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               COLAB SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY 

      WEEK OF MAY 20-27, 2012 

      INSIDE THIS UPDATE 

ALERT                                                                                                                   
APCD HEARING WEDNESDAY MAY 23, 2012 9:30 AM     

EXTENSIVE NEW FEES AND TAXES TO BE CONSIDERED                      

YOU WON’T BELIEVE THESE BRAZEN PROPSALS                                 

MEETING IS AT SLO COUNTY BUILDING 

 

 

HUASNA VALLEY OIL PROJECT DENIAL APPEAL                                             

                         HEARING GOES 5 HOURS                                                

DECISION CONTINUED TO AUGUST 21, 2012 

 

SLO COUNTY PENSION TRUST TO CONSIDER RATE INCREASE TO      

MITIGATE UNFUNDED LIABILITY 

 

.  

Board of Supervisors Meeting of Tuesday, May 15, 2012 (Completed) 

Appeal by Excelaron Oil of the Decision of the Planning Commission to deny its 
application for a Conditional Use Permit in the Huasna Valley.  A lengthy hearing was 

conducted, at the end of which the Board continued the item to Tuesday, August 21, 2012.   

It is likely that there will be another long hearing. Forty-three people spoke against the 

project and thirty-five spoke in favor. Some observations: 

 Many of the in-favor speakers were mineral rights holders from either the Huasna 

area or the County in general. 

 There were a number of lawyers in the room. Both Excelaron and the Huasna Valley 

Foundation had their lawyers present. The In-and-Out Burger fast food chain (which 

owns 4000 acres in the Valley and opposes the project) had its lawyer present. Other 

lawyers were there to either observe or assess the potential for representing various 

classes of clients which may result from the ultimate decision. It was clear that the 

applicant, some of its supporters, and the opponents had been coached on the correct 

information to get on the record for a lawsuit.  
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 Excelaron offered up some compromises (it had done this in the past) to try and meet 

some of the objections. The Huasna Foundation lawyer asserted that these changes 

were significant enough to require a recirculation of the EIR. (The Board asked the 

County Counsel to study the assertion and opine on it in the future). 

 A representative of the North County Chumash opposed the project on the grounds 

that the Valley and hills around it contain many sacred sites.  

 The Board (particularly Supervisor Gibson) had many involved questions which will 

require some analysis. Ergo, the long interval before the next hearing. 

 There were a number of representatives of labor unions who testified in favor of the 

project. 

 In addition to testifying in support of the the technical reasons provided in the EIR, 

opponents stated: 

      1. “We are scared to death”  

      2. “We don’t know what we are in for” 

      3. We have “fear and dread” 

4. Excelaron representatives have “bullied them” (others would say this has been a 2 

way street) 

      5. “This is an emotional subject” 

 The Board requested that the residents and Excelaron get together and try to work on 

a compromise. 

COLAB pointed out that it does not usually support or oppose individual private sector 

projects unless there are major broad property rights and or policy issues. We do oppose 

government-engendered projects which promote unreasonable regulation and higher fees 

and taxes. It was suggested that the County determine whether the residents and Excelaron 

would be interested in some sort of structured non-binding mediation (with a tough 

mediator). COLAB also pointed out that the land entitlement process in California is almost 

designed to be adversarial, which is very costly and does not necessarily yield good results. 

This is because property rights are involved on both sides and there are future issues for the 

whole County. 

Although the Board did not react to this suggestion, it did (as noted above) admonish the 

parties to try to work together.  

 

Board of Supervisors Meeting of Tuesday, May 22, 2012 (Scheduled) 

 FY 2011-12 3
rd

 Quarter Financial Report.  Overall, the County is on schedule for the 

fiscal year, and there are no major revenue or expenditure surprises.  There are two subjects 

of interest: 1) Indicators of economic and social stress in the community, and 2) a 

presentation of the County’s debt status. 
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1. Several departments are running ahead on expenditures and/or behind on revenues. The 

underlying reasons as described in the Report point to significant structural economic 

problems in the community:  

Jail Medical Costs are up because there is an increased jail population due to the AB 109 

(State downshift of prisoners and parolees to counties). The average daily jail population 

has increased 12% from 638 in the first quarter to 713 in the 3
rd

 quarter. This is higher than 

was planned. Given deepening $16 billion State budget deficit, the counties will be at 

greater risk of having to absorb the costs of the shifted prisoners and parolees.  

In Home Support Services (IHSS) is running $523,000 (13.5%) over budget. This program 

assists home bound elderly, disabled, and others to receive care at home and avoid more 

costly hospitalization or institutionalization. Caseloads are up, suggesting that more people 

are economically distressed and unable to afford their own care.  

Airport Revues and Boardings declined severely in 2008-09 from 182,000 to 132,000. They 

further declined in 2009-10 to 125,000 and then recovered a little bit to 139,000 last year. 

For the 1
st
 three quarters of this year, they have declined slightly. If the current trend 

continues, the year would end with 133,000. This could be an indicator of a weak economy 

which is not generating business or pleasure travel.  

2.  A County Debt Status Presentation is included as one of the many attachments to the 3
rd

 

Quarter Financial Report. It is in the form of a memo from the elected Auditor Controller to 

the County Administrative Officer. It is prepared in response to a County Debt Management 

Policy, which requires that the CAO report whether the County is living within the State set 

legal debt limit (1.25% of the County’s total real property assessed valuation).  This is not a 

difficult achievement, since to exceed the limit the County would have to issue over $525.4 

million of General Fund backed debt, which is more than the entire annual operating budget 

of $469.4 million. It would be impossible to even approach such a number.  

The report paints the County’s debt picture in glowing terms and crows about its AA+ rating 

for an impending issue of some debt refinancing bonds. The debt limit, however, pertains 

solely to the debt issues, serviced by property taxes. (This is apparently only $11.8 million.) 

The memo states, “The County has several other types of debt outstanding.” “These issues 

are not directly serviced by the levy of property taxes, and so the legal debt limit does not 

apply.” Why is the County trying to split hairs on the mule’s rump?  

SO WHAT?  Debt is Debt. 

In fact, page 191 of the County’s 2011 Consolidated Annual Financial Report (CAFR) 

contains a table that shows $425,703,000 million of principal debt as of June 30, 2011. The 

table omits the related interest (which we cannot find in one place, but have had to search 

from varied sources to ascertain the exact number). Our prior analysis (which required 

digging through separate footnotes in the CAFR and actually obtaining the Pension 

Obligation principle and interest schedule on line from a separate source) showed that when 

the interest is included, the total debt is over $800 million. The County maintains the debt is 

low because the annual payments are only about 2.5% of the operating budget.   
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When you take out a 30-year mortgage, the lender is required by law to show you the entire 

principal and interest schedule for each of the years and the grand total. Moreover, no one 

serious would say that the interest is not part of your debt.  Imagine if you didn’t disclose it 

on a credit application?  

WHEN WILL THE COUNTY PROVIDE A COMPREHENSIVE CONSOLIDATED 

TABLE SHOWING THIS TRUE DEBT BURDEN? 

What no one is mentioning is that the table on page 191 of the CAFR shows that the 

principal debt has grown from $47.7 million in 2002 to $425.7 million in 2011!!!!!  

Of course, not counted in this discussion is the separate $281,889,000 in unfunded pension 

liability. The County’s actuary projects this will grow to $605,000,000 by 2020 – in just 8 

short years.
1
 

Similarly, the County is about to borrow $170,000,000 in principal for the Los Osos Sewer 

project. The interest, even with low taxpayer subsidized government loans, will add another 

$100,000,000.  

The county says that the utility type debt for water and sewer projects doesn’t count because 

it’s the responsibility of the ratepayers, not the County. If the County is not responsible, 

why is the debt listed in its CAFR?  Is the County saying that if there were a problem with 

the Naciemento bonds or Los Osos bonds (say, another deeper recession in which people 

couldn’t pay), it would walk away??  

Ain’t it convenient that the glowing “Annual Debt Review Report” pops up on the agenda 

just 10 days before a County Election?  

We are told its okay because it’s “Not for Ourselves Alone.”
2
  After all, what are friends 

for? 

County Growth Caps for FY 2012-13.  As part of its growth management strategy the 

County limits the number of dwelling units (DUs) which may be permitted in any one year 

in the unincorporated area.  As of April 2011 (the 2011 limit was set at 1,102), only 71 have 

been permitted. At that rate there will be only 95 by June 30, 2011. 

The staff proposes the limit for next fiscal year be set at 1,103. 

Even in the good economic years the number of permits never exceeded the limit.  

The County is wasting time and money worrying about this in the current economic 

environment and should be trying to stimulate some housing and construction activity. 

Arroyo Grande Creek Flood Control. There is an update on progress and requests for 

funding appropriations for the project.  As our readers know, the County has been struggling 

to make improvements to Arroyo Grande Creek to prevent flooding particularly in the 

Oceano Lagoon, which has become choked with weeds and blocked by a sand bar. The 

                                                 
1
 San Luis Obispo County Pension Trust 2011 Actuarial Report, page 57. 

2
 The San Luis Obispo County motto. 
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problem is that the plethora of State and Federal agencies (Coastal Commission, Fish and 

Wildlife, US Army Corps of Engineers, Department of Fish and Game, Regional Water 

Quality Control Board) are all requiring studies, permits, and expensive work arounds.  

The County and the residents are lucky that the past winter and spring was a dry year.  

San Luis Obispo County Tourism Business Improvement District (CBID): The District 

collects 2% ( of the room price) per occupied room per night from lodging establishments 

including hotels, motels, bed and breakfasts, and vacation rentals.  The funds are used to 

promote San Luis Obispo County as a destination vacation and visitor serving area. The 

properties within the district must be given an opportunity to vote (protest vote) each year to 

determine if they wish to continue the program.  Reportedly, the District collected $1.3 

million in the 2011 calendar year.  

 

SLO County Air Pollution Control District Meeting of Wednesday May 23, 2012 

(9AM- County Government Center) 

This meeting contains the introduction of major policy items that will impact the entire 

community. It also contains status reports. 

 Status Reports: 

Dunes Dust Monitoring Project 

Designation as a Nonattainment Area for Federal Ozone Standards  

Action Items: 

B-1: Approval of the 2013-17 APCD Fiscal Plan: The Director is proposing a 4-year fiscal 

plan to deal with a growing structural deficit. The APCD’s costs have grown an average of 

8.9% per year since 2003 from $2.4 million to $4.4 million.  

The report says: “This is largely due to annual cost of living, merit, and equity adjustments 

to salaries and benefits, rising pension costs, and increased workers compensation 

insurance; actual staff levels did not increase during this period .” (What about all the 

consultants – like the Desert Institute guys, the Bay area GHG threshold guy, etc.?)  

In addition to these self-induced cost increases, the Morro Bay Power Plant, which pays 

considerable fees, is being phased out. A forecasted structural annual recurring budget 

deficit grows from $273,000 in FY 2013-14 to $655,000 in FY 2016-17. The Director 

proposes a list of severely costly and intrusive new fees, fee increases and new tax to cover 

these costs: 

 Authorize the District to assess Service Charges for CEQA project review ($1000-

$4000 per project). (And they told us that the Greenhouse Gas Thresholds 

Ordinance would exempt most small and medium projects) 

 Authorize the District to charge a triennial fee of $300 to track sources which are 

believed to be exempt. 
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 Increase use of source testing when the Morro Bay Power Plant shuts down ($115 

per hour) 

 State law requires larger greenhouse gas emitters to enter a Cap and Trade Program 

which requires that the GHG emissions be annually verified by an independent 

expert. Firms typically hire their own consultants to do this. District staff would take 

this over at $115 per hour. 

 Raise existing permit fees from 2.5% to as much as 15% per year. (Depending on 

how some of the other ideas in this list work out). 

 Adopt a per capita fee of $1.00 on all jurisdictions in the County with a seat on the 

APCD Board. 

 Adopt a 15% administration fee for certain incentive programs.  

 Request the SLO County State Legislative delegation to submit a bill to add $3 per 

vehicle per year to be subvened to the APCD. There are 250,000 vehicles in the 

County. 

 Sponsor a Ballot Measure for a Parcel Tax of $10/parcel.  

How about a pay freeze, pension reform, elimination of non- mandated activities, and some 

furlough days instead? 

D-3: Introduction of the Proposed 2012-13 District Budget: The Proposed Budget ($4.4 

million) is basically a stand-still budget because of the revenue and cost pressure issues 

noted in item D-2 above. The District will use fund balance to maintain current service 

levels with staff and consultants. Also they have a slight payroll savings because one of the 

current year expenditures is a $143,000 onetime payment to a retiring employee for 

accumulated leave pay. Wonder if it was added to his or her final average salary for pension  

spiking calculations?    

 

Planning Commission of Thursday, May 24, 2012 (Cancelled) 

This is the 2
nd

 meeting which has been cancelled in recent weeks. The next one is scheduled 

for May 31, 2012. 

 

Pension Trust of the County of San Luis Obispo Meeting of Monday, May 21, 2012 

(9:30 AM, Board of Supervisors Chambers) 

The Pension Trust Board administers the County’s retirement system.  Item 7 on its agenda 

is a presentation of its January 1, 2012 Experience Study and Actuarial Valuation.  This is a 

key meeting, which will involve setting the rates which the system charges the County.  It 

could have a major impact on County budgets beginning in 2013-14 and thereafter. 
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