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Discussion  

The City of Trinidad and the Trinidad City Manager appreciate the efforts and the important role of the 

Humboldt County Civil Grand Jury in reviewing local government activity.  Our response to the 

individual findings and recommendations follows below.  Before addressing the individual findings 

and recommendations, the City would like to express some significant concerns about the Grand Jury’s 

process in developing this report. First, the Grand Jury did not interview any City Council or Planning 

Commission members as part of their investigation.  Second, the Grand Jury does not appear to have 

reviewed or considered a recent (March 2018) report produced by the City Council that considered 

many of the same issues and resulted in recommendations that are being implemented by the City.  

Finally, the Grand Jury report speaks broadly about the feelings of the ‘community’ of Trinidad, but in 

fact heard from only a few members of the community.       

Council Members and Planning Commissioners are intimately familiar with the issues at hand, 

having heard, considered, and acted on many hours of public input from all sides regarding STR 

regulations and their enforcement.  Their input would have resulted in a broader perspective and 

deeper understanding of the issues for the Grand Jury to consider.   

The Grand Jury would have benefited significantly from reviewing the March 2018 report 

generated by a Council appointed subcommittee (attached).  This committee worked over many 

months to interview community members and staff, review STR issues and concerns, and produce a 

report with recommendations on STR implementation and enforcement.  This report was reviewed and 

approved by the Council, and City staff have been working to implement those recommendations 

since. This Council report reflects a significant effort by the City to consider and address many of the 

same concerns that were subsequently taken up by the Grand Jury.    



 

Many of the Jury Report Findings refer to the feelings or perceptions of the community, but it 

is important to note that the Grand Jury apparently did not interview a cross-section of Trinidad 

residents, but initiated this report in response to concerns raised by a few residents who are very 

actively engaged in STR issues and have very strong feelings about them.  The City represents all 

residents, and concerns about conflict of interest, frustration, or animosity by even one citizen deserve 

respect and attention.  However, the HCCGJ report, and specifically Findings F2 and F4, would be 

more accurate if they referred to ‘some residents’ or ‘some members of the community’.   In its current 

form, the City believes the report overstates the breadth and intensity of concern in the community 

over these issues. 

  

The Grand Jury’s decision to limit interviews of City staff and officials to the City Clerk and 

the City Manager appears inconsistent with how the Grand Jury has approached other local 

government investigations.  In the 2-year development of Trinidad’s STR ordinance, major input was 

provided by the City Planner, the City Attorney, and most notably, by extensive community hearings 

by the Planning Commission and the City Council. The omission of testimony by these staff and 

officials leaves the City concerned that the Grand Jury did not conduct a fair and equitable 

investigation, which led to an unbalanced Grand Jury report. 

 

The City of Trinidad would appreciate some response by the Grand Jury about the issues cited 

in the preceding paragraphs: 

• Why was there no apparent consideration of the City-initiated STR review of March 2018 

(attached)? 

• Why were only two City staff interviewed, while the major work in developing the ordinance 

and holding community hearings was the responsibility of the City Council, Planning 

Commission, Planner, and Attorney? 

 

 

Report Findings and Responses: 

 

F1. Trinidad’s complaint and appeal process has been slow and inconsistent which has led to 

confusion and frustration among residents.   



 

Partially agree and partially disagree.   

Some responses have been slow and others have been resolved quickly.  The speed of responses has 

improved dramatically in 2018.  Staff findings in response to complaints have often been appealed, and 

the appeals process is inherently slow due to the requirements to provide adequate procedural due 

process for all parties involved and the monthly scheduling of Planning Commission and City Council 

meetings.  The complaint and appeal process involves a very small staff, and appeal hearings are held 

by our Planning Commission, and City Council, each of which normally meets just once a month. 

This issue was highlighted in the March 2018 Council report on STR issues, and following those 

recommendations, the City has implemented a detailed process for complaint response.  See Attached.   

 

F2.  Lack of compliance to Trinidad’s Short Term Rental Ordinance by some Short Term Rental 

owners and property managers create frustration and animosity in the community. 

 

Partially agree and partially disagree.    

Ordinance violations do create frustration among affected members of the community, however 

violations and lack of compliance are very much the exception rather than the norm.  There are 

thousands of overnight STR stays in Trinidad each year, and only a handful of complaints resulting 

from them. STR owners and managers have worked cooperatively with the City to help implement and 

comply with the STR Ordinance, including revising their rental agreements, reducing the occupancy of 

their STRs, meeting guests in person, posting required ‘Good Neighbor’ brochures and contracts, and 

providing and staffing 24/7 call numbers for problems.  Violations occur (in general) when the guests 

staying at the STRs violate the Ordinance, typically by being too loud, or inviting too many visitors.  

There have been a few cases of difficulties with STR managers not responding quickly enough to 

complaints, or communicating poorly with people lodging complaints.  Those problems have resulted 

in enforcement actions against the STR managers, and appear to be largely resolved at this time.   

F3.  Trinidad would benefit in having law enforcement assistance during tourist season to handle 

immediate violations of the STR ordinance.   

Disagree.    

The City agrees that law enforcement assistance is necessary, but disagrees with this finding because 

the City does have law enforcement assistance throughout the year.  The City contracts with the 

Humboldt County Sheriff’s Office, who respond to calls for assistance 24/7 in Trinidad, and are 

empowered to enforce City Code violations.  However most STR Ordinance violations are unlikely to 



require or even benefit from law enforcement assistance.  Possible exceptions could include a late-

night party that the property manager is unable to break up, or a dangerous off leash dog from an STR 

guest, or illegal parking that warrants ticketing.  However, these are exceptional examples outside of 

most actual complaints.  The STR Ordinance directs complaints to be addressed immediately by the 

property manager, with follow up from City administrative staff after the fact.  The City certainly 

encourages the public to call the Sheriff’s Office for any emergency or public safety situation, or if the 

property manager is non-responsive and the problem (i.e. late night noise) is ongoing.  Consistent with 

the STR Ordinance, the City does not see the Sheriff’s Office as having a primary role in responding to 

STR complaints unless a public safety threat is present.   The STR Ordinance sets forth an 

administrative enforcement approach using fines and the potential for modification or loss of an STR 

license.    

 

F4.  It is unclear what criteria is used for City Council recusal of those members who own or 

manage an STR which leads to a perception of conflict of interest within the community.   

Partially agree and partially disagree.   

City Council members have discussed and explained their rationale for recusal (or non-recusal) on 

multiple occasions at Council meetings where the issue has arisen.  The City Attorney has consistently 

supported the recusal decisions by affected Council members, citing California law, FPPC regulations 

and case law.  His advice and guidance have been presented in public at the relevant meetings.  

Council members who own STRS have recused themselves from decisions involving setting STR 

regulations or their particular STR interests.  For clarity, the City will post public notice of relevant 

legal criteria for recusal of Council or Planning Commission members. 

As noted in the introduction to this response, this Finding, along with Findings F1 and F2 above, refer 

broadly to the feelings or perceptions of the ‘community’.  It would be more accurate to clarify that 

this feeling is held by a few members of the community.    

 

F5. Because there is often no written notification of the results of an appeal, complainants 

sometimes are unaware if a resolution has been reached.   

Partially Agree:  Where no notification was provided, the City agrees that is a problem.  This issue was 

addressed in the March 14, 2018, report of the Council’s subcommittee, referenced in the introduction.   

 

F6.  When properly utilized, Trinidad’s Short Term Rental Ordinance provides workable 

methods for solving problems associated with Short Term Rentals.   



Agree.   

The City will regularly revisit the STR Ordinance to consider whether changes are appropriate (on an 

annual basis beginning this November).   Having appropriate rules in place can minimize, but does not 

inherently prevent violations from occurring.  Hence the need for effective enforcement in those cases.   

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

R1. The Humboldt County Civil Grand Jury recommends the city of Trinidad and the citizens of 

Trinidad follow the steps outlined in Ordinance 2016-03 to solve complaints in reference to Short 

Term Rentals. This should take place upon receipt of this report. (F1, F2, F6)  

This recommendation is being implemented. 

This recommendation was being proactively implemented, before the release of the Grand Jury Report.   

City staff are implementing the Council’s subcommittee report (March 14, 2018), referenced above.  

That report made detailed recommendations on how best to address complaints.  

The complaints (F2) about compliance by STR owners and managers have been addressed, and will be 

addressed on a case-by-case basis.  This is the first year of the current STR ordinance, which was 

approved by the City Council in 2016 but did not become official until approved by the Coastal 

Commission in June 2017.  In this first year of operation, just one complaint against an STR 

owner/manager was appealed by the owner to the Planning Commission, where the appeal was 

rejected, and to the Council, where it was also rejected and the staff finding of a Significant Violation 

of the STR Ordinance was sustained. The owner has made a number of changes at the affected 

property and has promised compliance in the future.  The process outlined in the ordinance is being 

implemented, and works. 

For F6, the Grand Jury notes that the STR ordinance provides workable methods for solving problems.  

Those methods include a process for periodic review by the Council and Planning Commission.   

 

R2. The Humboldt County Civil Grand Jury recommends that the city of Trinidad consistently 

and strictly adhere to Ordinance 2016-03 to manage the short-term rental application and 

renewal process. This should take place upon receipt of this report. (F1, F2)  

This recommendation is being implemented.  The next round of STR applications/renewals will occur 

in the winter of 2018-19 and will strictly adhere to Ordinance 2016-03. 

 



R3. The Humboldt County Civil Grand Jury recommends the City of Trinidad allocate a portion 

of Transient Occupancy Tax revenue to hire seasonal enforcement staff to deal specifically with 

Short Term Rental issues by December 31, 2018. (F3) 

This recommendation requires further analysis.  The City Council will discuss this before December 

31, 2018.  Staff believe filling the new full time Administrative Assistant position will address 

adequate staffing for enforcement of the STR Ordinance.         

  

R4. The Humboldt County Civil Grand Jury recommends Trinidad city council members who 

own or manage Short Term Rentals always recuse themselves when STRs are considered, 

discussed, or voted upon. Said recusals should be recorded in the meeting’s minutes. This should 

begin immediately upon receipt of this report. (F4)  

This recommendation requires further analysis. 

The recommendation that “... [affected] council members always recuse themselves when STRs are 

considered …” is counter to recommendations by the City Attorney.  The City Attorney has provided 

explicit rationale for when a council member with STR financial interests must recuse, and when that 

Council Member may participate in STR-related deliberations.  Council decisions regarding recusal 

will continue to be guided by the City’s Code of Ethics, the advice of our City Attorney, and the Fair 

Political Practices Commission.  Multiple complaints have been filed with the FPPC regarding STR 

Council recusal issues and none have resulted in the FPPC determining that Council members were 

acting inappropriately.    

 

R5. The Humboldt County Civil Grand Jury recommends the Trinidad city manager notify 

complainants in writing within seven working days of all city decisions on Short Term Rental 

complaints and appeals. This should begin no later than October 1, 2018. (F5) 

This recommendation has been implemented. 

Discussion:   

The City is notifying complainants “in writing within seven working days of all city decisions on 

Short Term Rental complaints and appeals.”  The process of evaluating a complaint, obtaining  and 

reviewing relevant information, and getting to a decision will usually take more than seven days, as 

noted in our discussion following F5.  The terms “decisions on [STR] complaints” used by the Grand 

Jury should perhaps replaced by “actions related to [STR] complaints”.  For a minor complaint, the 

City Manager is empowered by the STR Ordinance (2016-03) to decide a complaint very quickly, even 



within hours.  But a decision about a “significant violation”, described in detail in the ordinance 

(17.56.190 (6.26).R.6), may involve months of hearings, and litigation. 

 

An improved recommendation, being developed by the Council and City Manager, is to implement a 

process of publicly posting the dates of “actions related to [STR] complaints”.  Thus, a single 

complaint might involve many actions, over months, with each step transparently visible to all.  The 

City Council will recommend the parameters of posting actions in a “timely manner”.   

 

 

 

ATTACHMENTS: 

1) March 18
th

 2018 Committee Report on STR Ordinance Implementation 

2) Complaint Response Process outline   
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