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I. Executive Summary          

In preparing the attached report, HdL first analyzed the construction of the Initiative to develop our 
assumptions as to how key sections may be interpreted and implemented.  Using these assumptions, we 
then conducted a land use analysis to provide projections as to the amount of greenhouse space that may 
be available and allowable for cannabis cultivation or nurseries pursuant to the Initiative.  Our land use 
analysis, in turn, informed our analysis of the many specific areas of impact outlined below.   

Land Use Analysis 

Our analysis indicated a best estimate of perhaps 220 total acres of existing greenhouses meeting the 
requirement of the Initiative.  There is a total of 347.5 acres of greenhouse cultivation statewide, and just 
62 acres in neighboring Santa Barbara County.  We anticipate that over time the County may attract the 
equivalent of 4 cultivators, each averaging 60,000 square feet of cultivation under 2 acres of greenhouse.    

Cannabis Tax Rates 

The Initiative would require that all commercial cannabis cultivators would pay a tax rate of 4.0% of gross 
receipts, and cannabis nurseries would pay a tax rate of 1.0% of gross receipts.  These rates are consistent 
with the rates in neighboring Santa Barbara County.  

Fiscal Impacts 

The Initiative would allow the County to recover all reasonable costs directly related to the issuance of 
the license, and does not prevent the County from assessing any other fees for associated regulatory 
activities, permits or enforcement, nor does it limit the ability of any other regulatory agency to exercise 
its regulatory authority or charge fees as appropriate. 

Assuming 4 cultivators averaging 60,000 square feet of cultivation each, we estimate the Initiative may 
generate $2.88 million in annual cannabis tax revenue for the County.  We also project that the County 
may attract 2 nurseries, which would generate an additional $40,000, for a total of $2.92 million in annual 
cannabis tax revenue for the County.   

Public Safety Impacts 

We do not anticipate that the Initiative would have any significant impact on crime or public safety or on 
continued illegal cultivation by Drug Trafficking Organizations in the Los Padres National Forest.  The 
Initiative does not allow cannabis retailers, and so does not provide any legal alternative to unlicensed 
black-market sales.  The Initiative requires that all cultivation facilities include a perimeter security system, 
lighting, and twenty-four-hour video monitoring, which exceeds state license requirements. 

We note that the Ventura County Sheriff’s Office does not agree with this assessment and believes that 
legal, licensed cannabis cultivators may in some cases be linked to criminal black market operations. 
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Environmental impacts 

The Initiative only allows cultivation or nurseries within a “pre-existing permanent greenhouse or indoor 
facility”.  As such, the Initiative would not result in any changes to zoning or new greenhouse construction. 

The Initiative requires that applicants prepare an odor prevention plan using the “best available odor 
control technology”, but there is no requirement that odors be fully eliminated.   

We estimate a total energy demand of 1.8 megawatts, though total energy consumption would depend 
upon the lighting regimen being utilized at each stage in the growth cycle. 

We estimate total water consumption of 18 million gallons per year, or a little over 55 acre-feet. 

Cannabis cultivation in California is generally disallowed from using conventional herbicides or pesticides.  
All cannabis must be extensively tested for herbicide/pesticide residue and other contaminants.   

Housing Impacts  

Because the initiative would not result in any new greenhouse construction, we do not foresee any related 
zoning changes or other significant impacts to the supply of housing within the County.  The Initiative 
could conceivably result in an increase of 4 units of farmworker housing within the County. 

Infrastructure Impacts 

Because the initiative would not result in any new construction, we do not foresee any impacts regarding 
new road construction, extension of utilities, sewer or drainage issues or other infrastructure impacts.  
The Initiative could bring a minor increase in traffic on County roads serving greenhouse locations, but 
the level of impact would be well within the expected level of traffic for any other similar use. 

Labor and Employment Impacts 

We estimate that the Initiative may result in approximately 72 direct jobs, with total payroll of around $3 
million per year.  We anticipate no more than 4 additional jobs related to self-distribution by the licensees. 

Administrative Impacts 

The Initiative designates that the cannabis tax “shall be collected by the Ventura County Treasurer-Tax 
Collector in the same manner as other taxes fixed and collected by Ventura County.” We note that some 
other counties have chosen to assign the tax collection duties to other departments. 
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II. Introduction            

The County of Ventura has received a citizens’ petition titled “Adoption of Ordinance to Allow Commercial 
Cultivation, Processing, Distribution and Sale of Cannabis” that would require the County to allow, permit 
and tax certain types of commercial cannabis businesses within unincorporated Ventura County (for 
purposes of simplicity, the measure shall be referred to here as “the Ventura County 2020 Cannabis 
Initiative”, or simply “the Initiative”).    Proponents of the Initiative submitted over 38,111 signatures to 
the Ventura County Registrar of Voters, which is 123% of the number necessary to qualify the measure to 
be placed on the November 3rd, 2020 ballot.   

The Initiative would require the County to issue cannabis business licenses for the following commercial 
cannabis activities: 

 Commercial cannabis cultivation; 
 Commercial cannabis nursery cultivation; 
 Commercial cannabis processing; 
 Commercial cannabis distribution. 

Commercial cannabis cultivation and nurseries would be required to be located within pre-existing 
permanent greenhouses or indoor facilities.  Outdoor cultivation or cultivation within hoop houses would 
be prohibited.  Cultivation would be limited to a maximum of 500 acres of total canopy within the 
unincorporated area of the County.  Nurseries would be limited to a maximum of 100 acres of total 
canopy. 

Commercial cannabis processing and self-distribution would only be allowed for the purposes of 
supporting commercial cannabis cultivation or commercial cannabis nursery cultivation by the licensee.  
All allowable cannabis business types would be subject to a number of restrictions, regulations and other 
requirements. 

All commercial cannabis businesses would be required to pay a tax on the gross receipts of their 
operation’s activities. Commercial cannabis cultivation would be subject to a tax of 4.0% of gross receipts, 
and cannabis nurseries would be subject to a tax of 1.0% of gross receipts. 

When a ballot measure is certified as having a sufficient number of signatures to place it on the ballot, 
California Elections Code allows that the County Board of Supervisors have the choice of either adopting 
the ordinance outright without alteration or submitting it to the voters at the next general election.  
Alternately, the Board may order a report pursuant to Section 9111 of the Elections Code to analyze the 
measure’s potential impacts on the community, should it be approved.   

At its meeting on July 28th, the Ventura County Board of Supervisors voted unanimously upon a motion 
by Supervisor Parks to submit the citizen’s Initiative to the voters on the upcoming November 3rd ballot.  
The Initiative will appear on the ballot as “Measure O”. 

The motion also directed staff to provide a study of the potential impacts of the Initiative, but made clear 
that this would not be a report pursuant to Section 9111 of the Elections Code as it could not logically 
inform the Board of Supervisors’ decision about placing the measure on the ballot.  Rather, it would be 
the goal of this report to help inform voters about the potential impacts of the Initiative.  The Board 
directed that the report be presented for discussion at its meeting on September 1st. 
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Within the July 28, 2020 staff report and through the Board discussion, a number of specific issues or 
areas of impact were identified.  These issues were subsequently further discussed with various County 
departments and agencies.  Based on these Board and staff discussions, and in light of the limited time 
available to prepare this Report, the following impact areas were selected and are the focus of the 
remainder of this report: 

 Land Use Analysis 
 Fiscal Impacts 
 Public Safety Impacts 
 Environmental Impacts          
 Housing Impacts 
 Infrastructure Impacts 
 Administrative Impacts 

Pursuant to the Board’s guidance, it is the goal of this report to provide objective data and analysis of the 
potential impacts of this initiative.  This report is not intended to pass judgement of any kind as to whether 
those impacts or the initiative as a whole are good or bad, or whether it should be supported or opposed 
by the Board of Supervisors or the County’s voters. 

Our analysis  also provides a general overview of the current cannabis business market, including analysis 
of the different types of cannabis businesses proposed to be allowed by the Initiative and potential 
revenues that could be generated by the Initiative’s cannabis tax.  Finally, the Appendix to this report 
contains legal, regulatory, and tax background information for cannabis regulation in the State, as well as 
land use maps prepared by County staff. 
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III. Summary and Overview of the Ordinance        

Currently, commercial cannabis activities are banned in the unincorporated area of Ventura County.  
Section 8171-4.5 (a) of the Ventura County Code (VCC) states that no permit or entitlement shall be issued 
for “Any commercial cannabis activity as defined in Business and Professions Code section 26001(k), except 
for deliveries from a licensed facility...”1. 

The Initiative would amend the VCC to allow the commercial cultivation, nurseries, processing and 
distribution of cannabis within the unincorporated area of Ventura County.  The Initiative does not allow 
retail cannabis sales to the general public but allows wholesale transactions between licensed cannabis 
businesses. 

Commercial cannabis cultivation would be limited to a cumulative total of 500 acres within the 
unincorporated area and nurseries would be limited to a total of 100 acres.  All commercial cannabis 
activities would be limited to the Agricultural Exclusive (AE), Light Industrial (M2) and General Industrial 
(M3) zoning districts.  Distribution and processing would only be allowed as ancillary uses to support 
commercial cannabis cultivation or commercial cannabis nursery cultivation by the licensee.  

Commercial cultivation and nursery operations could only be conducted within a “pre-existing permanent 
greenhouse or indoor facility2”, though the term “pre-existing” is not defined.  Cultivation either outdoors 
or in hoop houses would not be allowed.  No commercial cannabis activities could be located within a 
1,200-foot radius of any schools, day care centers, youth centers, drug rehabilitation centers, parks or 
residential neighborhoods in existence as of March 4, 2020. 

All commercial cannabis operations would be required to apply-for and obtain a cannabis business license 
from the County Executive Office, which would have primary responsibility for administering the program.  
The applicant would have to obtain a zoning clearance and any other necessary land use entitlements for 
the subject property prior to issuance of the cannabis business license.  The Initiative allows the County 
to establish fees to recover all reasonable costs directly related to the issuance of the license3.  The County 
Executive Office would have 60 days to determine whether the application is complete and all fees have 
been paid and to issue the license.   The business license would be valid for a period of one year and would 
be required to be renewed annually. 

The Initiative provides reasonably detailed guidelines and requirements for application processing and 
renewals and for determining whether an application shall be approved or denied.  The application 
requirements are generally consistent with cannabis business application requirements from other 
jurisdictions around the state.  

All applicants would be required to submit an Odor Control Plan and to use “…the best available odor 
control technology, prevention devices and techniques for cannabis cultivation4”.   

All commercial cannabis businesses would be required to pay a cannabis tax.  Commercial cannabis 
cultivation would pay a tax rate of 4.0% of the business’s gross receipts.  Commercial cannabis nurseries 

 
1 Add footnote to requirement to allow deliveries from other jurisdictions 
2 Add citation 
3 Section 2712 - Cannabis Business License Fee. 
4 2706 - Additional Cannabis Business Licenses Requirements 
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would pay a tax rate of 1.0% of gross receipts.  The Initiative specifies that the taxes shall be collected by 
the County Treasurer-Tax Collector “…in the same manner as other taxes fixed and collected by Ventura 
County5”.  Taxes delinquent more than 30 days would be subject to a 25% penalty.  The Board of 
Supervisors is allowed to modify or amend the tax provisions or otherwise implement any necessary 
procedures for their enactment, provided they do not result in an increase in the amount of the tax or 
broaden its scope. 

 

  

 
5 2733 - Manner of Collection 
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IV. Land Use Analysis          

Under the Initiative, commercial cannabis cultivation or nursery operations could only be conducted 
within a “pre-existing permanent greenhouse or indoor facility6”. Cultivation outdoors or in hoop houses 
would not be allowed.  Cultivation would be limited to a cumulative total of 500 acres and nurseries would 
be limited to a total of 100 acres.  All commercial cannabis activities would be limited to the Agricultural 
Exclusive (AE), Light Industrial (M2) and General Industrial (M3) zoning districts.  Cultivation either 
outdoors or in hoop houses would be prohibited.  The initiative also provides that no commercial cannabis 
activities could be located within a 1,200-foot radius of any schools, day care centers, youth centers, drug 
rehabilitation centers, parks or residential neighborhoods in existence as of March 4, 2020. 

To analyze the potential land use impacts of the Initiative we must determine the amount of cannabis 
cultivation and nurseries that could occur in Ventura County should the Initiative be approved.  We 
approached this issue in two different ways: (1) The maximum number of acres that meet all of the 
requirements above, and (2) The realistic amount of commercial cannabis cultivation that might be 
attracted to establish itself in Ventura County. 

The Ventura County Resource Management Agency provided HdL with a preliminary map7 showing all of 
the constraints listed in the Initiative, including allowable zoning (AE, M2 and M3), residential districts, 
and 1,200-foot setbacks from identified sensitive uses.  The map also included a data layer from the 
County Assessor’s office showing a preliminary evaluation of parcels that have existing greenhouses.  

 
6 Section 2702(b) 
7 NOTE:  All mapping data used to conduct this analysis is preliminary and should not be relied upon for making any 
determination as to whether a particular parcel, location or structure would ultimately be allowable for any 
commercial cannabis activity.  Any such determination would likely have to be made on a case-by-case basis as a 
part of the zoning clearance process. 

Figure 1:  Map showing AE, M2 and M3 zones, sensitive use setbacks and existing greenhouse parcels. 
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“Greenhouse” is defined within the Initiative to mean “a permanent structure, including glasshouses, 
conservatories, hothouses, or other similar structures for the covered propagation and growing of plants, 
constructed with a translucent roof and/or walls8”.  However, the Initiative fails to define the term “pre-
existing”, leaving it up to the County to make a determination as to how this will be applied.  For purposes 
of our analysis, we shall assume that the term “pre-existing” means “existing and operational as of the 
date of passage”.  A greenhouse that is not operational and that would require additional permitting or 
reconstruction before a certificate of occupancy could be issued would not be considered pre-existing for 
our purposes.  This excludes any necessary improvements to adapt it for cannabis use.   

We caution that a determination of what constitutes a “pre-existing permanent greenhouse” would likely 
be made following adoption, should the measure be approved, and would likely involve consultation with 
numerous County departments.  Final determination about site suitability would almost certainly have to 
be made on a case-by-case basis as a part of the zoning clearance process. 

To determine which parcels might meet this definition, the Assessor’s Office looked for parcels that are 
shown in their records as having permanent structures for the cultivation of plants which have walls, 
doors, a roof and a foundation or footing so that the structure is permanently affixed to the land and not 
easily removed or disassembled for relocation.  

Using Google Earth9, we then evaluated each parcel identified by the Assessor’s office to determine which 
structures appeared to be greenhouses.  We also noted a number of potential greenhouses that did not 
appear on the Assessor’s provisional map and excluded any greenhouse parcels that were not within the 
AE, M2 or M3 zones or that fell within the 1,200 foot setback from identified sensitive uses.   In most 
cases, the identified parcels contained large industrial complexes that included a mix of greenhouses, high 
tunnels, hoop houses, shade canopies, warehouses and other agricultural structures.  Lastly, we evaluated 
which of the identified greenhouses appeared to be operational and which appeared to be abandoned, 
derelict or destroyed.   

 
8 Section 2701(o) 
9 Google Earth satellite imagery dated August 19, 2019. 

Figure 2, showing an example of a large industrial greenhouse complex identified via Google Earth. 
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We then created polygons around 
the exterior of each greenhouse, 
which allowed us to measure the 
total area of the greenhouse in acres 
or square feet.  The data from this 
“virtual aerial survey” was then 
loaded into an Excel spreadsheet to 
calculate the total acreage of pre-
existing greenhouses in the County. 

Our survey found a total of 305 acres 
of what appear to be greenhouses in 
the unincorporated County, 249 
acres of which were on parcels that 
had been identified by the Assessor’s 
office.  Of this 305-acre total, approximately 261 acres appeared to be viable or operational without 
requiring substantial reconstruction.  Of the parcels identified by the Assessor, we found 215 acres of 
greenhouses that appeared to be operational.  Even the largest of these figures is well below the 600 
acres allowed by the Initiative for both cultivation and nurseries combined.   These figures are shown 
below in Figure 4. 

Total Acres of Greenhouses in Unincorporated Ventura County 

Total acres of potential greenhouses:                                   304.65 

Total acres that appear to be operational:                           260.68 

Total acres on parcels identified by the Assessor:              248.62 

Total Assessor acres that appear to be operational:          214.77 

   Figure 4 

The Initiative also allows cultivation and nurseries indoors, though this must also be in a pre-existing 
facility subject to the same zoning and setback considerations.  Indoor cultivation facilities must be 
completely enclosed so that no natural light may enter and no artificial light may escape.  This, combined 
with the cultivation methods commonly used, means that indoor cultivation rarely occurs on agricultural 
lands, as it benefits neither from the sun nor the soil.  Because of this, we anticipate that any indoor 
cultivation pursuant to this initiative would likely occur in the M2 and M3 zones. 

We were not able to conduct the same level of analysis of potential indoor cultivation spaces as we were 
for greenhouses.  However, the mapping provided by the Resource Management Agency shows only a 
relatively small area with these zonings, much of which is excluded by the 1,200-foot sensitive use 
setbacks.  Conducting a similar “virtual aerial survey” suggested approximately 600 acres of M2 and M3 
zoned area that is not encumbered by setbacks.   

 

Figure 3, showing an example of damaged or derelict greenhouses. 
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A closer look, though, showed less 
than 20 acres of pre-existing 
industrial buildings within that area, 
much of which appears to be 
currently in use.  While it is certainly 
possible that some of this industrial 
space may be sought for cannabis 
cultivation, it is unlikely to add 
appreciably to the overall acreage of 
cultivation that would occur within 
the County under the Initiative. 

Distribution and processing would 
only be allowed as ancillary uses to 
support commercial cannabis 
cultivation or commercial cannabis 
nursery cultivation by the licensee.  These activities may be conducted either at the same site where the 
cultivation occurs or at a separate facility.  It is possible that some processing and distribution activities 
would be conducted in light industrial spaces within the M2 and M3 zones.  However, given that the 
greenhouses within the County tend to be located in large complexes with numerous accessory structures, 
we believe the majority of these activities would likely occur onsite. 

Our survey indicated anywhere between 215 and 305 acres of potential greenhouse space in the 
unincorporated County, plus perhaps 20 acres of potential indoor space of which only a small percentagei 
may be assumed to be vacant and available.  Assuming our best estimate of perhaps 220 total acres of 
potential cultivation space suggests that the County would be unable to realize the maximum 600 acres 
(500 for cultivation plus 100 for nurseries) contemplated by the initiative.  Our maximum scenario would 
likely see little more than one-third of that amount.  

However, the existence of allowable and available greenhouse space does not in any way mean that the 
County should expect to see anything close to that much cultivation.  Ventura County is located directly 
between Santa Barbara and Los Angeles counties, both of which have significant amounts of licensed 
cannabis cultivation.  Santa Barbara County has the third highest number of cultivation licenses in the 
state (after Humboldt and Mendocino), and yet the total cultivation area is estimated at just 173 acres, of 
which only 62 acres is presumed to be in greenhouses or similar structures10.  Los Angeles County has 
approximately 30 acres of indoor cultivation and less than one-half acre of mixed-light cultivation. 

In the five-county region including Ventura, Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo, Kern and Los Angeles, there 
is a combined total of 1,233 cannabis cultivation licenses with a total cultivation area of approximately 
218.5 acres.  Of this, the total area of mixed-light cultivation is approximately 67 acres.  In California as a 
whole, there are a total of 4,387 cultivation licenses comprising approximately 788 total acres, of which 
347.5 acres are mixed-light11.  These figures are shown in Figure 6 on the next page. 

 
10 Mixed-light cultivation may also include hoop houses, high tunnels or other structures. 
11 All state license figures are as of May 6, 2020, which is the most current data available from CalCannabis. 

Figure 5, showing M2 and M3 zoned areas in pink and magenta. 
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Our analysis suggests that the maximum acreage cap described in the Initiative is unrealistically high and 
unlikely to ever be realized.  Even if the County were to determine that there were 600 acres of pre-
existing greenhouse space and all of that space was vacant and available, there is no realistic model by 
which 75% of all cannabis cultivation in California would choose to locate in Ventura County.   

However, Ventura County is located immediately adjacent to the state’s largest body of cannabis 
consumers in Los Angeles County, with over 10 million people.  The area could be very attractive to 
cannabis businesses looking to serve that market, as locations in Ventura may be up to 90 minutes closer 
than some cultivation areas in neighboring Santa Barbara County.  We anticipate that cultivation 
businesses choosing to locate in Ventura County would likely be choosing between these two locations.  

 

 

  

Figure 6
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V. Cultivation 

Like other coastal plains such as Carpenteria and the Salinas Valley, Ventura County’s temperate coastal 
climate helped make it an attractive location for the cut flower industry in the United States.   However, 
the cut flower industry took a hit with the passage of the Andean Trade Preference Act in 1991, which 
gave significant trade advantages to imported flowers from South America with the goal of creating legal 
alternatives to the drug trade.  Today, between 50% and 60% of the U.S. cut flower market is sourced 
from Columbia . 

The decline of the cut flower industry has left many host communities with an abundance of dormant 
infrastructure that allowed easy adaptation to large scale cannabis production.   Just as important as the 
abundant greenhouse space is the wealth of knowledge and experience among those who operate these 
large-scale nurseries.  Conversations with operators in such places suggests that this kind of “human 
capital” could give prospective cannabis cultivators in Ventura County a distinct advantage over regions 
populated with growers who may have many years of experience with cannabis, but little or no experience 
running a legal, regulated, industrial horticulture operation. 

The CalCannabis Division of the California Department of Food and Agriculture has been issuing temporary 
cultivation licenses since January 1, 2018.  As of May 6, 2020, CalCannabis shows 4,178 active cultivation 
licenses statewide (not including nurseries or processors), held by 2,252 distinct businesses and 
comprising 788 acres of cultivation.  We conservatively estimate these facilities to be capable of producing 
over 7.5 million pounds of cannabis per year.  This is more than three times the estimated 2.5 million 
pounds per year consumed by all Californians, combined.     

Among neighboring counties, Santa Barbara has 943 cultivation licenses, Los Angeles has 206, San Luis 
Obispo has 35 and Kern County has 13.  For comparison, Humboldt County is home to 1,179 cultivation 
licenses, Mendocino County has 591 and Monterey County has 345.  Only 353 of Santa Barbara’s  
cultivation licenses are for mixed-light “greenhouse” cultivation, totaling just 62 acres of canopy.  These 
licenses are held by 45 separate businesses, averaging 1.4 acres of canopy per operation.  We estimate 
that each operation may utilize 2 acres of greenhouse.  

The cannabis cultivation market in California has already far exceeded its saturation point, which suggests 
that there is not enough room for those growers already licensed, much less new entrants into the market.  
Entry into this highly competitive marketplace can be filled with risk and requires ample capitalization and 
a clear marketing strategy to win shelf space.  We anticipate that cultivation businesses seeking to locate 
in Ventura County would be professional, well-capitalized operations attracted by the favorable climate, 
the proximity to the Los Angeles market, and the existing industrial greenhouse infrastructure which could 
offer the possibility of turn-key operations.  

Industry sources in other coastal communities note that the base cost for leasing greenhouse space 
typically runs between $6 to $12 per square foot.  However, cannabis is a very different crop than lettuce, 
tomatoes or cut flowers, and so reuse of these existing greenhouses commonly requires significant 
investment for conversion and retrofitting.  Adapting one of these existing structures to a modern 
cannabis operation with climate controls to address humidity and pesticide drift can add significantly to 
the operational costs. 
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VI. Cannabis Nurseries  

As of May 6th, 2020, CalCannabis has issued 209 Type 4 Nursery licenses Statewide.  The highest 
concentration of these is in Mendocino County, which has 54, followed by Monterey County with 40, 
Santa Barbara County with 28 and Humboldt County with 15.  Cannabis nurseries may be a symbiotic fit 
for communities that have abundant and available greenhouse space.  State licensing data does not 
provide us with square footage figures for the size of cannabis nurseries. 

While the inherent humidity of a coastal climate can be problematic for flowering cannabis, it is beneficial 
for nurseries.  Many nursery operations even install misting systems in their propagation area, to ensure 
that humidity stays within its optimal range.  Installing these systems may require additional capital 
investment when adapting or rehabilitating former cut flower greenhouses. 

Nursery operations can vary greatly depending upon the methods and the types of tables or benches 
being used.  Even within a single facility, there can be substantial differences in floor space utilization from 
the initial propagation to the finishing stage.  Commonly, the initial propagation from the mother plant 
(or plants) takes about two weeks, during which the starts are held in an area equipped with misting 
systems.  From there, the clones are transferred into a soil medium in small 4” pots (or similar) for another 
two to three weeks, after which they are again transferred into 1-gallon or 2-gallon (or larger) pots for 
another 4 weeks for finishing.   

Finally, when the plants are nearing maturity, they are shipped to the grower who will carry them through 
to their flowering stage.  An idealized cultivation operation will receive plants from the nursery in their 
“sub-adult” stage, just before they start to flower, minimizing the amount of time that valuable floorspace 
is taken up by non-flowering plants and thus maximizing the number of harvests per year. 

The multiple stages of a nursery operation require flexible space utilization.  A typical cannabis nursery 
operation is likely to utilize only around 50% of its floor space for plants at various stages, with broad 
aisles for tending plants and for moving plants around as they grow.  This percentage may increase 
significantly with highly automated operations.  At any given time, a nursery may have 15% of its space 
dedicated to propagation and cloning, 25% for starts in 4” pots, and 60% for plants in the vegetative 
growth (“veg”) stage.   

Some nurseries provide general stock on hand for “over-the-counter” sale to cultivators, but this is risky 
as the nursery would have to make a substantial investment in a variety of strains in the hope that that 
the strains they’ve produced are what their buyers want.  This model also requires that a substantial 
amount of space for maintaining a stock of “mother plants” from which the saleable plants are cloned. 

More commonly nurseries will propagate specific strains of cannabis under contract with a particular 
client.  In such cases, the cultivator will specify the desired genetics and the number of starts per cycle 
that they want the nursery to provide to meet their production schedule.  The nursery may take up to 4 
months to develop enough “mother plants” to provide the necessary number of clones for the order.  The 
nursery will commonly carry the plants through the veg stage until just before flowering.  A cultivator may 
contract with a nursery to provide just one batch of plants for a single harvest, but more commonly these 
contracts will run for 2 or more years, providing plants according to a strict schedule to ensure the desired 
number of harvest cycles per year.    
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VII. Cannabis Tax Rates 

The Initiative would require that all commercial cannabis businesses pay a cannabis tax.  Commercial 
cannabis cultivation would pay a tax rate of 4.0% of the business’s gross receipts.  Commercial cannabis 
nurseries would pay a tax rate of 1.0% of gross receipts.  These rates are consistent with the rates in 
neighboring Santa Barbara County.  The Initiative does not establish any tax on cannabis distribution or 
processing, but these activities are only allowed as ancillary uses to cultivation or nurseries. The Board of 
Supervisors is allowed to modify or amend the tax provisions or otherwise implement any necessary 
procedures for their enactment, provided they do not result in an increase in the amount of the tax or 
broaden its scope.   

The 1.0% tax rate on cannabis nurseries is consistent with rates commonly seen in other jurisdictions and 
with the rates recommended by HdL.  However, cannabis cultivation is most commonly taxed by square 
footage, with greenhouse cultivation commonly seeing rates of $4 to $7 per square foot.   

Determining an equivalent rate between a tax on gross receipts and a tax on square footage can be 
accomplished using a few basic assumptions.  In Figure 7 (below) we have projected the amount of 
cannabis that can be produced from a typical 10,000 square foot mixed-light greenhouse facility.  We have 
assumed that the facility will achieve three harvest cycles per year, which is fairly standard.  

Yield is assumed to average one pound of cannabis flower for every 10 square feet of cultivation area.  
This metric is drawn from a 2010 study by the Rand Corporationii.  Though the study is fairly old for such 
a young industry, its findings are consistent with more recent studies.  Some cultivation facilities can yield 
one pound for every eight square feet, and others cite yields that are much lower (more square feet per 
pound), but 10 square feet remains a commonly used metric which provides for conservative estimates.  
Using this figure, a 10,000 square foot cultivation facility operating 3 cycles would produce around 3,000 
pounds of cannabis per year. 

The price per pound is conservatively assumed to be $1,000.  This figure is somewhat lower than the 
current average for indoor-grown cannabis, but there is still great variability in the market and, over the 
long term we anticipate that wholesale prices for raw cannabis will continue to decline.  Applying this 
figure, our 10,000 square foot facility would generate $3 million in gross receipts per year.   

Having figures for both yield and gross receipts, we can now translate the equivalent tax rates.  Figure 7 
shows that the Initiative’s proposed rate of 4% of gross receipts is equivalent to a rate of $12 per square 
foot, which is well above the $4 to $7 per square foot rates we commonly see or recommend for mixed-
light cultivation.  We estimate that a greenhouse with 10,000 square feet of cultivation would generate 
$120,000 per year in annual tax revenue for the County under this scenario. 

Figure 7 

 

  

Cultivation 
Type

Harvest 
Cycles 
/Year

Sample 
Area        

(sq ft)

Yield @       
1 lb/10 sf 

/cycle

Price per 
pound

Gross 
Receipts

Tax Rate 
% Gross 
Receipts 

Total 
Annual   

Tax Paid

Equivalent
Tax Rate 

per SF

Mixed Light 3 10,000 3,000 $1,000 $3,000,000 4.00% $120,000 $12.00

Estimate of Cannabis Taxes per 10,000 sf of Cultivation
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VIII. Fiscal Impacts 

Fees 

Section 2712 allows the Board of Supervisors to establish fees to recover “the reasonable costs directly 
related to the issuance of the license”.  The section does not specify the amount of any fees, nor does it 
limit the County’s ability to determine what “reasonable costs” may be included in the fees other than to 
say that they “shall not include any costs for general governmental services where the services is available 
to the public at large in substantially the same manner as the applicant of the license”.   

The language of this section is generally consistent with Government Code (GOV) Section 66014(a) which 
holds that “fees may not exceed the estimated reasonable cost of providing the service for which the fee 
is charged”. GOV Section 66014(b) allows that the fees “may include the costs reasonably necessary to 
prepare and revise the plans and policies that a local agency is required to adopt before it can make any 
necessary findings and determinations”.   

As a citizens’ initiative, the County did not incur any recoverable costs in the development of the Initiative.  
The costs of placing the Initiative on the ballot may be recoverable through annual permit fees.  

The County would not be prevented from applying any and all other fees for associated regulatory 
activities and permits including the zoning clearance, building permits, hazardous material storage, waste 
management, or other regulatory activities as would be required of other similar activities.  The initiative 
also does not prevent the County from assessing costs for any necessary regulatory enforcement, nor 
does it limit the ability of any other regulatory agency to exercise its regulatory authority or charge fees 
as appropriate. 

 
Taxes 

The Initiative establishes a tax rate of 4.0% of gross receipts for cultivation and 1.0% of gross receipts for 
nurseries.  These rates are consistent with neighboring Santa Barbara County.  The taxes are in lieu of the 
business tax otherwise required by Chapter 1 of the Ventura County Code. 

Though the Initiative allows up to 600 acres of combined cultivation (500 acres for cultivation plus 100 
acres for nurseries), our land use analysis indicates a best estimate of perhaps 220 total acres of pre-
existing greenhouse or other allowable cultivation space.  However, as discussed in Section VII Cultivation, 
neighboring Santa Barbara County has only 62 total acres of mixed-light (greenhouse) cultivation, despite 
having the second-highest number of cannabis cultivation licenses in the state.  The 4,378 cultivation 
licenses in California already have the potential to produce three times as much cannabis as the market 
can absorb, suggesting that there is not a pent-up demand for additional cultivation, either statewide or 
in the Ventura/Santa Barbara region. 

Given this, we believe that the County should not expect any significant influx of cannabis cultivation 
businesses seeking available greenhouse locations.  Those that do seek to locate in Ventura County would 
likely be very similar to greenhouse operations in Santa Barbara, averaging perhaps 1.4 acres of canopy 
under 2 acres of greenhouse.   
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In Section VII Cannabis Tax Rates, we determined that 10,000 square feet of mixed-light greenhouse 
cultivation producing 3 harvest cycles per year might yield 3,000 pounds of cannabis per year and generate 
$120,000 in annual cannabis tax revenue for the County.   

For purposes of revenue projections, we shall assume that over time the County may attract the 
equivalent of 4 cultivators, each averaging 60,000 square feet of cultivation under 2 acres of greenhouse.  
Under this scenario, each business would generate approximately $720,000 in cannabis tax revenue.  
Collectively, 4 such business may generate $2.88 million in annual cannabis tax revenue for the County.  

We also project that the County may attract 2 nurseries with a conservative estimate of $2 million in gross 
receipts each or $4 million combined.  Applying the 1% tax rate contemplated by the Initiative would 
generate $40,000 in annual cannabis tax revenue. 

Combined, we estimate that the Initiative may generate a total of $2.92 million in annual cannabis tax 
revenue for the County.  We caution that this projection assumes some future point where 4 such 
businesses have been established and operating for a full year.  Prior to that, these businesses would have 
to have applied for and received their cannabis business licenses and all necessary land use entitlements 
and have completed all necessary site improvements to begin operations. 
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IX. Public Safety Impacts12 

The Ventura County Sheriff’s Office (VCSO) Narcotics Unit eradicated over 47,000 marijuana plants from 
the Los Padres National Forest in 2019 and seized over 160 pounds of processed cannabisiii.  This was a 
significant increase from approximately 31,000 plants eradicated in 2018.  These trespass cannabis grows 
are believed to be operated by Drug Trafficking Organizations (DTO’s) from Mexico, which are drawn to 
the National Forest because the topography, rugged terrain and native vegetation makes it easy to hide, 
hampering aerial detection.  The VCSO also seized numerous weapons at these sites, including assault 
rifles.  Trespass cannabis grows are also commonly associated with trash, pesticides and rodenticides, 
illegal water diversions and other types of environmental violations. 

The VCSO also eradicated in excess of 1,000 plants and seized 344 pound of processed cannabis from 
illegal grows on private property in violation of the 6 plant personal cultivation limit established by 
Proposition 64.  The VCSO estimates that 80% of its enforcement activity is dedicated to trespass grows 
on public lands, and 20% towards indoor cultivation on private property.  The VCSO anticipates that both 
trespass cultivation in the backcountry and indoor grows on private property will continue to increase. 

Drug Trafficking Operations will continue to use land in the Los Padres National Forest and remote private 
property regardless of legal commercial marijuana grows. These DTO’s capitalize on maximizing their 
profits but minimizing their costs. DTO’s do not pay permit fees, taxes, land rent, water fees, or other 
associated costs. The growers that tend to the crops are not paid a living wage or worker benefits and 
often use hazardous pesticides and fertilizers. For these reasons, the Ventura County Sheriff’s Office 
believes the illegal marijuana cultivation will continue within the remote areas of Ventura County 
regardless of legal marijuana cultivation. 

The Ventura County Sheriff’s Office anticipates a spike in specific crimes such as robbery, burglary, grand 
theft, embezzlement, fraud, and violent crimes related to the commission of the aforementioned crimes. 
These crimes will be driven by the value of the marijuana crop as well as the ease in selling the stolen 
product. The marijuana product is untraceable and can be sold to both legal and black-market dispensaries 
or delivery services. Also, since marijuana is bought and sold in cash transactions, it would be nearly 
impossible to track whether a legal business is dealing in stolen marijuana crops. 

In 2017, the County of Santa Barbara legalized the commercial cultivation of cannabis. The legalization 
created a number of unforeseen problems including the emergence of a substantial number of illegal 
cultivators who tried to give the appearance that they were operating legally. To date, it’s been SBSO’s 
experience that legal cannabis cultivation creates more illegal cultivators than legal. In 2018, SBSO created 
a cannabis control unit comprised of one sergeant and 4 deputies. Since its inception, the unit has been 
overwhelmed with work and operates full time ensuring legal cultivators are complying with regulations 
and shutting down the unlicensed cultivators. The Ventura County Sheriff’s Office anticipates that its 
detectives or other county regulatory agencies will see a significant increase in the number of complaints 
and investigations derived from both legal and additional illegal grows. 

Ventura County recently began the licensed cultivation of hemp in the unincorporated areas of the 
county. Although hemp has a lower percentage of THC, the plant is the same. Ventura County has had 

 
12 Note: This section was provided by the Ventura County Sheriff’s Office 
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numerous documented thefts that have occurred from these hemp fields. VCSO believes that theft is 
regularly occurring in these fields and is either unreported or unnoticed by the growers. VCSO does not 
believe these thieves know they are actually stealing hemp, but believe they are stealing marijuana. 
Recently, an inspector with the County Agricultural Commissioner’s Office was inspecting a licensed hemp 
field and located an illegal marijuana grow being cultivated by the hemp producer on the same property. 
Sheriff’s Narcotics Detectives seized 200 marijuana plants and arrested the grower. 

The Initiative requires that all cultivation be conducted in a “pre-existing permanent greenhouse or indoor 
facility”. Our land use analysis shows that the applicable greenhouses in the County are all within large 
industrial agriculture complexes with numerous structures, rather than being isolated in remote areas. 
The Initiative also requires that all cultivation facilities include a “perimeter security system, lighting, 
twenty-four-hour video monitoring with ninety-day archiving of video…”, which exceeds state license 
requirements.  The VCSO believes these factors would be valuable evidence in investigations and they 
may serve to deter crime at the locations. 
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X. Environmental Impacts 

The Initiative allows up to 500 acres of cannabis cultivation and 100 acres of cannabis nurseries.  
Commercial cannabis activities would only be allowed in the Agricultural Exclusive (AE), Light Industrial 
(M2) and General Industrial (M3) zoning districts and must be conducted within a “pre-existing permanent 
greenhouse or indoor facility”.  Cultivation either outdoors or in hoop houses would be prohibited.  As 
such, the Initiative would not result in any changes to zoning and would not allow construction of any new 
greenhouses or indoor facilities for cannabis cultivation, nurseries or associated activities.  

Any and all existing greenhouses utilized for cannabis cultivation or nurseries would be subject to all of 
the restrictions and regulatory requirements contained in the Ventura County Zoning Code (Division 8, 
Chapter 1 of the VCC), which includes existing standards for parking, lighting, noise, water runoff and 
other potential impacts.  To the degree that these potential impacts have already been addressed by the 
County’s land use and zoning code, it can be assumed that such impacts would be adequately mitigated. 

Cannabis cultivation can bring with it a very pungent, “skunky” odor that is generally considered 
unpleasant to neighbors.  With indoor or greenhouse cultivation, the odor can be controlled to some 
degree through the use of activated carbon filters, negative air pressure to prevent escapement, air flow 
management and a number of other established methods.  Section 2706(d) of the Initiative requires (d) 
that applicants “shall prepare and submit an odor prevention (sic) to use the best available odor control 
technology, prevention devices and techniques for cannabis cultivation”.  Section 2716 (Operating 
Requirements) further requires that the licensee “shall continuously operate of all required prevention 
devices and techniques for cannabis cultivation”.  There is no requirement that odors be fully eliminated.  
Should the initiative pass, the County would need to develop guidance and requirements for the odor 
control plans and their operation. 

As with other types of industrial or agricultural odors, the nuisance level from cannabis odors is largely a 
function of concentration and proximity: the greater the source of the odor, the further away the odor 
can be detected.  The initiative provides that no commercial cannabis activities could be located within a 
1,200-foot radius of any schools, day care centers, youth centers, drug rehabilitation centers, parks or 
residential neighborhoods in existence as of March 4, 2020.  These buffers exclude a number of candidate 
greenhouse parcels.  However, our land use analysis identified a number of greenhouse locations that are 
within one-half mile of residential areas.  In addition, there also appear to be a number of greenhouse 
locations that are nearby or adjacent to residential areas in cities, whose zoning is not subject to the 
County’s designations. 

83% of all licenses for mixed-light cannabis cultivation in California are for “Tier 1”, which limits 
supplemental lighting to no more than 6 watt per square foot.  Assuming up to 400,000 square feet of 
total greenhouse area, anticipated cultivation activities pursuant to this Initiative could use up to 2.4 
megawatts of electricity.  Section 2706(b) of the Initiative requires that cannabis business applicants must 
demonstrate at least a 25 percent reduction of the anticipated energy use through proposed energy 
conservation infrastructure.  This would reduce the potential energy demand to 1.8 megawatts.  The 
Initiative also allows that a business may meet this energy conservation requirement by enrolling in a 
green power program such as Clean Power Alliance, which offers a 100% renewable energy option.  Total 
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energy consumption would depend upon the lighting regimen being utilized, including the hours of 
supplemental light being used at each stage in the growth cycle and at different time of the year. 

A review of a number of studies and articles regarding water usage for cannabis cultivationiv suggests that 
it takes around 250 gallons of water to produce one pound of dried cannabis flower.  For our cannabis 
productivity projections, we commonly assume that it takes 10 square feet of canopy to produce one 
pound of dried cannabis.   

For purposes of our analysis, we anticipate that the Initiative may attract the equivalent of 4 cultivators, 
each averaging 60,000 square feet of cultivation.  This would result in approximately 240,000 square feet 
of canopy, capable of producing 24,000 pounds of cannabis per cycle, or 72,000 pounds per year 
(assuming 3 cycles per year).  Applying our figure of 250 gallons per pound would indicate total water 
consumption of 18 million gallons per year, or a little over 55 acre-feet. 

Cannabis cultivation in California is generally disallowed from using conventional herbicides or pesticides.  
Guidance for pesticide and herbicide application is provided by the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)which are both federal agencies.  Since cannabis is 
federally illegal, there is no federal guidance to allow such use on cannabis.  As a result, commercial 
cannabis must be grown in a manner that is essentially equivalent to organic.  However, organic 
certification is also regulated by the USDA, and thus cannot be applied to cannabis.   

All cannabis and cannabis products have to be extensively tested for herbicide/pesticide residue and 
numerous other contaminants or impurities.  Due to this, cannabis growers may fear contamination of 
their crop due to pesticide drift from neighboring crops, which could cause their cannabis to fail to meet 
its strict testing requirements and render their crop unsaleable.  Cannabis that fails to meet these rigid 
testing requirements must be destroyed. 

The guidance from the Department of Pesticide Regulation identifies legal pesticides and management 
practices that are allowable under California’s cannabis regulations.  Many of these recommended pest 
control methods use active ingredients that are exempt from residue tolerance requirements and either 
exempt from registration requirements or registered for a use broad enough to include use on cannabis.   

Because of the limited options for treating pests or diseases, many of the best practices for cannabis 
cultivators tend to focus on prevention.  Nursery starts are inspected closely before being planted.  
Growers commonly avoid growing cannabis directly in the ground, choosing pots or bags instead, with 
fresh, sterilized soil purchased for each planting.  Cultivation either indoors or in greenhouses provides a 
measure of protection from both pests and pesticide drift, and fans and filtration systems may be used as 
an added precaution.  With indoor cultivation, it’s not uncommon to see workers wearing protective 
“bunny suits” like in medical or other clean-room environments to deter the introduction of pests or 
pathogens. 
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XI. Housing Impacts 

The Initiative requires that all commercial cannabis activities be conducted within a “pre-existing 
permanent greenhouse or indoor facility” located in the Agricultural Exclusive (AE), Light Industrial (M2) 
and General Industrial (M3) zoning districts.  Because the initiative would not result in any new 
construction, we do not foresee any related zoning changes or other impacts to the supply of housing 
within the County. 

However, Section 8107-26.1 Standards for Ministerial Farmworker and Animal Caretaker Dwelling Units 
allows one unit of farmworker housing per 100,000 square feet of propagating greenhouse.  To the degree 
that the Initiative could result in propagating use of currently vacant greenhouse infrastructure, it could 
allow for a minor associated increase in farmworker housing.  In Section IX Fiscal Impacts we estimated 
four cultivation sites averaging 2 acres of greenhouse each, plus perhaps an additional acre of cannabis 
nursery.  This would add up to a total of roughly 400,000 square feet of greenhouse.  Under this scenario, 
the Initiative could conceivably result in an increase of 4 units of farmworker housing within the County. 

The greater potential impact to housing would likely be an indirect impact in the desirability or property 
value of certain residential locations as a result of odor issues related to cannabis cultivation, as discussed 
in Section XI Environmental Impacts.  While these impacts may be significant in areas nearby or adjacent 
to cannabis cultivation sites, it is not possible to develop an estimate of the number of housing units that 
may be affected or the extent of the impact to property values.   

Section 2706(d) of the Initiative requires (d) that applicants prepare an odor prevention plan using using 
the best available odor control technology.  Should the initiative pass, the County would need to develop 
guidance and requirements for the odor control plans and their operation. 
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XII. Infrastructure Impacts 

As noted other places in this report, the Initiative requires that all commercial cannabis activities be 
conducted within a “pre-existing permanent greenhouse or indoor facility”.  Because the initiative would 
not result in any new construction, we do not foresee any impacts regarding new road construction, 
extension of utilities, sewer or drainage issues or other infrastructure impacts. 

To the degree that the Initiative could result in reuse of otherwise vacant greenhouse facilities, the 
Initiative could bring a minor increase in traffic, including heavy truck traffic, on County roads serving 
these locations.  We anticipate that the level of impact would be well within the expected level of traffic 
for any other similar use of these greenhouse facilities. 

Section 2706(b) of the Initiative requires that cannabis business applicants must demonstrate at least a 
25 percent reduction of the anticipated energy use through proposed energy conservation infrastructure, 
or by enrolling in a green power program (presumably such as Clean Power Alliance).  Assuming that any 
cannabis cultivation would utilize otherwise vacant greenhouse space, the Initiative would likely result in 
a commensurate increase in energy usage, even with this requirement.  We note that Clean Power Alliance 
offers a 100% renewable energy program, but we have no information to predict the level by which 
cannabis cultivators may choose this option. 
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XIII. Labor and Employment Impacts 

The number of employees for a cannabis cultivation facility varies in proportion to the size and type of 
operation.  Data collected by Marijuana Business Dailyv shows that cultivation facilities commonly employ 
from 3 to 20 full-time employees and 2 to 11 part time employees.  The median of these ranges is 7 full-
time and 5 part-time employees.  However, these figures do not key the number of employees to the size 
of the operation.   

In Section IX Fiscal Impacts we estimated four cultivation sites averaging 2 acres of greenhouse each, plus 
perhaps an additional acre of cannabis nursery.  Given this, we anticipate that the average number of 
employees would be around 7 full-time and 5 part-time workers.  Employees working in cannabis 
cultivation are not considered agricultural workersvi, and so are subject to the requirements of a 40 hour 
work week, including overtime and regular breaks. 

Cannabis cultivators are increasingly seeking to hire cultivation managers with degrees in botany, 
horticulture or related fields.  These specialized employees can demand professional salaries that are 
much higher than other cultivation workers.  Other full-time workers in the cannabis industry typically 
enjoy wages that are above that of other, similar occupations, though part-time seasonal workers such as 
trimmers make a much lower wage. 

In the table below, we have shown a general array of positions, wages and salaries for a hypothetical 2-
acre greenhouse operation.  Based upon this, we estimate that 4 greenhouse cultivation operations and 
2 nurseries in Ventura County may create approximately 72 direct jobs, with total payroll of around $3 
million per year.  These figures are based on data from Marijuana Business Daily’s Marijuana Factbook 
2018 but are adjusted to reflect relative wages in Ventura Countyvii.  These figures include any ancillary 
jobs from processing the harvested cannabis, but do not include additional jobs from self-distribution.  
We would anticipate no more than 4 additional jobs related to self-distribution by the licensees. 

 Figure 8 

 

 

 

  

Position # Rate Hours Salary Combined

MGR 1 $60 2,000 $120,000 $120,000
FT 6 $24 2,000 $48,000 $288,000
PT 5 $14 1,000 $14,000 $70,000
Total $478,000

Estimated Employees and Wages per 2-Acre Greenhouse
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XIV. Administrative Impacts 

The Initiative designates that the cannabis tax “shall be collected by the Ventura County Treasurer-Tax 
Collector in the same manner as other taxes fixed and collected by Ventura County”13.  We note that some 
other counties have chosen to assign the tax collection duties to other departments.  In Santa Barbara 
County, for example, the County Administrative Office handles all cannabis revenues.  With respect to the 
Initiative, reassigning the cannabis tax collection duty would appear to be an allowable amendment under 
Section 2737 Modification, Repeal, or Amendment as it would not “result in an increase in the amount of 
the tax or broaden the scope of the tax”. 

The Initiative does not address a number of County departments and agencies which would be obligated 
to extend their regulatory oversight to cannabis businesses.  In particular, the Agricultural Commissioner, 
Environmental Health Division and Resource Management Agency all oversee programs that may be 
applied to cannabis cultivation.  The Initiative is generally silent on these existing regulatory requirements, 
restricting neither the agencies’ regulatory authority nor their ability to recover appropriate regulatory 
costs.   

The Initiative does not designate a single, lead agency, allowing each department to exercise its own 
regulatory authority.  Alternately, the County may wish to consider development of a centralized 
regulatory program for cannabis businesses.  

 
13 Section 2733 - Manner of Collection 
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a. Title and Summary of the Ventura County Cannabis Initiative 

 

BALLOT TITLE AND SUMMARY 

 

ADOPTION OF ORDINANCE TO ALLOW COMMERCIAL CULTIVATION, 
PROCESSING, DISTRIBUTION AND SALE OF CANNABIS 

 

This initiative would amend the Ventura County Ordinance Code to allow the commercial 
cultivation, processing, distribution and sale of cannabis within the unincorporated area of Ventura 
County. Sales could occur only between licensed distributors. The initiative would not allow the retail 
sale of cannabis to the general public within the unincorporated area. 

The cultivation allowed by the initiative would be limited to a total of 500 acres for general 
cannabis cultivation and a total of 100 acres for nursery cultivation. There would be no limit on the 
number of businesses so long as the total acreage limits were not exceeded. Commercial cannabis 
activities would be restricted to the AE (Agricultural Exclusive), M2 and M3 (Industrial) zoning districts 
and all cultivation would have to occur within pre-existing permanent greenhouse, glasshouse, 
conservatory, hothouse or other similar indoor facilities. No cultivation would be allowed outdoors. 
Ancillary processing and distribution activities would also be permitted. 

The premises where the commercial cannabis activities would occur could not be located 
within a 1,200-foot radius of schools, day care centers, youth centers, drug rehabilitation centers, 
parks or residential neighborhoods in existence on March 4, 2020. 

The initiative would impose a tax on commercial cannabis activities within the unincorporated 
area of the county in the amount of four percent of gross receipts on general cannabis cultivation and 
one percent of gross receipts on cannabis nursery cultivation. The taxes would be paid into the 
County’s general fund and could be used for any public purpose of the County. Voter approval would 
be required for any increase in the rate of the tax. 

The initiative would require operators to comply with state licensing requirements, and also 
obtain a cannabis license from the County. Applications for commercial cannabis business licenses 
could be accepted by the County beginning January 1, 2021. Applications would be processed on a 
first-come, first served basis, and must be granted if specified conditions are met and the total acreage 
amounts described above would not be exceeded. Licenses would have to be renewed annually. 
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b. Legal and Regulatory Background for California 

The legal and regulatory status of cannabis in the State of California has been continually evolving ever 
since the passage of Proposition 215, the Compassionate Use Act of 1996 (CUA), which de-criminalized 
the use, possession and cultivation of cannabis for qualifying patients and their primary caregivers when 
such use has been recommended by a physician.  The CUA did not create any regulatory program to guide 
implementation, nor did it provide any guidelines for local jurisdictions to establish their own regulations.  
The lack of legal and regulatory certainty for medical marijuana (or cannabis) continued for nearly 20 
years, until the passage of the Medical Cannabis Regulation and Safety Act (MCRSA) in October of 2015.  
MCRSA created a State licensing program for commercial medical cannabis activities, while allowing 
counties and cities to maintain local regulatory authority.  MCRSA required that the State would not issue 
a license without first receiving authorization by the applicable local jurisdiction.  

On November 8, 2016, the voters of the State of California approved Proposition 64, the Adult Use of 
Marijuana Act (AUMA), which allows adults 21 years of age or older to legally grow, possess, and use 
marijuana for personal, non-medical “adult use” purposes, with certain restrictions.  AUMA requires the 
State to regulate non-medical marijuana businesses and tax the growing and selling of medical and non-
medical marijuana. Cities and counties may also regulate non-medical marijuana businesses by requiring 
them to obtain local permits or restricting where they may be located.  Cities and counties may also 
completely ban marijuana related businesses if they so choose.  However, cities and counties cannot ban 
transport of cannabis products through their jurisdictions, nor can they ban delivery of cannabis by 
licensed retailers to addresses within their jurisdiction (added later through regulations).   

On June 27, 2017, the Legislature enacted SB 94, which repealed MCRSA and incorporated certain 
provisions of MCRSA into the licensing provisions of AUMA.  These consolidated provisions are now known 
as the Medicinal and Adult-Use Cannabis Regulation and Safety Act (MAUCRSA).  MAUCRSA revised 
references to “marijuana” or “medical marijuana” in existing law to instead refer to “cannabis” or 
“medicinal cannabis,” respectively.  MAUCRSA generally imposes the same requirements on both 
commercial medicinal and commercial adult-use cannabis activity, with certain exceptions.  MAUCRSA 
also made a fundamental change to the local control provisions.  Under MCRSA, an applicant could not 
obtain a State license until they had a local permit.  Under MAUCRSA, an applicant for a State license does 
not have to first obtain a local permit, but they cannot be in violation of any local ordinance or regulations.  
The State licensing agency shall contact the local jurisdiction to see whether the applicant has a permit or 
is in violation of local regulations, but if the local jurisdiction does not respond within 60 days, then the 
applicant will be presumed to be in compliance and the State license will be issued.  

MAUCRSA authorizes a person to apply for and be issued more than one license only if the licensed 
premises are separate and distinct.  With the passage of AB 133 in 2017, a person or business may co-
locate multiple license types on the same premises, allowing a cultivator to process, manufacture or 
distribute their own product from a single location.  This includes the allowance to cultivate, manufacture, 
distribute or sell cannabis for both medical and adult use from a single location.  Licensees of cannabis 
testing operations may not hold any other type of license.  However, these allowances are still subject to 
local land use authority, so anyone seeking to operate two or more license types from a single location 
would be prohibited from doing so unless local regulations allow both within the same zone.  
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The table below provides a detailed overview of the license types available under MAUCRSA and state 
cannabis regulations:  

 

Type Activity Description Details Licensing 
Agency

Notes

1 Cultivation Outdoor; Specialty, Small Up to 5,000 sf, or 50 plants on non-
contiguos plots

CDFA A, B

1A Cultivation Indoor; Specialty, Small 501 sf - 5,000 sf CDFA A, B

1B Cultivation Mixed-Light; Specialty, Small 2,501 sf - 5,000 sf CDFA A, B

1C Cultivation Outdoor/indoor/mixed; Specialty 
Cottage, Small

Up to 25 plants outdoor; up to 2,500 sf 
mixed light; up to 500 sf indoor

CDFA A, B

2 Cultivation Outdoor; Small 5,001 sf - 10,000 sf CDFA A, B

2A Cultivation Indoor; Small 5,001 sf - 10,000 sf CDFA A, B

2B Cultivation Mixed Light, Small 5,001 sf - 10,000 sf CDFA A, B

3 Cultivation Outdoor; Medium 10,001 sf - one acre CDFA A, B, C

3A Cultivation Indoor; Medium 10,001 sf - 22,000 sf CDFA A, B, C

3B Cultivation Mixed-Light; Medium 10,001 sf - 22,000 sf CDFA A, B, C

4 Cultivation Nursery CDFA A, B

- Cultivation Processor Conducts only trimming, drying, curing, 
grading and packaging of cannabis

CDFA A, B, E

5 Cultivation Outdoor; Large Greater than 22,000 sf CDFA A, B, D

5A Cultivation Indoor; Large Greater than 22,000 sf CDFA A, B, D

5B Cultivation Mixed-Light; Large Greater than 22,000 sf CDFA A, B, D

6 Manufacturer 1 Extraction; Non-volatile Allows infusion, packaging and labeling OMCS A, B

7 Manufacturer 2 Extraction; Volatile Allows infusion, packaging and labeling, 
plus non-volatile extraction

OMCS A, B

N Manufacturer Infusion for Edibles, Topicals No extraction allowed OMCS A, B, E

P Manufacturer Packaging and Labeling No extraction allowed OMCS A, B, E

S Manufacturer Shared-use manufacturer Manufacturing in a shared-use facility OMCS A, B, E

8 Testing Shall not hold any other license type BCC A

9 Retailer Non-storefront retail delivery Retail delivery without a storefront BCC A, F

10 Retailer Retail sale and delivery BCC A, B

11 Distributor BCC A, B

12 Microbusiness Cultivation, Manufacturer 1, 
Distributor and Retailer 

< 10,000 sf of cultivation; must meet 
requirements for all license types

BCC A, B

CDFA

OMCS

BCC

A

B

C

D

E

CDFA shall limit the number of licenses allowed of this type

No Type 5 licenses shall be issued before January 1, 2023

Established through rulemaking process

Bureau of Cannabis Control 

California Department of Food and Agriculture

All license types except Type 8 Testing must be designated "A" (Adult Use), "M" (Medical) or "A/M" (Both)

State License Types Under MAUCRSA

Calfornia Department of Public Health, Office of Manufactured Cannabis Safety

All license types valid for 12 months and must be renewed annually
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AUMA, and its successor MAUCRSA, required three state agencies, the Bureau of Cannabis Control, the 
California Department of Food and Agriculture, and the California Department of Public Health, to permit 
commercial cannabis licensees and to adopt regulations for the cannabis industry.  On January 16, 2019, 
all three agencies announced that the state's Office of Administrative Law officially approved state 
regulations, which took immediate effect and replaced emergency regulations that had been in effect 
since 2017.  The final regulations were largely similar to the emergency regulations, but somewhat 
controversially, Section 5416(d) of the Bureau of Cannabis Control regulations authorizes deliveries of 
cannabis products into any city or county in the state, even if a city or county has banned commercial 
deliveries.   
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c. State Tax Considerations 

To determine what local tax rates might be most appropriate, they must be considered in the context of 
other taxes imposed by the State.  Any local taxes will be in addition to those taxes applied through the 
Adult Use of Marijuana Act (AUMA), which imposes both a 15% excise tax on purchases of cannabis or 
cannabis products and a separate cultivation tax on harvested cannabis that enters the commercial 
market, as well as sales tax.  Taxes are most commonly expressed as a percent of price or value, so some 
method of conversion is necessary to allow development of an appropriate cultivation tax based on square 
footage.  

The State tax rate for cultivation 
is set at $9.25 per ounce of 
dried flower or $2.75 per ounce 
of dried leaf.  Because these 
rates are set per ounce, rather 
than as a percentage of price 
paid, the tax is the same 
whether the cultivator is 
producing commercial-grade 
cannabis at $500 per pound or 
top-grade cannabis at $2,500 
per pound.  The cultivator is 
generally responsible for 
payment of the tax, though that 
responsibility may be passed 
along to either a manufacturer 
or distributor via invoice. at the 
time the product is first sold or 
transferred.  The distributor is 
responsible for collecting the 
tax from the cultivator upon 
entry into the commercial 
market, and remitting it to the 
California Department of Tax 
and Fee Administration. 

The cultivation tax of $9.25 per ounce of dried flower is equivalent to $148 per pound.  Just a year ago, 
HdL would have assumed an average wholesale market price for dried flower of around $1,480 per pound, 
which would make that $148 equal to 10% of value.  Since then, however, prices have plummeted.  
Competitive market forces enabled by legalization have brought the average price for indoor cannabis 
down to around $1,000 per pound, or even less (cannabis prices vary greatly based on quality of the 
product).   

Category Amount Increase Cumulative Price
Producer Price $1,000 $1,000 $1,000
State Cultivation Tax, per oz. $9.65 $154 $1,154
Local Tax 4.00% $40 $1,194
Batch Testing $75/lb, + 0.75% $75 $1,269
Wholesale Price w/ Taxes $1,269 
Total Tax at Wholesale $269 
Tax as % 26.94%

Distributor Markup 20.00% $254 $1,523
Local Tax 2.00% $30 $1,554
Total Distributor Price $1,554 
Total Taxes at Distributor $300 
Total Tax as % 19.30%

Retailer Markup 100.00% $1,554 $3,107
Local Tax 6.00% $186 $3,294
State Excise Tax 15.00% $466 $3,760
Total Retailer Price $3,760 
Total Taxes at Retail $952 
Total Tax as % 25.33%

CA Sales Tax (non-medical) 6.25% $235 $3,995
Local Sales Taxes 1.00% $38 $4,033
Total Taxes at Retail $1,225
Total Tax as % 30.38%
Total Local Tax 7.30% $294.52

Cumulative Cannabis Taxes
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Conversations with cannabis industry trade groups suggest that the cumulative tax rate on the end 
product should remain at or around 30%.  Higher rates create too much price disparity between legal and 
illegal cannabis, making it harder for the regulated industry to compete with the illicit market.  Higher 
local tax rates can also make a county or city less attractive to the industry, especially for manufacturers 
and distributors, which have greater flexibility in choosing where to locate.    We believe that setting rates 
that adhere to this 30% rule will help keep the local cannabis industry competitive with other cultivators 
across California, thus encouraging the transition to a legal industry. 

The above table shows how the cumulative tax rate on adult-use cannabis builds as the product moves 
towards market.  The value of the product increases as it moves through the supply chain towards market, 
with manufacturers, distributors and retailers each adding their own markup.  Testing laboratories do not 
add a direct markup to the product, but the cost of testing and the loss of a small test sample can add 
around $75 per pound.  Any or all of these activities may be taxed. 

This model assumes a hypothetical case where cultivation, manufacturing, testing, distribution and retail 
sale all happen within the same jurisdiction and are thus all subject to that jurisdiction’s tax rates.  In 
actuality, this is unlikely to be the case.  Manufacturers may work with product purchased from anywhere 
in California, and may sell their product to retailers elsewhere, as well. The cumulative tax burden for any 
product at retail sale will almost always include a variety of tax rates from numerous jurisdictions. 
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d. General Economic Impacts 

Discussion of regulating and taxing the cannabis industry can too often overshadow the larger jobs and 
economic development issues that typically accompany efforts to attract new industry.  Word that a new 
business or industry is looking to bring hundreds of new jobs to a community is more commonly met with 
open arms and offers of tax incentives.  The cannabis industry is perhaps completely unique in that the 
inherent jobs and economic development benefits are welcomed more grudgingly and met with the 
disincentive of special taxes.   

As with any other industry, the cannabis industry does not exist in a vacuum.  Those businesses that 
actually grow, process, manufacture, distribute and sell cannabis products support a wide variety of other 
businesses that may never touch the actual product itself.  Cultivators support garden supply stores, green 
house manufacturers, irrigation suppliers, soil manufacturers, and a wide variety of contractors including 
building and construction, lighting and electrical, HVAC, permitting, and engineering.  Manufacturers 
support many of these same businesses, plus specialized tooling and equipment manufacturers, and 
product suppliers for hardware, packaging, and labeling.  All of these businesses support, and are 
supported by, a host of ancillary businesses such as bookkeepers, accountants, tax preparers, parcel 
services, marketing and advertising agencies, personnel services, attorneys, mechanics, facilities 
maintenance, security services, and others. 

The economic benefits are not limited to those in the cannabis industry, itself.  Cultivators bring new 
money into the community by selling their products into a statewide market.  Their profits and the salaries 
they pay move into the general local economy, supporting stores, restaurants, car dealerships, 
contractors, home sales and other businesses.  In Humboldt County, a study done in 2011 found that at 
least $415 million dollars in personal income was entering the local economy annually from the cannabis 
industry, roughly equal to one quarter of the county’s entire $1.6 billion economy.   

While Humboldt is likely an outlier, research done by HdL for other clients suggests that other counties 
and cities see similar, if smaller, economic inputs from this industry, with some in the range of $100 million 
dollars or more annually.  As this industry adapts to a legal paradigm, the challenge for some counties will 
be mitigating and minimizing the economic loss as the black market slowly fades away.   

Because of the emerging nature of this industry, it is currently populated primarily (but not solely) by 
small, independently-owned businesses.  Numerous studies have demonstrated that locally-owned, 
independent businesses recirculate a far higher percentage of every dollar back into the local community 
than large, corporately-owned businesses do.  The same economic development arguments that are used 
to support other independent, locally-owned businesses apply to this industry, too.  Host cities or counties 
should expect to see typical economic benefits from these new (or newly daylighted) businesses on par 
with other new businesses, separate from any tax revenue that may be generated. 

Industry experts believe that California’s current statewide production is five to eight times higher than 
the State’s population consumes, a figure derived from the SRIA done for CDFA’s cannabis cultivation 
program.  That assessment found that California’s cannabis industry produces some 13.5 million pounds 
of cannabis per year, which would be enough to provide over half a pound of cannabis per year for every 
Californian 21 and over.  However, the assessment also found that California’s 4.5 million cannabis users 
only consume about 2.5 million pounds of cannabis per year.  
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The Bureau of Cannabis Control projects that more than half of the adult use purchases currently in the 
illicit market will transition to the legal market to avoid the inconvenience, stigma and risks of buying 
unknown product through an unlicensed seller.  Essentially, the easier, cheaper and more reliable it is for 
consumers to access quality cannabis legally, the less reason they will have to purchase it through the 
illicit market.  That same study projects that 60% of those currently in the legal, medical cannabis market 
will shift to the adult use market, for the reasons noted above.  The availability of legal adult use cannabis 
is also anticipated to produce a small 9.4% increase in consumer demand.  

Given these figures, cities and counties should expect to see some increase in retail sales as these shifts 
occur in the market.  More significantly, the existence of legally permitted cannabis retailers will allow a 
far greater portion of existing cannabis sales to be captured by legal (and tax-paying) retailers.  

The shift from medical to adult use sales is not expected to change the overall volume of sales, only the 
category into which they fall.  Once the legal, adult use market is properly functioning, it is anticipated to 
capture about 61.5% of the overall cannabis market in California.  The legal medical cannabis market is 
projected to decline to just 9% of the overall market.  The other 29.5% is expected to remain in the illicit 
market. 

These numbers only apply to the 2.5 million pounds of cannabis that is consumed in California, 
representing the potential size of the legal cannabis market.  If 29.5% of the cannabis consumed in 
California continues to come from the illicit market, then the size of the market for legal cannabis must 
be adjusted downward accordingly.  This would reduce the size of the legal market in California to 1.76 
million pounds.   

The CalCannabis Division of the California Department of Food and Agriculture has been issuing temporary 
cultivation licenses since January 1, 2018.  As of May 6, 2020, CalCannabis shows 4,178 active cultivation 
licenses statewide, held by 2,252 distinct businesses and comprising 788 acres of cultivation.  We 
conservatively estimate these facilities to be capable of producing over 7.5 million pounds of cannabis per 
year.  This is more than three times the estimated 2.5 million pounds per year consumed by all 
Californians, combined.     

   



e. Maps 

An interactive version of this map can be found here:  
https://rma.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f69e93c7645842ce8edc002e406f3e50  
 
 

 
 
 



Ventura County 2020 Cannabis Initiative Impact Report                                   36 

 

f. References 

 
i  Lee and Associates  “Ventura County Industrial Market Report, Q4 2019”  http://www.fulkerson-
re.com/report_downloads/2019/Q4%202019%20VEN%20Industrial%20Market%20Report_Email.pdf 
 
ii John P. Caulkins (2010) “Estimated Cost of Production for Legalized Cannabis”, the Rand Drug Policy Research 
Center 

iii Ventura County Sheriff’s Office, “Fiscal Year 2020 Annual Strategic Plan; Domestic Cannabis Intelligence 
Overview” 
 
iv John Ross Ferrara, Weed Feed: What Uses More Water: Beef, Wine or Weed? Let's Check the Numbers, Lost Coast 
Outpost, July 31, 2017, https://lostcoastoutpost.com/weedfeed/2017/jul/31/weed-feed-what-takes-more-water-
burgers-wine-or-we/  

v Marijuana Business Daily, Marijuana Business Factbook 2018, 6th edition 

vi California Department of Industrial Relations, FAQ’S Regarding Cannabis Cultivation In California,   
https://www.dir.ca.gov/DLSE/FLCs_and_Cannabis.html 

vii Bureau of Labor Statistics Western Information Office, Occupational Employment and Wages in Oxnard-
Thousand Oaks-Ventura — May 2019,  https://www.bls.gov/regions/west/news-
release/occupationalemploymentandwages_oxnard.htm   

 


