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LAND USE: 
ENFORCEMENT FINES FOR 
LAND USE VIOLATIONS 
 
SUMMARY OF THE ISSUE 
State law governing ordinance violations sets maximum fine amounts for violators of land use codes at 
a maximum of $100 for the first violation within a one year timeframe, a maximum of $200 for the 
second violation within a one year timeframe, and a maximum of $500 for each additional violation 
within a one year timeframe, including one-time violations.  One-time violations are violations that 
cannot be corrected or cured.  Similarly, fine amounts for violators of local building codes are set at a 
maximum of $1,000 for each violation within a one year timeframe. 
 
Santa Barbara County recognizes the need for the State legislature to set maximum fine amounts to 
ensure fairness and consistency across the State of California.  However, the $500 maximum severely 
hinders the County’s ability to adequately enforce land use violations, particularly regarding one-time 
violations. One-time violations often occur when owners rent out their properties for special events (e.g. 
weddings).  The County's Land Use Codes specifically prohibit this type of use on residentially zoned 
properties without proper permits.  As written, the maximum amount the County may fine the owner for 
this type of violation is only up to a maximum of $500 in any given year.  This substantially undermines 
the County’s Land Use Codes because the maximum allowable fine amount is insufficient to deter 
owners who rent out their properties for commercial purposes when the profit margin for violating the 
local ordinance is much greater.  For example, a large commercial wedding with over 300 guests was 
held on residential property without the benefit of permits.  Permit review would have addressed public 
safety and traffic concerns for an event of this magnitude.  In this case, the County was only allowed to 
fine this owner $100 for this purposeful violation.  This amount is insufficient to deter property owners 
who can easily absorb this as part of their routine business operating expense.   
 
Redrafting the applicable state codes to enable the local agency more discretion to impose 
appropriate fines, and the collection and enforcement of those fines, would greatly enhance the land 
use and building code enforcement program in Santa Barbara County. 
 
REQUESTED STRATEGY AND ACTION 
Strategy:  

☐Funding Request   Legislative Proposal    Targeted Advocacy 

Action:   

The County requests its delegation to support legislation that would provide the County with more local 
control and discretion over fines imposed for violations of the County’s Land Use and Development 
Codes.  For violations where a permit is available, the County requests that fines imposed be set at the 
discretion of the local agency, and up to ten times the maximum amount of permit fees allowable under 
the agency's adopted fee schedules.  Where a permit is not available for the offending activity, the 
fines should be set at no less than $1,000 per violation, with a maximum amount to be set at the 
discretion of the local agency not to exceed $25,000.  Property owners will continue to have rights to 
appeal any fines imposed and the appeal hearing officer will continue to have the discretion to waive, 
reduce, or modify the fine.  In addition, the one year timeframe should be stricken from the Government 
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Code, or in the alternative, be increased to a five year timeframe, so that fines may further deter 
repeat offenders.   
 
PUBLIC BENEFIT/IMPACT 
Revised legislation of applicable state law would provide the County with more effective tools to gain 
compliance from those who violate our County’s land use codes.  Increased penalties for one-time 
violations would be a greater disincentive and promote greater compliance with County ordinances.  
This would ensure that the County’s land use codes are enforced thereby ensuring that the County’s 
policies regarding land use and development continue to be met.  
 
COST TO GOVERNMENT 
No direct costs to the government are anticipated. 
 
CONTACT 
Glenn S. Russell, PhD., Director, Planning and Development Department, (805) 568-2085 
Terri Maus-Nisich, Assistant County Executive Officer, County Executive Office, (805)568-3400 
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