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I:  INTRODUCTION 
 

Any call for change in land use regulations must be based in part on an 

understanding of the regulations in place over the recent past, and of the patterns of 

land use that have resulted from those regulations and  the concurrent social and 

economic forces.  This document presents some information on how land use in Santa 

Monica has evolved over the past three decades. 

   

A number of documents prepared by and for the City of Santa Monica were 

examined, including: 

¥ Land Use and Circulation Elements of the Santa Monica City Plan, October 

1984, as amended  (the 1984 Plan) 

¥ Land Use and Circulation Elements: Final Environmental Impact Report (with 

addendum), October 1984 

¥ Initial Outreach, Assessment and Emerging Themes, April 2005 

¥ Opportunities and Challenges, July 2005. 

¥ Congestion Management Program Reports, FY 1994-1995 through FY 2006-

2007 

Together, these documents provide a wealth of information on land use in Santa Monica 

between the years 1980 and 2007.  Unfortunately there were several problems with the 

land use data provided in those reports: 

 

¥ There was a universal absence of explicit definition of exactly what was included 

in each of the three main land use types: 

¥ Office 

¥ Commercial/Retail 

¥ Industrial 

Each of those uses is intuitively obvious, but quantitative enumeration of land use 

will encounter lots of gray areas where a particular use might be assigned to one 

or the other of those categories.  We found no basis for confidence that 

consistent definitional rules had been used across all of the different documents 

that were examined. 
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¥ Unexplained inconsistencies were found among some documents, and 

occasionally even within one document.  For example,   the Final EIR for the 

1984 Plan reported 6,180,000 sq. ft. of Office space in Santa Monica in 1980, yet 

the Opportunities and Challenges published in 2005 reported 4, 893, 300 sq. ft. 

of Office space in 1980.   

 

Many of the documents that were examined cited other, more specialized reports 

as the source for the numbers quoted, but those referenced reports were no longer 

available.  We concluded that it was impractical to use data elements drawn from 

multiple sources.  Fortunately, one of the recent reports, Initial Outreach, Assessment 

and Emerging Themes (April 2005)  included a table and associated text that provided 

enough information to support a useful depiction of land use in Santa Monica from the 

period 1980 to 2004.  Relevant elements of that table are shown in Table 1. 

 

Actual, 1980 Projected, 2000 Actual, 2000 Actual, 2004

Office, floor area 4,893,300 9,052,654 13,081,335 13,454,144

Commercial/Retail, 

floor area 5,323,282 7,189,221 5,892,588 6,000,960

Industrial, floor 

area 3,245,600 3,509,830 3,434,947 3,465,144

Housing, units 46,393 48,393 47,863 49,297  
   Table 1: Extracts From Table 4-2 of Initial Outreach, Assessment and Emerging  
   Themes.  Floor area in sq. ft.  
 

It is important to note that the label ÒCommercialÓ is used in City documents to 

mean the retail sale of goods and services directly to the public.  Thus it appears 

equivalent to the term ÒRetailÓ and the two are used interchangeably in the present 

document. 
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II: NET CHANGES IN LAND USE, 1980 – 2007 
 

Using data from the Congestion Management Plan reports for the past three 

years, it is possible to estimate the level of development that had been reached by mid-

2007 for Office, Commercial/Retail, and Industrial space and Housing units and thus 

add a column to Table 1 shown above.  Results are shown in Table 2.  Here we have 

added lines showing the total non-residential floor area, and the percent growth in total 

floor area for each period compared to 1980. 

 

Actual, 
1980

Projected, 
2000

Actual, 
2000

Actual, 
2004

Actual, 
2007

Office, floor area 4,893,300 9,052,654 13,081,335 13,454,144 13,428,450
Commercial/Retail, 
floor area 5,323,282 7,189,221 5,892,588 6,000,960 5,998,130

Industrial, floor area 3,245,600 3,509,830 3,434,947 3,465,144 3,465,000

   Total floor area 13,462,182 19,751,705 22,408,870 22,920,248 22,891,580

   Growth, % of 1980 47 66 70 70

Housing, units 46,393 48,393 47,863 49,297 50,151  

                               Table 2: Land Use in Santa Monica, 1980-2007 

 

The total of Office, Retail and Industrial space in Santa Monica grew by about 70 

per cent from 1980 to 2007.  It is readily apparent that planners preparing the 1984 City 

Plan seriously under-estimated the amount of growth that was to take place in the 

succeeding years.  Looking ahead to the year 2000 they expected a net gain of a little 

over six million sq. ft., whereas the real gain was nine million sq. ft, and by 2007 that 

had increased to net gain of about nine and a half million sq. ft.  That discrepancy is 

illustrated in Figure 1. 
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          Figure 1: Projected vs. Actual Growth 

 

It is also interesting to observe the difficulty in predicting the distribution of future 

growth among the various categories.  Results are shown in Figure 2.  Early planners 

over-estimated the amount of Commercial/Retail development they expected, and 

under-estimated the amount of Office space.   

 

Growth, By Development Category
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Figure 2: Distribution of  Estimated and Actual Development   
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Another way of showing the changes over the past 20 years is provided in Figure 

3.  This clearly illustrates that most of the growth since 1980 has been in Office space.  

It also illustrates that most of that growth occurred before about 1995, with a much 

slower rate of growth since then.   However, even during the period 1995 to 2007 the 

total of Office, Retail and Industrial growth was about 1,917,000 sq ft.  That equates to 

an average annual net development growth of about 160,000 sq. ft. per year.   
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Figure 3:  Time History of Developed Floor Area 
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III:  PROJECTIONS OF FUTURE LEVELS OF DEVELOPMENT 
 

Preparation of an updated Plan for Santa Monica has required making estimates 

of future activities and environments that the plan is intended to affect.  One such set of 

estimates of future development is included in the report on Opportunities and 

Challenges of July 2005 (pages 4-92 to 4-100).   

That document projected no significant change in Industrial space.  For both 

Office and Commercial space two projections were prepared, drawing on different sets 

of forecasts by SCAG on future employment in the Los Angeles area and how that 

employment might be distributed across the area.  Using an average of those two 

forecasts yields the patterns shown in Figures 4 and 5.  The sum of projected growth in 

Office and Commercial space over that 20-year period averages about 150,000 sq ft per 

year.  As noted above, the records from the annual Congestion Management Reports 

showed that the average rate of development experienced since 1995 has been about 

160,000 sq. ft. per year.  Thus, a projected future rate of 150,000 sq. ft. per year would 

be a continuation of the pace we have experienced in Santa Monica for the past dozen 

years.  It is also important to note that future demand can easily exceed such 

projections, and that present zoning regulations would permit substantially greater rate 

of development that are projected here. 
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                 Figure 4: Projections of Future Development of Office Space 
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Projection of Future Commercial Space Demand
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                 Figure 5: Projections of Future Development of Commercial Space 
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IV:  CONCLUSIONS 
 

Non-residential developed floor space in Santa Monica increased by about 70 

percent over the past two and a half decades.  More than half of that occurred in the 

first part of the period, but over the last decade commercial growth has continued at the 

rate of about 160,000 sq. ft. per year. That experience tells us that a high rate of growth 

is possible under present zoning rules. While extrapolating recent trends does not tell us 

about the rates that can be expected in the future, it is important to note that under 

present rules there is a large amount of under-developed property in Santa Monica.  

The authors of the Opportunities and Challenges Report raise the likelihood that such 

property, particularly in the industrial lands area, will be developed to a much greater 

intensity of use in the coming years.  

 

Web sites posted by the city planning department also list a number of new 

developments being planned.  Without a change in the rules, much of that planned 

development could occur in the next few years, placing added burden on traffic controls 

and other infrastructure in the city. 

 

 


