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SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY: HEART OF THE "SAN-SAN GAP" 

Calvin Wilvert* 

Urban sprawl in the United States has given rise to the 

coin�ng of several place names for devloping conurbations, in-

eluding Bos-Wash, Chi-Pitts, and San-San. While there are 

still numerous open spaces within each of these areas, by far 

the largest gap is in the proj ected California megalopolis, 

San-San, between San Francisco and San Diego (Fig. 1).
1 

Indeed, 

between Monterey and Santa Barbara, a highway distance of 229 

miles, there is no city along or near the coast with as many 

as 40,000 residents.
2 

At the heart of the "San-San Gap" is San Luis Obispo 

County, three times the size of Rhode Island. In 1950, the 

county was the home of a mere 52,000. By 1979, however, the 

population had reached 140, 000; the annual rate of increase 

during the 1970's averaging more than four percent, triple the 

state rate. 3 

National and State P o p u l a t i on Trends 

This population surge is in part a reflection of two 

*Dr. Wilvert is Associate Professor of Geography, California Poly

technic State University, San Luis Obispo. 
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national trends. The first, described as the "sunning of 

America , "  involves the migration of northerners to fifteen 

southern states stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific. 

This phenomenon, long evident (though of fluctuating intensity) 

in California, has only recently becom e apparent in some 

other parts o:lf the "sunbelt, " especially the south central 

states.
4 

Santa Barbara 
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The "San-San Gap"--1970 Population Distribution. 
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The second trend--and the one probably more relevant 

to the San-San Gap--is the recent national migration to rural 

areas. Between 1970 and 1977, nonmetropolitan areas grew by 

10.7 percent, as opposed to a total United States population 

increase of 6.4 percent.
5 

Calling this reversal of the his-

toric rural to urban migration a "rural renaissance," the 

Population Reference Bureau notes the "Even remote nonmetro

politan areas ... far distant from urban ... influences ... have 

been registering net migration gains instead of their once 

perennial losses ... Population growth in distinctly remote rural 

areas ... cannot be explained away semantically as simply urban 

sprawl sprawling further."
6 

Decentralization of manufacturing was a maj or factor 

in nonmetropolitan population growth during the 1960's. Since 

then, tertiary employment has surpassed manufacturing as a 

source of nonmetropolitan growth. There are three basic causes 

of this nonmanufacturing employment expansion today in rural 

areas. First are the services required by retirees, who have 

lately been moving into nonmetropolitan areas in unprecedented 

numbers. The trends toward earlier retirement and larger 

retirement benefits make this group a "floating population of 

consumers whose presence in an increasingly service-oriented 

society creates j obs wherever they go." Second is the rising 

economic importance of recreation, a growth industry especially 

common in "amenity-rich" areas. Third, is the accelerated 

exploitation of coal and petroleum, revitalizing many old coal-
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mining districts in the East and creating new communities, 

. . . 
h 7 

prlmarlly ln t e western states. 

While rural areas in general are experiencing inmi-

gration, the trend has been longer and more fully developed 

in places perceived as rating high in "amenities. " The 

concept of amenities, as used currently, seems to apply to 

rural areas having a low population and a physical environ

ment widely regarded as attractive.
8 

In California, with rural areas often possessing such 

amenities, this trend toward nonmetropolitan growth has been 

especially pronounced. Explaining the unprecedented and ac-

celerating movement to remote coastal and Sierran foothill 

areas--the "cow counties"--of the state Sokolovv9 has noted: 

The answer involved some affluence, some poverty, 

some inflation and considerable lifestyle change--

a combination that has developed only since the late 

'60s. Actually there are at least three kinds of 

people j oining in the urban-to-rural exodus. Some 

are newly retired couples and singles, some are 

younger urban dropouts, and others are conventional 

middle-class families with school-age children. 

Amenity areas, then, entice not only retirees and visitors 

but many others , especially younger people who provide the 

services for these groups and who are thems�lves seeking the 

"good life." 

County Characteristics and Trends 

Western San Luis Obispo County (Figs. 2 and 3) , with 



Figure 2 

Ill" 

Nocimi� 

WESTERN 

SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY 

- 0 

ROBLES 

--
I 

SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY 
�c-SANTA MARGARITA 

ill'-_ ) �em 

SHECHD LAND USES 

-URBAN 

CJ RURAL RESlOENTIAL 

c::J Rcs<:voio 

u.s. 101 
tll State I 

LOS OSOS �:AN LUIS OBISPO 

:_� (J'?, �11 

;;;l;•l456�\. ·-.;-s- 124� 
kilomelen 35" 

Figure 3 

\\ h �.; Lop " z 

� a
fj;

OMO 

-

J�- '-"" 

) b\NI
F�

-

Twi>chcll 

7 3  



74 

its hills and valleys, pre dominantly rural land uses, sce nic 

coast, and sunny, oce an-mode rate d climate , would sure ly be 

. d d 
. 

b d f
. . . 10 

conBl e re an amenlty area y any e lnltlon. In addition 

to these appe als are the county's low crime rate and abse nce 

of visible pollution. The large st city, San Luis Obispo 

(population 36,000 in 1979), conveys a rare blend of old-fash-

ione d charm, sophistication, and e conomic vitality. Sometimes 

like ned, e spe cially during the gre e n  winte r months, to a Swiss 

or Austrian community be cause of the surrounding pe aks, the 

picturesque city has a thriving tre e -line d ce ntral busine ss 

district, a two-ce ntury-old mission, and active fine arts 

associations. 

The county's age distribution, compare d with that for 

the state , cle arly shows a promine nce of younge r and of olde r 

adults.
11 

Adding to the young adult population are California 

Polyte chnic State Uni�e rsity stude nts. Many forme r university 

stude nts also re main in the county afte r finishing school. 

There is little industrial e mployme nt in San Luis Ob-

ispo County, the te rtiary se ctor dominating the job marke t. The 

e spe cially large e mployme nt boost during the last de cade in 

trade , se rvice s, and construction sugge st the e xpanding role 

of the county as a de stination of re tire e s, tourists, and 

stude nts. Employment, then, se e ms to have be e n  stimulate d by 

population growth, rathe r than growth be ing stimulate d by 

employme nt opportunities. (Table 1). 

The e xplosive population growth rate of rece nt years 



75 

is assaulting traditional land uses, both in once sle e py 

communitie s and in the agricultural hinterlands. Whe re ve r 

one looks, there are signs of change . New construction is 

ubiquitous; vacant lots within communitie s  and ne arby pasture s 

and croplands are giving way to the rele ntle ss demand for 

housing. A prolife ration of re alty office s re fle cts this de mand. 

A far more aggre ssive force than urban sprawl in causing 

the conve rsion of rural lands from traditional agricultural 

use s in San Luis Obispo County has be e n  the rapid rise in 

hobby ranche s, or "ranche ttes," typically 10 or 20 acre s but 

ranging be twe e n  two and one -half up to about 4 0  acre s. These 

small farms are highly conspicuous in the valle ys of the western 

part of the county. Thus it is the land close to urban areas--

large ly uncove re d by agricultural pre serve zoning--whe re this 

12 
tre nd is most fully deve lope d. In many of these areas the 

annual population growth rate in re ce nt ye ars has e xce e de d  te n 

pe rcent, more than twice the county rate . Inde e d  the availabil-

ity of these rural parce ls has be e n  an important factor behind 

the county's ove rall growth rate . It is be lie ved that a sig-

nificant numbe r of the prope rtie s are owne d by re tire e s  who 

have migrate d  to the county. 

One inde x to the e xtent of the rural construction boom 

is the numbe r of single family housing pe rmits issued for the 

unincorporate d  are as. Betwee n  1970 and 1977, there was a six-

fold incre ase , some be ing for hobby ranche s and othe rs for 

dwe llings on city-size d lots in unincorporate d communitie s. 
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Anothe r inde x of the growing de mand for hobby ranche s is the 

rise in applications for subdivisions of land in unincorporate d 

parts of the county. Be twe e n  1971 and 1977, such applications 

more than doubled. Approximate ly two-thirds of the applications 

for the rural parce l splits are gene rally approve d.
13 

With the incre asing de mand for land, e spe cially in 

valle ys of the western county, farm value s have rise n ste e ply. 

Eve n on some of the agricultural prese rve land, traditional 

usage s--pasture s or unirrigate d crops--are proving une conomic. 

There is, there fore , in ce rtain e nvironme ntally favore d areas 

having wate r for irrigation, a trend toward highe r value ag-

ricultural land uses. These more inte nsive patterns consist 

primarily of crops limited to frost-fre e areas (large ly along 

the southe rn coast), such as avocados, le mons, and incre asing 

acre age s of ve ge table s. Plantings of wine grape s, in both 

inland and coastal locations, have also incre ased dramatically. 

To the e nvironme ntalist, long-term plantings, such as orchards 

and vine yards are a we lcome che ck on urban sprawl, at le ast for 

the time be ing. Ye t, give n the rapid population growth 

San Luis Obispo County, will the San-San mid-section someday 

be as solidly urbanize d as the burge oning conurbations at its 

northern and southe rn e nds? 

Constraints on Growth 

Some of the factors associate d with the long-standing 

growth of the San Francisco Bay are a and gre ate r Los Ange les-

San Diego include : locations at the e nds of transcontine ntal 
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routes; e xce lle nt harbors, whe the r natural or man-made ; large 

are as of le ve l or ge ntly rolling te rrain; abundant wate r Cat 

le ast in the past) imported from othe r parts of the state ; and 

a historic philosophy that " bigge r is bette r" thus e ncouraging 

industrial growth and land deve lopme nt sche me s. 

San Luis Obispo County doe s not share these traits.
14 

No transcontine ntal highway or rail line te rminates in the San-

San Gap. Nor doe s the county, with its shallow-wate r re cre ation 

and comme rcial fishing ports have , or have the re ady capability 

. . . 15 
of hav1ng, a large-scale mult1purpose comme rc1al port. 

Topographically, the county, e xcept along the South 

Coast, lacks large le ve l or ne ar-le ve l e xpanses in the clim-

atically de sire d western portion . Inde e d, rugge d te rrain char-

acte rize s an e stimate d 60 percent of the county (Fig. 2). Still 

anothe r factor mitigating against solid urbanization is the 

large amount of gove rnme nt land, or, to use Ste ine r's te rm, 

" re se rve d land, "
16 

primarily the Los Padre s National Forest. 

Unlike me galopolitan California, sparse ly and variably 

wate re d San Luis Obispo County is not the re cipie nt of importe d 

wate r. Of physical factors, wate r scarcity is sure ly to be come 

fairly soon a major constraint on growth. Current wate r source s 

are we lls and se ve ral rese rvoirs. 

If high growth rate s persist, and, barring the de cision 

to e mbark on fUPthe r wate r proje cts, se vere wate r proble ms are 

anticipate d in se ve ral parts of the county not late r than the 

mid-1980's. The proble ms are e spe cially acute in some of the 
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coastal communities dependent upon wells. The fear that con

tinued pumping of ground water in these areas could result in 

further encroachment of salt water into the aquifers caused 

Morro Bay to impose a building moratorium in 19 7 7. The city 

of San Luis Obispo is dependent upon two reservoirs, Salinas 

and Whale Rock (Fig. 3 ). These sources supply a safe annual 

yield sufficient to support a population of 43,000 (about 7,000 

higher than the 1979 population), a number anticipated by the 

early 1980's. 

North County communities of Atascadero, Templeton, and 

Paso Robles, plus the agriculture of that area, obtain water 

from wells in the 63 0-square-mile Paso Robles Ground Water 

Basin. Usage by the late 1970's was approximately the same 

as the safe annual yield of 47,000 acre feet. By "mining" the 

basin, estimated to contain 26 million acre feet, the population 

could grow for years, but without alternate water sources these 

areas would, of course, face inevitable shortages.
18 

San Luis Obispo County could augment its water supply 

by two developments: the State Water Project and the Nacimiento 

Project. In 1960, the county contracted with the state for 

eventual rights to 25,000 acre feet of water per year from the 

California Aqueduct. The plan specified construction of an 

84-mile pipeline, running from the aqueduct through San Luis 

Obispo County and terminating in Santa Barbara County. In 

March 1979, Santa Barbara County residents voted almost three 

to four against the project. That county's withdrawal would 



raise the costs of construction of the pipe line for San Luis 

Obispo County by an e stimate d 22 to 76 pe rce nt.
19 

It thus 

se e me d  improbable that the county would acquire state wate r 

in the fore see able future. 

79 

With the Nacimie nto Project, the county has rights to 

15 ,000 acre fe e t  annually from Lake Nacimie nto, a re se rvoir 

owne d by Monte re y County (but locate d in San Luis Obispo County). 

If the proje ct is built, some of the wate r would be pumpe d into 

the Paso Robles Basin to pre vent ove r-drafting the re . The 

re mainder would be sent to Whale Rock Re se rvoir and the n to 

nearby coastal communitie s, including Morro Bay and Los Osos. 

The city of San Luis Obispo would also receive incre ase d wate r 

via Whale Rock. A bond to finance the proje ct was narrowly 

de fe ate d by the voters in 1974 , the main re ason being fear 

that additional wate r would simply stimulate growth. Should 

the vote rs e ve ntually approve a bond, proje ct construction 

would re quire about six ye ars. 

Factors othe r than lack of wate r which could cause 

additional communitie s to limit growth include the de sire of 

many re sidents to re tain community characte r and not to follow 

the Southe rn California e xample of urban sprawl. Also, suspicion 

of growth is often linke d to the pocke tbook, i.e . , unwillingness 

of communitie s to e xpand schools or to inve st in se we rs. 

The obvious changes wrought by rapid growth, and the 

e xpe ctation for continue d growth, have stimulate d vigorous 

debates betwe e n  no-growth and pro-growth advocate s throughout 
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the county. Organizations representing these opposing positions 

are often strident in their demands. Most governing bodies, 

including the County Board of Supervisors, are split philo-

sophically on the growth issue. 

One planning vehicle by which coastal growth is being 

regulated is the Coastal Commission, mandated by the California 

State Legislature and in effect as of 1977. This legislation 

empowers the Commission with sweeping authority over all 

development between the coast and a zone ranging from 1,000 

feet to five miles inland. Throughout much of San Luis Obispo 

County, the zone extends to the legal limit of five miles in 

20 
order to protect the watershed areas. Empowered to protect 

wetlands and estuaries, to preserve coastal agriculture, and 

to cluster new construction in urbanized areas, the Coastal 

Commission could continue to be a significant constraint on 

growth (if the Commission's many opponents are unable to reduce 

its statewide authority). 

There are, then, in San Luis Obispo County present and 

potential constraints on growth not experienced during the 

earlier expansion at either end of San-San. 

Prognosis 

It seems likely that the population pressure experienced 

in many nonmetropolitan areas will continue to be abundantly 

manifested in San Luis Obispo County. Yet continued growth 

will surely diminish the rural charms attracting so many of the 

new residents. Without an industrial base to draw people, one 
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can only wonde r when, due to an incre asingly urban character, 

"succe ss may spoil" the county, so that pote ntial immigrants 

maY be attracted inste ad to .more re mote are as. 

Making pre dictions is fraught w�h hazards be cause of 

the many variables. One of these is political. Should e le ctions 

shift governing bodie s within the county from their current 

split on the growth issue to decidedly no-growth, and should 

the vote rs continue to re je ct bonds to finance wate r projects, 

the growth rate would ine vitably fall. 

Eve n without such political de ve lopments, water is 

like ly to be come a constraint on growth in se ve ral parts of 

the county in less than a de cade . Assuming the unlike ly pos

sibility that both the Nacimie nto and S�ate Wate r Projects 

should be approve d and that all of the additional wate r is made 

available for urbanization and none for agriculture , the 

additional wate r would support about 200, 000 more pe ople .
21 

Be yond these source s of wate r, se ve ral small rese rvoirs, mainly 

along the North Coast, might e ve ntually be built. Howe ve r, the 

numbe r of additional residents these could support would apparently 

be only a few tens of thousands. 

A far large r pote ntial source of wate r would re sult from 

the gradual conve rsion of irrigate d farmland to urban use . 

Irrigate d agriculture in California actually consume s roughly 

twice as much wate r as urban use s, acre-pe r-acre . More signi

ficantly, irrigation consume s about 86 percent of the wate r in 

San Luis Obispo County, as oppose d to only 14 pe rce nt for urban 
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22 
usage. Yet the urbanizing of irrigated areas, so wide-

spread historically in California, will surely be impeded in 

the county by agricultural preserves, the Coastal Commission, 

and the political "clout" �
,
f agriculturalists. 

While it seems inevitable that rapid growth will con-

tinue in the short run, constraints, both physical and cultural, 

will almost certainly eventually slow, or perhaps even halt, 

growth. It seems unlikely, then, that the San-San Gap will in 

the foreseeable future become solidly urbanized. Although there 

is controversy as to the rate at which the county might grow, 

and much more controversy as to the merits of growth, one fact 

is inescapable: San Luis Obispo County has been "discovered", 

and the bucolic landscape is changing in ways alien to many of 

the residents, themselves often recent emigr�s from big cities. 

NO TES 
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TABLE l 

EMPLOYMENT IN SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY, 1965 and 1977 

January January % Change 
1965 1977 1965 -1977 

Nonagricultural Employme nt 20,5 5 0  37, 4 5 0  + 82 

Gove rnme nt 7 '95 0 11. 900 + 5 0  

Trade 4 ,85 0 10, 25 0 +lll 

Se rvice s 3,65 0 7,100 + 95 

Construction 1,05 0 2 '6 5 0  +15 2 

Transportation, Commun-
ications, Utilitie s 1,4 5 0  2 ' 3  5 0  + 62 

Manufact11ring 800 1,95 0 +14 4 

Finance , Insurance and 
Re al Estate 65 0 1,15 0 + 77 

Agricultural Employme nt 2 '5 5 0 1,900 - 25 

Source : State of California, Employment De ve lopme nt De partme nt, 

San Luis Obispo County Labor Market Bulletin, January, 

1977; and State of California, De partme nt of Human Re 

source s De ve lopme nt, Estimated Total Civilian Labor 

Force, San Luis Obispo County, 1965, March 1973 . 
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