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Summary of Community Meeting on Vacation Rentals 
Orcas Island School District Cafeteria 

Wednesday, July 17, 2019 
 
 
Hosted by:  Yonatan Aldort, Jeni Barcelos, Diane Berreth, Lisa Byers, Andrea Cohen, 
Toby Cooper, Michael Johnson, Artha Kass, Mark Mayer, Greg Oakson, Heather 
Oakson, Margaret Payne, Donna Riordan, Joe Symons, Lynnette Wood 
Moderated by:  Diane Berreth 
Notes Consolidated by: Lisa Byers and Mark Mayer 
Attended by:  ~200  individuals  

 
OPENING:  Yonatan Aldort said he is passionate about the topic of vacation rentals 
(VRs), because he believes that the corporatization of VRs is responsible for an erosion 
of community character and housing affordability.  
 
INTRODUCTION:  Diane Berreth said that the goal for the meeting is to initiate an 
informed conversation about vacation rentals. She set one ground rule: respectful 
listening.  She read the following from Wendell Berry: 
 

"A community is the mental and spiritual condition of knowing that the place is 
shared, and that the people who share the place define and limit the possibilities 
of each others lives. It is the knowledge that people have of each other, their 
concern for each other, their trust in each other, the freedom with which they 
come and go among themselves." 

 
PART I: PRESENTATIONS: 
Joe Symons presented data and provided five take-a-ways: 

1. On Orcas there are a total 3,180 parcels and 505 VR permits (and there are a total 
of 1,115 VR permits in the county).   

2. San Juan County’s Housing Needs Assessment shows a decline in the rate of new 
vacation rental permits. However, between 2010 and 2017 the number of permits 
issued annually tripled.  

3. San Juan County projects no increase in the number of VRs through the current 
planning period ending in 2036.  That is not consistent with current trends. 

4. Over half (51%) of VR permits have been issued to people who do not reside in 
San Juan County.   The percentage of permits issued to out-of-county owners is 
increasing. 

5. There is insufficient VR data to make thoughtful decisions. 
 

Ryan Page presented information on San Juan County’s housing data, including: 

• San Juan County is the least affordable county in the state. 

• 16% of housing is “renter occupied” compared to 34% statewide 
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• Ryan provided an overview of the programs that the county administers to 
provide affordable housing:  

 
Suzanne Olson presented her experience as the host of a vacation rental who uses the 

AirBnB platform.  She and her husband rent out their master bedroom suite that 
has a separate entry into their home.  They both work at well-paying jobs, but 
rely on the income to maintain their property and stay on the island.  

 
Jeni Barcelos presented examples of addressing the impacts from VRs in other 

communities: 

• Amsterdam: limits rentals to 30 nights/yr max. 

• Holland: Proposal to ban new homes from being used as VRs. 

• Ireland:  
o If you share a room in your home, you can do it all year-round.  
o If you share your entire home whilst you are away, you can only do so for 

90 nights per year.   
o If you have a 2nd home, you must get permission from local officials – 

generally not granted in areas of high housing demand.  

• Nashville:  In process is ban on VRs in locations zoned for multi-family. 

• San Diego:  Allows owner-occupied property to rent one room in house and one 
other dwelling unit on same property.  

• Carmel-By-The-Sea: Formerly banned from residential neighborhoods and now 
considering ban in commercial zones as well.  

• Kauai: In 2018 Tourism Consortium issued statement it had reached a state of 
“over-tourism” because of changing nature of visitors (formerly arrived in tour 
buses and stayed in hotels where activities were guided, now stay in VRs and 
roam independently – looking for “undiscovered” places.  

• Harvard Business Review Article: When Airbnb Listings in a City Increase, So Do 
Rent Prices. 

 
 
PART II: TABLE CONVERSATIONS 

 
1. Tell a brief story about your vacation rental experience. Participants spoke to the 

person next to them. 
 

2. What are the pros and cons of Vacation Rentals on Orcas?  (ranked in order of the 
number of times stated).  

 
PROs: 
A. Supplements Income (assists in staying here)/ Allows owners to volunteer and be 

more engaged in community. 
B. Brings business for local merchants. 
C. Makes it possible to keep my house / live on island (survive here). 
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D. Increases lodging tax revenues to the county (lodging taxes provide some benefit to 
community). 

E. Provides visitors with options / unique experiences. 
F. Provides entree for people to move here / Brings new people to the island 

(diversity). 
G. Meeting Interesting People / VR travelers stay longer /bring more to community. 
H. Provides jobs (cleaning, managing, maintaining). 
I. Less expensive way to visit islands (visitor economic diversity). 
J. High return (profit) for effort (investment) / permit conveyed with property. 
K. Shares the Island beauty. 
L. Alternative to Hotels, lack of hotel rooms on island. 
M. Growing world community of stewardship. 
N. Makes effective use of vacant houses. 
O. Keeps out big hotels (more VRs= less hotels). 
P. Increases property value for owner. 
Q. Supports Orcas Center and arts festivals 
 

 
CONS: 
A. Negative impacts / increases wear & tear on island infrastructure and public 

services (roads (public and private), water, electricity, garbage, septic, medical 
services, fire services). 

B. Decreases availability of housing that is affordable (less stability & security for 
children, employees can't find places to live). 

C. Loss of community / Loss of neighborhoods and small town charm. 
D. Nuisances (noise, clogged roads, parking & walkways, trespassing, crime, 

parties...). 
E. Increases housing costs for long-term rentals. 
F. Negative impacts on island environment/natural resources. 
G. Too many vehicles / increases traffic. 
H. Allows for speculation/ commercial enterprise to profit in a residential zone. 
I. Increases costs/ income inequality. 
J. No distinction between owner-occupied and absentee owners. 
K. Makes ferry usage more difficult. 
L. Tourism is a fragile, brittle economy with booms and busts. 
M. Insufficient # of restaurants and other services for visitors. 
N. Locals do not feel safe at home and in their own neighborhoods. 
O. Potential for drug problems, lack of security. 
P. Use of private easements by strangers. 
Q. Loss of privacy. 
R. Some are not licensed - safety issues. 
S. Lodging tax revenue to county is dis-incentive for county to curtail growth. 
T. Enforcement is lacking. 
U. Creates divisions within community. 
V. Misuse of public and private land. 
W. Disrespect of the island from tourists/Disneyland effect. 
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X. Permits convey with property - accountability? 
Y. Deters traditional hospitality. 
Z. Property value may diminish for neighbors. 
AA. County is not on our side 
BB. Increases wear and tear on properties 

 
3. What do you wish you knew about VRs that you don’t know? 
 
  DATA ON IMPACT: 

A. How many VRs are owned by big businesses/corporations? 
B. Is there a connection between the increase in VRs and a decrease in available year-

round housing that is affordable? 
C. How many VRs are owner-occupied? 
D. How many VR owners are out-of-state vs. local residents? 
E. How many whole homes are rented as opposed to rooms or small ADUs? 
F. Do visitors/ VR occupants increase our taxes for roads, utilities, emergency support 

services? 
G. What is the capacity of our water supply and how much of that is being used? 
H. How are the hotels and B&Bs being impacted? 
I. How much does the county currently rely on tourism for its income? 
J. How does the VR business affect local employment? 
K. How many year-round residents lack adequate housing? 
L. What is the county spending to promote tourism? What is tourism costing us? Do 

VRs increase tourism? 
M. How many people have more than one VR permit? 
N. How many non-permitted VRs in the county? 
O. How do local business owners feel about VR rentals? What is the impact on 

businesses? 
P. Are there limits for the # of VR permits? 
Q. What is the average stay in a VR? 
R. What is the ratio between active/inactive VR permits? 
S. How many people depend on VRs to pay their mortgages? 
T. How many seasonal employees lack adequate housing? 
U. Is there any connection between rates of crime and rates of VRs or tourism? 
V. How does the homeless rate in SJC compare to the rest of the state? 
W. Does a VR increase the assessed value of a property? 

 
  LEGAL IMPLICATIONS/QUESTIONS: 

A. What are the types of regulations that have been implemented here and elsewhere? 
Have they been effective? 

B. What are the options/recourse for neighbors impacted by VRs? 
C. Is it possible to charge speculators a different fee than owner-occupied? 
D. Can we limit the number of total permits by island? by region of island? by % of 

year-round housing? 
E. Can we link cost of permit to pay for additional enforcement? 
F. Is there a safety inspection prior to issuing a permit? 
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G. What is the grievance process for VR's? 
H. Can a HOA legally restrict VRs? 
I. Would a VR permit take-away be a “taking"? 
J. Is it possible to charge out-of-state owners a different fee than local residents? 
K. How does insurance work? Is it required by the county? How monitored? 
L. Does AirBnB sue? When? 

 
  WHAT IS THE COUNTY DOING? 

A. What is the county doing now to monitor? insure compliance? track down illegal 
VRs? 

B. What data does the county have that they could put on their website/be more 
transparent? 

C. How do we make this a priority with our local government, ASAP? 
D. How much money does the county get from VR permits and what does it spend on 

enforcement? 
E. Does the county enforce HOA regs? Inform neighbors? 
F. What is the County doing to inform VR renters about local regulations pertain to 

VR's? 
G. How is the county addressing illegal VR's? 
H. Why are VRs allowed in land use areas that prohibit B&Bs? 
I. Why are VR "glamping" tents allowed in zoning that prohibits campgrounds? 
J. What is the reasoning that requires a property owner to rent their main house, but 

prohibits renting the ADU? 
K. Has the county ever revoked a VR permit? If not, why not? How would that be done? 
L. What is the County doing to be more accountable to residents on this issue? 

 
  BROADER QUESTIONS/ IMPLICATIONS: 

A. What is the net economic gain or loss for island residents? 
B. If fewer VRs, are there sufficient other accommodations for visitors? 
C. How many council members own VR's? 
D. How do we incentivize ferry walk-ons? 
E. How do we place more value on local community vs. tourists? 
F. Are there examples of communities that have successfully balanced community and 

tourism? 
G. What is the lifestyle gain or loss for island residents? 
H. Can VR's be located in sensitive areas? 
I. Can county government incentivize long-term rentals over VR's? 
J. Can there be a different property tax rate for home with VR's? 

 
 
4. What one or two topics were most important to our table? 

 
  CONCERNS ABOUT IMPACTS: 

A. Impact VRs have on the availability of affordable housing / ability of working 
families to make it here. 
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B. Over commercialization / losing our small community feeling - reason many of us 
came here in the first place. 

C. VRs erode neighborhoods - how many permits before loss of character? 
D. There is no incentive for the county to enforce/ no recourse. 
E. Community conversations are important - this is complex topic. 
F. Current VR policies fuel speculation. 
G. Unresponsiveness & lack of transparency or clear vision from the County Council. 
H. VRs should have the same health/safety/tax requirements as B&Bs, Hotels and Inns. 
I. Environmental Impacts. 
J. Dependence on tourism is unhealthy - destroying the place we love. 
K. The need for tighter restrictions/regulations for VR's. 
L. There seems to be a lack of accountability from SJC. 
M. A moratorium on VR's is imperative. 

 
  MORE INFORMATION NEEDED: 

A. What regulations can be enforced and be effective? 
B. Can we treat non-resident VR owners differently from resident? 
C. Are online VRs affecting affordable housing to the extent we imagine? We want 

Data!, not myths or anecdotes. 
D. What is the saturation point on the # of VR's? 
E. How can we get more reliable data? 
F. Want to know about existing regulations and enforcement for permitted and illegal 

VRs. 
G. Want to know if there is difference in impact from out-of-state vs. local VR hosts. 
H. Can we use VR fees to fund affordable housing? 
I. What is the county spending to promote tourism? What is it costing us? 
J. Can neighborhoods enforce their own rules on VRs? 

 
CLOSING: Yonatan Aldort thanked everyone for engaging on this difficult topic in a civil 
manner.  He said he felt inspired by how much people care about the community and are 
willing to be involved.  He encouraged participation in the next community meeting to be 
held on September 25, 2019.  
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APPENDIX 
INFORMATION WRITTEN ON INDEX CARDS AND  
DROPPED IN BOX AT THE BACK OF THE ROOM 

 
QUESTIONS: 

1. What is the enforcement policy in SJC? Is it complaint driven? Do residents understand 
the policy and their role in enforcement? 

2. What liability are HOAs subject to as a result of VRs within their community? 
3. Can a HOA legally vote to prohibit VRs even when the county has not prohibition? 
4. Is the permit for an entire home the same as for an in-house suite or room? 
5. Would it be illegal to deny off-island investors the opportunity to apply for a VRBO 

permit? 
6. For Joe Symons: Can you determine what fraction of VRs is actually commercial vs. 

single-owner residential? 
7. The issue with VRs is tied in with our SJC vacancy rate in housing of 43.4%!  What kind 

of regulations or disincentives can we apply to the 2nd, 3rd, 4th homes? 
8. What is the tourist saturation points and who decides? 
9. How do we consider the impact on employment and local businesses? 
10. How do we distinguish between owner-occupied, second homes, property owned by 

people who plan to live here? 
 
SOLUTIONS: 

1. VR should belong to individual, not property. When person moves or sells, the VR ends. 
2. Limit the # of VRs to "x" in a particular area. Only when one VR permit ends can another 

VR permit be approved in that area. 
3. Limit # of non-resident ferry passes (Residents currently can't get on ferry during peak 

season.)  
4. No LLC purchases of VR properties, because there is no accountability.  
5. Moratorium very important. Other actions will take a long time. 
6. Charge those renting their homes a hyper fee to pay for affordable housing. 
7. Institute a homestead exemption to lock property taxes on primary residence properties. 

This discourages empty 2nd homes and rentals while encouraging community and full-
time residents. If enforcement included a gov't revenue stream, there would be an 
incentive to make a sustainable change in the gov't attitude. 

8. If we limit VRs, do we also want to limit the # of tourists? Maybe close the SJ Visitors 
Bureau. 

9. License Cost of VR Permit should reflect cost of enforcement for the county 
10. Allow 10% Short-Term-Rental to people who do not live on Orcas (I live on a quiet lovely 

lane in Eastsound. Incrementally we have been encroached by STR and our local road 
is no longer local.) 

11. Ask AirBnB for feasibility and data funding. 
12. This is a land use issue! want less land used for houses of any kind - VR or affordable. 

Leave more land wild.  
13. Conditions on the Conditional Use Permits need to be strict and require conformance 

with all local & private CC&Rs. Revocable. 
 
OPINIONS: 

1. We have to know what kind of "corporation" owns the property. People incorporate for 
liability reasons and for estate/inheritance. 

2. I do not believe that VR's have a material effect on the availability of affordable housing. 
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3. Solutions are basically unrealistic unless we stop the ferries, private watercraft and 
planes. Unfortunately affordable housing got into the mix and it was obvious to all at our 
table that because of the cost of rural land and a home's construction cost, it would be 
unrealistic that these homes were taking over residential space. 

4. We are the community and we need to come up with a concrete statement of the 
problem, including the data to support, a proposal of action plan, a deadline for draft 
proposal (January 2020 . The County Council needs to know that we are the community. 

5. County is not on our side. We must find a way to solve the VR problem for Orcas without 
the County. 

6. Can we get a demographic survey/data collection? What do we Not want Orcas to 
become? 

7. How can we accomplish our goals when the SJC Council, Public works, and Planning 
are not listening/acting/respecting the will of Orcas residents? 

8. VR's should be more regulated for concentration. I have ten on my dead end road. Six 
are full time residents. I am tired of wishing my summer away due to tourists. 

9. HOA's with private roads will be held to County road standards. Some residents cannot 
afford the 25K or more to upgrade private roads that have been made public due to 
these short term rentals. 

10. Fire danger increased by STR 
11. Fire danger increased by STR's, trespassing, noise, excess alcohol consumption and 

driving. 
12. Save our Islands 
13. I would like to live in Carmel. But the fact is that I cannot afford it. So why does someone 

think that they can come to Orcas or anywhere else where they cannot afford it? 

 


