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State officials are cred-
iting the Bakersfield City 
Council and the Kern 
County Board of Super-
visors with taking actions 
that may have protected 
local residents from an 
energy-upgrades financ-
ing mechanism that has 
since produced a wave of 
financial fraud allegations 
elsewhere in the Central 
Valley.

Both local political 
bodies voted in July 2017 
to ban local use of federal 
Property Assessed Clean 
Energy programs, which 
allow homeowners to pay 
for installation of rooftop 
solar panels and other 
costly energy investments 
through annual property 
tax payments.

Since then, other valley 
communities have seen 
multiple fraud cases and 
other problems related 
to the program better 
known as PACE. People 
unable to keep up with 
payments have lost their 

homes, in some instances. 
Pricey projects were never 
completed in other cases, 
or homeowners were 
overcharged for expensive 
appliances.

But because of the 
Council’s and the Board 
of Supervisors’ votes, res-
idents of Bakersfield and 
unincorporated parts of 
Kern have largely avoided 
major trouble with the 
program, representatives 
of the California Public 
Utilities Commission 
and the Contractors State 
Licensing Board said 
Tuesday.

Public testimony by the 
Bakersfield Association 
of Realtors was a driving 
force behind the city’s and 
the county’s decisions 
to take what was then a 
controversial position in 
opposition to PACE.

BAR officials went on 
record expressing con-
cerns that homeowners 
who signed up for rooftop 
solar and other upgrades 
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State: Local 
bans on energy 
program may 
have protected 
consumers
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There’s a mini-city under con-
struction on M Street at 29th, 
and it looks like a promising 

blueprint for the care, feeding and man-
agement of a 
population that, 
increasingly, 
has been on 
our collective 
minds: The 
homeless.

The coun-
ty’s $3 million 
low-barrier 
homeless nav-
igation center, 
due to open in 
late February, does not represent the 
entire answer but it looks like it could be 
an important part of it.

Two tent-like structures, grayish on 
the outside, brilliant silver on the inside 
— a passerby might think he’s looking at 
a couple of docked UFOs — are nearing 
completion in an industrial area just 
north of the city’s downtown core. The 
larger of the two will provide sleeping 
quarters for 150 people, and potentially 
more if stacked bunks are later deemed 
necessary. The smaller of the two build-
ings will serve as an administrative of-
fice and intake center.

Ryan Alsop, the county’s chief admin-
istration officer, gave me a personal tour 
last week.

“It’s not Disneyland,” he said, “But it’s 

TAKE THIS TOUR
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Construction workers from Niche Builders continue work on the county’s low-barrier homeless 
navigation center, due to open in late February.

Two tent-like structures are nearing completion in an industrial 
area just north of the city’s downtown core. 

of the county’s new homeless shelter
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TULARE — The 53rd Annual 
World Ag Expo got underway Tues-
day at the International Agri-Cen-
ter, where representatives of the ag-
riculture industry across the globe 
came together.

More than 1,450 vendors from 
across numerous agricultural sec-

tors showed off their products on 
2.6 million square feet of exhibit 
space. The three-day event draws 
an annual average of 100,000 indi-
viduals from 70 countries, accord-
ing to worldagexpo.com.

Special seminars dedicated to 
hemp dominated a majority of 
Tuesday’s events at the Hemp Edu-
cation and Marketing Pavilion.

Hemp has become a hot topic 
in Kern during the past year. No 
county in California has more reg-
istered hemp acreage and local of-
ficials view the plant as both a crop 
diversification opportunity and a 
deterrent to illegal marijuana fields.

One vendor with a connection to 

Hemp a primary theme as 53rd 
Annual World Ag Expo kicks off
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The view down Median Street, which runs through the center of the fairgrounds at the 53rd Annual World 
Ag Expo in Tulare.

BY SAM MORGEN
smorgen@bakersfield.com

The McFarland Planning 
Commission will once again 
be in the spotlight next week 
when it holds the second and 
final public hearing on a pri-
vate prison company’s request 
to expand immigrant deten-
tion capabilities in the city.

The Planning Commission 
is scheduled to reconvene 
Tuesday for what could be a 
raucous meeting. GEO Group 
Inc. has requested the city 
change the conditional use 
permits for two prisons — the 
Central Valley Modified Com-
munity Correctional Facility 
and the Golden State Modified 
Community Correctional Fa-
cility — to allow for the incar-
ceration of U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement 
detainees.

State law requires that cities 
considering permit changes 
for buildings to be used as 

immigrant detention centers 
must provide notice to the 
public 180 days before action 
is taken and hold two public 
meetings.

The first public meeting in 
January attracted hundreds of 
protesters and counter-pro-
testers to the McFarland Veter-
ans Community Center, where 
immigrant-rights activists 
faced off against GEO employ-
ees fighting to keep their jobs.

The second meeting could 
draw an even larger crowd. 

McFarland to hold 
second meeting on 
expanding immigrant 
detention capabilities

IF YOU GO
What: McFarland Planning 
Commission meeting

When: 6 p.m., Tuesday

Where: McFarland Veter-
an’s Community Center at 
103 W. Sherwood Ave.

Please see MCFARLAND | A3 Please see AG EXPO | A3
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what we need and what we set out 
to do.”

Alsop has been frustrated by 
delays created by weather and a 
big surprise discovered during the 
excavation process: a large pipe 
that threw things temporarily into 
reverse.

“So we went from a January 
target date to mid-February, and 
now it’s looking like we’re get-
ting pushed back maybe two or 
three weeks more into the end 
of February,” he said. “But I’m 
not freaking out about it. This 
would typically be an 18-month 
construction project and it’s been 
squeezed into three months. It’s 
being done at record speed. But 
we would have liked to have it 
open.”

The facility, situated next 
door to railroad tracks, the fire 
marshal’s building and county 
veterans services, sits on about 
six acres, only half of which will 
be used for now. An area near the 
tracks has been set aside for a row 
of about 50 diagonally parked 
cars to accommodate overnight 
parking — what we might call car 
campers.

“In and around the downtown 
area, whether it’s in residential 
areas or in commercial areas, you 
have a lot of people you’ll find 
sleeping in their cars because 
they have nowhere else to go,” 
Alsop said. “So this allows our law 
enforcement officials to say, you 
know, mister, I’m sorry — You 

can’t spend the night here, but 
we do have a nice place for you 
to spend the night. You can stay 
in your car, we’re not going to ask 
you questions, and you will have 
security.”

Here’s where the “navigation” 
part of the name comes in: The 
shelter will be staffed by employ-
ees of Kern Medical, Behavioral 
Health and Recovery, the Housing 
Authority, Employers Training 
Resource, the Sheriff’s Depart-
ment and Community Action 
Partnership of Kern, or CAP-K, a 
nonprofit that administers more 
than a dozen programs for needy 
and underserved individuals 
and their families. Volunteers, 
including groups from Canyon 

Hills Church’s CityServe and Flood 
Ministries, will also help.

The facility’s proximity to the 
county veterans’ service center is 
fortuitous.

“We have a lot of homeless vets, 
so when you talk about wrap-
around, one of the spokes on 
that wheel is veteran services and 
they’re located right here, and so 
they have great access,” Alsop said.

The tents, constructed of a 
polyvinyl fluoride or polyurethane 
“membrane” over thick fiberglass 
insulation and an aluminum sub-
structure, are manufactured by 
Sprung Instant Structures Inc. of 
Salt Lake City, Utah. Sprung-man-
ufactured homeless navigation 
centers are already in Toronto, 

Portland, San Diego, Fresno and 
elsewhere.

“It’s a high tension fabric tent 
with all the amenities — HVAC, 
electricity, plumbing. Everything 
is all built in,” Alsop said.

The facility will be patrolled by 
private security on a continuous 
basis, well lit and surveilled by 
cameras. Other areas will be used 
for the secure storage of personal 
belongings and kennels for ani-
mals. It will also have permanent 
showers and restrooms.

The county looks to be using 
perhaps three or three and a half 
of the property’s six acres — land 
previously used by the general 
services and parks departments 
— so the facility has room to grow. 

That will require the conversion 
of some existing buildings and the 
demolition of others.

“We can make a game-time de-
cision on that (expansion) when 
we’ll see how we’re doing,” Alsop 
said. “We want to have some proof 
of concept and understand what it 
is we’re dealing with. Then we can 
make a decision” about growing.

Will the county’s homeless nav-
igation center truly put a dent in 
Bakersfield’s homeless problem? 
We should have a better idea in a 
few weeks.

Contact Robert Price at 661-395-
7399, rprice@bakersfield.com or on 
Twitter: @stubblebuzz. The views 
expressed here are his own.
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ABOVE: Construction workers from Niche Builders continue work on the low-barrier 
homeless center, which is due to open in late February. RIGHT: A construction worker 
adds a molding strip to a corner of the administration tent building on the site of the 
county’s low-barrier homeless navigation center.

would have liens placed on their 
property. They warned that such 
an encumbrance would make it 
hard to sell or refinance a home.

While homeowners in Fresno, 
Kings and Tulare counties have 
in recent years struggled with 
bad actors connected to PACE 
programs, Kern has had relatively 
few problems “because since 
2017 it has not been allowed” in 
the county, said Sarah Sharpe, an 
advisor to CPUC Commissioner 
Martha Guzman Aceves.

From the commissioner’s 
perspective, the Council’s and 
the Board of Supervisors’ vote 
banning the program locally “is a 
good thing because the program 
for so long went unchecked and 
was essentially unregulated,” 
Sharpe said.

Between July 2018 and July 
2019, the CSLB says it received 
913 solar-related consumer com-
plaints, most of them related to 
PACE. Of those, 56 led to legal 
actions and 14 were referred for 
criminal prosecution.

The agency said more than 
half the complaints involved 
violations relating to poor work-

manship, project abandonment 
or misrepresentation of contract 
terms.

There have been complaints 
related to PACE in Kern, partly be-
cause the mechanism was in use 
prior to being banned locally. Also, 
the county’s ban did not apply to 
other municipalities in the county, 
such as Arvin, Delano and Taft, 

where PACE is offered through a 
handful of certified companies.

But PACE financing problems 
are “likely a smaller problem” in 
the county because of limited use 
of PAC programs in Kern, CSLB 
spokesman Rick Lopes said by 
email.

The new CEO of the local Re-
altor association, Kim Huckaby, 

was closely involved with the 
anti-PACE campaign when it went 
before the Council and the Board 
of Supervisors. She said the num-
ber of complaints her group has 
received about the program has 
fallen drastically since the twin 
votes in mid-2017.

“It was the right thing to do,” 
she said. “We saw a problem. We 

saw consumers being hurt. We 
saw the process of homeowner-
ship being hurt.”

The California Solar + Storage 
Association did not respond to a 
request for comment Tuesday.

John Cox can be reached at 661-
395-7404. Follow him on Twitter: 
@TheThirdGraf.

FINANCING
Continued from PAGE A1
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In 2016, Robert Cox took out a loan to add solar panels to his home 
but didn’t realize the loan is attached as a tax lien to his house. He 
found it difficult to sell his home afterward.

SOLAR ENERGY TIPS
A Joint Agency Solar Consumer Protection Strategy task force has 
been created to address predatory sales tactics in California’s disad-
vantaged communities. The group includes representatives of the 
CPUC, the CSLB and the state Department of Business Oversight.

The task force has released a list of tips for anyone considering using 
the PACE (Property Assessed Clean Energy) program to finance 
energy upgrades. Here is a summary:

• Don’t let anyone pressure you into making a fast decision.

• Know how much electricity you use and what size solar system 
you’d need.

• Check the status of your solar provider’s state contractor’s license 
online at www.cslb.ca.gov.

• If you rely on low-income billing credits, understand that your cost 
of solar energy may be more than what you pay now.

• Don’t rely on a salesperson’s word on how much money a solar 
project will save you.

• Review your contract closely, especially the parts explaining how 
maintenance, warranty and dispute resolution are handled.

• Remember you have three days to cancel the contract without 
penalty.

Alex Gonzalez, a community 
organizer for Faith in the Valley, 
said his organization hopes to 
bring 200 to 300 people to the 
meeting to advocate against 
GEO.

“We want to lift up the moral 
side of this,” he said. “GEO should 
not profit off of our immigrant 
brothers and sisters. And this is 
a biblical reference: They should 
not sell our people for 30 pieces 
of silver.”

If GEO, which did not respond 

to a request for comment, orga-
nizes a group of supporters like 
they did at the first meeting, the 
turnout could double the figures 
from the previous meeting.

For a commission that rarely 
sees more than two public speak-
ers per meeting, the huge crowds 
are indicative of the level of public 
interest in the issue.

Former Planning Commission 
Chairman Dave Borcky Jr. said 
he was “kind of glad” he resigned 
from his position several weeks 
before January’s meeting for 
health reasons and thus wouldn’t 
have to make a decision on the 
permits.

“I can see both ends, and it’s a 
tough one,” he said. “It’s going to 
be a tough one.”

He guessed the commission 
was probably split fifty-fifty on 
approving the permits, but added 
he hasn’t spoken to any of the 
commissioners regarding their 
opinions.

He noted the economic 
implications of GEO leaving 
McFarland.

“People don’t understand their 
property taxes are what helps to 
maintain the school system,” he 
said. “So if you’re upset about 
people moving out, remember, 
if there’s nobody here to pay the 

taxes because they don’t have the 
property, you’re not going to have 
a school and you’re going to have 
to go somewhere else.”

While facing a huge split in 
public opinion, the Planning 
Commission has come under fire 
from the American Civil Liberties 
Union Foundation of Southern 
California, which claims the city 
has not followed the Dignity Not 
Detention Act, a state law passed 
in 2017 that requires municipal-
ities to follow strict transparency 
guidelines when considering im-
migrant detention facilities.

The ACLU says McFarland has 
not provided key documents to 

the public regarding GEO’s permit 
applications, and failed to provide 
a fair environment during the first 
hearing.

This alleged failure could result 
in the Planning Commission’s 
vote being delayed, or a faceoff 
with the ACLU.

“The public is still in the dark 
with the contents of the permit 
being considered,” ACLU Attor-
ney Jordan Wells said. “Until no-
tice is given to the public, the 180 
clock doesn’t start running.”

You can reach Sam Morgen at 661-
395-7415. You may also follow him 
on Twitter @smorgenTBC.

MCFARLAND
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Kern County was HiLo Seeds Co. 
based in North Carolina.

Started in late 2018, the com-
pany produces hemp seeds aimed 
at giving farmers more flexibility 
in terms of when they plant and 
harvest their crop. Christian Gray, 
strategic consultant for HiLo, ex-
plained that the company works 
in hemp breeding, production, 
sales and anything in between.

“We know that Kern (County) 
is very active in the hemp indus-
try,” said Gray. “We can work as 
a middle-man or help through-
out the whole process (of hemp 
production).”

One new product HiLo Seed 
Co. showed off Tuesday was the 
hemp strain “Matterhorn CBG.” 
This specific plant, according to 
Gray, has more than 120 purposes 
ranging from anti-inflammation 
to other forms of pain relief.

Some hemp vendors marketed 
their products as grains for a 
variety of uses, such as the Cana-
dian-based company Hemp Ge-
netics Information. Its seeds are 
marketed as salad toppings, salad 
dressings, oils, and concentrated 
protein powder, according to Jessa 
Hughes, a plant breeder with the 
company.

Another booth was dedicated 
to marketing an entire county for 
hemp growers to bring their busi-

ness to. Imperial County repre-
sentatives have approached hemp 
growers with open arms and 
dubbed the area a “hemp Mecca,” 
according to Sean Wilcock, vice 
president of business develop-
ment for the Imperial Valley Eco-
nomic Development Corp.

“It’s kind of ironic because 
many counties are skeptical of the 
hemp industry,” said Esperanza 
Colio Warren, deputy county ex-
ecutive officer of Imperial County. 
“We welcome all businesses.”

He said Imperial County has the 
highest unemployment rate in the 
state. That statistic was a primary 
reason the county attended the 
exposition in hopes of attracting 
growers for the first time, Warren 
said.

In 2020, Imperial County is 
offering an inaugural Agricultural 
Benefit Program in order to incen-
tivize those in agriculture to bring 
business to their region. The pro-
gram provides money in the form 
of loans and grants for agricultural 
business development, research 

and development and agricultural 
stewardship, said Linsey Dale, 
public information officer for the 
county’s executive office.

“The most difficult part about 
the hemp industry is getting 
financing,” said Wilcock. “We de-
cided to incentivize business in 
our area we’d lend money through 
a new program and this pro-
gram is only unique to Imperial 
County.”

Ag equipment manufacturer 
New Holland had many of its 
tractors on display at the exposi-
tion, which opens its doors to a 

variety of crops including grapes, 
almonds, olives, blueberries, or-
anges and pistachios.

“A lot of our equipment is de-
signed to cater to high-density 
planting in order to cut down on 
labor,” said Mike Voelker, store 
manager of Coastal Tractor, a 
salesman of New Holland BRAUD 
9090X tractors. “In California, 
they’re adapting (the agriculture 
industry) to cut down labor in or-
der to increase efficiency.”

One vendor that did not tout 
much new equipment was the 
dairy department of Vandenberg 

Manufacturing out of Artesia. 
Welder Ezequiel Puente, who has 
worked over 40 years with the 
company, said that his company’s 
customers “like the old style” of 
equipment.

“It’s pretty typical across the 
dairy industry,” said Puente. “I’ll 
get comments from people telling 
me that they bought a piece of 
equipment 30 years ago and they 
haven’t had to replace it yet.”

The 53rd World Ag Expo will 
continue today from 9 a.m. to 
5 p.m. and again on Thursday 
from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.

AG EXPO
Continued from PAGE A1

IF YOU GO
The three-day World Ag Expo 
continues this week at the 
International Agri-Center in 
Tulare. Gates open today from 
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Thursday 
from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tick-
ets are $15 at the gate, and 
children ages 6 and under get 
in free.
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A Hemp Education and Marketing Pavilion was set up at the 53rd Annual World Ag Expo in Tulare on 
Tuesday afternoon.
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