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VENTURA COUNTY RANGELAND
Threatened By a Local Ordinance

By: Lynn Gray Jensen
What a difference a few years make. In
2009 a proposal by County Supervisor
Steve Bennett was taken to the Ojai Municipal Advisory Council (MAC) to add
14,000 acres of land to a little known
special zoning category called Scenic
Resource Protection or SRP. Landowners in
this zone are subject
to prohibitive discretionary permits for
standard land maintenance and protection activities such as
walls, fences, brush
clearance and grading even when not associated with new structures.
The SRP expansion process included two
poorly noticed public meetings where
County regional planners expressed
concern about the possible visual impacts
of future structures on Ojai hillsides in
public view. However, in reading the actual
language of the SRP rules, it was clear that
much more was at stake. Rule changes in
2008 had reduced brush clearance limits
on parcels to 1,000 square FEET without
a discretionary permit. This would make
it virtually impossible to maintain ranches
caught in SRP zoning. In the end, the word
was spread and 200 people showed up
at the final hearing, speaking against the
proposal, leading to a unanimous NO vote
by the Ojai MAC.
Only three years later, after being assured
by the Planning Division that the SRP ordinance would not impact farmers and
ranchers in their daily business, the

County filed a Notice of Violation against
the Sulphur Mountain Land and Livestock
Company (SML&L) based on a complaint
including photographs submitted by a trespasser on the property. The alleged violations included non-permitted grading of
more that 1,000 s.f. in the SRP Zone and
“altering” protected trees on their 2,000
acre cattle ranch. The violations were filed
even though it was clear
that the grading was
rangeland management,
an agricultural practice
including brush clearance and planting grass
for cattle, entirely unrelated to development or building structures.
In this county cattle ranches are small lowprofit businesses that provide many public
benefits. Gentle sloping terrain is needed
for grazing cattle which on many ranches
is only on the hilltops. A requirement for
discretionary permits for clearing brush
for grassland would likely put this age-old
industry out of business.
While the identity of the complainant is
being protected by County Council, a Public
Records Act search revealed that the complaint came through Supervisor Bennett’s
office and was forwarded to the Planning
Division.
Perhaps the most unreasonable aspect
of the violation case was the insistence
by County Planning that the exemptions
for agriculture in the SRP Ordinance did
not include rangeland management - even
though their own Non-Coastal Zoning Or(continued on page 2)
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VENTURA COUNTY
WILDLAND FIRE DANGER
Of the nearly 800,000 people living in
Ventura County, the Fire Department
estimates that approximately 71% live
within communities at risk of wildfires.
They are called “Wildland Urban Interface Communities” and are identified in
and around EVERY CITY IN THE COUNTY.
To see if you live in an “at-risk community”, check the maps in the “Community
Wildfire Protection Plan”, last updated
for the entire county by the Ojai Valley
Fire Safe Council in 2009.
In this Plan, it was estimated that 13,700
businesses are at risk and 76% of the
county’s housing is within communities at risk. Since only 20% of houses
were built after 1990, the vast majority
of homes were not built with important
protections against the threat of wildfire.
While county residents value the openspace lands around their communities,
there are hazards and risks created by
human presence near wildlands. Section
5 of the Plan explains: “fire suppression policies of recent decades have left
millions of acres overgrown and crowded
with dense and highly flammable chap(continued on page 3)
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dinance includes animal husbandry in the
definition of “agriculture”.

To the Waters’ Family

In fact, the County never consulted agricultural associations or rangeland management experts prior to filing the violation.
Rangeland experts in the county include
the National Resource Conservation Service
(NRCS), the Ventura County Resource Conservation District (RCD) and the Agricultural
Policy Advisory Committee (APAC) in the Agricultural Commissioner’s Office.

It is with deep appreciation
that we acknowledge
$2,050 in generous
donations to
Ventura County COLAB

Imagine the frustration of a rancher being
served a violation notice for standard
grazing practices on land that is zoned Agricultural Exclusive, which is its PRIMARY USE.
Further, it is designated “GRAZING LAND”
by the State per the Important Farmland Inventory Map” and the property has a Land
Conservation Act contract for GRAZING
with the State and County. In addition, the
rancher had no simple way to discover that
the land had been overlaid by SRP zoning.
Although the Planning Director met repeatedly with SML&L consultants, an agreement
to drop the violations could not be reached.
SML&L filed an appeal of the violations to
the Planning Commission and a hearing
was scheduled for August 16th. Prior to the
hearing the Agricultural Commissioner’s
office recommended that the case be presented to APAC who unanimously voted in
favor of the appellant’s dismissal request.
Undaunted, the Planning Division rejected
APAC’s advice, recommending against the
dismissal of violations, submitting a stack of
documents to the Planning Commission the
morning of the hearing. The agricultural
community came together with letters and
testimony suggesting a lack of understanding by the County of cattle ranching practices. Over 60 people attended the hearing,
mostly opposing the violations. VC COLAB
submitted a letter in support of the appellant on 8-14-12.
The appellant hired Richard Atmore, an
award winning rangeland conservationist
and cattle rancher to explain historical and
current ranching practices. Fundamentally,
livestock grazing requires the removal of
brush (a practice called “brushing” by the
NRCS) on a typical schedule of 10 to 20
years. Brush can be cleared by mechanical
methods or fire, however recent regulations

In Memory of Jim Waters
have all but eliminated most options for
controlled burns. The land is then seeded to
create the grassland crop which is mutually
beneficial to livestock, wildlife, and people
including practices that aid watershed
and fire protection, weed abatement and
provide scenic beauty.
The appellant’s defense was argued by
attorney Michael Case who pointed out
the Planning Division’s parsing of language,
ambiguities in the ordinance and denial of
exemptions for agriculture. There is specific
language in the SRP ordinance that exempts
the re-grading of existing agricultural areas
for agricultural purposes so long as no new
excavation or fill would exceed five feet in
height. While the County presented 2002
aerial photos showing that the land had
been previously cleared, the County used
dictionary definitions and an opinion of
intent to preclude this exemption.
In the end, common sense prevailed and
Planning Commissioners ruled in favor of
the appeal in a 4 to 1 vote. The dissenting vote was from the appointee of Steve
Bennett, District 1 - Paul Magie.
Commissioner Wesner expressed concern
about the ambiguities in the agricultural exemption language in the SRP ordinance.
Commissioner Onstot made an appeal
for common sense stating: “Bottom Line grazing land advanced, cattlemen get to stay
in business, food is produced, no protected
trees removed or damaged, threat of catastrophic wildfire is removed, no degradation
of the environment that I’ve been able to
determine, the viewshed of the Ojai Valley
is protected and wildlife advanced. Under
these circumstances I have to support the
appellant.”
He also stated that the “burden should be
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back on the County to re-draft this ordinance with a full participation of the AG
Community.” It seemed that all of the Commissioners agreed on that point.
Commissioner Aidukas focused on the
Notice of Violation which alleged “non-permitted grading” and read aloud the exemption for re-grading of existing agriculture.
Commissioner Rodriguez added a concern
about the unknown identity of the complainant and the possibility of improper collection of evidence.
VC COLAB fully supports the ruling - to
us, cattle ranching is just one more small
business that unreasonable land-use
policies could drive to extinction.

A Hearty Thank You to all of our
Volunteers who set up and manned
our fabulous booth
at the

VENTURA COUNTY FAIR
Coordinator: Anita Poirier

Julie Bulla

Kioren Moss

Beth Graves

Jack Poe

Monica Houweling

Mary Vanoni

Mary McGrath

Patty Waters

And to our Produce and Flower Donors:

Houweling Nurseries
Limoniera
Mission Produce
Pyramid Flowers
Technology Provided By:
Kevin Waldron and John Marler

Jensen Design & Survey, Inc.
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arral...” At-Risk Communities are “in close
proximity to chaparral that if ignited would
present a high or very-high hazard to nearby
homes”. Contrary to environmental claims
and public perception, chaparral is the predominant species and grows back quickly
after clearing operations and fires.
As reported in our lead article this month,
Rich Atmore raises cattle with rangeland
management practices and understands
the critical relationship between fire
agencies and cattle ranchers for mutual
public benefit. Ranchers like Rich manage
over 150,000 acres of grazing land in the
urban interface. As long as cattle production
remains financially viable, this partnership
can continue.
Rich, President of the Central Ventura
County Fire Safe Council, explains: “air
quality regulations between the mid 1960’s
and 1980’s stopped all controlled burns for
a 20 year period”. While 90% of the hillsides
in the urban interface used to be grassland in the 1950’s providing important fire
breaks, many have reverted back to sagebrush. Rich estimates only 20-30% grassland
is left requiring expensive fencing, grazing
and mechanical brush removal practices. In

SAVE THE DATE!

VC COLAB ANNUAL MEETING and DINNER
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 10th - 5:30 to 8:30 PM
Maulhardt Barn in Oxnard

Guest Speaker - Victor Davis Hanson
Dr. Hanson is a senior fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution. He lives on a family farm in central California and is the author of
“Fields Without Dreams” (Free Press, 1996) and “The Land Was Everything” (Free Press, 2000).
Link to Dr. Hanson’s recent article: “There is No California”
addition, environmental regulations have
slowed and increased the costs of regional
fire safety proposals like the San Buenaventura Burn project hoping to manage 43,000
acres from Ventura to Santa Paula. Without
this, more homes and businesses in the
wildland urban interface will be vulnerable.
VC COLAB believes that current County
policies create an unbalanced bias toward
the protection of sagebrush over both
agricultural and fire protection interests.

Grasslands are a beautiful part of the landscape. According to USDA Range Conservationist, Harland Deitz, “Range management
is actually the art of working with nature...
Grasslands are remarkable, solar powered
and enduring resources.”
In any case, the next time you run into a
cattle rancher in Ventura County, be sure to
shake their hand and thank them for providing food and also for protecting your house
from wildfires!

Board of Directors
Tim Cohen, Rancho Temescal | Chairman

Fred Ferro, NAI Capital | Director

Jurgen Gramckow, Southland Sod | Vice Chairman

Rita Graham, Jensen Design & Survey | Director

Bud Sloan, Sloan Ranches | President

John Hecht, Sespe Consulting | Director

Dennis Kuttler, Lowthrop Richards Attorneys | Treasurer/Director

Kenneth High, NCHC Attorneys | Director

Lynn Gray Jensen | Secretary/Executive Director

Kioren Moss, Moss & Associates | Director

Harry Barnum, TEG Resources | Director

Jack Poe - Kirchbaum Inc. | Director

Patty Waters, Water’s Ranches | Director

Alex Teague, Limoniera | Director
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Ventura County COLAB Important Links:

Do you Like this Newsletter?
If so please join VC COLAB!
Its easy - Online! Only $100/year
(for an individual membership)
Also, Visit our newly revised

Facebook

Timeline

Ventura County COLAB Website:

www.colabvc.org

Santa Barbara COLAB Website:

www.colabsbc.org

Andy Caldwell Talk Radio Show: Weekdays 3:00 to 5:00 PM
Cal Chronicle: www.calchronicle.com - online Newspaper
COLAB Santa Barbara and San Luis Counties
Santa Barbara COLAB: September Newsletter

Veentura Coounty Coaalition of
Laboor, Agricu
ulture an
nd Business
P.O. Box 423
37, Ventura, CA
A 93007
Email: mem
mbership@colaabvc.org
www
w.colabvc.org

MEMBERSHIP FO
ORM
I woulld like to app
ply for an Acctive Membe
ership at the
e following leevel:
___ $100 Individ
dual ‐ Promo
ote economic vitality and
d individual rights in Ven
ntura County
___ $500 Busine
ess ‐ Promotte the comm
mon businesss interests off VC COLAB Members
___ $1,000 Gold
d ‐ Further our efforts to
o monitor, ed
ducate and rrepresent ou
ur common business interests
ort ongoing research to challenge h armful and unreasonable regulation
n
___ $1,500 Platinum ‐ Suppo
dministrative
e action for tthe mutual b
benefit of VC
C COLAB meembers
___ $2,500 Black ‐ Advance legal and ad
efactor ‐ Let’s make a difference in the
t businesss climate of V
Ventura Cou
unty
___ $5,000 Bene
hip fee of:
$ _________________________
_______
Pleasse accept myy membersh
� In addition I woould like to contribute:
$ _________________________
_______
Total contribution payyable to VC COLAB,
C
Inc.
$ _________________________
_______
Printt this form and
a send witth a check to
o the P.O. B
Box or contriibute onlinee with PayPaal
Individ
dual or Reprresentative (for
( voting__
___________
_______________________________________________
Namee of Businesss _________
___________
___________
_______________________________________________
Addreess ________
__________
___________
___________
_______________________________________________
City ____________
___________
__________
___________
_______ Statte _________________ ZZip _____________
Teleph
hone ______
__________
___________
__________
_____________
Email Address ___
__________
___________
___________
_______________________________________________
Occup
pation _____
___________
__________
___________
_______________________________________________
How did you hear about
a
us? ___
____________
___________
___________________________________________________
Reason
n(s) for applyying for memb
bership: ____
____________
___________________________________________________
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