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By: Matt Guthrie
The latest attempts to throw a wrench 
into Ventura County’s economic engine 
came in the form of two recent appeals  of 
county permits. Both appeal cases, filed 
by local environmental groups Los Padres 
Forest Watch (LPFW) and Citizens for Re-
sponsible Oil & Gas (CFROG), targeted oil 
and gas operations within Ventura County.

The first appeal was made by LPFW in 
February in an effort to deny zoning clear-
ances sought by the applicant, DCOR, in 
two oil fields north of Piru. This appeal 
was unique in that zoning clearances 
are ministerial. By definition ministerial 
means that the activity does not require 
environmental review as it has already 
been authorized by a pre-existing Condi-
tional Use Permit (CUP), a contract issued 
by a regulatory agency.

Requests such as these that fall under 
the Non-Coastal Zoning Ordinance and 
are consistent with the terms of a current 
CUP are issued regularly by the County 
Planning Division. Most businesses that 
operate in county unincorporated areas 
have CUP’s that allow certain business ac-
tivities with numerous conditions specific 
to their planned activities.

Rightfully, the Planning Director issued 
a thorough staff report to the Planning 
Commission, authored by Professional Ge-

A sequel to the SOAR ballot initiative, origi-
nally passed in 2000, will be placed on the 
ballot in 2016 with a proposal by its backers 
to extend it for 34 years to 2050. The ordi-
nance, originally labelled “Save Our Agri-
cultural Resources”, is set to expire in 2020. 
The sequel has been changed to “Save  
Open Space and Agricultural Resources”. 
While there have been several mailings 
touting both the success and critical ne-
cessity of a SOAR ballot extension, it is not 
clear what a new SOAR ordinance will look 
like and what the impacts of the ordinance 
have been and will be if it is renewed.

First, let’s discuss what SOAR is:

SOAR is a package of ordinances that 
added language to the 
County General Plan 
and the General Plans 
of eight cities: Ventura, 
Camarillo, Oxnard, 
Moorpark, Thousand Oaks, Simi Valley, 
Santa Paula and Fillmore. Each city negoti-
ated CURB lines (City Urban Growth Bound-
aries) with the SOAR organization to contain 
what was referred to as “urban sprawl”. The 
new CURB lines generally followed each 
city’s “Sphere of Influence” boundaries that 
already contained growth around each city. 
However, SOAR added a very expensive 
step to the process - a vote of the people 
- necessary for most development outside 
the CURB lines.

The popularity of SOAR relied on the belief 
that the number of houses directly relates 
to population growth and less houses 
means less traffic. Colorful pamphlets were 
circulated to voters with photos of traffic 
jams and unlimited new housing subdivi-
sions gobbling up farmland. Without such (continued on page 3)

By: Lynn Jensen

COUNTY OIL PERMITS UNDER FIRE

an ordinance, SOAR supporters proclaimed 
that Ventura County would certainly 
become gridlock, turning into Orange or 
L.A. County.

However, even before SOAR, urban devel-
opment was no piece of cake. Housing sub-
divisions were already limited to within city 
spheres, requiring a long, complicated and 
expensive annexation process. In addition, 
large swaths of private lands were (and are) 
tied up in “Greenbelts” which are ordinanc-
es and agreements that agricultural lands 
would not be annexed to a city.

But advocates sold SOAR to the public by 
alleging that containing urban sprawl would  
“save our agriculture”. 

So why are many farmers disillusioned with 
SOAR? The reason is 
that land use deci-
sions by the ballot 
box create difficulties 
for small businesses 

that are caught up in an ordinance that 
was designed to prevent housing subdi-
visions. Farming in Ventura County is a 
large network of small businesses that are 
subject to the County’s special “Agricultur-
al” designation that limits most other ac-
tivities. But, the County General Plan lacks 
accountability to these businesses that are 
critical to maintain our agricultural heritage 
and economy.

For agriculture to survive in Ventura County, 
it must be economically viable, supported 
by a new SOAR with added General Plan 
language that supports necessary infra-
structure for the future of the industry.

Agriculture is under much higher pressure 
than when the original SOAR measure was 
passed in 2000. New threats have trans-
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pired including impending drought restric-
tions on water pumping, new pest out-
breaks including the Asian citrus psyllid and 
potential shot-hole borer attacking tree 
crops, lack of a stable labor force, regula-
tory infringement, and general difficulty in 
permitting needed facilities, infrastructure 
and housing for farmworkers. 

At the very least, the new SOAR must add 
language to the General Plan that goes 
beyond preservation and clearly states new 
County policy to support the AG industry.

In fact, a Ventura County Comprehensive 
Economic Development Strategy, published 
by the Economic Development Collabora-
tive of Ventura County (EDC-VC) in  2014,  
details this important consideration: “Agri-
culture and food processing is a significant 
industry cluster in Ventura county, with an 
estimated total output of $3.3 billion. While 
agriculture is widely perceived as a major 
contributor to our quality of life, farming is 
primarily a business.”

Specifically addressing the SOAR Ordi-
nance, the EDC-VC report contends that 
the economic impact of agriculture “goes 
beyond the produce grown on farmland. 
There is the need for expanded and 
upgraded processing and distribution fa-
cilities... Under SOAR, expansion of this 
business activity would need to occur in 
existing, increasingly constrained industrial 
parks rather than on the farms themselves, 
which may affect the continuing viability 
of farms... Sustained prosperity in Ventura 
county would be enhanced by revisions to 
SOAR to permit food processing and distri-

bution as an incidental use to farming on 
farm land”.

Further, the EDCVC contends that SOAR  
affects county economics with issues 
related to farmworker housing. “The in-
ability of farms to provide housing for their 
workforce leaves open a large question 
about how to attract and retain a qualified 
labor force for this important industry.”

The report also discusses sustainable water 
resource management being an important 
“issue as increasing urban water demand 
affects groundwater basins along with 
agricultural use.” The report advocates 
for “Projects to increase water storage 
capacity” as part of their strategy. 

The SOAR backers believe that urban de-
velopment is the key reason for loss of ag-
riculture. Alternatively, we see the loss of 
agricultural viability in places like Orange 
and L.A. Counties as the reason for urban 
sprawl. The EDC-VC report states: “The 
pace of agricultural land conversion has 
actually been higher since the ordinances 
were adopted than it was before...” It is 
entirely possible that SOAR has increased 
gridlock by reducing opportunities for local 
job creation, thereby increasing commut-
ing outside of the County. The report shows 
that nearly 175,000 workers commute for 
work; 53,600 of them driving to Los Angeles. 

So, what do the three leading local econo-
mists say about SOAR with respect to its 
impact on the Ventura County Economy? 
First, The EDC-VC report calls into question 
the remaining capacity of development 
within the CURB lines calling the studies 

outdated: “... it is not clear what effect 
continued limits using the same lines as 
far out as 2050 would have on the ability 
of the cities and county to maintain a rea-
sonable jobs housing balance. Some cities 
already report having concerns that they 
are unable to expand employment gener-
ating areas within the current CURB areas. 
An additional analysis is needed to project 
what balance of residential and non-resi-
dential land is needed within each CURB in 
order to support balanced growth out to an 
extended time horizon.”

According to a second local economist, 
Mark Schniepp, discussing the impact of 
SOAR: “The costs of non-development 
include loss of jobs, loss of income, loss of 
time and convenience, loss of choice, the 
potential for greater environmental harm 
and expenditure on fuel due to increased 
traffic, and the loss of housing or facilities 
that would improve people’s quality of life.” 

Third, Cal Lutheran University Center for 
Economic Research & Forecasting (CERF)
released their fourth quarter 2014 Ventura 
County Forecast Highlights where they 
reported that “the county’s job market has 
been weak mostly across the board.” Ac-
cording to Bill Watkins: “Ventura County’s 
agricultural sector is also a potential source 
of job losses. It is struggling with the dual 
problems of labor supply and water supply.”

Watkins also ties the challenges of job 
creation to the challenges of reducing 
poverty stating that “...opportunity created 
by an economy that is generating lots of 
new jobs is the cure to poverty... Ventura 
County citizens have expressed their opposi-
tion to large new employers through urban 
growth boundaries...” These policies favor 
those who have a job and housing while 
perpetuating poverty for those who lack 
such opportunities.

In June, I attended a workshop presented 
by CERF entitled: Saving the Middle Class; 
Regulation in California; Barriers and Solu-
tions: “Each year, more people leave Cali-
fornia than move into it. Each year, the cost 
of housing rises faster than wages. The 
middle class is falling behind in California, 
fast.” CERF economist, Matthew Fienup, 
described the extent of the problem. In 
their career building years, the young and 
ambitious are leaving California. Older and 
wealthier people are moving in along with 
welfare recipients, 34% of which now live in 
California. Income equality has skyrocketed 
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(SOAR: cont. from Page 2) State Pesticide Agency 
Presents the Factsand university students fear they will not 

find a decent job. 

CoLAB believes that a renewal of the 
existing SOAR Ordinance without significant 
amendments will be harmful going forward 
as it burdens agriculture with an inflexible 
land use designation, without accountabil-
ity to support its viability. Particularly in the 
City of Ventura, islands of agricultural land 
protected by SOAR are becoming increas-
ingly difficult to farm.

We also oppose extending SOAR for another 
34 years, which is more than a generation, 
and recommend that the cities collaborate 
to reject this unrealistic timeframe. Alterna-
tively we recommend a 20 year increment, 
sunsetting in 2036 based on an analysis 
of what each city needs to sustain their 
economic future for this time period.

In and around the cities, agriculture must 
be supported by a County General Plan 
that has incentives to contain urban sprawl 
while removing the barriers to a successful 
agricultural industry, taking into account the 
new realities of today.

(Oil CUPs: cont. from Page 1)

As we reported in our May Newsletter, 
the  State Department of Pesticide Regula-
tion (DPR) is the responsible agency with 
respect to setting limits on pesticide use in 
California. 

On June 7th, DPR Director Brian Leahy 
and advisor Randy Segawa addressed the 
Ventura County Board of Supervisors on the 
issue of fumigant use near Rio Mesa School 
in Oxnard. While Director Leahy commit-
ted to improving communications with the 
Supervisors, he defended the department’s 
program and risk management decisions to 
protect human health and the environment, 
while insuring the production of food for 
all of society. Leahy described the depart-
ment’s hundreds of PhD scientists reviewing 
every chemical in use. He also reinforced 
the necessity of pesticides to eliminate 
vermin and disease and protect crops.

Segawa described the strength of the three 
agencies that work together to mitigate risk:

• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) - responsible for product labels;

• DPR - pesticide registration, evaluation; 
enforcement; licensing; monitoring; 
health assessments; and mitigation;

• County Agricultural Commissioners - 
enforcement and evaluation of permit 
conditions and applications.

In the end, the scientific data did not 
support the Supervisor’s claims of harm to 
public health at Rio Mesa High School. Ac-
cording to DPR’s recently released 2014 
monitoring report: over the 39 months of 
air quality readings, the three fumigants 
“1,3-D, methyl bromide and chloropicrin 
concentrations at Rio Mesa High School 
were less than DPR’s regulatory targets and 
screening levels, indicating a low health risk 
for these time periods.” 

In June, DPR also held several public work-
shops to listen to issues from the farming 
community, concerned citizens and school 
staff. CoLAB participated commenting 
that the public perception of pesticide use 
around schools is problematic, necessitat-
ing a land use solution. Urban develop-
ment has not provided proper buffers to 
farmland, putting farmers in the interface in 
a precarious position. We believe that CURB 
lines must address such land use conflicts.

By: Lynn Jensen

ologist, Brian Baca, recommending denial 
on the grounds that the appeal was without 
merit. County Counsel was also clear that 
the County has very little latitude in its 
ability to change the terms of a pre-existing 
CUP. In fact, County Counsel advised the 
Planning Commission that if Zoning Clear-
ances were deemed to be “discretionary 
permits” it would create “chaos” with the 
County Planning Process. With that advice, 
the Planning Commission unanimously 
rejected the appeal followed by a similar 
denial in June by a 5-0 vote of the Board of 
Supervisors. 

Particularly frustrating was the appellant’s 
use of unrelated arguments and last minute 
submittal tactics in the hearing. Those who 
participated witnessed everything from 
pipeline breaks in other counties to the cu-
riosity of endangered condors to a hiker’s 
perceived unsightly view of oil pumping 
units to justify the appeal.

Environmental groups like LPFW and CFROG 
dislike the fact that CUPs granted before 
the existence of the California Environmen-
tal Quality Act (CEQA) must be honored 
under the terms agreed to at the time of 
issuance. But, allowing CEQA to be retroac-
tively applied to ministerial permits would 

be a slippery slope, opening all permits to 
endless environmental review, ultimately 
rendering county permits as worthless.

The second appeal case was filed by both 
LPFW and CFROG, questioning the envi-
ronmental documents of a CUP modifica-
tion for California Resource Corporation 
(CRC). The CUP would allow the continued 
operation of 17 wells and an additional 19 
wells over the next 30 years in the Ferndale 
Lease, north of Santa Paula. The new wells 
would be contained within already existing 
drill pads, significantly limiting their envi-
ronmental impacts.

Unlike the DCOR appeal, CRC was seeking 
a discretionary permit which is subject to 
CEQA. The Planning Director decision found 
that the whole of the record “satisfies the 
environmental review requirements of 
CEQA” and did not require a “subsequent 
or supplemental EIR.” Based on this finding, 
Planning Division staff recommended denial 
of the appeal to the Planning Commission 
who ultimately denied all 10 of the appel-
lant’s grounds.

The reduction of costs to $1,000 for filing 
such appeals provides an attractive and in-
expensive avenue for environmental groups 
to hinder an applicant’s permit process. 
While the applicant must cover all costs 
for processing their permit, the cost of the 
appeal  is borne by Ventura County taxpay-
ers.  This is a relevant issue as the process of 
preparing for each appeal was estimated by 
the Planning Division at $50,000. This sets 
a dangerous precedent for local businesses 
who navigate the long and arduous permit 
process to obtain CUPs. When permits are 
granted, it protects investments with the 
stability and consistency that contracts are 
designed to provide.

Appeals without merit directed at the oil 
and gas industry come at the expense of an 
important sector of our local economy. Oil 
and gas are more than a necessary, reliable 
energy source. The industry contributes sig-
nificant local tax revenues and provides high 
paying jobs with upward mobility which is a 
key to reducing poverty in our County.

These unjustified appeals will not be dis-
couraged by the recent decisions to deny 
them. National environmental groups will 
likely fund an appeal of the CRC permit to 
the Board of Supervisors. As always, CoLAB 
will be vigilant with our partners to insure 
that businesses are fairly represented.
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**2015 SPRING EVENT**
By: Lauren Swift
Good weather, a delicious barbeque, and 
even better company! It was an absolute 
perfect day at Old Rancho Matilija for the 
2015 Spring Event. Over 270 members 
and guests gathered lakeside to social-
ize, network, and enjoy the serene Ojai 
property. Thank you to the Gramckow’s for 
this very special venue!

As guests enjoyed cocktails and dinner, the 
short program included our second annual  
award ceremony, recognizing leadership 
and support by involved individuals and 
companies. These leaders stepped up in the 
past year to further COLAB’s mission as the 
first line of defense against constant new 
local regulations that hinder business in the 
community.

Patty Waters was given the “Dare to Speak 
Out” award for her courageous testimony 
at the Board of Supervisors, calling out the 
Board’s vote for incumbent protection dis-
guised as campaign finance reform. 

This year’s “Esper A. Petersen Award for 
Beyond the Call of Duty” was given to an 
individual and a business: The first award, 
to Mission Produce, was accepted by Chris 
Dryden, for their generous gift of $15,000 
to the COLAB Foundation allowing us to 
further our educational objectives. The 
second award was given to Supervisor Peter 
Foy for his relentless support for businesses 
at the Board of Supervisors. We are fortu-
nate to have such important support from 
our CoLAB  community.

Directly following the awards was the highly 
entertaining and competitive live auction, 
led by our infamous member team: Bonnie 
Weigel and Rich Atmore. Thank you to the 
donors of the one-of-a-kind auction items 
as well as the bidders, bringing in over 
$30,000 in contributions to CoLAB!

A big thank you to Pyramid Flowers for 

donating the beautiful flower arrange-
ments, adding the perfect touch to the 
colorful linens.

Special thanks to our crew: Lauren Swift 
(coordinator), Matt Guthrie (setup), Lynn 
Jensen (auction table), Bud and Kim 
Sloan (bar), Aurora Jensen and Shelley 
Casillas (setup & entry), Don Jensen and 
Jake Guthrie (sound system) and Conrad 
Gramckow (tractor ride).

Thank you to our Platinum table sponsors: Sespe Consult-
ing, Jensen Design & Survey, Pyramid Flowers, AMS Craig 
LLC, Lowthorp Richards, California Resources Corpora-
tion, Ventura Land & Livestock/ RA Cattle Co,  The French 
Ranch, Camlam Farms, Sloan Ranch, Southland Sod 
Farms, Tolman & Wiker Insurance Services; Our Gold table 
sponsors: USA AG Supplies, Ferguson Case Orr Paterson 
LLP, Farm Credit West, Hoffman, Vance & Worthington, 
Donlon Ranch, John McGrath Family Partnership, Ventura 
County Agricultural Association, Mission Produce  and ad-
ditional sponsor: Rincon Strategies. 
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First VC CoLAB WHEEL Committee Meeting

valuable updates for our issue 
areas.  The issues discussed 
at our first meeting included 
the Sustainable Groundwa-
ter Management Agencies 
(SGMA), housing issues (in-

cluding farmworker housing), the recent 
oil spill, CUP appeals, the California Envi-
ronmental Quality Act (CEQA), the County 
General Plan update and much more.

As always, member participation is encour-
aged and our goal is to come away with 
ideas for how CoLAB can make a difference 
in local policy.  If you would like to attend 
but are not a member, please consider 
joining.  Annual individual memberships 
are as little as $100.  For more informa-
tion, click here or contact Matt Guthrie at 
(805) 633-2257 or mguthrie@colabvc.org.  
We look forward to seeing you at a future 
meeting!

After much work and careful 
planning, Ventura County 
CoLAB held its first WHEEL 
Committee meeting on June 
17th.  The committee, open to 
all current members of CoLAB, 
provides a forum for members to discuss 
policies on the subjects of water, housing, 
energy, environment and land use and how 
they relate to current CoLAB projects as 
well as ideas for new projects.

The response to the invitation sent to our 
membership was phenomenal.  We were 
fortunate to have twenty-nine CoLAB 
members with us for our first meeting  and 
dozens more who plan to attend future 
meetings on a regular basis.    

After a brief welcome, self-introductions 
and a brief overview of the WHEEL Commit-
tee purpose, our Advisory Chairs provided 

VC CoLAB Comment Letters
LA Regional Water Quality Control Board 

RE: City of Oxnard GREAT Program

Click HERE for CoLAB’s comment letter to 
the LARWQCB supporting the temporary 
delivery of recycled water to farmers in the 
Oxnard Plain through Calleguas’ Salinity 
Management Pipeline. Per our letter: 
“CoLAB strongly believes that the agencies 
that collaborated to adopt this Fox Canyon 
GMA Resolution 2013-02 have provided the 
language and tools to implement the GREAT 
Program in a way that will utilize this new 
source of recycled water to benefit users 
while protecting the integrity of the ground-
water basins.”

National Park Service
RE: Rim of the Valley Corridor 

Click HERE for CoLAB’s comment letter 
to the NPS supporting Alternative A (No 
Change) to the existing Santa Monica 
Mountains Recreational Area (SMMRA). 
“CoLAB does not believe there is suffi-
cient evidence for government agencies to 
increase the pressure on private property 
owners to formally “preserve” land that 
they are already stewarding...”

Click HERE for Supervisor Peter Foy’s 
comments and HERE for the Ventura County 
Cattlemen’s Association comments.

http://colabvc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Comment-Letter-to-LARWQCB-RE-Great-Program-6-15-15.pdf
http://colabvc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/CoLAB-Letter-to-NPS-on-Rim-of-the-Valley-Corridor-6-23-15.pdf
http://colabvc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/rim-study-peter-foy-letter.pdf 
http://colabvc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/ROTV-cattlemans-letter.pdf 
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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

SAVE THE DATE 
for our Annual Meeting

October 14, 2015

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=EuUA8MshDaUncNiqGDGQ9CrYNIqWN-ZUoNDm_TeLA6qc2s62ge2wKbh3sBW&dispatch=5885d80a13c0db1f8e263663d3faee8de62a88b92df045c56447d40d60b23a7c
http://colabvc.com/

