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Ventura 

City and Demographics
Ventura, officially San Buenaventura, is a coastal in-

corporated city in Ventura County with strong cultural 

and economic ties to the surrounding farm economy 

and a vibrant tourism industry. It is the second largest 

city in Ventura County with 109,910 people. The City’s 

population is 86 percent White, and 36 percent of resi-

dents identify as Hispanic/Latinx. The median house-

hold income is $78,882, and the median home value 

is $661,000.153 Single-family detached homes make 

up 56 percent of the City’s units, while 11 percent are 

attached single family; five percent are mobile/manu-

factured; eight percent are “missing middle” (2-4 units); 

and 26.5 percent are larger multifamily (5+ units).154

The Thomas Fire in Ventura County, and specifically its 

impacts on the City of Ventura, offer a markedly differ-

ent wildfire resilience profile than the previous two case 

studies. Being in southern California, Ventura’s surround-

ing landscape is drier and scrubbier than the other two 

case studies. The City is primarily located on a coastal 

alluvial plain at the base of the Ventura foothills. The 

surrounding mountains have a long history of wildfires 

but have been primarily left undeveloped because of 

decades-long agricultural land and open space preserva-

tion policies.

The City of Ventura adopted a Save Open-spaces and 

Agricultural Resources (SOAR) ordinance during the late 

1990s that prohibits conversion of open and agricultural 

lands for urban development, except when a qualifying 

project is approved by a voter majority. Seven other cit-

ies in Ventura County have subsequently enacted SOAR. 

In 2016, Ventura County cities extended SOAR through 

Figure 14 Land Use, Thomas Fire Footprint, and Cal Fire’s Fire Hazard Severity Zones in the
City of Ventura
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2050.155,156,157 Strong political support for protecting 

Ventura’s natural resources also reduces development 

on high wildfire risk land. However, local support for 

preserving the agricultural character of the County and 

its cities also creates opposition to community change. 

Ventura County regionally has a reputation for being 

tough on developers, and NIMBYism continues to be a 

potent political force in the City of Ventura and other 

incorporated jurisdictions in Ventura County.158

Thomas Fire
The Thomas Fire ignited near Santa Paula on Decem-

ber 4, 2017 due to problems with electrical equipment 

owned by the electric utility company Southern Califor-

nia Edison. Powerful Santa Ana winds pushed the fire 12 

miles west to the City of Ventura in only a few hours.159 

While the Thomas Fire was spatially the largest fire in 

California’s history at the time (exceeded by yet larger 

fires, including the Camp, in subsequent years) burning 

nearly 282,000 acres, it only burned 1,603 structures—

far fewer than the 5,643 structures burned in the Tubbs 

Fire and over 18,000 burned in the Camp Fire. The 

Thomas Fire itself only resulted in one firefighter and 

one civilian casualty. However, winter rains that followed 

the fire resulted in widespread landslides that resulted 

in 21 civilian fatalities in Montecito in neighboring Santa 

Barbara County.

The Thomas Fire still inflicted $2.2 billion in damage, 

forced over 100,000 people to evacuate their homes, and 

incurred $230 million wildfire suppression costs, greater 

than the $100 million for the Tubbs Fire and $150 million 

for the Camp Fire. Efforts to combat the Thomas Fire 

brought together 8,500 firefighters, the single largest 

wildfire fighting force in California history.160,161 These 

costs indicate that even if suppression is effective at re-

ducing damage and harm, development in high-risk areas 

imposes indirect costs on state taxpayers, who reimburse 

local wildfire commissions.

Displacement from the Thomas Fire

The Thomas Fire displaced 2,774 households and of 

those, 368 (13%) had moved to a new census tract by 

2019. Of those who moved census tracts, 150 (41%) 

were senior-led households. There were 0.34 children 

per household for those who moved, compared to 0.44 

children per households for those who stayed, indicat-

ing that having children is negatively associated with 

relocating. Low-income households represented 17 

percent of households that relocated, compared to 25 

percent of households that stayed, indicating that low-

er-income households were less likely to move. While 

14 percent of all affected households were renters, 16 

percent of households that moved were renters. 

Households that moved census tracts saw significant 

income losses, with the average household income drop 

of $81,209 in the first year after moving, and an increase 

of $8,698 in the second year after moving. Households 

that moved also on average moved to lower income cen-

sus tracts. Of the households that moved, the average 

household income in the pre-disaster census tract was 

$101,677, while the average household income in the 

post-disaster census tract was $82,875. 

Thomas Fire Recovery

This case study looks at the City of Ventura because 

it exemplifies the wildfire risk, housing, and land use 

regimes throughout Ventura County. The City of Ventura 

lost 530 homes to the Thomas Fire, which primarily af-

fected more expensive single-family homes built in the 

foothills.162 According to a City official, more vulnerable 

lower-income neighborhoods, which are primarily lower-

income Hispanic/Latinx and have fewer emergency 

evacuation routes, were fortunately spared. One former 

City official speculated that the Thomas Fire’s death 

toll would have been much higher had the fire swept 

down the hillside and into neighborhoods on the east 

side of Ventura. Ventura saw near total compliance with 

the evacuation orders in advance of the Thomas Fire, 

potentially influenced by the experience of residents 

who suffered the deadly wildfires in Northern California 

(Tubbs) earlier that year. This context also helps explain 

why the Thomas Fire’s death toll was so low.

After disasters, local officials feel political pressure to 

support rebuilding lost homes, but given alternatives, 

many disaster survivors would prefer to relocate some-

where without the wildfire risk.163 Of the 530 homes that 

burned, approximately 200 of the homeowners chose to 

rebuild, while close to 300 took their insurance money 

and moved somewhere else, according to a City official. 

Many of these residents are older and may not want to 

deal with the rebuilding and home hardening process. 

Many of the burned lots are for sale for future buyers, 
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who could build new homes on them. The City of Ven-

tura has already approved 308 units for rebuilds and has 

47 units pending approval; 42 units have been rebuilt 

and approved for occupancy.164 Thanks to state regula-

tions, these homes need to rebuild to more stringent 

code standards than required when they were first built.

While the disaster and the rebuilding process primarily 

affected Ventura households with the insurance cover-

age and resources to rebuild or relocate, the rebuild 

area will continue to be exposed to the same types of 

large wind-fueled wildfires in the future. Moving forward, 

the City of Ventura could work with survivors to plan for 

an alternative rebuilding process that does not put new 

homes back in such high-risk areas and could reconsider 

where new housing in the City could go to house relo-

cated residents and future growth.

Some City of Ventura elected officials demonstrate an 

understanding that infill development is both needed 

and inevitable. The City is producing unprecedented 

numbers of multifamily infill units. One former City 

employee explained that “all of the stars aligned” in 

Ventura a decade ago when it had a majority on the 

City Council supporting upzoning for infill development. 

Its pro-infill leadership set the City up to better meet a 

previously unmet demand for multifamily rental units, 

with nearly 3,000 multifamily units recently completed or 

nearing completion. 

Additionally, greater state enforcement of existing 

housing laws reduces some regulatory and process 

chokepoints for new infill and affordable housing devel-

opment. Proposed legislation SB 9 (2021) would allow 

for duplexes by right on any parcel in California currently 

zoned for a single-family residence— his is in contrast 

to previous failed bills (SB 827 and SB 50) that would 

have expanded housing capacity largely through transit-

oriented development corridors in job-rich neighbor-

hoods.165 One official recognized that, because of SOAR, 

all of Ventura’s new development is infill development 

and new housing laws mean that if more housing supply 

isn’t permitted, then “a judge will be making decisions 

on the future of development in the City of Ventura.”166 

One City of Ventura employee posited that when “you 

think about the tens of thousands of single-family hous-

ing we have, if just a fraction of those built ADUs it 

would make a difference.”167 One former official com-

mented that “those same advocates for SOAR need to 

be at the table advocating for infill housing, that is the 

missing link.”168 Higher RHNA allocations and new state 

housing laws strengthening enforcement of housing 

production—including SB 35 for streamlining housing 

approval and SB 166 for no net loss of zoned housing 

capacity—provide political cover for local officials who 

recognize the need to enable infill housing but face con-

stituent pressure.169  

Vegetation management and wildfire suppression also 

involves multiple jurisdictions; while the City of Ventura 

saw 500 homes burn down in the Thomas Fire, it ignited 

and spread rapidly through unincorporated Ventura 

County, only then reaching the City. According to at 

least two local officials, more robust vegetation manage-

ment may have prevented some structural losses. How-

ever, California’s post-Proposition 13 fiscal regime strains 

Table 16 Ventura Scenarios Overview

Scenario Overview

(Re)Building as Usual Serves as a status quo scenario and point of comparison for Scenarios 2 and 3

Assumes one-for-one replacement of residential units within the City of Ventura that 
were destroyed in the Thomas Fire

Managed Retreat & Urban Density Moves residents out of Thomas Fire perimeter and high fire risk zone 

Residents are relocated throughout the city in ADUs and missing middle housing 
located in close proximity to transit

Resilience Nodes Meet City and County RHNA targets by greatly increasing the density of residents 
around high quality transit nodes 

Does not address residential units in high fire risk zones
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municipalities,170 which are facing concurrent challenges, 

including pension obligations, deteriorating infrastruc-

ture, and the housing crisis—and now climate change 

and disaster recovery. 

Based on the interviews that informed this report, local 

governments might not have the appetite or capacity to 

fund expanded wildfire adaptation or buyout and reloca-

tion programs, even if such programs reduce their fiscal 

vulnerability to wildfires and could have beneficial fiscal 

impacts on the long-term. Relocation or retreat could be 

politically divisive propositions, and local governments 

do not want to risk losing residents and their associated 

tax revenues.  In 2020, the Strategic Growth Council 

awarded the City of Ventura a $200,000 grant from 

the BOOST pilot program funded by the Proposition 

84 Wildfire Resiliency and Recovery Planning Grant 

to support future wildfire preparedness.171 Such state 

investments mark a starting point for investing wildfire 

resilience in WUI communities.

Until 2050, Ventura and other cities in the County 

are set to protect their existing working lands and limit 

new development in the wildland urban interface. The 

challenge will be ensuring that enough housing supply 

affordable for all income levels can meet the demand of 

its growing population. 

Equity Implications in Ventura
Additional social equity issues emerge, especially for 

people living in the unincorporated areas of the County, 

such as farmworkers and undocumented residents. 

Many undocumented farmworker-residents whose 

homes burned down in the Thomas Fire do not live in 

the City proper but rather in farmworker housing in WUI 

areas of the unincorporated County. These represent 

some of the highest risk housing in the whole Coun-

ty. This is not just a housing and urban development 

issue, but also a labor rights issue. Many farm owners 

required farmworkers to continue working during the 

Thomas Fire, despite the hazardous smoke. Even though 

undocumented residents paid over $2.5 billion in taxes 

in 2019, they are not eligible for federal assistance from 

FEMA and HUD, so the state, local governments, and 

philanthropy have had to attempt to fill in the gap. 

The 805 UndocuFund, based on the UndocuFund 

piloted in Sonoma County after the Tubbs Fire, pro-

vided case management, temporary housing, and other 

disaster assistance for undocumented residents. Effec-

tive advocacy resulted in Governor Newsom approving 

a Disaster Relief Fund for undocumented Californians, 

including $75 million in state funding and $50 million 

from philanthropic partners. This fund provides $500 for 

individuals and $1000 for households.172 This is a start 

but does not begin to match the assistance available for 

homeowners post-disaster, though insurance, individual 

assistance, low-interest federal loans, and block grants. 

Table 17 Housing Supply in Ventura Scenarios

HOUSING SUPPLY

(Re)Building as Usual
Managed Retreat 
& Urban Density

Resilience Nodes

Population 108,371 97,517 122,364

Dwelling Units (DU) 42,858 42,966 52,342

Net Change in DU vs Scenario 1 +108 +9,484

Large Lot Detached Single-Family 17,655 5,654 16,738

Small Lot Detached Single-Family 11,185 10,160 10,543

Attached Single-Family (Townhomes) 7,080 17,150 8,368

All Multifamily 6,938 10,002 16,693

Notes: The above table represents the housing units simulated in the UrbanFootprint scenario planning software. Population represents UrbanFootprint 
estimation based on the number and type of housing units.
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Ventura Scenarios 
The research team built these scenarios to examine the 

impacts of one baseline and two alternative recovery 

pathways in Ventura. The scenarios demonstrate differ-

ent approaches to address regional housing needs (pro-

jected as 7,100 new units by 2029), reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions, mitigate future wildfire risks, and gener-

ate fiscal and economic impacts. The alternative recov-

ery scenarios are intended as illustrative approaches to 

inform similar Californian cities’ strategies, rather than 

as prescriptive planning proposals for Ventura.  

 Scenario 1: (Re)building as Usual
This scenario anticipates no significant policy or land 

use change, and does not anticipate additional develop-

ment in Ventura above one-for-one replacement of the 

units destroyed in the Thomas Fire. The majority of the 

approximately 500 replacement units are single family 

dwellings. One low-rise and one high-rise multifamily 

building are envisioned as part of this scenario. 

Figure 15 Ventura Pre-Thomas Fire Land Use
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Figure 16 Ventura Managed Retreat & Urban Density Scenario 
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Scenario 2: Managed Retreat & Urban Density
This scenario models a managed retreat of residents relocat-

ing from the high-risk WUI to lower risk areas throughout 

the city. The gentle density envisioned under this scenario—

anticipated as ADUs dispersed throughout the city and a 

‘missing middle’ typology in close proximity to transit—aims 

to reduce GHG emissions as well as transportation, energy, 

and housing costs per unit. Approximately 5,500 units are 

relocated out of the WUI; half are rebuilt as ADUs and half 

as missing middle units. On average, the ‘missing middle’ 

typology is three stories tall and has a floor area ratio of one.  

While this scenario effectively reduces the share of units 

in high fire risk areas, it does not add residential supply 

to the city overall and therefore does not meet RHNA 

targets. Land in high fire risk areas is maintained as open 

space, creating a large contiguous green buffer on the 

edge of the city’s urban development. 

Given that many residents who lost their homes in the 

Thomas Fire have not yet begun rebuilding or chose not 

to rebuild in place, there are a number of vacant parcels 

that are ideal targets for buyouts to protect high-risk 

land from future development and wildfire disaster costs. 

Historically, Ventura has opposed higher density zon-

ing; this approach therefore respects local resistance 

to upzoning while providing safer housing to Ventura’s 

existing residents. 

Miles
0 .5 1 2



57Case Studies    | NEXT 10

Scenario 3: Urban Nodes
This scenario models how the regional housing need 

can be met through development in high-density nodes 

with high-quality access to transit. It does not, however, 

address units in high-fire risk areas within the city. 

Recognizing that the region has significant unmet housing 

needs (8,780 units by 2029), this scenario creates sufficient 

supply in dense, walkable nodes. Residential parcels located 

within High Quality Transit Areas, as designated by the 

Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG), 

are modelled as podium multifamily, with an average height 

of four stories and average FAR of two. To complement this 

higher density core, single family parcels within 200 yards of 

the High-Quality Transit Areas are modelled as a slightly less 

dense form, with an average height of three stories and FAR 

of one. Finally, the city and county RHNA targets are met 

by converting single family parcels within 450 yards of the 

High-Quality Transit Areas as suburban townhomes, which 

are envisioned as averaging 2.6 stories and 0.8 FAR. 

The urban nodes scenario emphasizes transit-oriented 

development, with concentrically decreasing density around 

transit nodes. SCAG’s High Quality Transit Areas are defined 

by proximity to major transit stops or high-quality transit 

corridors. This definition is based on language in SB 375. 

As noted, this scenario does not reduce the fire risk for 

existing residents. It is assumed that a transit-oriented 

development approach could be paired with other 

strategies to reduce risk for individual residents, such as 

home hardening subsidies. 

Figure 17 Ventura Resilience Nodes Scenario  
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Table 18 Fire Risk in Ventura Scenarios

FIRE RISK

(Re)Building as Usual
Managed Retreat 
& Urban Density

Resilience Nodes

DU in the Fire Hazard Severity Zone * 9,758 4,676 11,739

Net Change from Scenario 1  -5,082 1,981

Moderate Fire Hazard Severity Zone 2,579 2,800 2,761

Net Change from Scenario 1  221 182

High Fire Hazard Severity Zone 2,327 1,862 2,463

Net Change from Scenario 1  -465 136

Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone 4,852 14 6,516

Net Change from Scenario 1  -4,838 1,664

Table 19 Estimated Household Costs in Ventura Scenarios

HOUSEHOLD COSTS

(Re)Building as Usual
Managed Retreat 
& Urban Density

Resilience Nodes

Residential Energy Cost (dollars/DU/year) $1,944 $1,638 $1,753

Net Change from Scenario 1 -$306 -$191

Transportation Cost (dollars/DU/year) $12,887 $10,779 $11,359

Net Change from Scenario 1 -$2,108 -$1,528

Water Costs (dollars/DU/year) $663 $597 $532

Net Change from Scenario 1 -$66 -$132

Notes: Presented in 2020 dollars. Transportation cost combines fuel cost with other vehicle costs. Transportation cost is calculated based on present day 
transportation and commute patterns.

Ventura Findings
While the Managed Retreat & Urban Density scenario 

models a marginal increase in overall units (adding 108 

above the baseline), the population is projected to de-

crease. This is likely due to the reduction in single family 

units and increase in multifamily, which are typically 

smaller and therefore accommodate fewer household 

members. Though the Managed Retreat & Urban Den-

sity scenario does not project a large increase in total 

units, the distribution of units is different from the base-

line, with a major increase in non-single-family units. 

The Resilience Nodes scenario projects an increase of 

approximately 14,000 residents in nearly 9,500 households. 

While this scenario does not anticipate major changes 

to the number of single-family units, there is a significant 

increase in the number of multifamily units (from 6,900 in 

the Rebuilding as usual scenario to nearly 16,700). 

The Managed Retreat & Urban Density scenario projects 

an overall decrease in the number of units in the WUI, 

eliminating more than 5,000 units from fire hazard sever-

ity zones. The vast majority of these units are cut from 

the Very High Fire Hazard zone, greatly reducing the 

share of units in Ventura at-risk of wildfire. The Resilience 

Nodes scenario, in comparison, adds units to fire hazard 

severity zones. In this scenario, more than 1,660 units are 

added in the highest fire hazard severity zone. As this 

scenario adds nearly 9,500 units in total, the increase 

of units in fire hazard zones is not proportionate to the 

overall increase in units—but does not support wildfire 

risk reduction goals. 

Both the Managed Retreat and Resilience Nodes 

scenarios offer household cost savings. These scenarios 

build more compact and denser housing types, which 

use water and energy more efficiently. The greatest cost 

savings are in transportation, as the denser typologies 

reduce residents’ travel needs. 
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Notes: Total Greenhouse Gas Emissions is made up of GHG emissions produced by passenger vehicles, total building energy use, and water use. Residential 
energy use combines electricity and methane.

Table 20 Climate Impacts in Ventura Scenarios

BUTTE COUNTY

(Re)Building 
as Usual

Managed Retreat 
& Urban Density

Resilience 
Nodes

Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Total Greenhouse Gas Emissions (metric tons/year) 730,403 641,571 772,665

  Net change from Scenario 1 -88,832 42,262

Greenhouse Gas Emissions (metric tons/DU/year) 10.9 9.4 9.7

  Net change from Scenario 1 -1.47 -1.20

Residential Energy Use

Residential Energy Use (million British thermal units/DU/year) 72.5 66.3 65.6

  Net change from Scenario 1 -6.12 -6.89

Transportation

Vehicle Miles Traveled (miles/DU/year) 11,495 9,456 10,059

  Net change from Scenario 1 -2,039 -1,437

Estimates generated by Urban Footprint

Table 21 IMPLAN Economic Impacts Analysis, Ventura County

VENTURA COUNTY

Jobs Economic Output
Sales, Income, and other 

Local and State Taxes

One-time Construction Impacts

Scenario 1: (Re)building as usual 2,094 $324,042,462 $16,577,005

Scenario 2: Managed retreat & urban density 17,162 $2,718,589,091 $139,785,921

Scenario 3: Resilience nodes 36,575 $5,033,019,001 $248,164,323

Ongoing Impacts

Scenario 1: (Re)building as usual 0 $0 $0

Scenario 2: Managed retreat & urban density 1,922 $305,690,885 $16,164,279

Scenario 3: Resilience nodes 3,449 $555,843,732 $29,378,945

The Managed Retreat scenario, while maintaining 

the same number of overall units but in a different built 

form than Re(Building) as Usual scenario, reduces total 

GHG emissions by nearly 90,000 annual metric tons. The 

Resilience Nodes scenario adds more than 40,000 annual 

metric tons of emissions; this is likely due to the increase 

of nearly 9,500 total units. On a dwelling unit basis, both 

the Managed Retreat and Resilience Nodes scenarios 

project a decrease in GHG emissions. This can be attrib-

uted to more efficient land use patterns and unit layouts. 

Both alternative scenarios also forecast a reduction in 

residential energy use. The Managed Retreat scenario 

anticipates a reduction of more than 2,000 vehicle miles 

travelled per unit per year; the Resilience Nodes sce-

nario forecasts a slightly smaller reduction in VMT of 

approximately 1,400 per year.  

While the (Re)Building as Usual scenario generates some 

economic and fiscal benefits, both the Managed Retreat 

and Resilience Nodes scenarios catalyze significantly more 

economic activity. The scale of economic impact is directly 

related to the scale of residential development; in addi-

tion, on a per square foot basis, multifamily development 
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generates more economic activity. Construction of new 

units in the Managed Retreat scenario will generate more 

than 17,000 one-time jobs and more than $2.7 billion in 

economic output; the Resilience Nodes scenario will gener-

ate nearly twice the impact, creating more than 36,500 jobs 

and $5 billion in direct, indirect, and induced economic 

activity. Both alternative scenarios will also generate sizable 

ongoing impacts. The Managed Retreat scenario will create 

nearly 2,000 ongoing jobs (FTE) and more than $305 million 

in annual economic impact; the Resilience Nodes scenario 

will create nearly 3,500 ongoing jobs and more than $555 

million in annual economic impact.  

Appendix A provides supplemental details about the 

report’s methodology for scenario exercise and displace-

ment analysis.
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