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Vacation Rental Conversation 2 

Keynote Address 

9/25/19 

 Hello, my name is Yonatan Aldort, and it’s my pleasure to welcome you all 
to the second vacation rental community conversation. I see some/quite a few 
familiar faces from our first meeting out there, and I’d like to recognize you for 
your dedication to this issue. And for those of you who are newly involved, thank 
you for adding your voices to this important discussion. 
 The theme of tonight’s gathering is moving forward, but it’s important that 
we understand from what. When the Vacation Rental work group of which I am a 
part set out to engage a public conversation about vacation rentals in July, our 
top goal was to get an idea of where the community stood. People participated in 
round-table discussions to share what they felt were the pros and cons of 
vacation rentals, what questions and concerns they had, and what were the most 
important topics which needed to be addressed. 
 This process of engagement was recorded in notes at every table and then 
organized by members of our group to identify the most common threads among 
islanders’ experiences and perspectives on vacation rentals and their impact on 
the community. 

We did this to develop the outlines of how we should move forward, for 
while each individual member of our group had their own perspectives and 
concerns, we collectively agreed that no change could be made on this issue if the 
community at large were not also on board. 

I was certain that islanders were concerned about vacation rentals, but 
even I didn’t anticipate the 200 people that flooded this space 2 months ago for 
our first conversation. For me, this was a testament to the strength and 
cohesiveness of our community. A wide range of opinions, views, and life 
experiences were represented in that room. I don’t want to take away from any 
of those, and I know that depending on where and with whom you were sitting 
that evening, you may have had a very different perspective of what the 
prevailing thoughts and concerns were. 

With that being said, when we sifted through the notes from that meeting, 
some strong themes emerged. When it came to pros and cons, many participants 
identified the primary pros of vacation rentals as their benefit to the island’s 
economy, our county tax base, and to local owners who rely on them for extra 
income. Major cons included a diminishing of affordable housing, loss of rural and 
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neighborhood character, and excessive stress on local infrastructure and natural 
resources. 

The enormous public turnout of that first meeting electrified our group. 
Any doubts we might have had about the importance of this issue for our 
community were erased. It was apparent that we had a lot of work ahead of us if 
we were to respond adequately to the concerns raised by our fellow islanders. In 
order to do this effectively, we needed to organize ourselves more clearly and 
determine what our goals were as a working group in a way that reflected and 
honored the interests of the community at large. 

Towards that end, we established a mission statement, guiding values, and 
an organizational structure for what we refer to as the “Vacation Rental Work 
Group.” 

Our stated mission is “Mobilizing our community to regulate vacation 
rentals in a manner that protects the rural character, environment, and culture of 
the San Juan Islands.” We favored the word “mobilizing” because it speaks to 
action, something we heard the community ask for definitively. And indeed, as we 
gather today around the banner of “moving forward,” action is very much on the 
horizon. 

This meeting, however, is something of a hybrid. We will begin to look 
toward solutions this evening, but first we will feature a series of presenters to 
address some of the most pervasive questions which were asked at our last 
meeting. Presenters will address affordable housing data, water usage, and the 
county’s existing regulations and enforcement actions. 

Not surprisingly, we received a significant variety of questions at the July 
meeting. Our presenters are responding to some of the most popular queries, and 
we will feature additional responses to others on our website, 
vacationrentalsorcas.org, in the newly developed FAQ section. 

In the second half of the meeting, we will begin the exploration of possible 
solutions for the challenge of unchecked vacation rental growth. Our goal today is 
to start getting a feel for what options are widely supported by the community, 
and then to dive deeper at our next meeting on October 23rd. 

As we transition from information to action, it is important to remember 
that our community’s strength lies in unity, not division. We welcome all 
respectful viewpoints at our meetings, and encourage folks with differing 
perspectives to integrate and dialogue over their differences. Moving forward, it 
will be important that all voices are heard in this process. I thank you for lending 
yours today. 


