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Council approves VR moratorium but limits length/scope

March 11th, 2021 | Comments Off

lll BY MATTHEW GILBERT, theORCASONIAN OP-ED REPORTER ||

A February 23 public hearing on an emergency moratorium on new vacation rental permits was extended to the County Council’s
regular March 9, and although the comment period was officially closed, three hours of open access time showed the public still
had a lot to say.

Unlike the airing of two weeks back, however, this recital featured a balance of comments both for and against and broke generally
around party - make that island - lines with few supporters on San Juan and few opponents on Orcas. A number of residents who
spoke at the first hearing also spoke here, although new voices were heard. And while familiar ground was tread, a mutual
recognition of the issue’s complexity was more apparent. Still, a rigid polarity of perspectives was clear, which ultimately doomed
the broader intent of the original resolution.

There were more calls to limit the moratorium to Orcas, where the impacts have been more visible. Others reminded the two new
commissioners, Christine Minney and Cindy Wolf, that their positions on growth and quality of life - including closer scrutiny of
short-term rentals - were a big part of what got them elected.

There were also plenty of accusations - and laments - from both sides regarding misinformation and hyperbole. Advocates insist
that a temporary moratorium will have little to no effect on the local economy; those against feel their livelihoods are threatened
and tourism is being attacked. Advocates say that the lack of clear data is reason enough to take the necessary time; opponents
say it proves there is no reason in the first place.

In the end, there were still far more questions than answers. Among them:

What connection is there between the growth of VRs and housing affordability and availability?
How do permits that travel with the land affect real estate speculation and prices?

Does it make more sense to regulate VRs as businesses?

Who is hurt the most by a moratorium - or the lack of one?

Where are the voices of “working people” and what would they say?

In what ways does the growth of vacation rentals serve or threaten the long-term needs of the community? Put another way,
can there be too many?

Have vacation rentals affected local lodges and inns, especially in the off-season?
e How can local owners be protected while addressing the impacts of off-island and corporate ownership?
e How can enforcement be streamlined?

Council members were then tasked specifically with deciding whether to extend, amend, or lift the moratorium, and it took a while
for them to catch their breath and sort through the issues.

Prior to their deliberation, the DCD’s Erika Shook gave a presentation on the county’s VR Compliance Process. Among the
highlights:

e The enforcement/compliance cycle was interrupted in 2020 due to the pandemic.
o Slide #6: “Compliance Process Is Resource Intensive”
o It takes approximately eight hours per revocation.
0 As it's a new program, lots of reminders are needed.
o Another half-time staff member would have to be hired to catch up.
e The vast majority of code violations are for unpermitted VRs.
e VR “saturation” will be addressed in the updated Comp Plan; additional regulations are a separate process and should
probably wait until the new plan is finished - in 2022 - although changes in land use designations can be enacted more
quickly.

With the focus back on council members, Cindy Wolf immediately recommended a one-year term and a work plan of deliverables
(the existing resolution was for six months). Christine Minney responded, “The conversation has grown,” and that the Council
needs to further evaluate what they've heard “that doesn't align with a blanket one-year moratorium.” She favored an amendment.
Stephens agreed.

Minney, choosing her words carefully, went on to say that, “It's distinctly apparent that we have a problem, more distinctly felt and
more harmful on Orcas than on San Juan. Some of my constituents feel they will be negatively affected. There was a lot of
conversation during the campaign . . . but we don't have the data or the statistical backing to issue a blanket moratorium for a
significant amount of time.”

Stephens suggested narrowing the focus to determining a permit cap and limiting the moratorium to certain areas and a six-month
term. Deputy Prosecuting Attorney Amy Vira noted that “identifying specific designations is the cleanest way to amend.”

Wolf kept pushing for a broader scope, saying there’s a causal connection between short-term rental and the availability of long-
term rentals “in an inelastic market.” Minney acknowledged
that there might be a correlation but not causality.

In the end, the Council decided, on a 2 - 1vote (Stephen and Minney for, Wolf against) to amend the resolution as newly proposed,
limiting its term to six months and focusing only on caps for UGAs, hamlets, and activity centers. The outcome felt like a blow to
the efforts of hundreds of islanders who want more scrutiny on the impacts of vacations rentals, but the Vacation Rental Work
Group, which has spearheaded those efforts, was optimistic. According to a statement:

Yesterday, the County Council enacted a partial, fragmented new-permit moratorium that leaves most of San Juan County still
open to “business-as-usual,” but the Council’'s action confirms they are now committed to establishing a vacation rental cap and
other priority reforms. “The fact that the moratorium was not rescinded demonstrates that all councilmembers understand the
problems we need to address,” said Yonatan Aldort, chair of the Vacation Rental Working Group. “Nothing can stop our community
from coming together to improve our lives and fulfill a better vision for our island home. Many thanks to the Council and especially
Councilmember Wolf for moving us toward impactful solutions.”

Resources:

Video of the March 9 meeting
Resolution 05-2021 Amending Res 03-2021 Limiting Moratorium to Certain Areas

2021-03-09_CC_PH_Presentation_Vacation_Rentals
Public comments

About the Author: Matthew Gilbert

I've lived on Orcas Island since 1991 and started writing for Orcas Issues (now theOrcasonian) a few years ago as a
way to learn more about this special island community. | have a strong interest in issues that impact our “quality of
life,” both now and as we look to the future. Balancing a healthy economy with preserving island character and the
natural world has been and will continue to be one of our biggest challenges.

Related Posts

[DIIE) [DIB [LA)
OrcaslslandHealthCareDistrict OrcaslslandHealthCareDistrict rcaslslandHealthCareDistrict
Wit
,\1\39A|:gl:é 332’:(

Health Care District has
-weduled a meeting for As a thank you to parents: Arere e o e

. es thought to be lost
tomorrow All Orcas kids K-12 are PP J

May 31st, 2021 | O Comments or extinct rediscovered in

invited to Kite Day

May 3lst, 2021 | 0 Comments the Palouse

May 31st, 2021 | O Comments

WA STATE FERRIES BeharkviERt of
\) Emergency
FERRY SCHEDULE \ Management
VESSEL WATCH
Click to Sign UP
for Emergency Alerts
CONTACT YOUR
LEGISLATORS ORCASONIAN ARCHIVES
CONTACT US

B ]

© Copyright 2008 - 2021 | ObstructionPress dba theOrcasonian | Website by Blooming Mind Media | All Rights Reserved

WE THINK TODAY IS

Tuesday

TRENDING

‘Occam’s Razor’ | Our island,
our world through the eyes, pen

of S.C. Watson
May 28, 2021

Three islanders donate funds to
OPAL for purchase of seven
affordable rentals

May 27, 2021

2 Comments

The Lundeen’s legacy lives on
in our island community

May 27, 2021

6 Comments

NEW COMMENTS

> Lin McNulty on Midnight
Mutterings | Of crows
and cat: A bit more

> Ken Wood on Midnight
Mutterings | Of crows
and cat: A bit more

> Lin McNulty on Register
now for upcoming Life
Line Screening at Orcas
Senior Center

OUR SUPPORTERS

PN
TRAVELERS )
Maprona PoinT INsurance

Home | Auto | Commercial
A Chele Enterprises Company

Servicing Orcas Island and the San Juans
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Orcas Island Fire &RéScue
wouldilike tothank
alllour.responders
for their tireless efforts
during this past year.

You continued to help
your friends, neighbors, and visitors
during the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic
despite many challenges and uncertainty.
as we moved forward.
Orcas Island Fire & Rescue
and the community appreciate all you do!

Scott Williams, Fire Chief
smlllams@orcasﬁre org
Orcas Island Fire and (Rescue
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Now Hiring

Eastsound Water is now hiring a
full-time, Billing and Membership
Specialist. This is a benefits-loaded
island job.

This 66-year-old organization serves
thousands of islanders with clean
drinking water. Don't miss this rare
opportunity. Apply today!

info@eastsoundwater.org
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DETERMINING OUR
OWN ENERGY FUTURE

Get prepared with our
Island Way Workshops:

www.opalco.com/calendar

Topics include: Solar,
Switch It Up!, Ductless
Heat Pumps, Electric
Vehicles & more!

@ OPALCO
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The EDC is a small nonprofit organization
based in the San Juan Islands of Washington State.
We help businesses to get started - and to thrive,
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The Exchange

Is back
5 Days/Week!

Comeoninand shop:
Thursday-Monday,
10a.m.to 4 p.m.

Clicksthistad

the
EXCHANGE

ORCAS RECYCLING SERVICES

dince
1987

ORCAS FOOD

40 CO-OP

Join us af the table.

Join Our Team!

Be part of a dynamic team in a growing
and evolving community organization
Now hiring for:

Kitchen Manager, Produce Lead,
Produce Clerk, Grocery Clerk,
Deli Clerk

Applications available

in store or online
www.orcasfood.coop/employment
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