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By: Lynn Jensen
The 14th Annual Ventura County Housing 
Conference, held in October, proved to be 
timely in light of Governor Brown signing 
Assembly Bill 1516 in September, declaring: 
“The lack of housing, including emergency 
shelters, is a critical problem that threatens 
the economic, environmental, and social 
quality of life in California.” The signing 
was announced at CoLAB’s monthly WHEEL 
Committee meeting by Lynn Jacobs (former 
Director of CA Dept. of 
Housing and Commu-
nity Development).

The local housing con-
ference was promoted 
under the Ventura County Star’s “Price 
of Paradise, Unintended Consequences” 
project. According to the Star, the “Price 
of Paradise aims to shed light on the con-
nections between Ventura County land-use 
regulations and quality-of-life issues that 
matter to the community.”

The Star asserts, “So many of us decide 
to call Ventura County home because of 
its natural beauty, pristine climate and 
suburban comfort... But many also realize 
Ventura County’s open space and residen-
tial atmosphere aren’t maintained without 
a price. Expensive housing and the high cost 
of living are among the top concerns for 
local residents to retain their current life-
style.”

The 4 1/2 hour event included speeches, 
workshops and a closing panel discus-
sion on “SOAR & Sustainability”. Given the 
“Price of Paradise” theme, the SOAR Panel 
severely lacked a local economist present-
ing the impact of 15 years of SOAR on the (continued on page 2)
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WILL VENTURA SCRAP RAP?

Ventura County economy.

The keynote speaker was Stuart Gabriel, 
Director of the Richard S. Ziman Center 
for Real Estate at UCLA. Gabriel served on 
the Federal Reserve Board in Washington 
D.C. and has a Ph.D. in economics at UC 
Berkeley. With respect to California, Gabriel 
reported “terribly unaffordable housing” 
in communities from the interior to the 
coasts. He also stated that over 50% of the 
households in California face moderate to 

severe rent burdens, 
with a shortage of 
500,000 units of afford-
able housing.

Closer to home, 
Gabriel described Ventura County’s land use 
planning restrictions using urban growth 
boundaries as creating an artificial supply 
of restricted land and being “cumbersome”. 
Such supply constraints benefit the vested 
interest of owners inside the boundaries. 
Gabriel pointed to alternate methods to 
growth boundaries, saying that “SOAR is 
only one way to get there”. 

Being opposed to urban sprawl, he ad-
vocated for “growth that is densified” 
as being more efficient and affordable, 
pointing to Millennials as gravitating to 
cities with walkable environments. Pew 
Research Center characterizes Millennials 
as ages 18 to 34 and it is not clear whether 
this trend will hold when they start raising 
children. And, Gabriel, while advocating for 
density, admitted that he, himself lives in a 
suburban sprawl neighborhood. Such is the 
contradiction of high density development 
advocacy, relegating a different lifestyle for 
others than is practiced by many advocates.

Ventura’s Planning Commission convened 
a special meeting last month to consider 
the merits of a proposed Residential Allo-
cation Program (RAP) and make a formal 
recommendation to the City Council. 
Public comment at the meeting revealed 
overwhelming disapproval of the program 
and the Planning Commission ultimately 
made a formal recommendation against 
implementation, through the unanimous 
support of Commissioner Rondi Guthrie’s 
motion.

Ventura’s RAP was originally introduced 
by the General Plan Ad Hoc Commit-
tee consisting of Ventura City Council 
Members Cheryl Heitmann, Christy Weir 
and Carl Morehouse. The original request 
for policy consideration was addressed in 
CoLAB’s March 2015 Newsletter when it 
included a residential application “pause”. 
Ultimately, the Council advanced a RAP 
proposal that did not include a pause in 
applications. CoLAB also discussed the 
issue at the November WHEEL Commit-
tee where Dawn Dyer, President of Dyer 
Sheehan Group, presented a background 
and overview of the RAP. The purpose of 
the program is to establish greater control 
over the pace, scale and type of housing, 
based on the perception that residential 
development is occurring too rapidly, neg-
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Workshop #3 entitled: Infill in the Market-
place: Alternatives to Sprawl, was moder-
ated by Sandy Smith, Land Use Planner 
for Sespe Consultants and an educator in 
Urban Planning and Civic Engagement at 
Cal Lutheran University. Quoting Smith’s 
opening statement: “Ventura County is the 
8th most expensive place to rent an apart-
ment in the U.S.”.

Presenting the ultimate contradiction, Smith 
related, “To not embrace sprawl requires 
infill and higher density development which 
the public does not support”. The NIMBY 
(Not In My Back Yard) effect pushes back 
against the political will for infill projects. 
Neighbors will say they like the project, 
“just not here”. 

The four workshop panelists representing 
Thousand Oaks and Oxnard related stories 
about high density, mixed-use projects that 
face more and more organized community 
opposition. These projects already suffer 
from high fees and construction costs. 
And, as city governments continue to inflict 
more onerous regulations on development 
projects, the housing crisis will only worsen.

The conference ended with a closing panel 
discussion on the proposal by SOAR to 
renew their ballot initiative to 2050. SOAR 
stands for Save Open-space and Agricultural 
Resources, restricting most urban devel-
opment, without a vote of the people, to 
within urban growth boundaries (CURB’s) 
drawn by SOAR around 8 major cities.

County Supervisor and SOAR Board 
Member Steve Bennett was given the first 
word of the panelists, making the case that 
“paving over farmland” would not solve the 
affordable housing problem. Pointing to 

other coastal counties, he stated that they 
all have a severe affordable housing crisis. 
He credited SOAR as saving the critical mass 
of agricultural land in Ventura County.

Christine Rangel of the Building Industry As-
sociation (BIA) countered with a map from 
the SOAR website showing red “at risk”  
parcels in the City of Oxnard, WITHIN the 
CURB. Rangel pointed to this as being dis-
ingenuous and counter to SOAR’s appeal to 
voters to trade protection of open space for 
development within the CURB boundaries.

John Krist, CEO of the Farm Bureau of 
Ventura County, downplayed the role of 
SOAR in saving farmland, pointing out sta-
tistics showing that more land has been 
converted from farmland per year AFTER 
SOAR was passed than BEFORE. He also 
stated that SOAR’s new 35 year planning 
horizon is presumptuous and that with or 
without SOAR, “we don’t know the future of 
agriculture in this county.”

With respect to the extension of the SOAR 
Initiative to 2050, farmer and rancher 
members of CoLAB are generally skeptical. 
Agriculture was a pawn in the original ballot 
measure which contained no language 
helpful to the industry, while extracting de-
velopment rights from farm owners without 
compensation. This is not surprising consid-
ering the SOAR Board of Directors has no re-
spected farm industry representative. 

CoLAB believes the impacts to housing and 
economics from 15 years of SOAR need to 
be fully analyzed and presented to voters 
to make an informed decision. This was 
missing in the housing conference’s calcula-
tion of the “Price of Paradise”. 

To that end we will be a sponsor and par-
ticipant in Mark Schniepp’s, California 

atively impacting Ventura’s character. Con-
sideration of resources such as water avail-
ability is also a factor. The program would 
apply to projects of 3 or more units.  

Issues with the City’s discontinued Residen-
tial Growth Management Plan (RGMP) have 
left many uneasy about a renewed attempt 
to implement a residential growth control 
measure. The old RGMP allocated a specific 
number of residential units every two years 
based on a competitive process requiring 
developers to submit detailed conceptual 
plans. Then the City would review and rate 
the projects before issuing allocations. The 
RGMP required review on the front end of 
the process, where the new RAP pushes 
review to the back end, per state law, 
AFTER a developer has funded the full en-
vironmental analysis. This would be a deal 
breaker for most developers.

The RAP addresses the contention that 
residential development is occurring too 
rapidly, possibly outpacing resources. But, 
in reality, housing development has fallen 
short of the goals of the General Plan and 
has failed to accommodate real population 
growth. In general there is a lack of under-
standing about population growth, which is 
unseen and happens with or without new 
housing.

Failure to build adequate housing forces the 
cost to rise at a more rapid pace than wages 
and causes rents to skyrocket due to ex-
tremely low vacancy rates. Between January 
2014 and January 2015, the average rent for 
a one bedroom apartment rose 9%. Growth 
control measures under these circumstanc-
es create barriers to investment that have 

Economic Forecast conference entitled: 
“The Economic Impacts of SOAR on 
Ventura County, Present and Future”. The 
conference will take place on: February 
5th, 8:00 am to 12:30 pm, at the Westlake 
Hyatt.

Panelists will include Matthew Fienup (Cal 
Lutheran University’s Center for Economic 
Research and Forecasting), Bruce Stenslie 
(Economic Development Cooperative - 
Ventura County) and Lynn Jensen (CoLAB, 
Ventura County). The panel will be followed 
by Schniepp presenting data on the Ventura 
County economy which is clearly lagging 
its peer coastal counties. Email invites to 
members will follow - STAY TUNED!!

(continued on page 3)
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In late October, I had the fortune of joining 
several community leaders on a tour of the 
Sespe Oil Field courtesy of Seneca Resourc-
es Corporation. Seneca is a one hundred 
year old company that has operated in 
Ventura County for more than twenty five 
years. They are the 7th largest oil producer 
in California with operations in Ventura, 
Kern and Fresno Counties.

The Sespe oil field is tucked back in the hills 
north of Fillmore in a spot mostly unseen 
by County residents going about their daily 
lives. Seneca has operated in the Sespe 
area since 1987 as part of an industry that 
helps sustain more than 8,000 jobs and con-
tributes over $4 billion annually to Ventura 
County.

The people that work in the Sespe field take 
safety and stewardship extremely seriously. 
Many were born and raised in nearby areas 

A TOUR OF THE SESPE OIL FIELD 
long-term negative impacts.

By almost any standard, the City already 
has an extremely robust process in place 
for development approvals. While it is un-
derstandable for the City Council to seek in-
creased awareness of potential project ap-
plications and opportunities for input, the 
process is designed to function through the 
council appointed Design Review Commit-
tee and Planning Commission.

Increasingly, local efforts to slow the pace 
of residential development with arbitrary 
policies are creating a statewide housing 
crisis, causing the passage and signing of AB 
1516, the Housing Accountability Act. This 
new law requires local agencies to make 
specific written findings if they deny certain 
housing projects.

CoLAB promotes consistency in policy and 
planning, recognizing the negative impacts 
of uncertainty and redundancy that further 
drives up the cost of housing. We urge the 
City Council to follow the recommenda-
tion of the Planning Commission and over-
whelming public opposition to the RAP. The 
program’s negative impact on Ventura’s 
economic vitality, business climate and 
quality of life is an unnecessary burden the 
city should not have to endure.

and consider it a privilege to work in the 
beautiful mountains they consider home. 
Seneca prides itself on meeting the high 
standards of California’s strict regulations 
through compliance and transparency in 
their operation.

Seneca is the only oil and gas production 
company operating on Federal Land in Cali-
fornia (Los Padres National Forest). And 
some of their leases are within the Califor-
nia Condor Sanctuary. On the tour it was 
evident that protection of the endangered 
condors is critical. Signs are posted about 
keeping the area free of “microtrash” (haz-
ardous if eaten by young condors), devices 
are affixed to keep the birds off the pump 
jacks and regular monitoring is performed 
by wildlife protection agencies. In 2012, 
Seneca was named Operator of the Year by 
California’s Bureau of Land Management, 
a testament to their reputation as a good 
operator.

Currently, Ventura County is considering 
Seneca’s application for the modification 
of an existing CUP to deepen four existing 
wells. The project includes a ministerial 
zoning permit. The item is likely to come 
before the Board of Supervisors in early 
2016 and CoLAB will monitor the issue as 
it moves forward to encourage fairness and 
consistency in the process.

By: Matt Guthrie
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CoLAB Ventura County 
Important Links:

  COLAB VC Website:       www.colabvc.org
  COLAB SBC Website:    www.colabsbc.org
   COLAB SLO Website:     www.colabslo.org
  Andy Caldwell Talk Radio Show: 
 Weekdays 3:00 to 5:00 PM

COME TO OUR MONTHLY 
WHEEL Committee Meeting
Third Wednesday, 11:30 AM

(Dark in December)

Do you Like this Newsletter? 
Not a Member?  Please join us!

Its easy - Online! Only $100/year 
(for an individual membership)

Please Visit us on: 
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VC CoLAB Foundation
Our Foundation purpose is to advance 
education and science, combat com-
munity deterioration and lessen the 

burdens of government. 

Please help us match the generous 
$100,000 gift from the 

Esper A. Petersen Foundation.

Click HERE to learn more.

All interested donors are directed to 
contact Dr. Aubrey Sloan, President 

of the Foundation, at (805) 633-2291 
or Donate Online HERE.  

http://colabvc.com/
http://colabsbc.org/default.aspx
http://colabslo.org/
http://colabsbc.org/radioshow.aspx
http://www.pacificlegal.org/page.aspx?pid=616
http://www.colabvc.org/membership/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Ventura-County-Colab-Coalition-of-Labor-Agriculture-and-Business/147846488594486
http://colabvc.org/foundation/
https://www.paypal.com/us/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_flow&SESSION=EYme8s4ug9Q2W1p4Y3Jxg9HetrU005_6864hGSQYLJZyBFcE7GbUy-r5_yO&dispatch=5885d80a13c0db1f8e263663d3faee8d5c97cbf3d75cb63effe5661cdf3adb6d

