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July 2011 Newsletter                       Volume 1, Issue 6 

A 
s a relatively new public interest advocacy 

organization, The Coalition of Labor 

Agriculture and Business of San Luis 

Obispo County (COLAB SLO) appreciates 

the New Times’ interest in our purpose and concerns. 

There have been two anonymous “Shredder” opinion 

pieces in the last few months related to COLAB activities 

and a news article, “How Now Brown COLAB,” by News 

Editor Colin Rigby. These articles have focused on San 

Luis Obispo County Board of Supervisors’ Chairman 

Adam Hill’s obsessive efforts to insinuate secretive and/or 

sinister motives to COLAB. Obviously Hill is angered by 

COLAB’s County boardroom appearances. He is angered 

by our weekly updates, monthly newsletters, action alerts, 

and the Andy Caldwell Radio Show on KUHL AM 1440 

from 3 to 5 PM Monday through Friday. 

Essentially, Hill and, as noted below, Supervisor Bruce 

Gibson are angered by criticism from the public (not just 

COLAB) and seek to control it through personal attacks on 

their critics. For example, several months ago Hill 

interrogated me about my salary and Andy Caldwell’s 

salary. I explained that both COLAB of San Luis Obispo 

County and COLAB of Santa Barbara County are private 

voluntary civic organizations that do not receive public 

funding, and declined to provide the information. He 

replied that he would get it from the IRS 990 Form which 

lists information about key employees of not for profit 

organizations. He also asked me about my pension. The 

not so subtle implication was that personal information 

could be used to denigrate critics. 

Such tactics were publicly confirmed during the special 

Board meeting on the Annual Budget held on Monday, 

June 13, 2011.The non-profit Community Health Clinic 

Organization (CHC), which runs clinics in several County 

locations, had aggressively organized its clients to ask the 

Board of Supervisors for a larger budget. During a testy 

exchange between Supervisor Gibson and CHC’s Chief 

Executive Officer, Gibson displayed his anger and 

asserted that Chief Executive Officer Ronald Castle was 

overpaid, revealed his salary, and demanded in public that 

he take a pay cut. Gibson said that he had obtained the 

compensation information from the IRS Form 990. 

Similarly, and even more outrageous, is the recent and 

widely reported deliberate, reckless, false, and malicious 

attack by Hill on Andy Caldwell, COLAB of Santa 

Barbara County, COLAB of San Luis Obispo County, 

State Senator Sam Blakeslee, and nationally recognized 

comedian/ personality impersonator Steve Bridges. This is 

a nasty pattern at the San Luis Obispo County Board of 

Supervisors and is designed to chill public comment. 

Instead of discussing or debating the merits of such issues 

as smart growth, pensions, declining services, jobs, and 

economic opportunity, the Board personally attacks its 

critics to deflect consideration of the real issues. 

The California Open Meeting Law requires public bodies, 

such as Boards of Supervisors, to listen to people who 

criticize their policies: "When a member of the public 

testifies before a legislative body, the body may not 

(Continued on page 2) 
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FEAR AND LOATHING IN SLO COUNTY  

prohibit the individual from criticizing the policies, 

procedures, programs or services of the agency or the acts 

or omissions of the legislative body." However, in San 

Luis Obispo County, some people who criticize the Board 

of Supervisors have their personal finances publicized and 

are publicly attacked as racists by sitting elected 

Supervisors whose attention should be focused on the real 

issues. Is it any wonder that some COLAB private citizen 

members, not to mention other private citizens, are reticent 

to expose themselves, their families, and their employees 

to such a vicious abuse of power by elected officials? 

Are public tax dollars being used to pay County staff 

members to research Federal tax records to fuel such 

attacks? Are County tax funded computers and 

communications facilities being used to conduct the 

research? 

Will the Board members who are not involved have the 

courage to repudiate and censor their colleagues, or will 

they, by their silence, tacitly endorse these disgraceful 

stains on the reputation of the San Luis Obispo County? 

Will citizens speak out, or are they too afraid of being 

publicly abused and embarrassed? Are citizens who may 

have regulatory matters pending before the County now or 

in the future too afraid of retaliation to speak out? 

The Grand Jury should swear the Board Members, County 

staffers, and citizen witnesses as part of an investigation 

into these illegal practices designed to suppress dissent. 

The District Attorney should investigate and prosecute any 

violations. 

In the future, the public will remember Hill's and Gibson’s 

disgraceful tactics of character assassination and 

intimidation. 

This article was prepared by 
Mike Brown, Governmental 
Affairs Director of the Coali-
tion of Labor, Agriculture and 
Business of San Luis Obispo 
County. Brown has 42 years of 
state and local government 
experience. 
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A 
rchaeological and historical records confirm 
that for thousands of years, given the choice 
and the means, humans overwhelmingly 
preferred suburban living to either isolated 

rural living or dense city living. Throughout history and in 
every civilization, in periods and areas where bandits and 
invaders were suppressed and excluded, the upper and 
middle classes looked upon those portions of their lives 
spent at the country villa, estate, cottage, manor house, 
ranchette or suburban monastery as the most fulfilling and 
enjoyable. The literature, art, and music of the Far East, 
India, the Middle East, classical Greco-Roman antiquity, 
Europe, and modern times are filled with expressions of 
this phenomenon. Of course in many places and in many 
times, generations of people had to huddle within walled 
cities and towns because suburban and rural areas were 
beyond the control of government and very dangerous. In 
those historical epochs and places when people could 
safely live in country houses, only a very few people in the 
upper classes had the financial ability. 

In America by the end of the 19th century, the personal and 
material rewards of constitutional democracy, a stable 
legal system, widespread private property ownership, 
capitalism, huge gains in agricultural productivity, and 
universal public education had lured millions of people off 
the farms and millions more from overseas into the cities. 
The cities became the engine converting these tens of 
millions into property owning middle class citizens. And 
what happened? As soon as they could, they began to 
move out of the dense part of the cities into what are now 
known as inner ring suburbs characterized by single family 
houses with a barn for the horse and carriage, a private 
back yard, quiet tree lined streets, and street car, ferry 
boat, or rail connection to the central city. By the end of 
World War I, this pattern had been established throughout 
the United States, Canada, Europe, Japan, Latin America, 
and Australia. During the economic boom of the 1920’s 
and accelerated by the advent of affordable automobiles, 
the pattern was reinforced and allowed suburban formation 
beyond rail and trolley links. Never before in human 
history had so many people who were not nobility, 
wealthy, or otherwise privileged by class able to enjoy the 

intimacy, quiet, privacy, and beauty of a distinct home 
with a garden, while not sharing kitchen smells, noise, and 
common walls with their neighbors. 

After the great economic depression of the 1930’s, the end 
of World War II, and with the aide to the GI Bill, the 
spread of controlled access highways and the mortgage 
interest tax deduction, the suburban pattern expanded 
exponentially and by the 1970’s became the predominant 
mode of living in the United States. In effect 
suburbanization is both a result and an important 
continuing driver of the “democratization of prosperity.”1 

The pattern has continued into the present but not without 
its enemies. As early as the 1930’s, Soviet Dictator Joseph 
Stalin annihilated the rural free property owning peasants 
(the Kulaks) and herded the non-property owning peasants 
into self-contained collective farm villages. Stalin even 
created fake villages, called “Potemkin Villages,” to 
market the idea and deceive foreigners about the bad 
Russian standard of living. Urban workers were housed in 
vast dense concrete apartment blocks which were 
“walkable” to or connected to factories by mass transit. 
Only Communist Party leaders were allowed suburban 
country houses (dachas). Even those elitist thugs preferred 
the suburban lifestyle. During the late 1940’s in England, 
urban planners in the Socialist government tried and failed 
to control suburbanization through the infamous British 
Town and Country Planning Act of 1947 (a gigantic nation
-wide transfer of development credits program which 
attempted to expropriate all gain from any change in land 
use). The act was a disaster and had to be repealed.  

Notwithstanding its overall historical and contemporary 
popularity, the attack on suburban living in the United 
States began in the late 1950’s.It was largely led by 
intellectuals who wrote articles in journals such as the New 
Yorker magazine and popular books which questioned the 
value and ethics of suburban life. Among the most 
powerful was historian and philosopher of technology, 
Lewis Mumford. His influential and popular1961 book 
The City in History, which won the National Book Award 
that year, criticized urban sprawl. He prophesized that 

(Continued on page 4) 
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sprawl’s social ills (not environmental) would ultimately 
lead to the collapse of civilization. He advocated a return 
to the compact medieval city model. Years before the 
popularization of the contemporary environmental 
movement, Mumford argued that the physical design of 
cities should be more in line with the natural environment. 
Mumford had been greatly influenced by Scottish 
sociologist Patrick Geddes, who was one of the founders 
of modern city planning. Geddes studied ecology and was 
an advocate of conservation. Another influential book 
published in 1961 was Jane Jacob’s The Death and Life of 
Great American Cities, which criticized urban renewal, the 
impact of freeways in cities, and zoning practices which 
separated land uses (residential, commercial, recreational, 
etc. -- known as Euclidian zoning-- into rigid mutually 
exclusive compartments). These and similar works have 
served to influence several generations of city planners 
and the politicians. The popular reach of these works is 
illustrated by Berkeley activist/songwriter Malvina 
Reynolds’s 1967 hit song (sung by Pete Seeger) “Little 
Boxes,” which maligned free standing suburban houses as 
little boxes made of “ticki tacky” and the people who live 

in them as dull, boxed-in middle class conformists.2  

Overshadowing these seminal works was the publication 
in1962 of biologist Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which 
ultimately sparked the birth of the modern environmental 
movement. Carson’s work focused on the dangers of 
pesticides and was critical of the chemical industry, 
pesticides, agriculture, and government. Although Silent 
Spring was not focused on urban growth issues per se, it 
sowed the seeds of the environmental movement, which 
has become a leftist cause and which has fused with, 
energized and dominated land use planning and public 
policy in general. The protection of natural resources has 
become an unchallengeable faith. The advent of global 
warming, or as it has been characterized more recently, 
global climate change, has added the urgency of 
apocalyptic consequences to the anti-suburban juggernaut. 

1. Cox, Wendell, War on the Dream: How Anti-Sprawl Policy 
Threatens the Quality of Life, iUniverse, 2006.  

2. It should be noted that this genre is not limited but includes 
others such as Robert C Wood’s Suburbia, Its Peopleand 
Politics(1958); Fortune Magazine Publisher William 
Hollingsworth White’s The Exploding Metropolis(1958); 
and William H. Whyte’s, The Organization Man. (1956).  

SUBURBANIZATION, PROSPERITY, AND FREEDOM 

DONATE! We need and appreciate your support! Help COLAB protect your property rights!  

COLAB’s mission is to promote the common business interests of its members by providing information and 

education on issues which have or may have an impact on its membership.  

To achieve its mission, COLAB will engage in political activities which promote those common business interests and, in doing so, 

foster a positive image for agriculture, business, and labor in the community. COLAB represents is members before the SLO County 

Board of Supervisors and any other local or national governing body. If necessary, we will take legal or administrative action for the 

mutual benefit of the members. 

COLAB is a 501 ©(6) non-profit organization. However, by law your donation is not tax deductible.  

You may donate using PayPal or by sending a check to this address:  

PO Box 13601, San Luis Obispo, CA 93406 
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T he problem for the smart growthers, as in past 
generations over thousands of years, is that 
most people still dream of the single family, 
freestanding suburban house. Even though 

some states (and especially California) and many 
localities have done everything they can to stop suburban 
development through regulation, fees, taxes, exactions, 
removing large tracts of land from private ownership, 
urban growth boundaries, and downright expropriation, a 
2006 survey found that 86% of Californians prefer a 
single family house with a yard. Another survey on 
preferred community characteristics found “privacy from 
neighbors” is the most important characteristic (over 
80%). Rankings of other characteristics included a 30-
minute “commute to work” (70 %) and a “place to take 
walks” (69%). “Mix of housing types” and “center of it 
all” both scored in the low 30% range. 

Back in 2005, as San Luis Obispo County prepared to 
ramp up its “smart growth effort,” it conducted its own 
opinion survey. One of the questions on preferred housing 
and neighborhood type was cast in the following biased 
form: “Other things being equal: Would you prefer to live 
in a single-family detached home on a large parcel of 
land, which is not near parks, shopping, school or work; 
or, a single family-detached home on an average small lot, 
near parks, shopping, school and work?” Even with the 
question asked with the pejorative wording, 55% of the 
respondents (including those in incorporated cities) opted 
for “single family only/no amenities.” In the 
unincorporated area (where the County has planning and 
zoning authority), 58% of respondents opted for “single 
family/only no amenities.” In a similar question the 
respondents were asked, “People say” (what people?) 
'There are tradeoffs in choosing a local community to live 
in.' Other things being equal, which would you prefer to 
live in, a neighborhood that is a mix of single family 
homes, apartment projects and condo projects near parks, 
shopping, school and work or a neighborhood of single 
family homes only which is not near parks, shopping, 
schools or work?" Of respondents from the 
unincorporated area, 60% selected “single family only/no 
amenities.” North County residents opted for the single 

family only version by 65% and those households with 
$50,000 or more of income selected the single family only 
version by 62%. 

Potemkin Village SLO Style. Even though the County’s 
own survey data showed that a significant majority of 
unincorporated area respondents preferred a single family 
freestanding house, it launched its massive “smart 
growth” (now dubbed “strategic growth”) public policy 
onslaught. The County Planning and Building Department 
web site subsection on Strategic Growth and Resource 
Management contains a further subsection on “Strategic 
Growth.” The picture at the top of the page shows an 
ersatz village green with a large lawn space bordered by a 
cheesy white picket fence and a children’s play structure 
in the background. Three boys are shown on the green 
playing catch. The area is bordered by attached two-story 
condo type homes which are bunched in clusters of what 
appear to be four units. No pets, farm animals, or flower 
gardens are in sight. The picture is captioned “multi 
family living.” Several standard municipal park benches 
are set on the grass beside a walkway. The grass bordering 
the play structure is brown and worn from use. 

Down The Regulatory Rabbit Hole: The text next to the 
picture pronounces, “Our communities and rural areas 
have grown in a manner that if not changed could 
diminish our future quality of life or economic health. 
Rising costs of infrastructure, housing, energy, and 
transportation are warnings that our past ways of 
development may have to change.” The key word is 
change. Something has to change. The first sentence says 
that current development patterns must be changed. The 
second sentence says the way we do housing, energy and 
transportation “may have to change." How does the 
County want to change the rules about how and where we 
can live, work, and travel? One answer may be in the 
County’s Conservation and Open Space Plan Element 
(COSE) adopted in 2010. Goal: Open Space 4 states, 
“Urban Sprawl and inappropriate development of rural 
areas will be prevented.” Neither urban sprawl nor 
inappropriate development is defined in this section or the 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Glossary at the end of the document. Digging further down 
into this 300-page document we find a map on page 7-10 
which shows open space lands (in which the County and the 
State include agriculture!!!), urban/village reserve areas 
(where some development exists or is permitted), and large 
areas of State and Federal land. There is no breakdown of 
acreage in each category. A quick glance at the map 
suggests that only about 5% of the County is developed or 
developable. The largest areas in this category are the Cities 
of Paso Robles and Atascadero and the unincorporated 
California Valley (which cannot be developed under various 
existing policies and ordinances). 

Digging even further down into the COSE in the hope of 
finding an answer, we find sub-policies to the “Urban 
Sprawl and inappropriate development will be prevented” 
axiom. These include: 

Prevent Urban sprawl by maintaining a well-defined 
boundary between urban /village boundaries and 
surrounding rural areas. (Huh? How do you have a 
boundary between boundaries? Perhaps it’s an obtuse 
concept from differential Calculus.) 

Maintain permanent separations between communities in 
order to retain the rural character of the County. 

Illustrative of the convoluted language of the COSE ( and 
many of the County’s documents) is the following 
directive : Prepare proposed amendments to the purpose 
and character statement For the Rural Lands land use 
category in the Framework For Planning of the Land Use 
Element to state that the Rural Lands category is also 
applied near urban and village areas in order to maintain a 
clear distinction between all urban/village and rural areas 
and to provide flexibility and options in planning for future 
orderly growth in urban areas. They could have said 
something like “maintain separate village centers with open 
space between them.” 

Another sub-goal in this section states: Limit the conversion 
of unincorporated rural areas to Urban Lands in 
accordance with the considerations for urban and village 
expansion in Framework for Planning in the Land Use 
Element. 

At this point in our trip down the regulatory rabbit hole , we 

have been referred to the Rural Lands category of the 
Framework for Planning in the Land Use Element. Pages 6-
11 of the Framework seem currently to actually allow for 
some very limited residential development on rural lands 
under certain circumstances. Since the sub-goals and 
implementing actions are subordinate to the “prevent urban 
sprawl and inappropriate development” dictum, does this 
mean that even the current limited flexibility in the 
character section of the Rural Lands section is nullified? 
The word “prevent” would seem to control. 

This is a tiny sample from the thousands of pages of highly 
regulatory jargon (some of which is highly subjective) 
contained in the County’s sixteen General Plan Elements, 
fifteen Area Plans, seven Design Plans, seven Specific 
Plans, and four Plans In Process (including a plan to plan 
called Planning For a Better Future). Additionally, there are 
the Land Use Ordinance, the Coastal Land Use Ordinance, 
the Coastal Zone –Table O, the Mobile Home Park 
Ordinance, the Residential Vacation Rentals Ordinance, the 
Building and Construction Ordinance, and the Growth 
Management Ordinance. These documents are interlocking 
and often contain cross-references which require staff 
interpretation as to which part controls. In aggregate these 
severely limit the locational potential and flexibility for 
single family development. By artificially restricting supply 
and imposing costly permitting fees and exactions, prices 
are ultimately driven higher and higher. Until the current 
recession, home prices moved inexorably higher. Even 
today, the dream of owning a single family free standing 
home with a yard is beyond the reach of many hard 
working, two-job families. If and when the recession ends 
and if and when the current supply of foreclosed and unsold 
properties is exhausted, prices will increase. 

Notwithstanding all the rhetoric about affordable housing in 
many of the aforementioned regulatory documents, the 
overall policy and result is to severely restrict the operation 
of normal free market forces, which until the 1970’s 
enabled tens of millions of working Americans to enjoy the  

fruits of the democratization of prosperity and the freedom 
to exercise their rights as citizens to choose where they live, 
work, go to school, and vote. 

(Continued on page 8) 
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P.O. Box 13601 

San Luis Obispo, CA 93406 

SLO COUNTY MANDATES (continued) 

Note that the discussion above focuses on the historic 
traditional planning and zoning process and does not yet 
incorporate what is being conjured in the name of the 
Climate Action Plan (CAP) to reduce to greenhouse gases 
by imposing even more draconian land use restrictions. 
The CAP will add a whole new set of obstacles to the 
development of homes and will remove even more land 
from potential development. 

Postscript – Do as I say, not as I do: Lewis Mumford grew 
up in 1890’s - 1910 Flushing, an early New York City 
suburban neighborhood which at that time had beautiful 
large free standing houses with yards. He died at age 91 in 
1990 in the village of Amenia, New York in a pretty 
freestanding white clapboard Federal-style house with 
three chimneys and a large yard. Jane Jacobs died in 2006 
in the Toronto Annex District, one of Toronto’s earliest 
suburban neighborhoods. The city has grown up around it, 
but you can still get your basic Victorian mansion of 4800 

sq. feet with a large leafy yard for $ 3.4 million Canadian. 
Malvina Renolds died in 1978. In her later years she wrote 
songs for the Public Television show Sesame Street. She 
lived on Parker Street in Berkeley. Parker is a tree lined 
suburban-style street of single family homes with yards 
and some condos. Pete Seeger lives in Fishkill, New York, 
outside of Poughkeepsie. It is an affluent suburban 
community of large lot single family homes with an 
average price of $435,000, and many homes selling in the 
millions. 

The rest of us chumps, and especially our children and 
grandchildren, can live in a drab walkable Potemkin 
village. 

 

1. National Association of Realtors, Nelson Survey 2006. 

2. The 2011 National Association of Realtors Community 
Preference Survey. 

3. The County TRAK Survey: San Luis Obispo County-2005, 
Opinion Studies. A telephone survey of 400 households 
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