
 
 Agenda Item C.3 

DISCUSSION/ACTION ITEM 
 Meeting Date:  June 17, 2008 
 
 
 
TO: City Council 
 
FROM: Daniel Singer, City Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Consideration of Ballot Measures for the November 2008 General 

Election for the City of Goleta  
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 

A. Discuss ballot measure options. 
 
B. Direct staff and legal counsel to prepare ballot measure options being considered 

by the Council for the November 2008 General Election and to bring back such 
options for consideration by the Council at the next available meeting. 

 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
The City Council has been engaged in a deliberative process to study the City’s 
Revenue Neutrality Agreement (RNA).  The Council is working with the County of Santa 
Barbara on renegotiating aspects of the Agreement, and exploring additional ballot 
measures that would assist the City in achieving future financial stability.  Those 
discussions have led the City Council to the following actions: a) to appoint a sub-
committee to work with the County’s Board of Supervisors on the RNA and desired 
amendments that could be tailored to meet both the County and City’s needs; b) to 
invest in a community survey and the hiring of a public affairs consultant to study City 
services, community needs, and local taxing options; and c) to explore ballot measures 
to rewrite the RNA or focus on establishing our own local tax structure to fund desired 
community services. 
 
On March 4, 2008, the Council considered a number of ballot options and ultimately 
focused on two primary approaches.  First, the placement on the ballot of an ordinance 
amending the RNA terms and conditions (under the provisions of Proposition 218), in 
order to repeal the Agreement and replace it with a new agreement.  Second, to 
consider a local sales tax measure to generate General Fund revenues for the City to 
provide funding for needed and desired City services.  Also, on June 3, 2008, the City 
Council voted to support the placement of Measure A on the November ballot.  Measure 
A is the extension of a ½ cent County-wide sales tax measure (known as Measure D), 
which would greatly assist the City and the County and all other jurisdictions with 
needed street, road and alternative transportation funding.  
 



 Meeting Date:  June 17, 2008 

 2

Over several months, the City Council has examined a number of options to adjust the 
Revenue Neutrality Agreement tax sharing provisions, including legally challenging the 
terms of the Agreement by filing a legal action against the County.  To avoid litigation, 
efforts have been made to open a dialogue with the County of Santa Barbara on the 
issue of the Revenue Neutrality Agreement.  So far, that effort has resulted in an offer 
by the County to amend one section of the RNA to forgive the start-up loan of $1.5 
million to the City provided it is used for a project of mutual benefit.  A copy of the 
County’s offer letter is attached to this report.  No other formal dialogue with the County 
is scheduled. 
 
 

DISCUSSION: 
 

At this point in time the City Council has requested that staff return with potential ballot 
measures for the November 2008 General Election.  Currently, a community survey is 
underway which would test registered voters’ support for various ballot measure 
options, including a Business License Tax measure. Results of that survey are expected 
by the end of this month. 
 
The procedure for submitting either an advisory or binding measure to the electorate is 
simple.  The Council must adopt a resolution calling the election and setting forth the 
question or the measure to be voted on by the people.  Submission of a Council-
sponsored binding initiative measure to the voters will create law if it is enacted.  A 
sales tax measure, for example, would impose additional sales taxes within the City and 
be legally binding on the community.   
 
The deadline for submission of a ballot measure to the County Board of Supervisors 
with exact wording for consolidation with the November 2008 election is July 3, 2008.  
As the legal and policy implications for any action the Council may wish to take are 
significant, and the timing limited, it is imperative that clear direction be provided to staff 
and legal counsel so that the formation of any ballot language coming back to the 
Council is reflective of the Council’s intentions. 
 
PROPOSED ORDINANCE AMENDING THE REVENUE NEUTRALITY AGREEMENT 
 
The Council may want to consider an ordinance amending the current RNA, subject to a 
binding vote.  Submission of a binding initiative measure to the electorate by the Council 
that changes the Revenue Neutrality Agreement unilaterally is very likely to spark 
immediate discussion and may result in litigation either before the matter is submitted to 
the electorate or afterward.  The County could challenge the legality of the measure 
before it is placed on the ballot, which could result in the removal or alteration of the 
ballot measure by a judge before ballots are printed. 
 
Historically, tax, assessment, fee and other charges measures were not subject to being 
overturned by either referendum or initiative actions.  However, Proposition 218, which 
was adopted in 1996, amended the California Constitution to permit use of the initiative 
process, instigated either by the petition process or by a Council-sponsored measure, to 
repeal tax, assessment, fee or charges measures.  To the extent that the revenue 
allocation established in the Revenue Neutrality Agreement, which was approved by a 
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vote of the electorate, is a tax, fee, assessment or charge, it theoretically may be 
subject to repeal by an initiative measure.  To prevail on this theory, however, the 
provisions of the Revenue Neutrality law that permit permanent taxes, assessments, 
fees or charges to be imposed as part of the incorporation process would have to be 
found by a court of law to be in conflict with the constitutional provisions established by 
Proposition 218.  In theory, therefore, one might opine that the very electorate that 
voted for the Revenue Neutrality Agreement should be empowered to repeal, reverse or 
alter the Agreement. 
 
The decision to pursue a vote of the citizens on a new Revenue Neutrality Agreement 
poses some challenges, and opportunities.  A significant consideration is that by asking 
for an affirmative vote by our citizens, there becomes a raised expectation of action and 
resolution.  While this, in and of itself isn’t a bad thing, the ensuing legal costs and 
delayed action is certain to be of growing concern to residents in Goleta.  Most of this 
frustration will be focused on the County government, but there is a possible residual 
effect to the City. 
 
Beyond that, there is little legal history in this area and the City must consider if handling 
it through these means is deemed to be in the best interests of the residents of Goleta. 
 
There is a possibility that the increased attention and focused frustration could actually 
benefit the City’s negotiating position with the County.  A City-wide vote would have the 
effect of City/County residents telling their City and County elected officials what their 
priorities are as well as directing action to that affect. 
 
PROPOSED SALES TAX MEASURE 
 
The Council may also choose to pursue a local sales tax measure designed to capture 
additional revenues that would be solely available for use by the City of Goleta.  A local 
sales tax would be applied within the City for a stated length of time (usually 20-30 
years), and could be in increments of ¼ percent.  Such a measure would require a 
majority vote of the electorate should it be used for general purposes by the City.  A 
special or specific tax, for example a transportation tax measure, requires a two-thirds 
vote to pass.   
 
In light of Measure A being placed on the ballot this November, the Council should give 
careful consideration to the placement of a local sales tax measure on the same ballot, 
especially if a Business License Tax measure is also to be pursued.  Feedback on the 
community’s tolerance and support for multiple tax measures will be tested with the 
community survey currently underway. 
 
There are a number of dynamics that should be considered before placing a revenue 
measure before the voters of any city. Here are some considerations in general and 
specific to the City of Goleta. 
 

• What are the arguments and justification for new revenue in the City of Goleta? 
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The fact Goleta will be running budget deficits as soon as next year requires the City to 
engage the residents in budget solutions.  Regardless of the outcome of negotiations on 
the RNA, City leaders will have to have some recourse to a worsening budget situation. 
Goleta residents should have the option to determine their own financial course, and 
revenue enhancements can be a consideration. 
 

• How many other issues will be before the voters? 
 
Santa Barbara County’s Measure A will appear on the November ballot. There is also a 
growing likelihood that the State of California will place a temporary tax increase on the 
same ballot and there appears to be at least one bond measure that will be competing 
for funding priorities. 
 
While conventional wisdom suggests that this could be problematic it should be noted 
that support for revenue measures in most cases enjoys the strongest support at the 
local level. The polling work regarding the RNA last month clearly showed this was the 
case in Goleta. It should also be noted that in November of 2006, a record number of 
bond measures appeared statewide at the same time a record number of sales tax 
measures passed at the city level, suggesting that the case for new revenue is far more 
a local matter than an ideological one. 
 

• What is the mood of the electorate as it relates to tax increases? 
 
A slowing economy and deteriorating opinion on the “state of the State” and country will 
clearly be on the minds of voters this November. But again, as it relates to the outcomes 
of revenue measures, that doesn’t necessarily mean residents aren’t open to supporting 
the financial condition of their city.  In fact, a very high percentage of cities passed new 
revenues in this environment on June 3, 2008 – in a climate not dissimilar to what we 
are likely to face in November. 
 

• What will voter turnout be? 
 
It’s often instructive to consider who will be voting prior to placing a tax measure on the 
ballot. The greater the turnout, the more voters will be having a voice in the process. 
November 2008 is likely to have one of the highest voter turnouts in a generation. This 
is related to the awareness generated in Presidential elections where demographic 
groups such as women, minorities and youth are more engaged. 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
Should the Council direct that a measure or measures be prepared for consideration, 
the following important matters need to be decided by the Council: 
 

1. What is the preferred length of the measure? 
2. What should be the percent of the tax (1/2 or 1/4 cent)? 
3. Is this a general or special tax? 
4. If general, should an advisory vote accompany the measure or should only a 

general indication be given of the use of the tax? 
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ALTERNATIVES: 
 
The City Council has many options available to it.  In the first place, the Council may 
decide to take no action at this time and to continue to pursue discussions with the 
County.  It may also be prudent to wait until after the November election in order to 
determine the outcome of Measure A, prior to the City placing any local sales tax 
measures on the ballot. 
 
The Council may also request the County Board of Supervisors to submit a County-wide 
ballot measure to adopt a County ordinance establishing policies relating to past and 
future revenue neutrality agreements and request that the County Board of Supervisors 
place such an ordinance on the November ballot to be voted on throughout the County. 
 
Similarly, the Council may propose a County-wide advisory measure on the November 
2008 ballot relating to the voter approved Revenue Neutrality Agreement and ask the 
County to consolidate that election with the November election. 
 
It should be noted that each of the last two options poses risk of challenge, opposition, 
and litigation.   
 
LEGAL REVIEW: 
 
The sample ballot language attached to this report was developed by the City Attorney 
and the Attorney’s office was involved in the development and review of this report. 
 
FISCAL IMPACTS: 
 
The cost of a ballot measure, accompanied by any informational materials, is difficult to 
estimate, but could amount to about $10,000 in direct expenses and additional funds for 
any polling and or information campaign. 
 
Reviewed by:   Approved By: 
 
 
 
_____________________     ______________________  
Michelle Greene   Daniel Singer 
Administrative   City Manager 
Services Director 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
 
1. RNA Offer Letter from County of Santa Barbara 
2. Sample Binding Measure repealing and amending portions of the Revenue 

Neutrality Agreement 
3.   Sample Sales Tax Measure 
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