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Cambria's Sustainable Water Facility 101—Part 4    

Call to the Cause: How We Can All Act Now to Secure the Regular Permit 

 

SUMMARY 

 

● The process to obtain a regular coastal development permit for the SWF is time-

consuming and involved.  However, each of us can participate in a meaningful way to 

help secure that the permit is granted. 

 

● We should write letters, in our own words, that express to the responsible agencies how 

important the SWF is to us personally and to our town. 

 

● We should also plan to attend the three critical hearings at which the CCSD’s permit 

application will be decided: those before the County Planning Commission, Board of 

Supervisors and Coastal Commission. 

 

● The SWF will not get the permitting it needs unless the CCSD Board of Directors 

continues to support the facility.  In November’s general election we must back only 

those candidates who clearly and unequivocally support the SWF and support a regular 

development permit granting the CCSD flexibility to use the SWF to secure Cambria’s 

supply of potable water. 

 

Introduction 

 

This is the fourth and final essay in our series.  The previous three essays discussed, 

among other topics, the history that led to the Sustainable Water Facility, the extensive 

scientific and engineering investigation that supports the project, how the SWF operates 

to convert brackish water into fresh water and why obtaining a flexible regular coastal 

development permit is so vitally important for Cambria's future water security.  This 

essay focuses on what all of us can do -- really what we must do -- to ensure that CCSD's 

pending regular permit application is granted.  We begin with an overview of the 

permitting process. 

 

The Regular Development Permit Process—An Overview 

 

As we noted in our third essay, the emergency permit issued by San Luis Obispo County 

in 2014 authorized the CCSD to construct and operate the Emergency Water Supply 

project but also required the CCSD to apply for and pursue a regular coastal development 

permit.  The CCSD has filed the regular permit application and faces a permitting process 

that is extensive, thorough and time-consuming. 

 



2 
 

1. SLO County Planning and Building Staff 

 

The CCSD's application is currently making its way through the initial phase of the 

process, which includes an extensive review by the staff of the San Luis County 

Department of Planning and Building. This staff review involves, among other things, 

determining whether the project conforms to the SLO County Local Coastal Program, 

resolving issues arising out of the CCSD's Final Environmental Impact Report and other 

environmental and development issues.  Staffs at Planning and Building, the CCSD, the 

California Coastal Commission, State Parks, the Regional Water Quality Control Board 

and other agencies all collaborate during this phase, working through as many technical 

and other issues as possible at the staff level before the permit application moves up the 

ladder. 

 

2. SLO County Planning Commission 

 

When this initial review is completed, the Planning and Building staff will issue a report 

on whether to grant the SWF regular permit and, if so, under what conditions. The staff 

report goes to the five-member San Luis Obispo County Planning Commission, which 

will consider the CCSD’s application at a public hearing.  The Commission will consider 

the CCSD's application, the B&P staff report and decide whether to grant the permit and 

on what terms and conditions.  The Commission decision becomes the final action by the 

County, but any interested party can appeal the decision to the full County Board of 

Supervisors. This is what we expect to happen, especially if the Planning Commission 

grants CCSD a reasonable and flexible development permit. 

 

3. SLO County Board of Supervisors 

 

Upon receipt of a timely notice of appeal, the appealed permit will be calendared for 

public hearing, consideration and decision by the Board of Supervisors.  The Board’s 

decision becomes the final action by the County. As with the Planning Commission, 

however, any interested party then has the right to appeal the County's final action to the 

California Coastal Commission.  

 

4. California Coastal Commission 

 

Again, any final action by the County that grants CCSD a reasonable and flexible regular 

coastal development permit will most certainly be appealed by project opponents to the 

Coastal Commission.  At the Coastal Commission stage, the Commission staff will 

review the appeal and will issue a recommendation on the question of whether it presents 

a “substantial issue” – that is, whether the case needs to be subject to a full-scale review 

by the Commission.  The Commission then takes up the staff’s recommendation.  If the 

Commission determines that the appeal presents no substantial issue, the appeal is then 

automatically denied.  If the Commission rules that the appeal does present a substantial 
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issue, then the matter is returned to Coastal Commission staff for a full review under the 

Coastal Act.  Essentially, the permit process goes back to Square One. 

 

How and When We Can Make a Big Difference 

 

We realize that the above description of the process is complicated at best, and more 

likely just plain incomprehensible.  However, what each of us can do to support the SWF 

and the regular permit application is fairly straightforward. 

 

1. Letters of Support 

 

All the commissions, boards, agencies and their respective staffs involved in this process 

are definitely influenced by public input, especially from people who will be directly 

impacted should the permit be denied or, alternatively, should it be granted. 

 

We know that project opponents have already written to key staff at the County, the 

Coastal Commission and other relevant agencies arguing that the permit should be denied 

and falsely implying that they represent the majority of Cambrians.  Therefore, at the 

very least, we all should write letters to each appropriate agency at each stage of the 

process expressing our support for the SWF and the reasons for our support.   

 

● It is best for your letters to be in your own words.  But, to assist you, we have prepared 

talking points that you may wish to use.  The list of talking points is attached.  Your 

letters will turn the tide so that the agencies realize the majority of Cambria supports the 

SWF and there are sound reasons to grant CCSD's regular permit application. 

 

● Your letters need not be technical in nature but they certainly can be.  Regulators will 

be influenced by letters that express your personal experience, your situation and why 

securing a reliable supplemental water supply is important to you.    

 

● You should send your initial letters supporting the SWF to the San Luis Obispo County 

Department of Planning and Building staff.  The reverse side of the enclosed list of 

talking points contains the contact information for the SLO County Department of 

Planning and Building where you should email or snail-mail your initial letter.  We will 

distribute contact information for the Planning Commission, Board of Supervisors and 

Coastal Commission as the process moves forward before those agencies.  You should 

mail this initial letter to Planning and Building staff on or before October 15, 2018. 

 

● Once the Planning and Building staff issues its report, you should mail a letter to the 

County Planning Commission, then the Board of Supervisors, the Coastal Commission 

staff and finally the Coastal Commission itself.  We will keep you advised when you 

should mail these letters and, we will distribute the appropriate contact information as 

each phase of the permitting process comes up. 
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From time to time, specific issues may arise before other interested agencies involving 

the permit or operation of the SWF.  We will notify you about these issues, how you may 

help with a focused letter, and to whom the letter should be addressed. 

 

2. Attending Hearings – and When to Expect Them 

 

 

There will be, at least, three crucial hearings during the permitting process: 1) the hearing 

before the SLO Planning Commission (in San Luis Obispo); 2) the appeal hearing before 

the SLO County Board of Supervisors (also in San Luis Obispo); and, 3) the appeal 

hearing before the Coastal Commission (in an as-yet-undetermined location on the 

California Coast).  It is extremely important that we come out in force for ALL of 

these hearings.  At this point we expect the Planning Commission hearing to take place 

sometime in late fall or early winter of 2018.  If the Planning Commission’s decision is 

appealed, the BOS hearing would be about six months later. A hearing on further appeal 

to the Coastal Commission would be at least three to six months after that – in other 

words, in 2020. Given the complexity of the permitting process, these dates may vary 

greatly from our current expectations.  We shall keep you informed as each date is 

scheduled. 

 

3. Speaking at Hearings 

 

Each of the crucial hearings above will have a period for public comment allowing each 

speaker 2 to 3 minutes.  If you are comfortable speaking publicly, please plan to speak in 

support of the SWF at as many of the three hearings as you can attend.  We know the 

project opponents will speak and we must provide the Commissioners and Board of 

Supervisors the balanced view in support of the SWF.  Making yourself heard DOES 

make a considerable difference. 

 

Assuring Victory in the CCSD Board Election in November is Essential 

 

The overarching threat to the SWF comes from this November's general election.  By 

electing their candidates, opponents could seize control of the CCSD Board and 

effectively shut down the project.  A new anti-SWF Board majority could hamstring the 

project in a number of ways.  It could vote to mothball the project indefinitely.  It could 

amend the District's permit application so that the CCSD would be allowed to use the 

SWF only when drastic mandatory water conservation measures must also be imposed.  

Or, it could kill the SWF altogether by pulling the permit application.  Some project 

opponents have already discussed shutting down the SWF and selling the equipment.  

 

What we describe above is a real threat.  As discussed in the first essay of our series, 

Cambria's Long Path Toward Water Security, the opponents have twice in the past, in 
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1987 and again in 1996, seized control of the CCSD Board and killed projects which 

would have solved Cambria's chronic water shortages.  We cannot allow control of the 

CCSD Board to fall into the hands of those who oppose the SWF.  We must support 

only candidates who clearly and without equivocation support the SWF and support 

a regular development permit granting CCSD flexible use of the SWF.  And, of 

course, we must ALL turn out and vote for such candidates in November. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Each of us can play a big part in assuring that the CCSD receives a reasonable regular 

coastal development permit giving the District flexibility to use of the Sustainable Water 

Facility to provide Cambria water security.  Expressing your support of the SWF and the 

CCSD’s pending permit application in letters to the responsible agencies and attending 

and/or speaking at critical hearings will have a significant impact.  And, of course, 

exercising your political support and voting to maintain a CCSD Board majority that 

supports the SWF is essential. 

 

Cambrians for Water Steering Committee 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


