur at licensed cultivation sites, at least one-half of the manufacturing industry would reflect the same distribution. The remaining manufacturing is assumed to occur within eligible zoning districts, but it is not possible to project areas or regions.    
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NORTH COAST REGION: POTENTIAL COMMERCIAL CANNABIS ACTIVITIES 

The North Coast Region has between 16,718 acres and 
21,674 acres and between 256 and 462 parcels 
theoretically eligible for cultivation under the Project 
and the More Permissive Project, respectively. Only 49 
registrants applied for licenses to cultivate cannabis in 
the North Coast Region and 4 registrants reported 
cannabis product manufacturing onsite. Registrants in 
the North Coast Region propose a total of 123,527 sf or 
approximately 2.84 acres of cannabis canopy.12 
Approximately 79 percent of registrants applied to 
cultivate outdoors or indoors, including within 
greenhouses. Indoor cultivation other than 
greenhouses does not appear to be as desirable in this 
region. Notably, the North Coast Region is largely rural 
and undeveloped, but the former Davenport Cement 
Plant site includes approximately 106 acres zoned M-2 and the Bonny Doon Quarry includes 
approximately 234 acres zoned M-3 with a Quarry overlay, which may accommodate cultivation and 
manufacturing.  

Table 2-14 North Coast Region Registration Data 

   
Total registrants 49  
Registrants Cultivating in 2016 44  
Registered total canopy 2.84 acres  
Manufacturing onsite 4 sites 8.2% 
Residential Unit Onsite 40 sites 81.6% 
Generator Onsite 8 sites 16.3% 
Pesticide/Rodenticide Use Onsite 10 sites 20.4% 

  

                                                             
 
12 See Appendix D for additional regional details and theoretical yield calculations and assumptions. 

 
The North Coast Region has a relatively low level 
of response to the licensing process with only 49 
registrants. Cultivation is expected to be licensed 
primarily in Bonny Doon. 
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MOUNTAIN REGION: POTENTIAL COMMERCIAL CANNABIS ACTIVITIES 

The Mountain Region contains the greatest amount of 
acreage theoretically eligible for cannabis cultivation of 
the four County regions. Between 70,618 acres and 
75,452 acres and between 861 and 1,454 parcels are 
theoretically eligible for cultivation under the Project 
and the More Permissive Project, respectively. 285 
registrants applied for licenses to cultivate cannabis 
and 18 registrants reported cannabis product 
manufacturing onsite.13 Registrants in the Mountain 
Region propose a total of 786,182 sf or approximately 
18.05 acres of cannabis canopy. Approximately 77 
percent of registrants applied to cultivate outdoors or 
in greenhouses. Indoor cultivation other than in 
greenhouses does not appear to be as desirable in this 
region. Notably, the Mountain Region is rural 
residential in character, so there are few warehouse or commercial areas that would support large-scale 
indoor cultivation. However, existing closed quarries zoned M-3 may accommodate both indoor or 
outdoor cultivation and manufacturing following amendments to quarry restoration plans. 

Table 2-15 Mountain Region Registration Data 

   
Total registrants 285  
Cultivating in 2016 240  
Registered total canopy 18.05 acres  
Manufacturing onsite 18 sites 6.3% 
Residential Unit Onsite 181 sites 63.5% 
Generator Onsite 98 sites 34.4% 
Pesticide/Rodenticide Use Onsite 29 sites 10.2% 

  

                                                             
 
13 See Appendix D for additional regional details and theoretical yield calculations and assumptions. 

 
The Mountain Region received 285 applicants 
primarily for outdoor and greenhouse grows. 
Cultivation within the Mountain Region would 
occur primarily on SU, TP, and RA zones. 
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URBAN REGION: PROJECTED COMMERCIAL CANNABIS CULTIVATION 

The Urban Region has between 9,626 acres and 12,486 
acres and between 905 and 1,540 parcels theoretically 
eligible for cultivation under the Project and the More 
Permissive Project, respectively. 171 registrants 
applied for licenses to cultivate cannabis and 13 
registrants reported cannabis product manufacturing 
onsite. Registrants in the Urban Region propose a total 
of 271,880 sf or approximately 6.24 acres of cannabis 
canopy.14 Approximately 58 percent of registrants 
applied to cultivate indoors or in greenhouses. Notably, 
the Urban Region provides much of the County’s 
warehouse or commercial areas that would support 
larger-scale indoor cultivation that are not 
greenhouses; therefore, indoor cultivation would be 
expected to primarily occur in commercial/industrial 
buildings and licensed accessory structures. 28 percent of Urban Region registrants are on residentially 
zoned properties, which would not be eligible for licensing. 

Table 2-16 Urban Region Registration Data 

   
Total registrants 171  
Cultivating in 2016 130  
Registered total canopy 6.24 acres  
Manufacturing onsite 13 sites 7.6% 
Residential Unit Onsite 111 sites 64.9% 
Generator Onsite 26 sites 15.2% 
Pesticide/Rodenticide Use 
Onsite 

27 sites 15.8% 

 
  

                                                             
 
14 See Appendix D for additional regional details and theoretical yield calculations and assumptions. 

 
The Urban Region received 171 applicants 
primarily for indoor grows. The Urban Region 
provides warehouse and manufacturing land 
uses that would support the interest in indoor 
cultivation. 
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SOUTH COUNTY REGION: POTENTIAL COMMERCIAL CANNABIS ACTIVITIES 

The South County Region contains the greatest number of parcels 
theoretically eligible for cannabis cultivation of the four County 
regions, comprising between 50,788 acres and 55,109 acres with 
2,379 to 3,106 parcels theoretically eligible for cultivation under 
the Project and the More Permissive Project, respectively. 204 
registrants applied for licenses to cultivate cannabis and 11 
registrants reported cannabis product manufacturing onsite. 
Registrants in the South County Region propose a total of 743,793 
sf or 17.08 acres of cannabis canopy.15 Approximately 68 percent 
of registrants applied to cultivate outdoors or in greenhouses. 
Notably, the South County Region provides much of the County’s 
greenhouses that would support large-scale greenhouse cultivation 
(considered to be “indoor”); therefore, licensed indoor cultivation 
with light suppression is expected to primarily occur in licensed 
greenhouses in this region. Additionally, certain farmers on CA zoning who have operated for at least 3 
years prior have not been required to register in order to receive a license, so additional cultivators are 
likely to receive licenses in the South County Region over the life of the Program, which has been assumed 
to occur at 147 acres within existing greenhouses. 

Table 2-17 South County Region Registration Data 

   
Total registrants 204  
Cultivating in 2016 148  
Registered total canopy 743,793 sf  
Manufacturing onsite 11 5.4% 
Residential Unit Onsite 125 61.3% 
Generator Onsite 22 10.8% 
Pesticide/Rodenticide Use Onsite 33 16.2% 

  

                                                             
 
15 See Appendix D for additional regional details and theoretical yield calculations and assumptions. 

 
The South County Region received 
204 applicants primarily for 
outdoor grows. The region 
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Forecasting Trends in Cannabis Industry 
Based on recent surveys conducted by national independent cannabis organizations, commercial 
cannabis cultivation in the U.S. is trending toward more indoor and greenhouse grow operations, 
rather than outdoor grow operations, with approximately 80 percent of cultivators growing at least 
partly indoors (Cannabis Industry Times 2016). This is primarily due to the financial benefits of 
automated systems that can monitor and manipulate climate conditions in the grow room and allow 
for increased growing cycles annually which allows higher profit. Automation allows cultivators to 
maximize the number of production cycles and yields, and advanced growing techniques such as 
hydroponics have elevated not only the quality of cannabis produced, but also the profits from selling 
a higher quality product (Max Chaiken 2009). Greenhouse cultivation also reduces energy costs as 
compared to other indoor building grows, and has increased in popularity with 41 percent of 
cultivators who do not currently grow in a greenhouse, planning to add greenhouse facilities to their 
operations in the next two years (Cannabis Industry Times 2016). In 2016, outdoor grow operations 
are estimated to comprise just 5 percent of the national cannabis cultivation market (Cannabis 
Industry Times 2016). Greenhouses are being considered “indoor” rather than “outdoor” by this EIR, 
and even traditional “hoop houses” are typically improved to an extent that they become treated as 
greenhouses by regulators.  

However, these trends observed across the U.S. may not be fully applicable at a local level. In most 
parts of the USA, cannabis cultivation is not yet legal, so indoor and greenhouse cultivation may be 
preferable for growers to hide and protect cultivation from law enforcement.  

2.3.4 Types of Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Cannabis cultivation occurs in a variety of forms, generally distinguished and characterized by indoor 
operations, outdoor operations, and greenhouse operations. For the purposes of analysis in this EIR, 
a summary description of typical methods, technologies, and materials is provided below. A more 
detailed discussion of the range of operations is contained within Appendix D. 

Indoor 
Cannabis can be grown indoors in a soil-like medium with pre-made or commercial soil in 1.5 to 3 
gallon pots, or using hydroponics under artificial light which allows the cultivator complete control 
over the growing environment. A typical indoor plant growth cycle can range from six weeks to nine 
months, usually averaging two to four months for each cultivation event, depending upon the species, 
and enabling year-round cultivation. One light that casts 45000 lumens [typically, typical of high 
intensity discharge (HID) lighting used for indoor grows, is enough to cover a growing area of 
approximately 3 feet by 3 feet. An average of 4 crops per year is assumed. 

Mixed Light/Greenhouse 
Mixed light growing combines artificial light with sunlight, and can be used for light deprivation 
growing practices. Greenhouses are the most common form of mixed light growing. Hoop houses are 
typically modified to be operated as greenhouses.  

Greenhouse growing combines natural sunlight with growing in a glass or plastic structure. 
Greenhouse cultivators can control temperature, humidity, soil, air circulation, and light. Greenhouses 
can also be equipped with supplemental lighting fixtures, which allow the greenhouse to be used in 
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the winter, when days are shorter. While extensive supplemental lights are often used, greenhouse 
growing reduces the amount of electrical power used, in comparison to indoor grows. This type of 
growing also allows multiple grow cycles. An average of 3 crops per year is assumed. 

Outdoor 
Cannabis grown outdoors is primarily grown in fabric or wooden containers of pre-made or 
commercial soil, or in some cases planted directly in the ground. It was observed during visits to 13 
cannabis cultivators in January and February 2017 that outdoor cultivators in the County typically 
use non-native soils in aboveground containers; only one cultivator planted starts in native soils on 
site. Appendix D provides profiles of the 13 growers visited as part of this EIR analysis. The plants 
need fertile soil and long hours of daylight; therefore, cannabis is generally sown from late spring to 
early summer, and harvested from late summer to early fall. Growers generally choose areas that 
receive 12 hours or more of sunlight a day, which means that foggy areas of the County are not 
desirable for outdoor growing. Fog also introduces excessive moisture to the growing buds, which 
results in mold that can destroy a crop. Growers may cultivate on their own property or practice 
guerrilla farming; which means planting cannabis in remote areas such as forest clearings or 
mountain ridges on lands that they do not own. An average of 2 crops per year is assumed. 

Manufacturing Cannabis Products 
Cannabis product manufacturing starts with harvested flower 
buds and trim which have been cured and dried so they are ready 
for consumption. Cannabis flower buds and/or trim may be 
chopped and further dried. High quality cannabis buds are 
typically sold as-is without further processing. Remaining parts of 
the cannabis harvest can be processed into a variety of cannabis 
products though infusion and extraction. 

Washed cannabis plant material may be introduced directly into 
some products, such as butter for infusion into baked goods, or 
finely chopped in a blender or food processor for cannabis juice or 
placed in alcohol to make tinctures. Cannabis plant material may 
also be sifted and processed using a series of screens (producing 
dry sift), using ice-water (producing ice water hash), using dry ice 
(producing dry ice hash aka “kief”), or in a heated press to make 
rosin. 

For solvent extraction, a solvent is pumped through compressed 
cannabis material to extract Tetrahydrocannabinol Acid (THCA), 
Cannabidiol Acid (CBDA), plus other cannabinoids and terpenes. 
The solvent may be butane, propane, pentane, hexane, CO2, a combination of butane and propane, or 
food grade alcohol. The extracted material is then heated in a ventilated oven to decarboxylate both 
the THCA into Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and the CBDA into Cannabidiol (CBD) and other 
cannabinoids. This process may produce live resin, shatter, and/or sugar wax. The extracted material 
may be sold as-is, or may be further refined by alcohol distillation, winterization (super-cooling in 

 
A rosin press consists of two 
heated plates which are 
intensely pressed together 
(typically between 300 to 600 
psi used) to convert hashish 
into rosin. 
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alcohol to remove plant lipids and waxes), filtering, or by chromatography.16 The resultant product 
may then be infused to make tinctures, edibles, salves, vaporizers, or drinks. The resultant product 
may also be sold for dabbing (the flash vaporization of cannabis concentrates once applied to a hot 
surface and inhaled). See Appendix D for additional information on manufacturing techniques. 

2.3.5 Construction Methods 
Any proposed grading necessary to construct cultivation or manufacturing sites would be subject to 
SCCC Chapter 16.20, Grading Regulations. Any proposed new buildings dedicated to cultivation or 
manufacturing would be subject to SCCC Chapter 12.10, Building Regulations, and SCCC Chapter 13.10, 
Zoning Regulations, along with other SCCC regulations, such as Title 16, Environmental and Resource 
Protection. Discretionary permits for new buildings and development may be subject to further 
environmental review per CEQA. New buildings, or existing buildings used for cannabis 
manufacturing or cannabis activities involving employees is usually classified as an “F” industrial 
occupancy under the Fire Code, which means that compliant road access to sites (generally 20 feet 
wide), as well as access to municipal water or high capacity water storage tanks, are required for 
compliance with the County Fire Code. 

Indoor 
Indoor cultivation and manufacturing would occur within existing buildings or within new buildings 
constructed for the purposes of commercial cannabis activities.  

Repurposing Existing Buildings 

Based on observations of 13 existing cannabis cultivators and several manufacturers in January and 
February 2017, indoor cannabis activities commonly occur within repurposed existing buildings. 
Construction of indoor cultivation and manufacturing sites could involve the repurposing and 
remodeling of existing buildings. Construction methods employed in existing indoor facilities 
converted to grow sites would include the installation of additional lights, fans, filters, and sufficient 
ventilation and electrical systems. Improvements would also likely be made to water lines and fire 
detectors/sprinklers. Improvements to accommodate manufacturing activities would vary based on 
product type and processes. 

New Buildings for Indoor Activities 

Construction of new buildings to serve as indoor grow or manufacturing sites would involve the 
typical methods of building a greenhouse, commercial space, manufacturing facility, or warehouse 
depending on the type of site. Hoop houses that are improved with electrical, mechanical and/or 
ventilation are considered greenhouses by the building code, meaning that these types of non-
traditional hoop houses are subject to the requirement for a building permit. Development, grading, 
and building would be subject to all existing regulations and required land use permit approvals 
under the SCCC. Plumbing and electricity lines, hardware for lights, light movers, ballasts, vent fans, 
intake fans, and exhaust fans would be installed, subject to regulation. Improvements for roads, 
driveways, parking, and utilities may be required. As many registrants propose cannabis activities in 

                                                             
 
16 Chromatography is a laboratory process for the separation of a mixture by passing it in solution or suspension 
through a medium in which the components move at different rates. 



County of Santa Cruz  Chapter 2 Project Description 
 

Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 2-72 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

rural areas, it is likely that existing roads will require significant upgrades to meet County Fire and 
Cal Fire regulations. 

Outdoor 
Construction methods employed in outdoor grow sites could include grading to level or tier the site 
(depending on site topography), site preparation to clear any impeding vegetation or debris, building 
construction for accessory structures for drying and curing after harvest, construction of residential 
units, and paving for parking areas used by the site manager and employees.  

Greenhouse 
There are two main types of greenhouses used in cannabis cultivation: greenhouses for outdoor 
cultivation, which only use natural light; and greenhouses for indoor cultivation, which supplement 
natural light with artificial lights and utilize a light suppression system to stimulate the flowering 
phase of the plants. As stated earlier, non-traditional hoop houses improved for cannabis cultivation 
are greenhouses for the purpose of regulation and licensing. 

It is expected that many cultivators would seek out existing greenhouses to lease, rather than build 
new structures, but some new greenhouse construction may occur under the Program. Construction 
of new greenhouses would be required to adhere to SCCC Zoning Regulations, Chapter 13.10.636, 
Greenhouses, which governs new greenhouse development and replacement/reconstruction of 
existing greenhouses (County of Santa Cruz 2016c). Regulations of the County Building Code would 
also apply along with other regulations depending on site location.  

There are typically three types of greenhouses constructed: 

• Attached greenhouses – Lean-to greenhouses lean up against the outside of a house or 
another building. They are particularly efficient because they receive heat that leaks through 
the wall of the adjacent structure. They are connected to another structure and constructed 
with glass or plastic. 

• Freestanding greenhouses – Greenhouses that stand on their own. Also known as detached 
greenhouses, freestanding greenhouses have the advantage of being able to be placed in the 
most appropriate location on a site. 

• Connected greenhouses – This type of greenhouse includes multiple greenhouses that have 
been attached to each other. One controlled climate for temperature and other environmental 
elements is maintained, allowing for large commercial operations to be energy and cost-
efficient. 

Construction methods of greenhouses would vary depending on the size and type of greenhouse. 
Construction often begins with grading to level the site and site preparation to clear any vegetation 
or debris. Depending on the cultivator’s preference, the floor of the greenhouse would either be left 
as natural ground, or a semi-permeable or impermeable floor would be installed. The SSCC includes 
regulations addressing allowed floor materials to preserve the productivity of agricultural soil. 
Domed ceiling greenhouses would be constructed with steel supports or PVC tubing. The covering on 
the greenhouse would be constructed with either glass, fiberglass, or plastic material, such as UV-
stabilized polyethylene. Hard, double-walled plastic such as multiwall polycarbonate or corrugated 
polycarbonate can be used to strengthen the covering. 
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2.3.6 Program Phasing 
Implementation of the Program would involve different steps depending on the eligibility of 
cultivation sites and availability of appropriate cultivation and manufacturing locations. To 
commercially grow cannabis or manufacture cannabis products under the Program, cultivators 
and/or manufacturers must: 

• Demonstrate that they are already cultivating and are eligible to continue doing so with a valid 
license (for cultivation). 

• Bring a non-compliant site into compliance, consistent with the SCCC, to receive a license to 
cultivate or manufacture.  

• Obtain discretionary approvals, if needed, for land use development permits (including 
coastal development permits if applicable), and grading and/or building permits, prior to 
obtaining final license approval. 

2.3.7 General Plan and Local Coastal Program Amendments 
The Program would require amendments to Chapter 2, Land Use, and Chapter 5, Conservation and 
Open Space, of the 1994 General Plan/Local Coastal Program, to make commercial cannabis 
cultivation and manufacturing an allowable use within the County. Specific policies guiding regulation 
of such activities may also be added. See Appendix C for complete draft text of proposed amendments. 

2.3.8 Zoning Ordinance Amendments 
The Program would require amendments to Chapter 13, Planning and Zoning Regulations, of the SCCC, 
referencing the regulations in the proposed SCCC Chapter 7.128 and Chapter 7.132 to make it clear 
that commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing are allowable uses in eligible zoning 
districts, to indicate when discretionary approvals are required and the processing requirements for 
those approvals, and to provide detailed regulations where needed, such as for manufacturing 
cannabis products as a home occupation. See Appendix C for complete draft text of proposed 
amendments.  

2.4 Required Actions and Approvals 
The County is the Lead Agency for the proposed Program, consistent with state CEQA Guidelines 
Section 15065(b). As such, this EIR will be used by the County to both evaluate the potential 
environmental impacts that could result from implementation of the Program, and develop changes 
in the proposed Program and/or adopt mitigation measures which would address those impacts. The 
County Board of Supervisors will consider adoption of the Program after certification of the Final EIR. 
Pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15093, the decision-makers must “balance, as applicable, the 
economic, legal, social, technological, or other benefits of a proposed project against its unavoidable 
environmental risks when determining whether to approve the project. If the specific economic, legal, 
social, technological, or other benefits of a proposed project outweigh the unavoidable adverse 
environmental effects, the adverse environmental effects may be considered “acceptable.” If the County, 
as Lead Agency, approves the proposed Program and significant, unavoidable environmental impacts 
have been documented, a statement of overriding considerations must be written, which shall state 
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the specific reasons to support the approval based on the Final EIR and/or other information in the 
record. 

Implementation of the proposed Program would require the following regulatory and/or legislative 
actions by the County Board of Supervisors, following recommendation from the Planning 
Commission, as well as subsequent action by the California Coastal Commission: 

1. Certify the Final EIR. 

2. Consider and adopt Findings and a Statement of Overriding Considerations as necessary. 

3. Adopt General Plan amendments, as well as Local Coastal Program amendments for the 
portion of the County within the Coastal Zone (followed by certification of the amendment by 
the Coastal Commission). 

4. Repeal SCCC Chapters 7.126 and 7.128 at appropriate time.  

5. Adopt proposed SCCC Chapter 7.128 and Chapter 7.132.  

6. Adopt implementing Zoning Ordinance and other SCCC amendments.  
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