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Chapter 1 : Introduction & Environmental Setting 

1.1 Background 
The original Mahoney Ranch Specific Plan, also known as Area 7, was one of seven specific 
plans prepared as part of the Santa Maria Sphere of Influence and Concurrent Annexation 
Study in 1994. The Specific Plan was prepared in anticipation that the property would be 
annexed to the City of Santa Maria, which ultimately occurred in February of 2004.   
 
The original Mahoney Ranch Specific Plan encompassed a total of 460 acres.  This document is 
an amendment to the southerly 2/3 (319 acres) of this area (See Figure 1-3).  This smaller area 
will be referred to as Mahoney Ranch South throughout this document.  Any changes to the 
northern 141 acres will require a separate specific plan amendment.  The Mahoney Ranch 
South Planning Area will be referred to as Area 7a throughout this document and Mahoney 
Ranch North will be referred to as Area 7b.   

1.2 Location 
Mahoney Ranch South is located at the western edge of the City of Santa Maria and is bound to 
the north by the 141 acres of the original Mahoney Ranch Specific Plan (Area 7b, see 
discussion above), to the south by the Tanglewood single-family community, to the east by 
agricultural lands within the Santa Maria Airport District property, and to the west by Black 
Road.  See Figure 1-1 for the Specific Plan Amendment Vicinity Map. 
 

 

Mahoney 
Ranch 
South  

Santa Maria Airport 
 

Hwy 101 

Figure 1-1: Aerial Photo Vicinity Map 
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FIGURE 1-3 SPECIFIC PLAN AREA 
 

PARCEL A  

Figure 1-3 
Specific Plan 
Area
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1.3 Agricultural Resources 
The 319 acre site is currently used primarily for agricultural purposes (rangeland and row 
crops), but is not under any Williamson Act contracts at this time. Located on the western 
fringes of the City, the site is surrounded primarily by additional rangeland and rowcrops.  The 
major exception to this pattern is the presence of the Tanglewood residential community 
adjacent to the Planning Area’s southern boundary, and the Santa Maria Public Airport to the 
east.  In addition, a small amount of industrial land can be found northeast of the site. 

1.4 Geology and Soil Stability 
The site topography is generally flat, sloping upwards to the east at less than one (1) percent.  
The area is traversed by two natural drainages up to sixty (60) feet in height. Slopes in these 
areas range from 5 to 20 percent.  While the area and surrounding land is currently used for 
agricultural purposes, there are no prime ag soils in the Planning Area, which are considered 
Class I and II soils.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture Soils Survey of 1972 identifies the soils 
types on the site and a description of those soils are as follows: 
 

• Betteravia Loamy 
Sand (BmC): 
Permeability is very 
slow.  Surface runoff is 
slow to medium, and 
the hazard of water 
erosion is slight to 
moderate.  Fertility is 
very low.  This soils is 
used mainly for annual 
pasture and range and 
for nonfarm purposes.  
Small areas are used 
for specialty crops such 
as strawberries. 

• Narlon Sand (NvC): 
Permeability is very 
slow.  A perched water 
table sometimes forms 
above the sandy clay 
subsoil after a rain or 
after irrigation.  Surface 
runoff is medium, and 
the hazard of erosion 
by water is moderate.  
Fertility is very low.  
This soil is used for 
range and for nonfarm 
purposes, such as 
military bases and 
homesites. 

• Gullied Land (GuE): 
Consists of areas in 
which the soil profile 
has been largely 
destroyed by deep 

Figure 1-5 
Mahoney Ranch South Soil Survey 

Source: U.S. Dept. of Agriculture Soil Survey of Northern Santa Barbara 
Area, CA 1972. 
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gullies.  In some places small remnants of the original soil between deep gullies still 
remain, but these areas are not useful for crops or pasture without extensive 
reclamation.  Gullied land is not suitable for farming. 

• Sandy Alluvial Land (Sh): Consists of excessively drained, coarse, stratified, river-
deposited material.  This land type has limited use as range.  It is generally not suitable 
for cultivation, although some selected areas are used for strawberries. 

• Terrace Escarpments, Sandy (TcG): Consists of the sloping sides of old sandy 
terraces that re remnants of Betteravia and Tanagair soils and of the Narlon, hardpan 
variant.  Very slow permeability.  This land type is suitable for limited grazing, but forage 
production is low. 

 
Table 1-1: Soil Types 

Soil Type Soil Description Class Topsoil Suitability Slope Percentage 
NvC Narlon Sand IV-VI Poor: Sand over 

clay 
2-9% 

BmC Betteravia Loamy 
Sand 

IV-VI Poor: sandy 
surface layer; 
weakly cemented 
subsoil 

2-9% 

GuE Gullied Land VIII No 
interpretations: 
properties too 
variable 

-- 

Sh Sandy Alluvial Land VII No 
interpretations: 
properties too 
variable 

-- 

TcG Terrace 
Escarpments, 
Sandy 

VII No 
interpretations: 
properties too 
variable 

-- 

Source: U.S. Dept. of Agriculture Soil Survey of Northern Santa Barbara Area, CA 1972. 
 
 
Santa Barbara County’s Comprehensive Plan assigns the area a low liquefaction potential due 
to low groundwater levels.  The City’s General Plan Safety Element (1987), however, shows a 
potentially active Santa Maria fault less than 2 miles east of the site, which includes the 
Planning Area within Ground Shaking Zone A, the zone of highest hazard potential.  Based on 
the combination of low liquefaction and the fault location, the area is still designated as having 
low “geologic problems”.  
 
While proposed development under the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan would not be 
seriously constrained by local geologic conditions, development would be sited such that the 
existing topographic features are maintained and potential hazards minimized. 
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1.5 Biological Resources 
The original 1994 Mahoney Ranch Specific Plan biological mitigation measures were based on 
the 1992 Sphere of influence EIR document which the City of Santa Maria had certified on 
September 15, 1992. The original EIR did not take into account the presence of two more 
recently listed biological species; the California Red Legged Frog (CRLF) and the California 
Tiger Salamander (CTS). The CRLF was listed as threatened in the Federal Register in 1996 
and the CTS were listed as endangered in 2000. A 2004 focused biological study recorded the 
presence of three (3) CTS’s within the large drainage channel in Area 7a and eleven (11) 
CRLF’s. Of the eleven (11) CRLF’s recorded on site, nine (9) were found at a dried up pond 
created by a leaking irrigation line which has since been repaired.  The other two (2) CRLF’s 
where recorded in the large onsite drainage channel. 
 
The presence of these two federally protected species has significantly impacted the ability to 
develop the Mahoney Ranch property as proposed in the 1994 Specific Plan. Significant 
adjustments have been made to the originally approved land plan as reflected in this 
amendment. The original Specific Plan contained approximately 28 acres of designated open 
space within area 7a. Due to the presence of the CTS and CRLF onsite, the United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service (USFWS) will require a minimum of 100-acres of designated Conservation 
Open Space (COS) onsite and an additional 200-300 acres of conservation land offsite. Both of 
these COS areas are restricted to no public access. The USFWS also requires “exclusionary 
barriers” running adjacent to the proposed onsite COS areas. These requirements and 
restrictions significantly impact the land plan and community amenities such as bike and hiking 
trails originally planned within the existing ravines. These and other mitigation measures, as well 
as management of the conservation areas in perpetuity will be defined in the Habitat 
Conservation Plan (HCP) required as part of the USFWS Section 10 permit process prior to 
development of the Area 7a planning area. 
 
The areas available for development for the Mahoney Ranch South area have been restricted to 
top of plateaus and limits of agricultural farming areas in order to conserve the natural drainage 
channels as CTS and CRLF habitat. While the  area available for development has significantly 
decreased, the offsite infrastructure improvements that will be required in order to develop the 
Mahoney Ranch site has not significantly changed. This will require the costs of project 
development to be spread among a smaller number of total units. The 1994 Mahoney Ranch 
Specific Plan called for approximately 1,722 residential units to be built over the entire site. This 
amendment reduces the proposed maximum units available by nearly 20% to approximately 
1,405. In order to achieve the proposed unit count within the revised development footprint the 
densities of some parcel areas have been increased from their original zoning. 
 
A Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) is currently in process with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, under Section 10 of the Endangered Species Act.  The biological studies were started 
independently of the City’s CEQA process in 2005.  Any mitigation measures required by the 
HCP will take place of those identified in the Final EIR for the Specific Plan Amendment. 

1.6 Airport Safety 
The entire Planning Area lies within Airport Safety Area 3 (see Figure 1-7) in which Santa 
Barbara County’s Airport Land Use Plan recommends that overall residential development be 
kept at less than 4 units per acre.  The Specific Plan calls for a maximum of 1,405 units on 319 
acres, which is a density of 4.4 units/acre.  This level of development will require review and 
approval from the Airport Land Use Commission at the time of Planned Development Permit 
approvals. 
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1.7 Visual Resources 
The Planning Area is moderately sloping devoted almost entirely to agriculture and rangeland.  
On-site views feature agricultural-related activity and occasional trees punctuating the 
grasslands.  The development of this Specific Plan would maintain the area’s rolling topography 
and natural drainage ways. 
 
The surrounding Solomon Hills dominate off-site views, although the Tanglewood residential 
area blocks views from the southernmost portions of the project site.  Development under the 
Specific Plan Amendment would be visually compatible with neighboring uses.    

1.8 Cultural Resources 
Santa Maria’s General Plan designates this area as having a “high or moderate” archaeological 
sensitivity, meaning that the potential of finding cultural resources exists.  Such a designation 
indicates that the area is subject to CEQA provisions, in the event of an archeological discovery 
is made during grading or construction.  A mitigation measure has been included in the Final 
EIR to address this issue. 

1.9 Purpose of the Specific Plan 
The purpose of the Specific Plan is to identify the land uses, general location of development, 
size and general location of infrastructure, and development standards and policies that will 
guide development within the Specific Plan area.  The Specific Plan is not intended to determine 
the exact size and location of lots and building, or design architectural details.  These elements 
shall be submitted and reviewed as part of the subdivision and planned development review 
process. 
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1.10  Statutory Authority 
 
A Specific Plan is a policy document used to implement the development concepts presented in 
the City’s General Plan. Specific Plans are authorized under Section 65450 et seq. of the 
Government Code for the systematic implementation of all or part of a General Plan. 
 
As set forth in Section 65451 of the State Government Code, the Mahoney Ranch South 
Specific Plan includes, at minimum, text and diagrams to describe the following: 
 

Requirement Specific Plan Reference 

The distribution, location and extent of land use, including open 
space, within the plan area. Chapter 2 

The proposed distribution, location, extent, and intensity of major 
components of public and private transportation, sewage, water, 
drainage, solid waste, energy, and other essential facilities 
proposed to be located within the plan area and needed to support 
land uses described in the Specific Plan. 

Chapter 2 

Standards and criteria by which development will proceed and 
standards for the conservation, development, and utilization of 
natural resources, where applicable. 

Chapter 2 

A program of implementation measures, including regulations, 
programs, public works projects, and financing measures 
necessary to implement the Specific Plan. 

Chapter 4 

A statement of the relationship between the Specific Plan and the 
City’s General Plan. 

Chapter 1, Section E 
(below) 

 

1.11 Summary of Specific Plan Recommendations 

1.11.1 Land Use 
The 319 acre Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan will provide a diversity of housing types 
surrounding a centrally located neighborhood commercial center, elementary school site with a 
dual-use neighborhood park.  The land uses are separated by natural open space corridors that 
serve to protect sensitive habitat areas and preserve view corridors.  The Mahoney Ranch 
South Planning Area has been divided into 11 Parcel Areas (PA) to create distinct development 
standards for each area (Figure 1-8).  Each Parcel Area (PA) will be created by a larger Master 
Map which will allow for future development to occur in smaller “neighborhoods” rather than 
attempting developing all 319 acres at one time. 
 
In all, there will be approximately 191 acres of residential uses (including detention basin areas 
and roads), 103 acres of conservation open space, 16.8 acres of school site/park, and 5.2 acres 
of neighborhood commercial uses.  The remaining approximate 3 acres are proposed road 
crossings in the COS areas.  (See Table 2-2).  All lotting shown on the Land Use plan (Figure 1-
8) are conceptual, and are for reference purposes only.  Specific lot layout and roadway 
configuration will be determined at the subdivision mapping process. 

1.11.2 Circulation 
The Mahoney Ranch South Planning Area will be accessible from Black and Mahoney Roads, 
which also define the area’s northern and western boundaries.  The site will be served by an 



Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan 
Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 

 

  

 
Urban Planning Concepts, Inc.   City of Santa Maria 
Approved October 7, 2008 

1-12 

arterial Loop Road with residential collector roads serving each Planning Area.  The Specific 
Plan will also provide vehicular and pedestrian connections to the existing Tanglewood 
community to the south.  A system of multi-purpose trails, bike lanes, and sidewalks will provide 
a convenient and useful alternative to automobiles when traveling to the school, park, 
commercial center, bus stops, or from one residential community to another.  No circulation 
elements are proposed to extend to the east into the Santa Maria Public Airport property for 
safety considerations, and due to the fact that the USFWS will not support such an alignment 
which would impact existing CTS habitat and anticipated future conservation areas in the 
adjacent Santa Maria Airport property.  The Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan does not 
propose to construct a connection to an extension of E Street (as shown in the Circulation 
Element of the City of Santa Maria’s General Plan), however, accommodations will be made in 
the project design to allow a future connection in the event that E Street is extended in the 
future. 

1.11.3 Community Design 
The elementary school, community park, and neighborhood shopping center have been 
designed as the community focal point and activity hub of the Specific Plan area.  These 
amenities are linked to the residential neighborhoods via multi-purpose trails and a sidewalk 
system.  In addition, the open space corridors are a major feature of the Specific Plan area and 
comprise almost one-third of the total site area, or approximately 103 acres.  These areas 
create physical barriers that divide the Specific Plan area into permanently preserved areas with 
no public access allowed. 
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1.11.4 Infrastructure 
New development proposed under the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan will require new 
water, sewer and drainage infrastructure.   
 

Water:  Water pipelines shall connect at Betteravia Road and A Street, loop through the 
site, and connect to an existing City waterline to the east of the site. A backup line for fire 
flow will be connected to the existing Tanglewood subdivision. The City’s water 
transmission system does not presently serve the Planning Area.  Proposed 
development would increase water demand by 466,804 gallons per day (GPD).  

 
Sewer:  The proposed sewer system will connect to the City plant via Black Road, or to 
a proposed trunk line at Betteravia and Black road if Area 9 is developed prior to 
Mahoney Ranch.  There are no City of Santa Maria sewer trunk lines currently serving 
the Mahoney Ranch South Planning Area.  New development will increase sewer 
demand by 667,081 gallons per day (GPD) in the peak flow condition.  Due to sump 
conditions, a force main and lift station are anticipated in order to convey sewage to the 
City’s treatment facility (Figure 2-12). 

  
Drainage: Site drainage will be treated and detained in basins to be located on the 
upper plateaus.  These retention basins will be designed to release developed flows in 
order to maintain predevelopment flow levels in the existing ravines.  Where feasible, 
many of the proposed drainage basins will serve as recreational amenities during the dry 
season for area residents. 

1.12 Organization of the Document 
The Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan contains four components which guide planned 
policies and programs and establish development standards as a means of ensuring their 
implementation.  The components include: 
 

• General Concepts: Reviews the Planning Area’s environmental opportunities and 
constraints, and includes overall goals and objectives for the plan. 

• Land Development Pattern: The heart of the Specific Plan, this section contains the 
recommendations for the Planning Area’s land use, circulation, community design, and 
infrastructure systems. 

• Land Development Regulations: This section details the regulatory framework and 
development standards which drive the plan. 

• Implementation and Administration: Includes the development phasing and 
maintenance programs, and the financing mechanisms needed to implement the plan.  

 

1.13 Relationship to the City of Santa Maria General Plan 
In accordance with State Law, the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan has been prepared to 
be completely consistent with the City of Santa Maria’s General Plan.  By definition, a Specific 
Plan includes a greater level of detail, especially with respect to site planning and development 
issues, that can be found in the master document from which it takes its direction.  In this way, 
the Specific Plan can be seen as a bridge between the General Plan and the Zoning Ordinance. 

1.14  Relationship to Other Specific Plans 
Mahoney Ranch Specific Plan: 
The northern 141 acres of the original Mahoney Ranch Specific Plan (Area 7b) are proposed to 
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be made up mainly of agricultural land, with some commercial and residential development.  
Development of this land will follow the original 1994 Specific Plan unless a separate Specific 
Plan Amendment is prepared.  Development of this property would enhance the connectivity of 
the Mahoney Ranch South area to the rest of the City. 
 
Santa Maria Airport Business Park Specific Plan: 
The Business Park Specific Plan proposes development of lands within the Santa Maria Airport 
District, immediately south of the airport itself.  The Business Park will propose a mix of uses, 
including commercial and industrial.  While the Airport is directly east of the Mahoney Ranch 
South Specific Plan area, the uses proposed for the Airport District will not impact this Planning 
Area. 
 
Blosser Southwest Specific Plan (Area 6): 
The Blosser Southwest Specific Plan, located directly east of A Street, has been approved for a 
maximum of approximately 1,500 units.  Located within the plan area is acreage for an 
elementary school and approximately 16 acres of neighborhood commercial zoning.  The 
Blosser Southwest Specific Plan is currently under various stages of construction and the 
approval process, and approximately 50% built out. 
 
Black Road Specific Plan (Area 9): 
The Black Road Specific Plan (2004) is currently in the process of being reviewed by the City for 
amendments to the original Plan.  The Planning Area is located west of A Street, north of 
Betteravia Road and south of Stowell Road.  Three different alternatives are proposed with 
industrial, commercial and residential land uses throughout the project.  The major relationship 
of this Specific Plan to the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan is that possible connections to 
the Area 9 sewer lines are proposed, provided that the construction at Area 9 is underway. 

1.15 Relationship to County and Regional Plans and Policies 
   
  Santa Barbara County Comprehensive Plan: 
  The City of Santa Maria coordinated closely with the County of Santa Barbara as well as the 

Santa Barbara County Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) during its effort to annex 
the Mahoney Ranch (Area 7) Planning Area.  Because of this process, future development in the 
Planning Area should be consistent with the Santa Barbara County Comprehensive Plan, the 
governing document for development throughout the County.  Although strictly speaking, the 
policies contained in that document apply only to the County's unincorporated areas, the County's 
cities must be mindful of these policies when developing specific plans for areas they have 
annexed.  Consistency with County policies forms a major criterion on which LAFCO bases its 
decisions regarding annexation of unincorporated areas into cities.  

 
  Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) Policies: 
  The Santa Barbara County Local Agency Formation, or LAFCO, establishes standards designed 

to promote efficient and orderly development within urban areas.  In 2004, LAFCO approved the 
annexation request for Mahoney Ranch.  This Specific Plan document incorporates LAFCO 
policies and regulations. A summary of these policies may be found in Section 5.0 (Land 
Use/Policy Analysis) of the City of Santa Maria Sphere Study EIR (1992). 

 
  Airport Land Use Plan: 
  Santa Barbara County’s Airport Land Use Plan (1982) establishes development restrictions in 

areas located near the County’s airports, including the Santa Maria Airport.  The Planning Area’s 
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location, less than one mile northwest of the airport, places it within Safety Area 3, the General 
Airport Traffic Pattern Area.  Residential land uses within this area are subject to Airport Land Use 
Commission review when they exceed four units per acre.  With a maximum of 1,405 units on 319 
acres, the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan could result in a maximum of 4.4 units per acre, 
which will require review by the Airport Land Use Commission. 

1.16 Land Use Element Goals and Objectives 
The Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan fulfills the goals and objectives of many of the City of 
Santa Maria’s Land Use Element. 
 
Objective L.U.1a 
Establish residential areas for 1) the provision of a variety of home sites, housing types, and 
lifestyles; 2) the promotion of neighborhood integrity; and 3) the protection of individual property 
values by encouraging compatible uses and proper standards for design and development. 

The Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan calls for a variety of different housing types 
and densities throughout the Planning Area from detached single-family residences to 
cluster developments.  Each of the Master Lots are interconnected with a system of 
streets, bike paths and pedestrian walkways, all of which ultimately lead to the various 
parks and school site.  Design of the Mahoney Ranch South Planning Area will not be 
specifically prescribed with strict design regulations, however, the implementation of 
some guidelines will help steer development into a cohesive theme throughout the 
project site. 

 
Objective L.U.1e 
Set aside land to meet the present and future needs for recreation and park facilities and 
establish adequate buffers to protect prime agricultural land within the Santa Maria Valley from 
urban encroachment. 

Smaller pocket parks will be scattered throughout the Mahoney Ranch South Specific 
Plan area, with a larger joint use park at the proposed elementary school site.  Future 
residents of Mahoney Ranch South will be able to use all of the park amenities and be 
able to access them easily and conveniently through the trail and sidewalk system for 
the Planning Area. 

 
Objective L.U.1f 
Identify and reserve future school sites within the Planning Area. 

An elementary school site is proposed at the intersection of Kirk Avenue and Loop Road 
to serve future residents of Mahoney Ranch South. 

 
Objective L.U.2a 
Provide for and maintain well-located and community oriented retail shopping centers to allow 
for convenient community access to essential goods and services as well as for convenient 
employment. 

A 5.2 acre commercial site is located at the western edge of the Specific Plan area.  
While a specific site design and tenants are not known at this time, it is anticipated that 
neighborhood commercial establishments will be built at that location. The central 
location of the commercial site and easy access from Black Road will provide convenient 
access to goods and services for future residents. 

 
Objective L.U.6k 
Use drainage retention facilities for recreational purposes. 

Dual use parks and drainage basins are proposed throughout the Planning Area and are 
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intended to serve as recreational facilities. 
 
Objective L.U.6l 
Protect significant archaeological and ecological resources and require that new development in 
these areas be sensitive to the presence of these resources, as identified in the ERME. 

103 acres of the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan area are reserved as 
Conservation Open Space for the protection of the California Tiger Salamander and the 
California Red Legged Frog.  Archeological resources will be protected, if found during 
grading and construction. 

 

1.17 General Goals and Objectives 
The preparation of the Mahoney Ranch South Specific Plan fulfills the intent of the General Plan 
Land Use Objective 4h, which calls for specific development studies for areas having unusual 
development constraints or opportunities not easily accommodated by the provisions of the 
General Plan.  
  

“Certain portions of the Planning Area…should be designated as special study areas 
[because]…they offer the possibility of particularly beneficial land use patterns which 
may enhance community objectives.” 

 
Further, the General Plan seeks to implement this objective through the preparation of 
 

“…specific development studies [which outline] detailed commitments to capital 
improvements, and [recommend] special development standards for the area.” 

 
Mahoney Ranch South, an area not fully integrated into the City’s infrastructural fabric, qualifies 
in this regard.  Because of it’s largely undeveloped character, varied topography, and the 
presence of endangered species, future development here requires special attention in order to 
properly address the unique locational and environmental concerns of the 319 acre Planning 
Area.




