CITY OF SANTA BARBARA HARBOR OPERATIONS
Are Boat Owners’ Property Taxes Slipping Away?
SUMMARY
The 2015-16 Santa Barbara County Grand Jury (Jury) received requests for investigation from
citizens concerning certain operations of the Waterfront Department; specifically some questions
concerning the harbor in the City of Santa Barbara. Complainants expressed concern with the fact
that the department not only collects a slip transfer fee and monthly rent on slips; but property
taxes are also collected from boat owners by the County of Santa Barbara, despite the fact that the
slips are city property. Questions were also raised about the Department’s policies concerning
vessel operability and people living on their vessels. Lastly, a concern was raised about vessel
registration numbers (CF numbers). The Jury found that, on these particular issues, the harbor is
operating within applicable state and local regulations, as well as within harbor policy.
METHODOLOGY
Members of the Jury interviewed city and county staff and reviewed several documents and
websites.
BACKGROUND
The Jury received requests to investigate operations at the harbor in Santa Barbara. The requests
highlighted several areas, including:
 Payment of Property Taxes on Boat Slips
 Operability of Vessels
 Live-Aboard Permits
 Vessel Registration
OBSERVATIONS
The Waterfront Department (Department) of the City of Santa Barbara (City) is operated as an
enterprise fund and includes three divisions: the Waterfront Business Management Division
(Business), the Waterfront Facilities Management Division (Facilities), and the Waterfront Harbor
Management Division (Harbor). As an enterprise department, all expenses incurred by the
Department must be paid out of revenue brought in by the Department. No operating expenses
are paid out of the general fund of the City, and all funds generated must be kept within the
Department. For Fiscal Year 2015, the Department realized a net operating gain of $252,178
between total department operating revenue of $15,106,278 and total department operating
expenses of $14,854,100. According to staff, any net operating gains are put into the Department’s
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capital fund each year. $4,810,766 of the Department’s operating revenue, or approximately 32%,
was derived from slip fees and slip transfer fees.
The Jury noted in its review that one required project has a positive effect on the Department’s
budget every year. Twice a year, in the spring and fall, the Federal Channel at the entrance to the
harbor must be dredged. Because the Harbor is designated as a “harbor of safe refuge”, the Army
Corps of Engineers (Corps) has performed this work at no cost to the City of Santa Barbara or its
citizens. Historically, the Corps has allocated approximately $2,500,000 per year for dredging the
Federal Channel, including bathymetric surveys, biological surveys, permitting, and other
dredging related activities. Department staff expects that the City would incur these expenses if it
had to take over dredging the Federal Channel from the Corps.
The Jury also learned about another source of revenue for the Department, the revenue derived
from cruise ships ($5 per person including crew). Within the last few years, the number of cruise
ships approved to dock at Santa Barbara increased from four or five per year to almost thirty. The
Waterfront Director decides how many cruise ships will visit and includes the number in the
Department’s budget presentation to the City Council each spring. No cruise ship visits are
approved during the busy summer season, May to September. Department staff stated that they
have not received complaints about the cruise ships and encouraged any interested citizen to
request the topic be added as an agenda item at City Council or Harbor Commission meetings.
In addition to the City Council of Santa Barbara, the Department is overseen by the Harbor
Commission (Commission), which is a volunteer advisory board. The Commission consists of
seven commissioners appointed by the city council. The Commission is responsible for making
recommendations to the city council on all matters pertaining to the operation of vessels and water
craft within the Harbor and the Department including, but not limited to, rules and regulations,
rates and fees, budgets, equipment, facilities, materials and supplies. In the rare case of a slip
contract termination, the Commission has the final word.
Payment of Property Taxes on Boat Slips
In addition to transfer fees and monthly slip rents, amounts that can often add up to thousands of
dollars1, complainants questioned why the County of Santa Barbara can collect property taxes on
the slips, as they are owned by the City of Santa Barbara. It is general knowledge that state and
local governments are exempt from property taxation.2 Why is it, then, that the City can rent out
its property (the slip) and require the slip holder to pay property taxes?
The jury learned that when the boat owner rents a slip at the harbor, he or she obtains a private
interest in government owned property. Because he or she has the exclusive right to that slip by
renting it from the City, he or she must pay unsecured3 property taxes. This is in accordance with
the regulations of the California State Board of Equalization, which define “taxable possessory
interests” to include the right to “actual physical occupation” of publicly-owned property
“pursuant to rights not granted to the general public,” “such as … a permit to use a berth at a
1

Appendix A is the current City of Santa Barbara Waterfront Department Slip Fee Chart, based on City Council
Resolution No. 15-055, June 24, 2015.
2
http://www.boe.ca.gov/lawguides/property/current/ptlg/ccp/XIII-3.html
3
https://www.countyofsb.org/ttcpapg/taxcoll/glossary.aspx
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harbor” (California Code of Regulations, title 18, section 20). Each slip has a parcel number.
Every January, Harbor staff sends the County Assessor’s office a list of slip numbers and the
name(s) of the people who rent them. This information is used to generate tax bills (see Appendix
B for sample tax statements).
Operability of Vessels
The Jury looked into questions raised concerning the operability of vessels in the Harbor. It was
found that operability is regulated by Santa Barbara Municipal Code (SBMC) TITLE 17 Section
17.20.255 (B). titled “Moored Vessels Must be Operable”4. The Harbor enforces operability in
several ways. When the vessel is put into the slip, and when/if it is sold, operability is proved. If
a complaint is received from other vessel owners or the public, Harbor staff investigates and
follows up to prove operability. In addition, “Marina 1” is currently undergoing renovation. (A
marina, in this case, being the “finger’ where smaller boats are docked in slips.) As it is renovated,
all vessels are required to relocate to other areas of the harbor, thus proving their operability.
Lastly, staff makes numerous visual observations of vessels daily.
Live-Aboard Permits
Complainants to the Jury expressed concerns with the perception that there are more people living
on their vessels than are permitted by city regulations. SBMC TITLE 17, Chapter 17.185 contains
the rules for people living on their vessels (commonly known as “live-aboards”). Up to 113
permits may be issued by the Harbor at any given time. Per Department staff, 100 live-aboard
permits were active at the writing of this report. Besides the applicant (who must be the current
slip permittee), up to four other occupants may be added to the live-aboard permit. In addition to
following up on any complaints, staff monitors live-aboards during the thousands of foot patrols
they conduct in the harbor throughout the year. In fact, staff informed the Jury that they appreciate
the live-aboard population because they are “the eyes and ears” of the harbor, and are often the
first to observe and report fires and other safety issues.
Vessel Registration
The Jury learned that the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV)6 of California requires that every
vessel not documented by the U.S. Coast Guard be registered with the DMV. With a few
exceptions, every sail powered vessel over eight feet in length and every motor driven vessel
regardless of length, must be registered and have a CF (vessel registration) number provided by
the DMV. This is the vessel equivalent of automobile registration. The CF number must be on
the bow of the vessel and include a current registration sticker. It is the policy of Harbor staff,
beginning in January, to go through the entire harbor once a year, and verify that all vessels are
registered and are in the correct slip. Violators are given a phone call, a letter, and/or a posting on
their vessel. Ultimately, tickets are issued if the CF stickers are not current.
CONCLUSION
4

http://www.santabarbaraca.gov/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?BlobID=12166
Ibid.
6
https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/dmv/detail/boatsinfo/boatreg
5
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The 2015-16 Santa Barbara County Grand Jury found that the collection of property taxes on boat
slips at the City of Santa Barbara Harbor is being done in compliance with applicable state law.
State law and internal policies are being followed concerning vessel registration. Lastly, it was
found that city staff is following Santa Barbara Municipal Code TITLE 17, Harbor, and its internal
policies concerning the operability of vessels and live-aboard permits.
Under California Penal Code Section 933.05 this report does not require a response.
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