
Councilman Jamie Stevens, Chair of the San Juan County Council

Rick Hughes, Councilman

Bill Watson, Councilman

350 Court Street, No. 1

Friday Harbor, WA 98250

June 13, 2019


RE: Vacation Rentals	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 


Dear Council Members:


The Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee joins the Eastsound Plan Review Committee 
and other concerned residents throughout the San Juan Islands to request a moratori-
um on the issuance of vacation rental permits until such time as the County is able to 
analyze the impact of the existing vacation rental permits and those that remain un-
permitted on our County. Our reasoning for this request follows.


During the summer of 2016, The Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee began discus-
sions with the San Juan County Department of Community Development about the 
then upcoming code amendments to vacation rentals.  We expressed concerns about 
the impact additional vacation rentals have on the ferry system, water supplies, septic 
systems, public lands, roads, garbage, licensed Inns and Hotels, and the loss of 
longterm housing and residents in our communities.   We followed these discussions 
with written letters of concern to the Department. We provided the County with infor-
mation about how other communities were addressing vacation rentals.


Individually, some committee members testified at the San Juan County Planning 
Commission Meetings. The fear of degraded communities caused homeowner associ-
ations in the Deer Harbor area to strengthen their association language prohibiting 
short-term rentals.


Vacation rentals continue to be permitted despite increasing concerns about the im-
pacts to the San Juan Islands.  The number of permits granted from February 2018 
through May 2019 are not available.  County reports indicate that, through February 
of 2018,  about 1091 vacation permits have been issued in San Juan County.  County 
reports show that 542 vacation rental permits are owned by individuals or businesses 
that do not live in San Juan County.  Further, 68 percent of the recent housing growth 
in San Juan County has been for non-resident occupancy.  While the County’s recent 
crackdown on un-permitted vacation rentals has certainly been welcome, anecdotal 
information indicates that un-permitted vacation rentals still abound and add to the to-
tal. Even for permitted properties, often the number of people staying in rentals is ad-
vertised to exceed the permit requirements. One advertisement by an owner shows a 
property .5 mile from the Deer Harbor marina area, 2 bedroom 3 bath that sleeps 9 
people. 




The purpose of the Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee is to advise San Juan County 
on land use and development matters affecting Deer Harbor and other issues of impor-
tance to the future planning efforts. Several goals and policies within the Deer Harbor 
Hamlet Plan address issues related to vacation rentals: 


	 The first goal of the Deer Harbor Hamlet Plan is to maintain the rural character 
and open space resources of the Hamlet.  Our first policy is to control the density, loca-
tion and type of development in the Hamlet commercial, industrial and residential dis-
tricts.  


	 Another goal of the Deer Harbor Hamlet Plan is to ensure the limited water re-
sources of Deer Harbor are sufficient to meet the goals of the area.  Our policy and ac-
tion items include the preparation of an analysis of existing and future water systems 
capacity to provide potable water and fire flows.  The Plan also calls for a study of wa-
ter as a critical resource in Deer Harbor by County Health Department officials, a con-
sulting hydro-geologist, Orcas Island water system professionals and local property 
owners to gather sufficient date to effectively regulate water use in the Hamlet.

	   

	 The plan highlights that water supply is a critical issue within the Deer Harbor 
community.  Our County requires individuals requesting a building permit to demon-
strate  that satisfactory water supply exists, but the assumption is that the home will be 
used by part- or full-time residents, not used as a vacation rental.  Residents will likely 
be sensitive to the fragile state of water in the islands.  Visitors are less likely to have 
this awareness, often coming from places served by municipal systems.  Furthermore, 
private residences that are converted to vacation rentals are less likely to have imple-
mented the myriad of water conservation measures commonly used by our hotels and 
inns. Salt water incursion is already a problem for some wells in Deer Harbor. Simply 
showing adequate water for residence does not take into account the impact of in-
creased water use on common wells or aquifers, which will only be exacerbated by in-
creased utilization during the summer dry season if the home is converted to a vaca-
tion rental.  Current vacation rental permit requirements do not adequately address in-
creased water usage.

	 

	 Finally the Deer Harbor Hamlet residential land use designation goal is to protect 
the predominantly residential character of the rural Hamlet while providing a variety of 
residential living opportunities at different rural densities. The plan notes that there are 
87 residential units in the Hamlet.  Based on the permitted vacation rentals currently 
shown on the County sources, and not including our Inns and Resorts, almost 20 per-
cent of the units in the Hamlet have already been converted vacation rentals.  This con-
tradicts the very vision statement of the Hamlet as it allows the commercialization of 
areas intentionally designated as residential.  


	 Further, the Deer Harbor Hamlet Plan designates specific areas as commercial. 
The Deer Harbor Hamlet Plan commercial area includes Orcas Island’s largest marina, 
a significant resort, inn and restaurants.  San Juan County is permitting vacation rentals  
in residential areas and turning our residential communities into commercial areas. 




For these reasons the Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee calls on the San Juan 
County Council to “pause” the permitting of vacation rentals in Deer Harbor Hamlet 
specifically until such time as a water usage analysis called for in the Deer Harbor 
Hamlet Plan, and an analysis of the impact of vacation rentals on the rural residential 
character of Deer Harbor are completed and discussed with the community.


On behalf of the Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee, thank you for your time and con-
sideration.

Sincerely,

Kevin White, Chair 

Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee


Deer Harbor Plan Review Committee Members:  Ryan Carpenter, Mike Douglas, Sheila Gaquin,  
Wes Heinmiller, Barry Madan, Anne Marie Shanks


