
 

 

 
City of Sebastopol 

Planning Commission Staff Report 
 

Meeting Date:  October 14, 2025   

Agenda Item:  6A 

To:   Planning Commission  

From:   Alex Mog, City Attorney 

Subject: Public Hearing to Consider Amendments to Sebastopol Municipal Code 

Chapter 17.340 Regarding Formula Businesses 

Applicant/Owner: City of Sebastopol    

CEQA Status:  Exempt pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15061(b)(3) 

Recommendation: Adopt a Resolution Recommending that the Sebastopol City Council 

Amend Sebastopol Municipal Code Chapter 17.340 regarding exemptions 

to Formula Business Ordinance and Related Definitions.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The City of Sebastopol has long sought to preserve its small-town character, local business 
identity, and vibrant downtown. The existing Formula Business Ordinance, codified as 
Sebastopol Municipal Code Chapter 17.340, has supported these goals by regulating the 
establishment of chain or “formula” businesses in downtown Sebastopol. Chapter 17.340 
generally defines a “formula” business as an establishment with 25 or more locations in the 
Country. 
 
The Formula Business Ordinance completely prohibits new formula business offices on the 
ground floor, formula business restaurants, and formula business hotels and motels. For all 
other types of businesses, the Chapter 17.340 requires an applicant to obtain a conditional use 
permit in order to establish the formula business. The Planning Commission is responsible for 
reviewing and either approving or denying the use permit, and the Planning Commission’s 
decision can be appealed to the City Council.  
 
The City Council and community members have expressed interest in reviewing the Formula 
Business Ordinance to ensure its continued effectiveness and alignment with City values.  At its 
September 16 meeting, the City Council directed staff to review the Formula Business 
Ordinance for potential updates. The Council’s direction was to identify any limited and focused 
updates that would further the Ordinance’s purpose of preserving the City’s unique character 
and supporting locally owned businesses, but to not pursue any significant revisions.  
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DISCUSSION 
 
After review of the Formula Business Ordinance, staff is proposing amendments to Section 
17.340.030 regarding exemptions to the Ordinance. Currently, the Ordinance contains a number 
of exemptions, most of which are limited in scope. However, the Ordinance also includes an 
exemption for “Changes in ownership of existing formula businesses where there is no 
substantial change to the land use classification of the use, or in the mode or character of the 
operation.” Staff has identified two potential issues with this exemption. First, whether or not 
there has been a change in the mode or character of the operation is subjective and not well-
defined. This potentially makes the Ordinance hard to administer, and can create disputes as to 
whether or not a change has occurred.  
 
Second, the City’s land use classifications are relatively broad. Businesses that would 
commonly be thought of as different types of business actually fall within the same land use 
classification. For example, the land use classification of “Automotive Sales, Service, and 
Repair” includes both “automotive rental service” and “automative or truck wash”. That means a 
theoretical existing Avis Car Rental could potentially become a Quick Quack Car Wash without 
having to obtain a conditional use permit pursuant to the Formula Business Ordinance. 
 
The proposed amendments to the Formula Business Ordinance would remove reference to 
“land use classifications,” and instead refer to changes in the “type of business”. The 
amendment will define “type of business” to have the same meaning as that phrase “is 
commonly used and is intended to be narrower than the land use classifications used elsewhere 
in this Title.  For example, a coffee shop would be the same type of business as another coffee 
shop, but a fast food restaurant would be a different type of business than a coffee shop.” 
 
In addition, the proposed ordinance would create a definition of what qualifies as a “substantial 
change in the mode or character of the operation.” The proposed definition is not 
comprehensive, but rather is intended to provide guidance to decision makers.  
 
Sebastopol Municipal Code Section 17.445.030 requires the Planning Commission to make 
certain findings when recommending approval of zoning amendments. Specifically, the Planning 
Commission must find that the proposed amendment: 
 
a. Is compatible with the general objectives of the General Plan and any applicable specific 
plan. 
b. Is in conformity with public convenience, general welfare and good land use practice. 
c. Will not be detrimental to the public health, safety and general welfare. 
d. Will not adversely affect the orderly development of property. 
 
Analysis and Conclusion. The proposed zoning amendments satisfy all of these required 
findings. It is consistent with the Sebastopol General Plan, including the following General Plan 
goals and policies:  
 

• Goal LU 7: Emphasize and Advance Sebastopol’s Role as a Market and Service Center 
for the West County by Providing for a Vibrant Downtown, Diversified Uses, and 
Community Services and Facilities 

• Policy LU 7-10: Maintain Zoning Ordinance controls on formula businesses that 
strengthen the City’s unique character, support the local economy, and ensure the 
provision of needed goods and services.     
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• Goal CD 1: Preserve and Enhance Sebastopol’s Unique Character, Design, and Sense 
of Place as a Small, Compact Town 

 
Additionally, the amendments are in conformity with the public welfare and convenience; are not 
detrimental to the public health, safety and welfare; and do not adversely affect the orderly 
development of property. Specifically, the Amendments strengthen the City’s existing formula 
business ordinance in order to provide clarity and ensure that the unique character of the City’s 
downtown commercial core is protected. The proposed amendments do no authorize or prohibit 
any use, but rather require discretionary review by the City prior to the establishment of certain 
formula businesses.  
 
Sebastopol Municipal Code section 17.445.020 requires that the Planning Commission adopt a 
resolution of intention before a zoning amendment is formally adopted. The proposed resolution 
satisfies this requirement.  
 
RESTATED RECOMMENDATION: 
 
That the Planning Commission adopt a resolution recommending that the Sebastopol City 
Council amend Sebastopol Municipal Code Chapter 17.340 regarding exemptions to Formula 
Business Ordinance and Related Definitions. 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  
 

1. Draft Resolution  

2. Proposed Changes 

3. Public Comments 
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RESOLUTION NUMBER: XXXX-2025 

SEBASTOPOL PLANNING COMMISSION 

 

A RESOLUTION OF THE PLANNING COMMISSION OF THE CITY OF SEBASTOPOL 

RECOMMENDING THE CITY COUNCIL AMEND SEBASTOPOL MUNICIPAL CODE 

CHAPTER 17.340 REGARDING EXEMPTIONS TO FORUMULA BUSINESS ORDINANCE 

AND RELATED DEFINITIONS 

 

WHEREAS, the City of Sebastopol has long sought to preserve its small-town character, local 

business identity, and vibrant downtown; and 

 

WHEREAS, the existing Formula Business Ordinance, codified as Sebastopol Municipal Code 

Chapter 17.340, has supported these goals by regulating the establishment of chain or “formula” 

businesses in downtown Sebastopol; and 

 

WHEREAS, the City Council and community members have expressed interest in reviewing the 

Formula Business Ordinance to ensure its continued effectiveness and alignment with City 

values; and 

 

WHEREAS, the proposed zoning amendments would clarify the scope of certain exemptions 

contained in Section 17.340.030 and establish related definitions; and 

 

WHEREAS, the Planning Commission held a duly noticed Public Hearing on October 15, 2025, 

at which time all interested parties had the opportunity to be heard; and 

 

WHEREAS, the Planning Commission has carefully considered the written and oral staff report, 

as well as all testimony presented during the public hearing. 

 
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the Planning Commission of the City of Sebastopol 

that the above recitals are true and correct and made part of this resolution. 

 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT the Planning Commission hereby recommends that the 

City Council adopt an ordinance to approve the proposed Zoning Code amendments, as shown 

in attached Exhibit A, based on the following findings and considering the staff report and the 

whole of the record related to the Project: 

a.  The amendments are compatible with the general objectives of the General Plan and any 
applicable specific plan. 

b.  The amendments are inconformity with public convenience, general welfare and good land 
use practice. 

c.  The amendments will not be detrimental to the public health, safety, and general welfare. 
d.  The amendments will not adversely affect the orderly development of property. 
 
BE IT FUTHER RESOLVED that the Planning Commission recommends that the City Council 

find that adoption of the proposed amendments is exempt from further environmental review 

pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15061(b)(3). 
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BE IT FUTHER RESOLVED that this Resolution declares the intent of the City to amend the 
Zoning Code pursuant to the requirements of Sebastopol Municipal Code section 17.445.020. 
 

The above and foregoing Resolution was duly passed, approved, and adopted at a meeting by 

the Sebastopol Planning Commission on the 14th day of October, 2025 by the following vote: 

 

VOTE: 

Ayes: 

Noes: 

Absent: 

Abstain: 

 

APPROVED: ______________________________________________________________ 

Chair 

 

ATTEST: _________________________________________________________________ 

Planning Commission Secretary 
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EXHIBIT A 

 

Additions to the Municipal Code are shown in underline and deletions in strikethrough. 

 

 

1. The following definitions shall be added to Section 17.340.020.B: 

 

“Substantial change in the mode or character of the operation” includes, but is not 
limited to: extending the hours of operation to open earlier than 8:00 a.m. or close 
later than 9 p.m.; any change in use requiring a new discretionary approval from the 
City; or any change in ownership requiring a new license to sell alcoholic beverages.” 
 
“Type of business” has the same meaning as this term is commonly used and is 
intended to be narrower than the land use classifications used elsewhere in this Title.  
For example, a coffee shop would be the same type of business as another coffee 
shop, but a fast food restaurant would be a different type of business than a coffee 
shop. 

 
2. Section 17.340.030.F is amended to read as follows:   

 
3. “Changes in ownership of existing formula businesses where there is no substantial 

change to the type of business land use classification of the use, or in the mode or 
character of the operation of the business as determined by the Planning Director;” 
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