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Fences, Screens, Walls and Hedges Guidelines 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Fences, Screens, Walls and Hedges Guidelines 
The Fences, Screens, Walls and Hedges Guidelines have been developed to assist in the 
consistent and fair implementation of the Municipal Code relative to these improvements. Strict 
application of the regulations in a community with varied topography and lot configurations does 
not always result in the best solution for the subject property or surrounding neighborhood.  
 
Relationship to Other Documents 

• Relationship to the General Plan and Local Coastal Plan. The Santa Barbara General 
and Local Coastal Plans contain policies regarding improvements to properties and are 
the standard of review for many discretionary applications. 

• Relationship to the Zoning Ordinance. The Zoning Ordinance (Title 28 of the 
Municipal Code) contains standards to which development must comply. In the event of a 
conflict between these Guidelines and the Municipal Code, the Code requirements 
prevail. These Guidelines are intended to augment the Municipal Code by providing 
additional detail and some examples of methods available to comply with the Code. 

• Relationship to Other Guidelines. Many other City Guidelines provide direction 
regarding physical development, architectural style, site design and landscaping. The 
Fences, Screens, Walls and Hedges Guidelines are compatible with, and are not meant to 
contradict or take the place of, other applicable Guidelines. For example, the Fences, 
Screens, Walls and Hedges Guidelines primarily address the allowed location and height 
of fences, screens, walls and hedges. The exact material, color, width and style of any of 
those elements may be subject to other guidelines (e.g., Single Family Design Board 
General Design Guidelines and Meeting Procedures), as applicable. 

 
  



DRAFT 
 

2 
EXHIBIT B 

GUIDELINES 

Measuring Height  
 
Per SBMC §28.87.170.B.3, the maximum height of a 
fence, screen, wall or hedge shall be measured from 
the lowest point of contact with the ground directly 
adjacent to either side of the fence, screen, wall or 
hedge. [Figure 1] 
 
Horizontal Separation 
Per SBMC§28.87.170.B.4, if there is a horizontal 
separation of at least five feet (5’) between fences, 
screens, walls or hedges, the height shall be measured 
separately for each fence, screen, wall or hedge. The 
horizontal separation shall be measured from the 
“back” face of the lower fence, screen, wall or hedge 
to the “front” face of the higher fence, screen, wall or 
hedge. [Figure 2] 

Also per SBMC§28.87.170.B.4, if there is a horizontal separation less than five feet (5’) 
between fences, screens, walls or hedges, the height shall be measured as the cumulative vertical 
distance from the lowest point of the lowest fence, screen, wall or hedge to the highest point of 
other fences, screens, walls or hedges. The horizontal separation shall be measured from the 
“back” face of the lower fence, screen, wall or hedge to the “front” face of the higher fence, 
screen, wall or hedge. [Figure 3]  

Retaining Walls 
Where fences, screens, walls or hedges are located on retaining walls, the portion of the retaining 
wall above finished grade shall be considered as part of the overall height of the fence, screen, 
wall or hedge. 
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Guardrails 

Per SBMC §28.87.170.C.5, a guardrail may extend above the maximum height limit for a fence 
or wall, but only to the minimum extent required for safety by the California Building Code 
(Section 1013.2). To qualify for this exception to the height limit, safety guardrails themselves 
must be predominantly transparent. Some examples of guardrails that meet the intent of 
“predominantly transparent” are shown in Figures 4 through 6, below.  

Guardrails or similar features proposed voluntarily to address an abrupt change in grade or 
perceived safety issue, and not explicitly required by the California Building Code, may exceed 
the allowed height limit, subject to Administrative review and approval, and will be evaluated on 
a case-by-case basis. 

Guardrails that are not predominantly transparent (Figure 7) may exceed the allowed height limit 
if necessary to achieve consistency with the architectural style of the site, subject to 
Administrative review and approval, and will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 Figure 6 

Figure 4 Figure 5 
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Driveways 

Per SBMC §28.87.170.C.3, No fence, screen, wall or hedge exceeding a height of three and one-
half feet (3-1/2') shall be located within a triangular area (often referred to as “visibility triangle” 
or “sightline”) on either side of a driveway as follows: 

a. When a driveway directly abuts a portion of a street improved with a sidewalk and 
parkway, the triangle is measured on two sides by a distance of ten feet (10') from the 
side of a driveway and ten feet (10') back from the front lot line [Figure 8]. Figure 9 
depicts an example of a driveway not aligned perpendicularly to the street.   

b. When a driveway directly abuts a portion of a street without a sidewalk and parkway, the 
triangle is measured on two sides by a distance of twenty feet (20') from the side of a 
driveway and ten feet (10') back from the front lot line.[Figure 10] 

 

 

 

  

Figure 8 

ST
R

E
ET

 
ST

R
E

ET
 

Figure 9 



DRAFT 
 

5 
EXHIBIT B 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corner Lots 

Per SBMC §28.87.170.C.4, on residentially-zoned parcels, the height and location of fences, 
screens, walls, or hedges located within the required “Intersection Sight Distance” [see Figure 
11, next page] shall be evaluated by Public Works Staff on a case-by-case basis. The required 
sight distance is established based on allowed vehicle speed and the position of the driver’s eye 
in relation to the intersection.  

Fences, screens, walls or hedges located adjacent to intersections controlled by an all-way stop 
are not subject to additional height restrictions pursuant to this subsection. [see Figure 11, next 
page] 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 10 
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Entryway Arbor 

An entryway arbor is intended to provide a decorative gateway to the property and define the 
pedestrian entrance from the street. Per SBMC §28.87.170.C.7, an entryway arbor must be used 
in combination with, and attached to, a fence or wall. A free-standing arbor or similar element is 
subject to the provisions of SBMC §28.87.062 (Setback, Open Yard, Common Outdoor Living 
Space, and Distance Between Main Buildings Encroachment). 

The square footage of the arbor shall be determined by the area located within the rectangle 
formed around the posts of the arbor or the roof portion of the arbor, whichever dimension is 
larger, as shown in Figure 12. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consistent with SBMC §28.87.170.C.7, an entryway arbor must be substantially open, with no 
solid walls or roof. Exceptions to this provision may be evaluated on a case-by-case basis, 
subject to Administrative review and approval. 

Gates or doors that meet the location and height limitations of SBMC §28.87.170 may be 
allowed within the frame of an entryway arbor. A gate or door may exceed the height limit, 
subject to Administrative review and approval, as long as the height, width, and visual 
transparency of the gate or door remain consistent with the intent to provide a welcoming entry 
feature to the property and does not obstruct sight lines for motorists, cyclists, or pedestrians.  

 

 

 

  

Figure 12 
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ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW AND APPROVAL OF MINOR EXCEPTIONS 

Pursuant to SBMC §28.87.170.D, the following minor exceptions to the subject regulations may 
be considered for approval as a ministerial action by the Community Development Director or 
Public Works Director (or the Directors’ designee), if the necessary findings are made. If any of 
the required findings cannot be made, the owner/applicant has the option to request a 
Modification of the Fences, Screens, Walls and Hedges requirements, pursuant to SBMC 
§28.92.110.  
 
Exceptions to Height Limits 
Due to variations in lot size, configuration and topography, both on- and off-site, flexibility in 
height measurement may be warranted to allow an improvement similar to that enjoyed by other 
properties in the neighborhood. In all cases, the necessary sight lines for driveways and street 
corners must be met. Some examples of where flexibility may be considered include, but are not 
limited to: 

• Along a front property line, the maximum height of a fence, screen, wall or hedge may be 
measured from the elevation of the nearest adjacent sidewalk or curb (where no sidewalk 
or curb exists, the elevation of the right-of-way surface nearest to the fence, screen, wall 
or hedge) rather than the lowest point of contact with the ground. This will typically 
apply in situations where the elevation of the street is above the elevation of the subject 
property and the most significant portion of the height is visible primarily to the property 
owner and not the public. [Figures 13 and 14] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• In any location, a fence, screen, wall or hedge may, upon granting Administrative 
approval, exceed the height limit by no more than four feet (4’). This will typically, but 
not exclusively, apply due to the following: 

o A difference in elevation on either side of the fence, screen, wall or hedge 
o The presence of a retaining wall 

Figure 13 Figure 14 

Street Street Sidewalk 
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o Incorporation of visually transparent elements (e.g., wrought iron, forged steel 
tubing, glass) 

o A need to secure a secondary front yard 
o A need to buffer noise from a busy street 
o A desire for additional privacy, with the permission of the directly-affected 

neighbor  

Exceptions for Decorative Elements 
Decorative elements (e.g., pilaster caps, finials, posts, lighting fixtures, or similar decorative 
features) in excess of the size and spacing allowed by SBMC §28.87.170.C.6 may, upon granting 
Administrative approval, be allowed if the general amount of encroachment into the height, over 
the length of the fence or wall is, on average, relatively the same as allowed by the Municipal 
Code. 

The Code allows decorative elements not wider than nine inches (9”) by nine inches (9”) to 
exceed the maximum height of any fence or wall by not more than twelve inches (12”), provided 
such features are spaced not less than six feet (6’) apart, measured on-center. Some examples of 
generally equivalent exceptions include, but are not limited, to: 

• Pilasters that are twelve inches (12”) by twelve inches (12”) wide and that exceed the 
height limit by six inches (6”) and are spaced six feet (6’) apart;  

• Lighting fixtures that are seven inches (7”) by seven inches (7”) wide and that exceed the 
height limit by fifteen inches (15”) and are spaced five feet (5’) apart; 

• Posts that are six inches (6”) by six inches (6”) wide and that exceed the height limit by 
six inches (6”) and are spaced four feet (4’) apart; and 

• Pilasters that are fifteen inches (15”) by fifteen inches (15”) wide and that exceed the 
height limit by four inches (4”) and are spaced eight feet (8’) apart.  
 




