2020 – 2021 Civil Grand Jury
Short Term Rentals
Summary
In 2016, the Riverside County Board of Supervisors adopted Ordinance 927
to “establish regulations for the use of privately owned residential dwellings
as short term rentals to minimize the negative secondary effects on
surrounding properties and to ensure the collection and payment of transient
occupancy taxes”.1 The generally accepted definition of a Short Term Rental
(STR) is a privately owned residential dwelling rented for occupancy for
dwelling, lodging or sleeping purposes for any period less than thirty
consecutive days.
As of December 2020, Riverside County (RIVCO) had collected
$5,608,904.08 in Transient Occupancy Taxes (TOT) from Short Term Rentals
for the years 2016 through 2020.2 The transient occupancy tax rate is 10%
of the rent of an STR. It is estimated the rent collected for these years
amounted to over $56 million dollars. Both the STR owners, and RIVCO have
benefitted monetarily from the growth of this industry.
Ordinance 927 was designed to minimize the negative secondary effects on
surrounding properties. The Riverside County Civil Grand Jury (Civil Grand
Jury) maintains that the enforcement piece of the puzzle has yet to be solved.
RIVCO decided to revise Ordinance 927 to “ensure protection of the health
and safety of residents and guests and to protect the environment. It is the
purpose of this ordinance to provide regulations and standards for short term
rentals…”3
The draft revision of Ordinance 927 (927.1) proposes new standards for
STRs that will improve the enforcement aspect of the ordinance. The Civil
Grand Jury researched restrictions and requirements utilized by other
counties in order to understand what is currently being employed. Based on
this research, which included interviews with various RIVCO personnel, the
Civil Grand Jury is providing Riverside County with recommendations for
additional standards to be included in the revised ordinance.
These recommendations include inspections of the STR locations (either
virtually, onsite or in combination); verifying the 24/7 local contact number;
increasing STR renewal fees to cover the cost of additional code enforcement
1

RIVCO Ordinance 927
Tax Collector e-mail dated January 21, 2021
3
RIVCO Draft Ordinance 927.1
2

1

personnel; establishing a formal on-line complaint process for STR neighbors
with a required county response; and requiring the STR owner to sign a
defense and indemnification agreement.
The Civil Grand Jury investigated the processes and procedures for
administering the STR and TOT certificates. The Civil Grand Jury discovered
some discrepancies and recommends solutions for correcting and minimizing
them going forward.

Background
In 2008, two young entrepreneurs decided to capitalize on the shortage of
accommodations for a convention occurring in San Francisco by advertising
bed space available on an air mattress in their apartment. Their idea
eventually grew into a viable business named Air Bed & Breakfast, soon
shortened to Airbnb, and eventually giving birth to the Short Term Rental
industry.4 The rest, as they say, is history. As the industry grew, problems
developed due to the many “party houses” that proliferated along with the
mostly unobtrusive rental clientele. As a result, regulations and restrictions
were introduced by cities and counties to deter objectionable behavior.
In January 2016, RIVCO adopted Ordinance 927 for the purpose of regulating
Short Term Rentals. The ordinance was introduced and sponsored by the
Supervisors of the Fifth and Third Districts, where most of RIVCO’s STRs
were located. RIVCO took this action due to a concern that adjacent
jurisdictions adopting regulations could result in STRs moving into the
County’s area to avoid restrictions. RIVCO implemented regulations due to
an increase in complaints from citizens impacted by the behavior of some
renters. These include excessive noise, disorderly conduct, traffic congestion,
illegal vehicle parking and accumulation of trash.
It is important to note that at the time this ordinance was enacted, RIVCO had
an estimated 300 STRs advertised on VRBO.com and Airbnb.com.5 Even
though existing regulations required STRs to apply for a Transient Occupancy
Tax (TOT) permit, some did not. The ordinance also instituted a process
whereby the STRs would be identified and required to pay the TOT and obtain
a certificate to operate.
The original Ordinance 927 was a collaboration between the staff of the
District Five Supervisor and the Planning Department. The team researched
some desert cities and a few counties that had enacted STR regulations. The
vision for the ordinance was that “it not be intrusive, provide for easy
compliance, and not pose a burden on staff”.6
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The chart below reflects the growth of STRs in the unincorporated areas of
Riverside County from 2016 through 2020. The data contained in the chart
was provided by the vendor, Vacation Rental Compliance LLC, contracted by
the County to manage the STR Certificates, and the RIVCO Tax Collector’s
office.

By 2020, the number of STRs in Riverside County had increased to over 500
and the County determined that tighter regulations were needed to reduce
the number of complaints. Currently there is a draft revision to Ordinance 927,
identified as 927.1. At this time, the draft revision has yet to be finalized and
will probably undergo changes before being adopted. Since Ordinance 927
is to be revised, it seems an opportune time for the Civil Grand Jury to review
the ordinance for possible improvements, evaluate the effectiveness of
current enforcement efforts, and examine the administrative processes
surrounding the issuance of the STR and TOT Certificates.
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METHODOLOGY
Documents Reviewed
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Riverside County Ordinance 348 – Land Use Planning and Zoning
Regulations
Riverside County Ordinance 495 – Transient Occupancy Tax
Riverside County Ordinance 640 - Environmental Health Service Fees
Riverside County Ordinance 725 – Procedures and Penalties for
Violations of Riverside County Ordinances
Riverside County Ordinance 847 – Noise Regulations
Riverside County Ordinance 924 – Multiple Responses to Loud and
Unruly Parties, Gatherings or Other Similar Events
Riverside County Ordinance 927 – Short Term Rentals
Riverside County Ordinance (Draft) 927.1 – Short Term Rentals
San Bernardino County Ordinance 4371 – Accessory Dwelling Units and
Short-Term Residential Rentals
Santa Barbara Standards for Specific Land Uses – Article 35.42.193 –
Homestays, Article 35.42.245 – Short Term Rentals
Ventura County Ordinance 4522 – Temporary Rental Units
Contract between Vacation Rental Compliance LLC and Riverside
County including Scope of Service (March 10, 2016)
Riverside County Good Neighbor Brochure
E-Mail from RIVCO Treasurer-Tax Collector to Grand Jury dated
January 21, 2021
Permit, Certificate, Application and Informational forms regarding Short
Term Rentals for Riverside, San Bernardino, Santa Barbara, and
Ventura Counties
Vacation Rental Compliance LLC Master List of RIVCO STRs dated
February 1, 2021
Tax Collector list of Short Term Rentals dated February 24, 2021
Riverside County Service Contract with Central Communications dated
September 15, 2018 (800 number hotline)

Interviews Conducted
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

RIVCO Planning Manager
RIVCO TLMA Agency Program Administrator
RIVCO Treasurer-Tax Collector
Code Enforcement Supervisor
TLMA Administrative Services Manager
Riverside Vacation Rental Compliance LLC Representative
Riverside RIVCO Sheriff Professional Standards Representative
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Videos Viewed
•
•
•

RIVCO Board of Supervisors Meeting September 15, 2015 Item 3-3
RIVCO Board of Supervisors Meeting November 17, 2015 Item 3-28
RIVCO Board of Supervisors Meeting January 12, 2016 Item 3-3

Internet Sources
•
•

Wikipedia.org
NOLO.com

DISCUSSION
Improvements to Ordinance 927 - Short Term Rentals
The Civil Grand Jury researched other counties’ STR ordinances to gain an
understanding of how the restrictions and requirements imposed by RIVCO
compare to those of other jurisdictions. Counties were chosen for comparison
to provide a fair analysis.
The table below does not depict every restriction or requirement but describes
the ones the Civil Grand Jury determined were most relevant and reasonable.

5

Property Inspections
Two of the counties noted in the comparison chart, Ventura, and San
Bernardino, require site inspections of the STR property before a certificate
to operate is issued. The inspections include number of bedrooms allowed
for rental, parking spaces available for renters, as well as safety issues such
as smoke alarms. The purpose of the inspections is to verify the occupancy
and visitor limits, which are advertised on hosting sites, such as Airbnb, and
ensure that the location complies with all relevant safety and building codes.
The cost of the certificate covers the expense of the inspections, which can
be performed by the County or a vendor.
In addition to onsite inspections, some jurisdictions require a site plan, which
details the buildings, parking spaces and access points of the property. This
information can be verified by utilizing programs such as Google Earth, and
in some cases can substitute for a site visit.
Another aspect of the inspections is to level the playing field with other entities
such as hotels and motels with which the STRs compete. The scope of the
inspections is not the same but is intended to give the public a degree of
confidence that all entities are following county codes and can safely
accommodate renters.
Riverside County does not require site inspections of STR locations.
Occupancy, Visitor, and On-site Parking Limits, and Non-Permitted Events
Many counties impose limits on the number of occupants per bedroom, and
visitors per occupant. On-site parking is limited to preserve safe entry and
exit for emergency vehicles, adhere to setback requirements, and keep
streets clear for normal traffic. Events such as weddings, wedding receptions,
conferences and other large-scale gatherings are generally allowed only with
a conditional use permit.
Riverside County does impose occupancy, visitor, and on-site parking limits in the
proposed draft revision to the ordinance (927.1), but not in the current ordinance
(927).
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Defense and Indemnification Agreement
Ventura and San Bernardino Counties require documents, signed by the STR
owner, that release and hold harmless the counties and their officials and
employees from any liabilities connected to the STR. An example of such an
agreement is included in the Appendix as Exhibit A.
Riverside County does not currently require a signed Defense and Indemnification
Agreement, nor is it required in the draft revision (927.1).
Proof of Insurance
As can be seen in the above referenced chart, proof of insurance is required
by Ventura County. There are some insurance companies that require
specific policies to cover STRs due to the above normal occupancies of the
locations and the higher risks involved with frequent rentals. Most homeowner
insurance policies do not cover vacation rentals.7 Some hosting sites provide
insurance for the STR owner, but most do not. To ensure the STR owner
provides adequate insurance coverage, Ventura County requires proof of
coverage “for commercial/business general liability with a minimum limit of
five hundred thousand dollars ($500,000) per occurrence for claims of
personal injury or property damage”. This requirement gives some measure
of assurance to renters.
Riverside County does not require proof of insurance.
Complaint Reporting
RIVCO’s current STR Ordinance directs that complaints be made to the local
contact person, who is identified on the STR certificate, an 800 number
complaint line, or to the sheriff’s dispatch number if the local contact person
or 800 number fails to respond. The local contact person’s number is required
to be given to all neighbors within 100 ft. of the STR. The revised version
(927.1) increases the footage to 300 ft.
RIVCO requires that a copy of the Good Neighbor Brochure be posted in a
prominent location within the STR. The brochure is sent to the STR owner by
the vendor, Vacation Rental Compliance LLC, and is available online. It is
intended to explain the rules visitors should obey to ensure they are good
neighbors. The brochure refers to a 24/7, 800 number complaint line so STR
visitors might realize their behavior is in violation of the rules and could result
in a complaint. A small postcard is sent to the neighboring properties by
Vacation Rental Compliance LLC with the 800 number identified as a
complaint number to contact. A copy of the Good Neighbor Brochure is
included in the appendix as Exhibit B.
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The 800 number complaint hotline is not mentioned in either the original ordinance
(927) or the draft revision (927.1).
In the revised draft of the STR Ordinance, RIVCO is proposing to utilize a
“self-reporting” process in which the STR owner is required to report to the
Planning Department any complaint and the action taken. The STR owner or
operator must notify the Planning Department within two days of the
occurrence.
In addition to self-reporting, Ventura County employs a formal Neighbor
Complaint Form. This form requires the complainant’s signature and allows
for documentation, such as video/audio recordings, as well as pictures to be
sent along with the complaint. A copy of this form is included in the appendix
as Exhibit C. This gives the neighboring properties a means to formally report
STR activities that adversely affect them and may be ordinance violations as
well. Without this information, code enforcement and planning may not have
a complete picture of the situation when they evaluate possible violations.
Establishing this process would assist Code Enforcement and the Sheriff in
supporting citizen complaints.
Riverside County does not utilize a Neighbor Complaint Form specifically for STRs
and does not propose one in the draft revision.
Outdoor Signage
Some jurisdictions require outdoor signage that identifies the property as an
STR. The signage information generally includes the local contact’s 24/7
phone number, maximum occupancy, parking spaces allowed and a county
code enforcement phone number. This information is to be displayed so that
it can be easily seen from the street. The outdoor signage serves to inform
neighbors of the short term rental activity that could be taking place and
provides law enforcement a heads up if their response is required to deal with
any disturbances. This also makes the guests aware that their presence at
the location could be monitored by neighboring property owners.
Riverside County has proposed a signage requirement in the draft version of
Ordinance 927.1.

ENFORCEMENT
Code Enforcement Department
The Code Enforcement Department’s responsibilities as it pertains to the
current Ordinance 927 are mainly administrative. Noise violations, which
make up the bulk of STR complaints, generally occur in the evenings after
quiet hours go into effect at 10:00 p.m., and on weekends when Code
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Enforcement is not on duty. These complaints are handled by the Sheriff. If
the Sheriff responds to such a complaint and provides documentation that a
violation occurred, Code Enforcement can issue a violation notice and impose
a $100 fine.
RIVCO contracts with a vendor, Central Communications, to provide a call
center 800 number, referred to as a “hotline” in the Good Neighbor Brochure,
to handle complaints 24/7. As with any published number there is no control
over the type of calls that may be generated. Per the STR Certificate vendor
and Code Enforcement, most of the calls are for information or for help in
filling out the STR Certificate form. The messages in the calls to the 800
number are relayed to Code Enforcement in the form of an e-mail. Code
Enforcement personnel reviews them to determine if any pertain to
enforcement, which generally complain of an incorrect 24/7 contact number,
or a claim of operating without a certificate. Vacation Rental Compliance LLC
is provided copies so they can handle those that relate to their responsibilities.
The Code Enforcement Call Center operates Monday through Friday from
8:00 a.m.to 5:00 p.m. When the Code Enforcement Call Center receives a
complaint about an STR that might involve a violation, they may open a case
number and begin an investigation. Code Enforcement will investigate these
complaints if they have the resources available.
Code Enforcement has indicated they have insufficient personnel available to
investigate these complaints and feels the $100 fine is too low to encourage
compliance. Code Enforcement informed the Civil Grand Jury that they
recommended to Planning that the fine be increased. Code Enforcement
believes that if they had more personnel dedicated to STR enforcement,
compliance would be significantly improved. For instance, the 24/7 contact
number could be verified, the new signage, occupancy and parking limits
could and should be verified. These verifications could be performed by Code
Enforcement if they were given additional personnel.
If RIVCO were to initiate a neighbor complaint form, the information would
need to be investigated and evaluated by Code Enforcement to provide
adequate oversight of the STRs and feedback to the complainants.
The fee for the STR certificates and renewals should be designed to cover
the cost of administration and enforcement. A review of the amounts charged
by other counties reveals that Riverside County has room to increase their
fees and still be comparable.
The chart below illustrates the fees that some counties impose for STR
Certificates and renewals.
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As of February 1, 2021, there were 568 STRs8 in the unincorporated areas of
Riverside County. A renewal fee of $300 would provide an additional
$113,600 of revenue, increasing each year with the STR growth. The Civil
Grand Jury estimates this will be enough to add additional personnel to focus
on STR compliance, requirement verification, and regulatory oversight.
Sheriff’s Department
In September 2015, shortly before Ordinance 927 (STR) was adopted, the
County approved Ordinance 924, which “regulated Multiple Responses to
Loud and Unruly Parties, Gatherings or Other Similar Events”.9 The
ordinance allows the Sheriff to collect costs associated with repeated
responses and permits the Sheriff to issue courtesy notices for planned
events making promoters aware of the ordinance restrictions and regulations.
The ordinance was developed in response to “attractions such as Wine
Country and the Coachella Music Festival drawing people renting large
estates to continue the party.”10 The Civil Grand Jury requested a copy of
written procedures regarding the implementation of the ordinance regulations
and was informed that the ordinance itself is the procedure. Per the Sheriff’s
representative, Ordinance 924 in practice is primarily used for large scale
events that have violated regulations and not typically for smaller gatherings.
Ordinance 924 is not mentioned within Ordinance 927 (STR) even though its
regulations pertain to STRs. Ordinance 927 does refer to noise Ordinance
847, which poses enforcement challenges for the Sheriff. The noise
ordinance (847) states that the Sheriff’s Department, Code Enforcement, and
Environmental Health share enforcement responsibilities. The noise
ordinance sets decibel level (DB) limits for many activities. The Sheriff’s
deputies, who would be responding during the quiet hours for STRs between
10:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m., are not equipped with DB meters. The fines
outlined in Ordinance 847 are significant enough, ranging from $500, to
$1000, to get the attention of the violator if they were to be implemented. Per
the Sheriff’s representative, a 415 citation is generally issued for disturbing
the peace violations. The citation can require a court appearance, or it may
be adjudicated by the District Attorney’s office.
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The Civil Grand Jury thinks that opting for fines first instead of court citations, could
be a more efficient and less costly means to deter violations and encourage
compliance.

ADMINISTRATION
Tax Collector and Planning Department
The Tax Collector issues the Transient Occupancy Tax Certificate (TOTC)
based on the regulations of Ordinance 495, last amended on June 6, 1995.
The County Planning Department is responsible for issuing the Short Term
Rental Certificate (STRC) as outlined in Ordinance 927. The Planning
Department has outsourced the issuing and management of the STRC
process to Vacation Rental Compliance LLC. This vendor has been handling
the STRCs since the ordinance was first adopted in 2016.
The vendor and the Tax Collector must synchronize their processes to ensure
that each STRC has an associated TOTC. Each entity uses a different
database to track their specific certificates. The Civil Grand Jury inquired
about the reconciliation of the two databases to determine if they matched.
To accomplish this task, the Tax Collector asked their IT Department to do a
special query of their data that would produce a list, which could then be
matched with the vendor’s list. According to the Tax Collector, this process
was a bit complicated, as many STRs can be associated with one TOTC.
Once the Civil Grand Jury received the two lists and performed a matching
process, they found a meaningful number of discrepancies. There were STR
locations that did not appear on the Tax Collector’s list, as well as quite a few
transposed address numbers. The discrepancies should be reconciled so that
the County can be assured that all appropriate monies are being collected.
Both entities should use the same database so that the STRCs and the
TOTCs are always in sync.

FINDINGS
1. The Riverside County Civil Grand Jury finds the current draft revision of
Ordinance 927.1 does not provide enough protection for, nor does it allow
input from neighboring residences of Short Term Rental properties. Without
additional requirements placed on the STR owners, the stated goal of the
ordinance “to ensure neighborhood compatibility and reduce conflicts within
the surrounding residential neighborhood” may not be achieved. The
neighboring residences of STRs must be confident that the rules governing
STRs are enforced and that they have a process to register their complaints
in a formal manner that also requires a response by the County.
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2. The increase in requirements on STRs outlined in the draft revision of
Ordinance 927.1 will result in additional personnel needed for enforcement.
Without serious enforcement efforts, the ordinance and its rules will become
another lost opportunity for real change and leave the neighbors of the
STRs with little leverage to preserve their community’s quality of life.
3. The Ordinance 924, addressing multiple responses to loud and unruly
parties, is not referenced in the STR Ordinance 927. This omission, the lack
of a written procedure for implementation of 924 violations, as well as the
difficulty for the Sheriff to enforce noise Ordinance 847, results in the lack
of a clear and efficient process for dealing with noise complaints.
4. The databases used for STRCs and TOTCs were found to have
discrepancies that may result in lost revenues for the County.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. The Civil Grand Jury recommends the following requirements be added to
revision 927.1:
1) Property inspections to validate occupancy, parking, and visitor limits
2) Verification of the 24/7 local contact phone number
3) A defense and indemnification agreement
4) A Neighbor Complaint Form such as that used by Ventura County to
ensure that neighbors have a documented avenue to register
possible violations of the ordinance with full expectations of a
response by the County. To be completed in conjunction with the
approval of Ordinance 927.1. (Finding 1).
2. Whether Code Enforcement or outsourcing is used to enforce the added
restrictions imposed by the revised Ordinance 927.1, an increase in
personnel will be required. The Civil Grand Jury recommends that the STR
initial certificate and renewal fees be increased to an amount that will fund
the appropriate level of enforcement personnel. To be completed in
conjunction with the approval of Ordinance 927.1. (Finding 2).
3. The RIVCO Planning Department, Code Enforcement, and the Sheriff
must collaboratively pursue a process that will ensure County ordinances
and department procedures adequately address noise complaints. To be
completed by December 31, 2021. (Finding 3).
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4. The databases used for the STRCs and the TOTCs should be reconciled,
and all discrepancies corrected. One common database should be used
for both certificates. To be completed by December 31, 2021. (Finding 4).

REQUIRED RESPONSES
The following responses are required pursuant to Penal Code sections 933
and 933.05:
From the following elected County officials within 60 days:
•

Riverside County Sheriff; Finding 3 and Recommendation 3.

•

Riverside County Treasurer – Tax Collector; Finding 4 and
Recommendation 4

From the following Governing bodies within 90 days:
•

Riverside County Board of Supervisors; Findings 1 and 2, and
Recommendations 1 and 2.

From the following Riverside County Agency within 90 days:
•

The Riverside County Transportation and Land Management
Director; Findings 1, 2, 3 and 4 and Recommendations 1, 2, 3 and 4.
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APPENDIX
EXHIBIT A
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EXHIBIT B
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EXHIBIT C

Report Issued: 06/07/2021
Report Public: 06/09/2021
Response Due: 09/09/2021
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