
BUSINESS OF THE PLANNING COMMISSION 
 OF THE CITY OF HALF MOON BAY 

 
AGENDA REPORT 

 
For meeting of: October 27, 2020  

 
TO:  Honorable Chair and Planning Commissioners  
 
FROM:  Jill Ekas, Community Development Director 

Brittney Cozzolino, Associate Planner 
  
TITLE: Coastal Development Permit, File No. PDP-20-043 for Geotechnical Borings 

Investigation at the Closed Half Moon Bay Landfill 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
Conduct a public hearing on PDP-20-043, an application for a Coastal Development Permit to 
allow five investigative geotechnical borings to characterize subsurface units and gather 
information on the strength of soils at the closed Half Moon Bay landfill, owned and maintained 
by the County of San Mateo, on the coastal bluffs south of Poplar Street, Half Moon Bay, and 
continue the public hearing to a date certain of November 10, 2020 (or as otherwise discussed 
during the public hearing).   
 
PROJECT BACKGROUND 
 

Summary of Project 

File Number  PDP-20-043 

Requested Permits/Approvals Coastal Development Permit 

Site Location Half Moon Bay Closed Landfill/APN 064-410-030 and -040 

Applicant/Property Owner County of San Mateo 

Project Planner Brittney Cozzolino; (650) 750-2014; 
bcozzolino@hmbcity.com  

Zoning District PUD – Planned Unit Development  

LCP Land Use Plan Designation Regional Public Recreation 

Water Service Not applicable to project  

Sewer Service (Sewer 
Authority Mid-Coast) 

Not applicable to project  

Environmental Determination Categorically Exempt pursuant to CEQA Guidelines, Section 
15306 

Heritage Trees None in project footprint 

No tree protection plan required 

Story Poles  Yes Located in a Visual Resource Area?  

mailto:bcozzolino@hmbcity.com
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Not 
applicable 
to project  

No Variance or Exception required? 

Yes Located in a largely undeveloped area? 

Right of Appeal Any aggrieved person may appeal the Planning Commission’s 
decision to the City Council within ten (10) working days of 
the decision. 

The project is located within the Coastal Commission Appeals 
Jurisdiction; therefore, final City action is appealable to the 
Coastal Commission. 

 
  Figure 1.  Site Location  
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Site and Surrounding Properties 
The project site is located at the closed Half Moon Bay landfill that is owned and operated by the 
County of San Mateo. The project site is surrounded by the Poplar Beach Blufftop Park, the California 
Coastal Trail, Poplar Beach and the Pacific Ocean, and the Poplar Beach public parking lot. The site is 
zoned Planned Unit Development (PUD) and is in the Regional Public Recreation land use 
designation. The general area is heavily used by pedestrians, bicyclists, and beachgoers with its 
accessibility to the Coastal Trail, Poplar Beach, and the ocean. Land use and zoning for properties 
surrounding the subject site are as follows: 
 

North Poplar Beach Blufftop Park OS – P Open Space Passive 

South Seymour Ditch and land trust-
owned open space 

PUD Planned Unit Development 

East County-owned open space, Arleta 
Park residential neighborhood 

PUD Planned Unit Development, R-1 B-1 
Single-Family Residential 

West Poplar Beach and Pacific Ocean Open Space 

   
The project site occupies approximately 22 acres of land, with the areas historically used for 
debris disposal and landfilling occupying about 14 acres. Between about 1951 and 1958 materials 
delivered for disposal were burned as was common practice at the time. Sanitary landfill 
operations subsequently took place between 1962 and 1976. Materials accepted for disposal 
reportedly included inert debris, yard waste and residential solid waste. The landfill was graded 
and capped with a soil cover system in 1978 in accordance with regulatory and permit conditions 
then in effect. In the early 1990s, a portion of the landfill was exposed when wave action eroded 
the bluff face. The exposed area was secured with a concrete block and steel chain mat and is 
inspected regularly. The landfill site is now maintained as open space and is considered an 
important recreational asset, as the California Coastal Trail crosses its perimeter. 
 
Project Description 
The purpose of the project is to allow five investigative geotechnical borings to characterize 
subsurface units and gather information on the strength of soils at the closed Half Moon Bay 
landfill (“landfill”), owned and maintained by the County of San Mateo, on the coastal bluffs 
south of Poplar Street, Half Moon Bay. Three borings are proposed within the landfill near the 
top of the bluff, and two borings on the beach near the toe of the bluff. Two of the blufftop 
borings will be advanced to a minimum of 60 feet below ground surface (bgs) with the third to a 
minimum depth of 75 feet bgs for seismic site classification, and the two bluff toe borings will be 
advanced to a minimum depth of 30 bgs. The boring locations are shown in Figure 1 labeled HMB-
B1 through HMB-B5.  
 
The overall intent of the investigative geotechnical borings is to assess options for managing 
future environmental and financial risk of the landfill. As noted in the County’s application 
materials (Attachment 2), the landfill is currently subject to post-closure maintenance 
requirements that the County budgets $150,000 per year for including final cover and drainage 
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system inspections, surface water and leachate seep monitoring, landfill gas monitoring, and 
reporting to agencies. The County’s Sea Level Rise Vulnerability Assessment identified the landfill 
as highly vulnerable to coastal erosion, sea level rise, coastal scouring, and potential exposure 
and/or release of landfilled debris. In assessing its options for proactive mitigation measures, the 
County has identified full clean closure as a preferred alternative. Full clean closure would entail 
removing and stockpiling cover soils; excavating, profiling and disposing all waste and underlying 
impacted soils at an off-site location; and restoring the site. Initial planning efforts to determine 
feasibility of a clean closure include the proposed geotechnical field investigations to gain a 
better understanding of the geologic structure and stability of the site. 
 
Construction staging and storage will occur differently for the blufftop borings and the bluff toe 
borings. For the blufftop borings (HMB-B1 through -B3), staging will occur at the Poplar Beach 
parking lot. The path of travel will be from the Poplar Beach parking lot along the paved trail to 
the indicated boring locations. The existing split-rail fence will be temporarily disassembled to 
access the borings, then reassembled when done. Overnight, the drill rig will be secured and 
stored at one of the three blufftop boring locations. As the Poplar Beach stair improvements 
inhibit accessibility for the drilling equipment, staging for the bluff toe borings (HMB-B4 and -B5) 
will occur at the Half Moon Bay State Beach parking lot where there is a viable access route down 
to the beach. The path of travel will be from the Half Moon Bay State Beach parking lot, down 
the beach access ramp, and then south along the beach to the indicated boring locations. 
Overnight, the drill rig will be secured and stored above the high water line at either at one of 
the two indicated boring locations or at the base of the armored slope near the drill locations, 
depending on tide conditions and contractor preference. 
 
Construction will occur in adherence with applicable best management practices from the County 
of San Mateo Department of Public Works Maintenance Standards and the San Mateo 
Countywide Water Pollution Prevention Program, or equivalent measures. This includes but is 
not limited to spill prevention and cleanup measures such as maintaining spill cleanup materials 
at the construction site at all times and inspecting equipment for leaks. In addition, the County 
of San Mateo proposes to employ a qualified biological monitor to be present throughout project 
construction to avoid or minimize impacts to sensitive biological resources. Proposed avoidance 
measures and best management practices are further described in Section 1.3.1, page 6 of the 
Initial Study checklist prepared by the County (Attachment 3).  
 
The County is prepared to conduct the geotechnical borings as soon as all necessary permits are 
secured and appeal periods have lapsed, including a coastal development permit and 
encroachment permit from the City and a drilling permit from the County Environmental Health 
Department. The project is anticipated to take no more than five days, and is anticipated to begin 
on a Monday or Tuesday to minimize public access impacts. During project implementation, 
drilling times will account for tide windows, as mobilization down the beach to reach the bluff 
toe boring locations may not be possible during high tide. Tide windows will be evaluated prior 
to beginning the field investigation. The bluff toe boring locations are both above high tide line 
elevations to ensure that drilling equipment and project construction will be kept out of the 
water. Spill prevention measures will be in place as described above.  
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ANALYSIS  
The key issues for this project are conformance with the General Plan/Local Coastal Land Use 
Plan, conformance with the Zoning Code/LCP Implementation Plan,1 and compliance with CEQA.  
 
Conformance with the General Plan/Local Coastal Program Land Use Plan 
The proposed project is consistent with the Regional Public Recreation General Plan/Local 
Coastal Land Use Plan designation as it is temporary and exploratory in nature. There will be 
temporary impacts to public access during construction as discussed further below.  
 
Conformance with the Zoning Code 
The closed landfill and associated maintenance and monitoring is an existing use that likely pre-
dates the Planned Unit Development (PUD) Zoning District at the project site. The proposed 
project is consistent with the continuation of the existing use. 
 
In the past, the City has found investigative geotechnical borings to be exempt from coastal 
development permit (CDP) requirements as a repair and maintenance activity where the activity 
would not adversely impact environmentally sensitive habitat areas. However, in this case, a CDP 
is necessary as the proposed boring sites are within 100 feet of a bluff/sea cliff area pursuant to 
Zoning Code Section 18.20.025 (Permit Required).  
 
Table 1 below identifies key Zoning Code/LCP Implementation Plan issues and their applicability 
to the subject site.  As indicated in the table and described further below, several coastal resource 
policies apply to the site and the proposed project, but all of these factors are either sufficiently 
avoided, addressed through conditions of approval, or both.   
 
   Table 2. Key Zoning Code/LCP Implementation Plan Topics 

  Topic  Applicability/Explanation 

Environmentally Sensitive 
Habitat Area  Yes  

The project site is located on a sea cliff and is in proximity 
to coastal terrace prairie habitat and the marine 
environment.  

Visual Resource Area  Yes 
Planned Development areas are defined as a visual 
resource area by Section 18.37.020 of the Zoning Code.  

Public Access Area 

 Yes 

 The subject site provides Coastal Trail access. Work will 
occur on the public beach area. 

Coastal Hazard Area Yes 
The project site is located on a sea cliff and is subject to 
potential shoreline erosion and wave action.  

Archaeological Resource Area  No Not in area of mapped or known resources. 

Historic Resources No  Not in area of mapped or known historic resources.   

 
1 The Zoning Code is part of the LCP Implementation Plan. 
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Environmentally Sensitive Habitat  
The following LCP policies and ordinances are applicable to this project as it relates to 
environmentally sensitive habitat areas: 
 

LUP Policy 3-3, Protection of Sensitive Habitats: 
(a) Prohibit any land use and/or development which would have significant adverse impacts 

on sensitive habitat areas. 
(b) Development in areas adjacent to sensitive habitats shall be sited and designed to prevent 

impacts that could significantly degrade the environmentally sensitive habitats. All uses 
shall be compatible with the maintenance of biological productivity of such areas. 

 
LUP Policy 3-19, Permitted Uses on Sea Cliffs: 
(a) Where nesting or roosting exists, permit only education and research activities.  
(b) Where nesting or roosting do not exist, permit only the following uses: (1) education and 

research, (2) limited foot paths, (3) limited recreational rock climbing, (4) road and 
underground utility construction where no feasible alternative exists, and (5) intake or 
outfall lines provided that the habitat is not threatened.  

 
Municipal Code Section 18.38.065, Bluffs and Sea Cliffs: 
The following regulations are applicable to the coastal resource areas defined in this title and 
designated on this city’s coastal resource map: 
A. Permitted Uses – Sea Cliff or Bluff Face. 

1. Where nesting or roosting exists, only education and research activities are 
permitted. 

2. Where nesting or roosting do not exist, the following uses are permitted: 
a.  Education and research activities. 
b. Limited coastal access, pedestrian paths, and engineered stairways for coastal 

access. 
c. Limited recreational rock climbing. 
d. Road and underground utility construction where no feasible alternative 

exists. 
e. Intake or outfall lines, provided that the habitat is not threatened. 
f. Planting of drought-tolerant coastal vegetation for sea cliff stabilization 

purposes only. 
 
The proposed project is for the purposes of researching the geologic structure and stability of the 
closed landfill as part of a feasibility study for potential clean closure. The project involves five 
investigative geotechnical borings at the project site, three near the top of the bluff and two near 
the toe of the bluff. As such, the project may also be considered underground utility construction 
that will not result in permanent utility installation. City staff has questioned the need for the 
three blufftop borings to be so close to the bluff edge. Project consultants for San Mateo County 
indicate that these borings are necessary for assessing ultimate project feasibility, as the intent 
of the project is to study the geologic structure and stability of this bluff area. As mentioned 
above, these types of projects can typically be approved through a coastal development permit 
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exemption, or a coastal development permit waiver should the City have that process in place. 
However, due to the proposed location of the borings on the coastal bluff as well as due to the 
potential for biological resources (discussed below), a coastal development permit is required 
and the City does not have a coastal development permit waiver process in place at this time.  
 
In any case, the County has prepared an Initial Study checklist and a biological resource 
constraints review to support the CEQA exemption for this temporary project and address any 
necessary biological resource protections. These documents find that there is known occurrence 
of two special-status plant species within the project area (perennial goldfields and Choris’ 
popcornflower), but that there is low potential for occurrence at the proposed boring locations 
due to the history of disturbance at the site. Staff anticipates additional site-specific biological 
information to be submitted by the County.  
 
As part of the proposed project description, the County will perform additional pre-construction 
surveys for sensitive biological resources, including the two known special-status plant species. 
If special-status plants or other sensitive resources are encountered, the following measures 
would be implemented: 

- Sensitive features would be flagged, fenced, or otherwise delineated. 
- The staging areas, access paths, and boring locations would be adjusted as needed to 

avoid impacts to identified sensitive resources. 
- Construction would not occur if sensitive resources cannot be avoided. 

 
The County’s plans include monitoring by  a qualified biological throughout project construction 
to further ensure that any potential for impacts to sensitive biological resources is avoided. 
Additional best management practices (BMPs) are proposed to prevent any potential biological 
impacts and coastal water quality including spill control and prevention measures, erosion and 
sediment control measures, and materials and waste management measures (see Section 1.3.1, 
page 6 of Attachment 3).   
 
Recommended conditions of approval for the forthcoming coastal development permit review 
should address: 

• Reporting of the pre-construction survey results to the City. If any adjustments to staging 
areas, access paths, or boring locations are necessary, require submittal of a revised site 
plan for review and approval.  

• Marking and fencing the limits of the construction zone to prevent any impacts to the 
surrounding habitat areas prior to commencement of construction. 

• Compliance with the proposed BMPs. 

• Revegetation of any areas disturbed by temporary construction impacts with a standard 
erosion control native seed mix including coastal terrace prairie compatible species. 

 
Visual Resources  
The City’s Zoning Code defines Planned Development Areas as visual resource areas, and states 
that “[n]ew development within planned development areas shall be subject to development 
conditions as stated in the local coastal program land use plan for each planned development, to 
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design review standards set forth in this title, and standards set forth in this chapter regarding 
landscaping, signs, screening, lighting, parking areas and utilities” (Section 18.37.020(C)).  In this 
case, the proposed project will not result in any permanent development or structures that 
require such design review or other visual resource considerations. 
 
Public Access 
The subject site contains a segment of the California Coastal Trail and a portion of Poplar Beach. 
The larger area includes the Poplar Beach Blufftop Park and a public beach parking lot and has 
historically been used for public coastal access and recreation.   
 
The proposed project will cause temporary public access impacts during construction. 
Construction is anticipated to last five days, to begin on a Monday or Tuesday to minimize public 
access impacts. Public access will be temporarily obstructed in the equipment staging areas in 
the Poplar Beach and Francis Beach parking lots, along the path of travel from the staging areas 
to the boring locations, and at the boring locations during drilling. Construction personnel will be 
on-site during project implementation to help manage access and mark off drilling locations to 
maintain public safety.  
 
Recommended conditions of approval for the forthcoming coastal development permit review 
should address: 

• Posting of sufficient notice at the site and through online forums to notify the public of 
the anticipated dates and area of public access impacts.  

• Approval of an encroachment permit by the City Engineer prior to any construction 
activity, including staging and storage of construction material.  

• Staging and storage shall be within previously disturbed areas, and shall minimize use of 
public beach parking spaces.  

 
Coastal Hazards 
The proposed project will occur on the coastal bluff top and bluff toe as previously described. 
This is an inherently hazardous location due to natural erosion processes and susceptibility to 
wave run-up. However, these hazards are comprehensively considered in the proposed project 
procedures and associated BMPs. The equipment that will be used upland and on the beach is a 
limited access drill rig equipped with rubber tracks, which provides the lowest practicable ground 
pressure while still being able to drill to the required depth. The borings will all be backfilled with 
either bentonite, grout, or native sand, and erosion and sediment control measures are proposed 
to minimize soil erosion and loss of topsoil during construction.  
 

• Recommended conditions of approval for the forthcoming coastal development permit 
review include:Compliance with the proposed BMPs. 

• Provide findings of the geotechnical borings study to the City.  
 
Environmental Review 
The proposed project is anticipated to be deemed categorically exempt from CEQA pursuant to 
California Code of Regulations Section 15306, which exempts basic data collection, research, 
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experimental management, and resource evaluation activities which do not result in a serious or 
major disturbance to an environmental resource. These may be strictly for information gathering 
purposes, or as part of a study leading to an action which a public agency has not yet approved, 
adopted, or funded. CEQA exemption status cannot be confirmed in advance of receipt of site 
biological resource evaluation. 
 
Pursuant to Municipal Code Chapter 18.38 Coastal Resource Conservation Standards, the project 
was evaluated with a focused environmental checklist (Attachment 3). A formal Initial 
Study/Negative Declaration was not conducted as the project scope is anticipated to be found to 
be categorically exempt; rather, the environmental checklist was used as a tool for evaluating 
any potential impacts that may bring unusual circumstances to light given the potentially 
sensitive project location on a bluff face. In this case, the environmental checklist supports the 
determination that no significant environmental impacts will occur as a result of this project and 
that the exceptions of Section 15300.2 of the CEQA Guidelines do not apply if there is no evidence 
of unusual circumstances, such as potential impacts to biological resources. It is anticipated that  
the project will be found to have either no impact or a less-than-significant impact on all resource 
areas evaluated in the checklist as the project would result in no long-term effects, pre-
construction sensitive resource surveys will be completed, and construction will include 
implementation of established BMPs to avoid impacts to sensitive resources, including, but not 
limited to, spill and erosion controls and presence of a biological monitor throughout 
construction to avoid impacts to sensitive resources (Section 1.3.1). Because of these proposed 
avoidance measures and the limited scope and temporary nature of the project, it is anticipated 
that there will be no direct or cumulative environmental impacts on the project area.  
 
Conclusion   
Staff recommends conducting the public hearing as scheduled and duly noticed, and continuing 
the public hearing to a date certain for final approval. San Mateo County is continuing to prepare 
application materials, especially with respect to biological resources. As such, the Planning 
Commission’s input about coastal resources and coastal access will be considered as the 
applicant prepares for the continued public hearing. It is of note that throughout the recently 
concluded Land Use Plan update process, interest in the landfill has come up numerous times. 
The prospect of a clean closure or otherwise addressing risk of further breaches along the bluff 
face is supported throughout Land Use Plan policy.  
 
 

ATTACHMENTS 
1. Project Plans 
2. Hazard Mitigation Evaluation (Proposal for Consulting Services) 
3. Environmental Checklist 

 


