CITY OF SANTA BARBARA
COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE: December 16, 2025

TO: Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM: City Administrator’s Office

SUBJECT: Policy Direction and Work Plan for Development of a Rent Stabilization
Program

RECOMMENDATION:

That Council provide direction to staff regarding a draft work plan and the fundamental policy
questions related to the development of a Rent Stabilization Program.

DISCUSSION:

Background

On October 14, 2025, Councilmember Sneddon and Councilmember Santamaria
presented a two-person memo requesting consideration of an ordinance related to rent
stabilization and the development of a work plan to fund and administer such a program.
This request was in line with direction received from Council after public comments and
deliberations on recommendations presented by the Housing Crisis Ad Hoc Committee
back on December 3, 2024.

Upon receiving direction last December, the City Administrator proposed a re-
organization of the Housing and Human Services Division under the City Administrator’s
Office to directly align with Council priorities along with the hiring of a new Deputy City
Administrator that oversees the development and implementation of such critical
initiatives. Now that this re-organization is complete and appropriate staffing is in place,
the City Administrator is returning to Council to receive additional direction on
foundational policies for a rent stabilization program and feedback on a proposed work
plan. Staff's goal is to create a program based on Council direction that creates the least
amount of administrative bureaucracy or staffing necessary while still being an effective
program.
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Program Design

There are certain policy questions that are foundational to the development and
implementation of a Rent Stabilization Program. City staff are seeking direction from
Council on the following:

(1) Which types of units would be included in or excluded from the program?

The Costa-Hawkins Rental Housing Act sets the limits on how cities and
counties can apply rent control, including the exemption of single-family homes,
individually owned condos, and any other housing with a certificate of
occupancy issued after February 1, 1995. Are there other housing types that
should be considered for exclusion? For example:

(a) Should owner-occupied duplexes or properties with 2 — 4 units be exempted
or included?

(b) Should older accessory dwelling units (ADUs) be exempted or included?

(c) How should a program treat units owned by a nonprofit-owned entity?

(d) How should a program treat units that are government subsidized or are
regulated units?

(2) What will be the mandatory annual cap to rent increases?

The California Tenant Protection Act of 2019 (TPA) limits rent increases for
most residential tenants. The maximum annual rent increase is 5% plus the
percentage change in the cost of living for the region, or 10 percent, whichever
is lower. The TPA does not apply to certain specific types of housing, such as
housing built in the last 15 years.

(a) Should the program establish a formula utilizing a fixed percentage increase
and/or the Consumer Price Index (CPI) to establish a cap to rent increases?
Are there other ideas that the Council would like staff to research and
evaluate regarding annual rent increases?

(b) Should there be annual allowable cost pass-throughs to tenants for things
such as capital improvements, major repairs, and property tax increases? If
so, what would be the procedures, caps, noticing or amortization
processes?

(3) Should the program have income restrictions so that only individuals or
households that meet certain income criteria participate in the program?

(4) Should there be exemptions to the program under certain circumstances in
addition to exemptions based on unit type?
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(a) Should there be hardship or emergency exceptions for owner financial
distress or to preserve property solvency?

(b) Should there be a small landlord exemption if a landlord’s income falls
below a certain level or they own fewer than a specific number of units?

(c) Should units that are already rented at affordable rates based on household
income compared to the Area Median Income (AMI) be treated differently
than other units?

(5) How should a rent regulation program be coordinated with existing just cause

eviction regulations?

Santa Barbara Municipal Code Chapter 25.50 provides certain eviction
protections to tenants. Are there amendments to those provisions that should
be made to coordinate with proposed rent regulation provisions?

(6) Should the Rental Housing Mediation Board (RHMB) be re-imagined and

strengthened to support a rent stabilization program or should a new and
separate board be created?

The City’s Rental Housing Mediation Program (RHMP) was established in 1976
and currently comprises three full-time staff and a Board of 15 trained
community volunteers appointed by City Council and dedicated to resolving
rental housing disputes by offering mediation services and information on
Landlord-Tenant rights and responsibilities. Rent stabilization programs
generally require a hearing board empowered to administer and enforce the
program and to provide relief when program requirements are found to impose
hardships or to be confiscatory.

The City is currently facing a $6 million dollar deficit in Fiscal Year 2027 and
has been considering major cost saving and revenue generating measures.
Other issues related to establishment of a rent stabilization program specific to
enforcement and administration include:

(a) What enforcement tools should be available — civil fines, penalties,
injunctive relief, criminal penalties?

(b) The design of the administrative hearing process including, who bears the
burden of proof, what triggers a hearing requirement, and is there an
internal appeal process?

(7) Should there be a rental registry database and/or mandatory owner/landlord

registration?

A rental registry is a database that contains information about rental properties
and their owners. In some jurisdictions landlords or housing providers provide
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information to ensure compliance with a rent stabilization program. The
information collected may include: property details, number of units, current
rent and allowable rent increases, landlord contact details, and management
company information.

Comprehensive registries can be costly to administer. City staff can explore
lower cost options, such as the existing business tax certificate application and
renewal process, to determine if they are sufficient to meet the data gathering
needs for compliance.

(8) Should staff prepare a rent increase moratorium for a specified period such as
the time it took to develop an ordinance?

(9) Should the City establish a tenant rent subsidy program instead of, or in
addition to, a rent stabilization program?

Work Plan

In consideration of Council’'s policy directives and the desire to move forward with
urgency, staff have developed a proposed Work Plan that would set a goal of an
ordinance being presented to Council for consideration in July 2026. The Work Plan also
details objectives and tasks to be completed regarding further research and data
collection, legal analysis, ordinance development, community engagement, and program
administration. City staff welcome feedback on this Plan and will make adjustments as
directed.

Draft City of Santa Barbara Rent Stabilization Program Work Plan

December 2025 — Policy Direction and Project Initiation
Objectives: Receive high-level policy direction from City Council and launch
project infrastructure
Tasks:

(1) City staff prepares and publishes Council Agenda Report summarizing policy
options and identified research needs

(2) Establish internal Rent Stabilization Project Team including City Administrator’s
Office, City Attorney’s Office, Community Development, Finance, and
Communications

(3) Develop and distribution of a Request For Proposals (RFP) to retain a
technical specialist that will assist staff with development and implementation

(4) Begin preliminary review of:
(a) Rental Housing Mediation Program and Board — roles, caseload, and

desired enhancements;

(b) Existing Access to Counsel program impacts and resource needs; and
(c) Feasibility of rental registry options and data needs.
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January 2026 — Consultant Procurement and Research Launch

Objectives: Hire technical specialist and begin foundational analysis

Tasks:

(1) Finalize procurement and retain technical specialist with expertise in rent
stabilization, ordinance development, and community engagement

(2) Kick-off meeting with consultant and City team

(3) Collect and provide baseline data to consultant (market conditions, CPI history,
eviction trends, vacancy rates)

(4) Consultant begins:
(a) Legal and policy scan of rent stabilization models across CA cities
(b) Initial evaluation of Rental Registry feasibility and structure
(c) Review of RHMP/RHMB and Access to Counsel expansion opportunities

(5) Develop Community Engagement Plan (focus groups, stakeholder forums,
online surveys)

(6) Launch a public-facing project website with FAQs, meeting schedules, and
sign-up for updates

(7) Create initial timeline for drafting and refining ordinance

February 2026 — Analysis, Focus Groups & Policy Development

Objectives: Conduct community engagement aligned with Council’s policy
direction

Tasks:

(1) Conduct community focus groups with tenants, landlords, property managers
and advocacy organizations

(2) Conduct targeted outreach to vulnerable populations and small “mom-and-pop”
property owners

(3) Consultant completes policy analysis memo summarizing:
(a) Options for allowable annual rent increases
(b) Exemption structures
(c) Just cause alignment
(d) Relocation assistance options
(e) Rental registry models
(f) Incorporation of the RHMP/RHMB
(9) Additional tenant assistance strategies

(4) City staff reviews memo and prepares materials for stakeholder meetings

March 2026 — Draft Ordinance Development

Objectives: Begin writing ordinance based on refined framework

Tasks:
(1) Consultant and City Attorney begin drafting a Rent Stabilization Ordinance
consistent with applicable state statutes and Constitutional limitations
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(2) Ordinance draft includes:
(a) Definitions and covered units
(b) Exemptions
(c) Allowable rent increase formula
(d) Notice requirements
(e) Petitions/appeals processes
(f) Enforcement and penalties
(g9) Data reporting and registry requirements
(3) Staff drafts accompanying Administrative Implementation Plan
(4) City team reviews full draft ordinance with consultant and City Attorney
(5) Develop implementation options for:
(a) Enhanced Rental Housing Mediation Program
(b) Revised Rental Housing Mediation Board structure
(c) Additional tenant assistance including access to legal counsel program
expansion — operational and cost modeling
(d) Rental Registry model selection and technical requirements
(6) Begin drafting fiscal impact analysis
(7) Prepare public-facing Draft Ordinance Summary release

April 2026 — Public Review of Draft Ordinance and Second Round
Engagement

Objectives: Release draft ordinance for public review and gather updated
feedback

Tasks:
(1) Publish Draft Rent Stabilization Ordinance and fact sheets
(2) Launch public review window (30 — 45 days)
(3) Conduct:
(a) Community workshops
(b) Pop-up events and listening sessions
(c) Online public comment tools
(4) Consultant helps document and categorize feedback
(5) Staff prepares initial response-to-comments matrix

May 2026 — Ordinance Refinement and Committee Preparation

Objectives: Finalize revised draft and prepare for committee review

Tasks:
(1) Refine draft ordinance based on public input
(2) Prepare staff report and presentation for Ordinance Committee
(3) Conduct City Attorney legal sufficiency review
(4) Internal “implementation readiness” assessment (staffing, IT systems,
enforcement strategy)
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June 2026 — Ordinance Committee and Planning Commission Review
Objectives: Secure committee/commission recommendations
Tasks:

(1) Present draft ordinance to Ordinance Committee for review and direction

(2) Revise ordinance as needed

(3) Present ordinance and registry component to Planning Commission for
advisory review (as applicable)

(4) Incorporate Planning Commission recommendations into final draft

(5) Prepare final Council staff report, Q&A briefs, and additional materials

July 2026 — City Council Process
Objectives: Bring ordinance to City Council for review, refinement and adoption
Tasks:
(1) Present draft Rent Stabilization Ordinance to City Council for consideration
(2) Make refinements as needed and return to Council for second
reading/adoption of final Rental Stabilization Ordinance

August 2026 — Implementation Planning
Tasks:

(1) Begin implementation planning for:
a. Staffing and training for program administration
b. Launch of Rental Registry system development
c. Expansion of Access to Counsel funding / partnerships
d. Procurement or expansion of mediation and enforcement resources
(2) Create comprehensive Public Education Campaign:
a. Landlord/tenant rights and responsibilities
b. Registry onboarding instructions
c. Enforcement mechanisms
d. Available repair incentives and mediation services
(3) Establish ongoing performance metrics and reporting schedule.

January 2027 — Program Launch

BUDGET/FINANCIAL INFORMATION:

The initial cost for development of a Rent Stabilization Program will be retaining the
technical expertise to assist City staff in research and analysis. It is anticipated that this
cost will not exceed the approval authority of the City Administrator. Beyond the significant
commitment of staff time to complete the tasks as outlined in the Work Plan, additional
costs are not anticipated until implementation of such a program.
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PREPARED AND  Anthony Valdez, Deputy City Administrator
SUBMITTED BY: Barbara Andersen, Sr. Assistant to the City Administrator

APPROVED BY: Kelly McAdoo, City Administrator



