ST. GEORGE CITY COUNCIL MINUTES

WORK MEETING

JULY 9, 2015, 4:00 P.M.

CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS

PRESENT:


Mayor Jon Pike


Councilmember Gil Almquist


Councilmember Jimmie Hughes


Councilmember Michele Randall


Councilmember Joe Bowcutt


Councilmember Bette Arial


City Manager Gary Esplin


City Attorney Shawn Guzman


City Recorder Christina Fernandez

OPENING:

Mayor Pike called the meeting to order and welcomed all in attendance.  The Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag was led by Councilmember Randall and the invocation was offered by Pastor Jeremy Hargis with the Westside Baptist Church.
DISCUSSION ON SHORT TERM RENTALS (AIRBNB’S AND VACATION RENTALS):

Mayor Pike explained that this is a work meeting in which no action is taken.  This discussion came about through a number of citizens who brought it to the attention of the City.  He would like to begin with Steven Palmer, a gentleman who addressed the Council previously.  He then would like to hear from Bradley Harr.  If people keep comments short, it will help. Only St. George residents can speak tonight. 

Steven Palmer, resident, thanked the Mayor and Council for having this discussion.  He has been making his case in several venues.  For anyone here who is opposed, he can agree with any issue brought up as he does not want the issues to arise either.  Most people believe these homes are party houses; he does not want that in his neighborhood.  Additionally, he does not want out of state investors not managing their home.  In his opinion, if the owner lives in the home, he believes airbnb’s should be allowed.  The issue is not short term rentals, rather the issues that may arise.  Washington City adopted an ordinance in February; a property manager is required to be within 20 miles of the property.    

Bradley Harr, resident, presented photos.  He lives kiddie corner to two VRBO homes, one of which sleeps 52 people.  During Valentine’s Day weekend, many issues arose, which he spoke about.  He does not believe zoning would allow for 52 people in a home.  It is a continual issue; he and his wife met with the owners who did not care.  City staff has been great to work with on this issue.  With regard to an owner living in a home, he sees the difference; however that is running a business out of the home.  The conditional use permit requirements should be met.

Councilmember Almquist commented that he read letters both in opposition and in favor of this item.  There is a mechanism in some areas that Bed N’ Breakfasts are allowed.
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Mayor Pike stated in July 2010, vacation rentals were approved with regulations.  Previous to that, short term rentals were not allowed.  This is not only an issue here; many communities struggle with this.  He believes the way Washington City structured their ordinance may have issues.   

Dean Terry, resident, stated that there are problems in the Sunset Plateau subdivision; the CC&R’s are being violated.  He does not know of any complaints with drinking, but there are with traffic.  Previously, he was in the lodging business in which they paid high property taxes.  Why should residential property be rented for an overnight stay, paying residential property tax versus commercial?  Even if they have good renters, there are issues with congestion.  If not in a commercial zone, don’t allow short term rentals unless they are paying transient room tax.  
Walt Lindsley, resident, explained that they chose to retire in the Bloomington area of St. George after researching different areas.  The Bloomington Council should be brought in to see what is being requested and asked for their input.  He believes that they will agree that this is not wanted.
Randy Winters, resident, stated that he previously owned Mr. Palmer’s house.  He explained that they have been using their guest home as a short term rental for about two years.  They have been using airbnb, because renters are rated and vetted.  Approximately 75 people have stayed at their home over that time.  They limit who can stay there and are against party houses.  For those who work hard at this, it can be a positive thing for the community.    
Shane Wittwer, resident, stated that he represents the St. George Lodging Association.  Hotels have a big impact on Washington County and St. George; they provide jobs and taxes, they contribute to the economy.  They are concerned with airbnb’s.  Safety and security are the main problem for them.  Hotels have to comply with health standards.  Those laws are very restrictive; the City has hotel laws as well.  Transient room tax and sales tax is a big issue also.  These taxes are not paid if people stay in an airbnb.  He cannot build a hotel on a residential area so why can they rent their home as a hotel in a residential area.  His wife recently started a home based business which has strict restrictions.  If this is approved, staff will have to look at all of the business licenses which deal with residences.  He asked if the City and the Health Department have the time to regulate all of these businesses.
Rebecca Monson, resident, stated that her daughter lives next store to an airbnb home where the owner does not live in it.  She mentioned that she has an application on her phone that alerts her when sex offenders move into her neighborhood.  Although she believes the government should not tell people what to do with their property, owners don’t know if the person they are renting to matches the photo on their profile.  For the safety of the children, there needs to be a stipulation that the owner needs to live in the home, not 20 miles away.  
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Chris McCartle, resident and airbnb host, provided a handout and stated that he is concerned when owners do not live in their homes when renting them out.  Those that are speaking negatively do not know how airbnb’s work.  They can see references from home owners that have previously rented to their guests.  He does not allow renters who do not have more than three references.  Rental homes in general can create problems.  He stated that he would be happy to pay fees and taxes if this is allowed and mentioned that he has had amazing people stay in his home.  There are ways the Council can work this out.  He asked the Council to understand that airbnb’s are not vacation rentals, this is a special program.  
Councilmember Hughes inquired if Mr. McCartle is aware of the issues that New York and Berlin.

Mr. McCartle replied yes, there will be issues no matter what the City does because it is a vacation resort community.  He and other hosts will follow the guidelines.

Councilmember Hughes commented that there are more issues than what he is addressing.  One of the problems that New York is having is the rising costs of rent due to airbnb’s.  

Dave Eickleberger, resident, stated that he has a lot of concerns about airbnb; it is a big deal.  Home owners do not know nor do they care who their renters are.  He bought in the neighborhood because it was a single family residence.  People cannot start disobeying laws because they can make money.  A tragedy does not need to happen; nip it in the bud now.

John Teas, resident, all comments brought up have valid points.  Airbnb’s could be here, but do need to have regulations.  He can rent a hotel room with a fake ID – no one knows who he is.  Over the past number of years, he has had far more issues staying in hotel rooms than he has staying in an airbnb’s.  He asked the Council not to make their decision based on fear, rather look at the entire picture.  Airbnb is a small percentage of the overall business; to eliminate them doesn’t make sense.  He provided a handout.
Mr. Wittwer stated that the state requires credit cards and identification for all hotel guests.  Those records are inspected. 

Councilmember Randall noted that when researching this she looked at an airbnb website.  It stated that those that participate have to have required items as safety is a major concern.  This is a home business.  She asked who is inspecting the rooms; and who is in charge of making sure the home is safe for the public.  

Lorraine Glazier, resident, explained that they have been dealing with a VRBO in her neighborhood.  They have turned that home into the City.  The law in place is not stiff enough; the way it is written makes it hard to enforce.  Not knowing who is in their 
St. George City Council Minutes

July 9, 2015

Page Four

neighborhood is a concern.  Some areas of St. George are zoned for vacation rentals.  These homes will erode family neighborhoods.  People come to St. George because they hear good things about the community.  She is not in favor of changing zoning for this purpose.  

Annalee Allred, resident, stated that there are several short term homes in her neighborhood, one of which allows up to 50 people in the home at one time.  If it is illegal to have a vacation rental in a neighborhood, she asked it be enforced.

Roseanne Campbell, resident, noted that she and her husband did airbnb rentals in their home, but were asked to stop, so they did.  There are people with diverse needs in any community.  Anyone who is conducting an airbnb business and trumping on their neighbors should be stopped.  No one wants their neighborhoods to become unpleasant or frightening.  One thing they have discovered is that renters create a relationship with the home owners.  They encourage renters to use local restaurants and shopping areas.  It appears that the biggest problems in other cities happen in apartment buildings or in PUD’s.  She recommended zoning to control issues and stated that any business should pay taxes.  

Roxy Sherwin, Tourism Director for Washington County stated that there are quite a few home rentals that remit taxes.  The difficulty is identifying who is operating legally and who isn’t.  She mentioned issues they had during the first Ironman event and noted that it is not fair to the hotels and villas who do it right.  

Kendall Clements, resident, stated that he operates many vacation rental homes on behalf of individual owners throughout the County.  Of the nearly 2,000 guests he has had, he has had issues with approximately 6 of them.  He knows that problems can happen.  The negative comments tend to come from homes in which the owner does not live in them.  He mentioned how Hurricane structured their program and suggested the Council look at a managed approach and regulations.  
Mr. Palmer explained that he never hid the fact that he runs an airbnb.  He had close friends who were homeless and stayed with them for approximately three months.  Currently, they have two women staying with them who are going through a divorce; they are not being charged to stay.  He stated that he would pay taxes if he was required to and cannot obtain a business license at this time.  Airbnb’s contribute to the economy just as hotels do.  They are not hotels; they only have a couple of people staying in their home at a time.  The safety and danger concern is a disingenuous argument because they are coming from people who have a vested interest in making the argument.  He compared airbnb hosts renting to their homes to items being purchased from EBay.  
Councilmember Hughes asked Mr. Palmer what he would tell people who have bought homes in a residential neighborhood who do not want this in their neighborhood.

St. George City Council Minutes

July 9, 2015

Page Five

Mr. Palmer stated that he would say that this is private property.  If they are not harming people in anyway, what right do neighbors have to say they can’t do it on their property?  In a Christian neighborhood, the Eickleberger’s would have talked to them, but they didn’t.  Short term vacation rental issues should be separate from the real issues.  He has not violated anybody’s rights.
Mayor Pike explained that this is a work meeting.  The Council has listened and will discuss the item further at another work meeting in the near future.  Additionally, staff will research other cities.  If a change is made, it will be done in an open meeting, first with the Planning Commission, then at City Council.  He mentioned that quite a few emails have been received and stated that in the last month or two, violation notices have been on hold.   
The meeting adjourned.

________________________________


Christina Fernandez, City Recorder


