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County of San Mateo 
Planning and Building Department 

 
FARM LABOR HOUSING APPLICATION PROCESS 

 
 
It is the policy of the County to facilitate agricultural productivity in every feasible way.  
County ordinance allows for the provision of temporary farm labor housing (FLH) units 
for farms when there is a demonstrable need for such housing.  This document outlines 
the policies and procedures involved with requesting and obtaining approval for FLH 
units in rural parts of the County zoned Planned Agricultural District (PAD) or Resource 
Management (RM).  This includes both applications for new FLH units (where none 
have existed on the parcel) or amendments to existing FLH development where the 
number of FLH units is increased or the changes are otherwise considered significant.  
These procedures, while not mandated in the PAD, RM, or RM-CZ regulations, were 
initially adopted by the Planning Commission (PC) in 1982, with this document 
representing revisions as adopted by the PC in 2014.  (Temporary labor housing for the 
Timberland Preserve Zone is covered in a separate handout.) 
 
FARM LABOR HOUSING QUALIFICATION REQUIREMENTS 
 
Farm labor housing is housing units that can only be occupied by farm laborers and 
their immediate family members.  A “farm laborer” is defined as a person who derives 
more than 20 hours per week average employment from on- or off-site agricultural 
operations (within San Mateo County) and earns at least half their income from 
agriculturally-related work.  Applicants for farm labor housing must demonstrate that the 
size of the housing requested is no larger than the minimum needed to adequately 
house farm laborer(s) and their immediate family members. 
 
Historically, FLH has been often temporary in nature, provided by mobile homes or 
other approved temporary buildings.  A mobile home, for the purposes of these 
procedures, is a vehicle designed and equipped to contain one or more dwelling units, 
to be used without a permanent foundation.  The conversion of permanent structures 
such as workshops and barns has occasionally been allowed with a written agreement 
by the applicant and the landowner certifying to the Community Development Director’s 
(CDD) satisfaction that these additional living quarters will be reconverted to their 
original condition upon termination of the permit for FLH. 
 
More permanent housing structures for farm workers can be allowed in specific 
situations where there is an ongoing long-term need for farm workers.  An application 
for the planning permits required to construct a permanent housing structure is, in most 
cases, reviewed by the Zoning Hearing Officer (ZHO).  If approved, a permanent FLH 
structure can only be used for the purpose of housing farm workers, and if this use 
ceases, must either be demolished or used for another permitted use pursuant to a 
permit amendment. 
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The location of the housing must meet required setbacks of the zoning district.  
Minimum building, plumbing and electrical codes, access, water supply, sewage 
disposal, and Fire Marshal’s requirements must be met.  The FLH unit(s) shall be self-
contained with a sanitary toilet, shower, lavatory facilities, approved heating and 
electrical lights.  A kitchen shall include a refrigerator, sink and stove.  The housing shall 
be maintained to meet the basic California Housing and Health Code requirements for 
habitation, as reviewed and approved by and pursuant to the County Building Inspection 
Section, Fire (or applicable fire authority) and Environmental Health (EH) Division 
regulations. 
 
Vegetative screening or a fence will be required if the structure will be visible from a 
public road or other public view. 
 
Approved farm labor housing units are accessory uses to agriculture and therefore are 
exempt from the density restrictions of the zoning ordinance. 
 
If you are interested in obtaining more information about farm labor housing in the 
County and how to apply for the required permits, please contact the Planning counter 
at 650/363-1825. 
 
APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS 
 
A. Fees.  All Planning and Building fees have been waived for farm labor housing by 

Board of Supervisors’ Resolution No. 54443 approved on November 13, 1990.  
However, if the number of farm laborers is five (5) or greater, the EH Division must 
also issue an “Employee Housing” permit, in which case the California Employee 
Housing Act mandates a fee which must be paid to the EH Division annually. 

 
B. Verification of parcel legality (required only if parcel is undeveloped or where past 

development history cannot be confirmed as having occurred with proper permits, 
is not considered a principally permitted use or where parcel boundaries cannot 
be confirmed as matching those as currently configured). 

 
C. Application for either a PAD permit if in the PAD, or an RMD permit and a use 

permit if in the Resource Management (RM) District or RM-CZ District. 
 
D. Application for a Coastal Development Permit (CDP), if in the Coastal Zone. 
 
E. A completed Environmental Disclosure Form. 
 
F. The property owner’s signature of consent to and for disclosure elements of the 

application. 
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G. A site plan, to scale, showing: 
 
 1. Parcel boundaries and easements (i.e., access, utility). 
 2. Location of all existing and proposed structures on the property, including 

access driveways and all utilities (water lines, water storage tanks, propane 
tanks, electrical lines, ground solar facilities, septic tank(s) and drainfield(s)). 

 3. Existing and type of agricultural production. 
 
H. Farm labor housing plans, including: 
 
 1. Floor plans of proposed FLH unit(s) (includes dimensions and size). 
 2. Elevations (photos may suffice at the discretion of the CDD). 
 3. Profile or section drawing of the proposed (if new) access to the FLH unit(s) 

from the nearest public road (to ensure compliance with Fire requirements). 
 
I. All accompanying materials listed on the application forms. 
 
PROCEDURES 
 
A. Planning staff will process the FLH application by: 
 
 1. Sending referrals of the application to the County EH Division, the Building 

Inspection Section and the Public Works Department, the applicable Fire 
Authority, the County Agricultural Commissioner and the San Mateo County 
Farm Bureau Executive Director.  For either new permits or permit 
amendments where the EH Division would consider such development as 
requiring an “Employee Housing” permit, such processing shall occur 
concurrently with the FLH application process. 

 2. Sending the FLH application to the Agricultural Advisory Committee for 
comments and a recommendation. 

 
B. Upon a recommendation of approval (or comments in support of approval) from 

the above parties, the FLH application will be considered at a public hearing.  The 
project must comply with all other County department or agency regulations, 
conform to both the criteria of the Local Coastal Program (if applicable), and the 
PAD or the RMD Development Review Criteria. 

 
PERMIT TERMS, TERMINATION AND AMENDMENTS 
 
Upon approval (and unless otherwise directed by the Community Development Director 
(CDD) or the hearing decision maker), all approved permits for FLH shall run with the 
land. 
 
Where FLH operations are or will be also reviewed annually by the County EH Division 
under Employee Housing Permits (5 or more workers), FLH approval terms shall be for 
a period of 10 years.  For all other FLH approvals (4 or fewer workers), the term would 
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be 3 to 5 years, upon recommendation of the AAC.  Lessor terms and/or term-specific 
Administrative Reviews may be mandated where violations have occurred or to ensure 
resolution of past problems or violations with Fire, Building or EH, as determined by the 
CDD.  For FLH approvals in the PAD and RM-CZ, it is the PAD permit or Use Permit, 
respectively, that would be renewable; the CDP would not be and would only be 
required if a FLH amendment represented a significant modification and/or 
intensification of the FLH operation. 
 
In the event that the farming operations justifying the FLH units ceases or if the FLH 
development is proposed to be enlarged or significantly changed, it shall be the 
owner’s/applicant’s responsibility to notify the County by letter of such change, and 
applying for the necessary permits to demolish the structure or use it for another 
permitted use.  Accordingly, such notice shall identify the owner’s/applicant’s intention 
to either remove the FLH units (and associated infrastructure) or otherwise convert such 
improvements to that allowed by zoning district regulations.  In either case, building 
permits and associated inspections by Building and EH shall be required to ensure that 
all structures have been removed, infrastructure properly abandoned or that such 
converted development complies with all applicable regulations. 
 
In the case of proposed changes to permitted FLH, the owner/applicant shall submit a 
written description of the proposed change to the Planning Department, and if the 
change is considered significant by the CDD, submit a complete permit amendment 
application. 
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