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SUBJECT: Community Discussion on the Father Serra Statues

SUMMARY
This meeting has been scheduled to have a community discussion on the Father Serra
statues located across the street and within City Hall.
RECOMMENDATIONS
a.

Find that the Bronze Statue does not meet the requirements for historic
designation, based on the recommendation of the Historic Preservation Committee
and the report prepared by the Historic Resources Group.

b.

Adopt a resolution incorporating one or a combination of the following options:
1.
2.
3.
4.

c.

Keep the Bronze Statue in its present location; or
Authorize staff to store the Bronze Statue in a safe location pending a
further determination on its disposition at a later date;
Keep the Wood Statue on display inside City Hall; or
Authorize staff to return the Wood Statue to its owner.

Take any other actions the City Council deems appropriate.

DISCUSSION/ANALYSIS
Significant public comment has been received in the last month about the Father Serra
statue, with many supporting preservation and many supporting removal. Given the
extensive public input on the issue, this meeting was scheduled to provide the opportunity
for members of the public to share their thoughts.
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There are two Father Serra statues on display in and around City Hall. The first is a
Bronze Statue located across the street from the front entrance to City Hall, which most
of the public comments have focused on because of its prominent location. The second
is a Wood Statue located in the Atrium within City Hall.
The Bronze Statue was installed in 1989 as the replacement for the original concrete
Father Serra statue from 1936. The original concrete statue was designated as a historic
landmark in 1974 (Landmark #3) and was deteriorating. At the time, the City Council
decided the cost of restoring the original statue was too great, and local groups raised
funds for the creation of the Bronze Statue and gave it to the City. The original statue was
placed in storage, where it remains. The Wood Statue was created and used to mold the
Bronze Statue. It is owned by a private entity and is on loan to the City.
Historic Resources Group (“HRG”), a firm hired by the City to analyze the historic nature
of the original statue and the Bronze Statute, determined that the original statue remains
Landmark #3, and that the Bronze Statue does not qualify as a historic resource on its
own (see Attachment A).
Historic Preservation Committee
The Historic Preservation Committee (HPC) reviewed the historic status of the Bronze
Statue on July 1, 2020. Twenty public speakers commented on the topic. Similar to written
public comments received, the speaker’s positions ranged from preservation to removal
of the Bronze Statue. The HPC concluded that the original 1936 statue, since it still exists,
remains Landmark #3, and that the Bronze Statue did not qualify as a historic resource
on its own.
As part of their recommendation, the HPC requested that if the City Council does move
the statue, that it be protected and remain available to the public. The HPC’s request is
primarily based on the significant community effort in the late 1980s to create the
replacement statue.
Options
Wood Statue
Since the Wood Statue is movable and owned by a third party, the City Council can
choose to continue to display the statue within City Hall or return the statue to its owner.
Bronze Statue
The Bronze Statue is not easily movable and owned by the City. Options include, but are
not limited to:
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1. Keeping the statue in its present location;
2. Removing the statue and putting it in storage, or
3. Removing the statue and conveying the statue to another party for display.
It may take time for an agreement to be reached with a third-party for relocating the statue,
and for the third-party to be prepared to receive the statue. Therefore, if City Council
decides to explore conveying the statue to another party, City Council should consider
directing staff to place the statue in storage until the final resolution is made for its new
location, primarily for the purpose of protecting the statue.
California Environmental Quality Act
The California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) requires that projects proposing the
demolition, destruction, relocation, or alteration of historical resources be analyzed to
determine whether those impacts are significant requiring mitigation. As outlined above,
the Bronze Statue does not meet the requirements for historic designation. And since the
Wood Statue is owned by a third-party and could be taken back by the owner at any time,
removal of the Wood Statue could not be considered an environmental impact. Therefore,
removal of the statues would be exempt from CEQA under a Class 31 categorical
exemption (CEQA Guidelines section 15331).
FINANCIAL IMPACT
There is no financial impact from this discussion. However, the cost to remove the Bronze
Statue from in front of City Hall into storage would cost approximately $10,000. There
was a Conservation fund created through community fundraising effort prior to the Bronze
Statue being erected. There are sufficient conservator funds available to pay for the
relocation.

Prepared by: Peter Gilli, AICP, Community Development Director

ATTACHMENTS:
A
B
C

Historic Assessment Report dated June 25, 2020
Resolution - Keep the Bronze Statue In Its Present Location
Resolution – Remove the Bronze Statue from Its Present Location
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ATTACHMENT A

HISTORIC ASSESSMENT REPORT

Junípero Serra Statue, Ventura
June 25, 2020

12 S. Fair Oaks Avenue, Suite 200, Pasadena, CA 91105-3816
Telephone 626 793 2400, Facsimile 626 793 2401
www.historicresourcesgroup.com
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INTRODUCTION

This report reviews the history of the commemorative statue of Junípero Serra at 501 Poli Street
in the City of Ventura, California, evaluates the 1989 bronze replica that is currently in situ, and
provides guidance on the potential California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) implications
of removing the statue from its present location. The conclusions and recommendations in this
report are based on a review of the Landmark designation of the original statue; the production
and reinstallation of a replica of the statue in 1989; primary and secondary source research, as
needed to inform review; and an analysis of potential eligibility of the 1989 replica for local
designation based on eligibility criteria and guidance for the designation of commemorative
properties.
The original statue was funded by a grant from the Works Progress Administration. It was
sculpted by Finnish artist Uno John Palo-Kangas and installed in front of what was then the
Ventura County Courthouse (now City Hall) in 1936. The statue was designated City of
Ventura Landmark No. 3 in 1974. In 1989, after significant deterioration, the original cast stone
statue was put into storage and replaced with a bronze replica. The bronze replica remains in
place today.
Based on an analysis of the history of both the original 1936 statue and the 1989 bronze replica,
this report comes to the following conclusions:
•

Despite its relocation, the original 1936 cast stone sculpture remains designated Ventura
Landmark #3. It was not designed specifically for the site and was not part of an overall
art program designed for the Ventura County Courthouse. It is eligible for its association
with the WPA Federal Art program of the 1930s. The removal of the statue from its
original location was an appropriate treatment given its deteriorating condition and does
not constitute a significant impact that materially impairs its ability to convey significance
as a local Landmark.

•

The 1989 bronze replica has not been individually designated by the City Council and
is not part of the 1974 Landmark designation. It does not meet the 40-year threshold
generally required for historic designation in the City of Ventura. As a commemorative
statue that is a replica of a 1930s cast stone original, the 1989 statue is not potentially
significant in its own right. It therefore does not meet local eligibility Criteria 1-5, and as
such, does not convey significance under National Register Criteria A-C or California
Register Criteria 1-3. Therefore, it is not a historical resource as defined by CEQA and
its potential relocation would not constitute a significant impact to the environment.
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HISTORIC CONTEXT: 1936 CAST STONE STATUE

The statue of Father Junípero Serra was originally created in 1936, funded in part by a grant
from the Works Progress Administration (WPA). In April 1936, Jason Herron, Supervisor of
Sculptural Projects of the WPA, informed the City of San Buenaventura (Ventura) that they
would be granted “a project for the erection of a statue of artificial stone of Father Junípero Serra
and that the total sponsor’s cost would be $500.”1 After City Council deliberation of three
potential sites, they ultimately decided to place the statue at the triangular park created by the
intersection of Poli and N. California Streets, in front of what was then the County Courthouse
(now City Hall). 2 The cost to the City was later reduced to $300. 3
Sculptor Uno John Palo-Kangas molded the 9’4” statue in clay, and then used the clay statue to
make a mold that was filled with Portland cement concrete. “In creating the statue, Palo-Kangas’
desire was to portray ‘the qualities of strength and perseverance that Fray Junípero Serra
manifested during his life, especially while establishing the California missions.’” 4 The statue was
officially dedicated on November 27, 1936.
The cast stone effigy depicts Father Junípero Serra clad in a cassock and sandals, looking to the
left (east) while holding a staff in his right hand and a breviary (book of prayers) in his left. The
statue has a corded sash with hanging knots, representing Faith, Hope, and Charity, along with
a rosary and pendant cross. 5 The statue was situated on a rectangular cement plinth. A plaque
later added to the base that read: “The civilization of California began with the founding of the
first nine missions. The last and most cherished of these was Mission San Buenaventura.” 6
Father Junípero Serra
Junípero Serra (born Miguel José, 1713-1784) was responsible for the establishment of the
California Missions. 7 Serra was born on the island of Majorca, part of the kingdom of Spain, on
November 24, 1713. At the age of sixteen, he became a Monk of the order of St. Francis, and
the new name of Junípero was substituted for his baptismal name of Miguel José. In 1749, at
the age of 36, Serra decided to become a missionary in the New World. He spent approximately
18 years in Mexico before being appointed to the charge of the Missions to be established in
Upper California in 1767. He arrived at San Diego in 1769, and, with the exception of one

Minutes of Planning Commission meeting, San Buenaventura, April 21, 1936.
Bob Holt, “The old statue,” Ventura Star-Free Press, June 6, 1986.
Minutes of City Council meeting, San Buenaventura, May 25, 1936.
Letter to members of the San Buenaventura City Council from City Manager John Baker, November 26, 1986.
5 “Fra Serra Clay Statue Finished by Sculptor,” Los Angeles Times, August 26, 1936.
6 Bob Holt, “The old statue,” Ventura Star-Free Press, June 6, 1986.
7 Biography excerpted from “Junípero Serra (1713-1784): Founder of California,” http://www.sfmuseum.net/bio/jserra.html
(accessed June 25, 2020).
1
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journey to Mexico, he spent the remainder of his life in California. The Mission San
Buenaventura was built in 1782 as the last of the nine missions founded by Serra. Serra died at
the Mission [San Carlos Borromeo] of Carmel, near Monterey, on the August 28, 1784, at the
age of 71.
Works Progress Administration
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt created the WPA on May 6, 1935
with Executive Order No. 7034, under authority of the Emergency Relief Appropriation Act of
1935. 8 The WPA was the largest and most diverse of the New Deal public works programs. It
was created to alleviate the mass unemployment of the Great Depression; by the time it was
terminated in 1943, the WPA had given jobs to 8.5 million Americans.
The majority of WPA projects involved infrastructure, including bridges, airports, schools, parks,
and water lines. In addition, the Federal Project Number One programs undertook theater,
music, and visual arts projects, while other service programs supported historic preservation,
library collections, and social science research. The WPA also employed women in sewing rooms
and school classrooms and cafeterias. Leading up to World War II, the WPA improved many
military facilities. An inventory of WPA projects includes 8,000 new or improved parks, 16,000
miles of new water lines, 650,000 miles of new or improved roads, the production of 382
million articles of clothing, and the serving of 1.2 billion school lunches.
A typical WPA project began at the local level, with city and county governments assessing their
needs and unemployment numbers. Proposals were then sent to a WPA state office for vetting
before being forwarded to headquarters in Washington, D.C. and, finally, to the president for
final approval. Projects could be rejected anywhere along this three-step process and were not
imposed on local communities by the Federal government.
In 1939, after a federal government reorganization, the Works Progress Administration was
renamed the “Work Projects Administration” and placed under the newly created Federal Works
Agency. With the advent of World War II and absorption of the ranks of the unemployed into
war production and the military, the WPA was gradually shut down. Official termination came

8 History of the WPA excerpted and adapted from “Works Progress Administration (WPA) (1935),” The Living New
Deal, https://livingnewdeal.org/glossary/works-progress-administration-wpa-1935/ (accessed June 24, 2020).
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on June 30, 1943, per a December 4, 1942 presidential letter to the Federal Works
Administrator, while the Second Deficiency Appropriation Act of July 13, 1943 established
liquidation procedures.
Local projects completed through the WPA and similar programs include the murals at the
Ventura Post Office; the statue of Junípero Serra in front of the Ventura County Courthouse
(now City Hall); and the rock wall surrounding Cemetery Park. 9
John Palo-Kangas
John Palo-Kangas (1904-1953) sculpted the statue of Serra, which was completed and installed
in 1936. Palo-Kangas, was born Uuno Johannes Palokangas in Finland in January 1904. In 1912,
at the age of eight, he immigrated with his family to North America. 10 They first settled in Canada
before moving to Detroit, Michigan.11 Palo-Kangas later Americanized his name to Uno John
Palo-Kangas.12 He attended public schools in Houghton County, Michigan, and went on to study
art in Detroit between 1919 and 1923 before moving to Los Angeles to study sculpture. 13 He
lived with his family in Meiners Oaks in the Ojai Valley in the 1920s, and moved with them
back to Los Angeles by the 1930s. 14 During World War II, he worked for the Navy at the Seabee
base at Port Hueneme. 15
Throughout his career, Palo-Kangas sculpted primarily large, publicly funded monuments.
Between commissions, Palo-Kangas worked as a house painter and maintenance laborer. 16 He
received his major commissions primarily from WPA projects in the 1930s and was “best known
for his heroic limestone monuments of California historical figures.” 17 The statue of Fra. Junípero
Serra was one of several public monuments he created during that period; his first important
commission was a statue of a CCC worker for Los Angeles’ Griffith Park.18 Other commissions

Excerpted from City of Ventura, Historic Resources Survey Update: City of Ventura, California; Downtown Specific Plan Area,
prepared by Historic Resources Group, April 2007.
1930 Census.
Bob Holt, “The old statue,” Ventura Star-Free Press, June 6, 1986.
12 Helen Reynolds, “Youth, Looks Once ‘Career Liabilities,’” PC magazine, December 11, 1963.
13 “John Uno Palokangas,” Who’s Who Among Finnish Americans (Madison, WI: Raivaaja Publishing Company, 1949), 118.
14 Helen Reynolds, “Youth, Looks Once ‘Career Liabilities,’” PC magazine, December 11, 1963.
15 Bob Holt, “The old statue,” Ventura Star-Free Press, June 6, 1986.
16 Helen Reynolds, “Youth, Looks Once ‘Career Liabilities,’” PC magazine, December 11, 1963.
17 “News and Views of Art,” Los Angeles Times, July 21, 1957.
18 “Father Serra Statue,” DPR 523 form, prepared by Judy Triem, August 1982. Unfortunately, that statue was washed out in a
flood in the 1930s and disappeared.
9

10
11

HISTORIC ASSSESSMENT REPORT

Junípero Serra Statue, Ventura
10

8

include an effigy of Col. Thomas Baker (the founder of Bakersfield), “The Viking” at Santa
Monica High School, and a statue of a young girl in an ornamental fountain at Micheltorena
Elementary School near Silverlake in Los Angeles.
Palo-Kangas died in June 1957, at the age of 53.
Landmark Designation

The Father Serra Statue, unveiled November 27, 1936, was designated City of San
Buenaventura Landmark No. 3 on February 11, 1974.19 The statue was designated as part of a
recommendation from the newly-formed Historical Preservation Commission that the City
Council “designate certain city owned properties and sites as Historical Landmarks.” 20 It was
designated under the same resolution as the Olivas Adobe, Ortega Adobe, City Hall, and Grant
Park Cross. The resolution did not include a statement of significance or other details about the
designation.
Conservation Issues

By the early 1970s, the statue had begun to show signs of deterioration. In 1971, the City
attempted to halt cracking of the stone with epoxy injections, to little effect. 21 In the late 1970s,
the statue was patched as cracks had begun to appear perpendicularly on all sides. A protective
coating was also applied at this time. 22 In 1980, vandals doused the statue in brown paint. The
paint was removed by sandblasting, further accelerating the statue’s deterioration. 23 By 1984,
the concrete had cracked to such a degree as to admit water, which caused the reinforcing steel
to rust, “resulting in further deterioration of the concrete (oxide jacking).”24
By the late 1980s, the statue’s sand and gravel aggregate had “cracked on the outside and
crumbled within.”25 By 1987, several studies of the statue’s condition had been completed, all
of which determined that the statue was deteriorating “as a result of age, weather and

City of Ventura, Historical Preservation Commission Resolution No. 73-2, December 1973.
City of San Buenaventura Certified Minute Order, October 22, 2002.
Melvyn Green & Associates, Inc., Father Serra Statue report, June 1984; John Krist, “Crumbling Serra statue may be on its last
legs,” Ventura Star-Free Press, August 19, 1986.
22 Letter to Steve Thompson, City Engineer, from Carol Green, Assistant to the City Manager, September 23, 1983.
23 Letter to members of the San Buenaventura City Council from City Manager John Baker, November 26, 1986.
24 Melvyn Green & Associates, Inc., Father Serra Statue report, June 1984, 2.
25 Jesse Katz, “Transformation,” Los Angeles Times, October 29, 1987.
19
20
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contaminated aggregate, resulting in bulk expansion aggravated by high humidity content.” 26
Specifically, one study noted that the concrete “contained devitrified rhyolits [sic] among the
rocks in the coarse aggregate and opaline cherts in the fine aggregate, and these materials react
with alkalines in the paste to form alkali-silica gel.”27 This reaction caused the cracking, and was
exacerbated by the area’s high relative humidity.
In the late 1980s, the City removed all plantings from the area surrounding the statue to help
remove moisture from the surroundings. However, constant exposure to Ventura’s sea air was
a major factor in the statue’s continuing deterioration. 28 During this period, the City Council
studied options for repair or replacement of the statue and commissioned a thorough
photographic documentation. They solicited bids to recreate the statue in wood, and to treat
the existing statue to “prolong its life.”29 After an exploration of the options, and determination
of the expense associated with repair of the statue, the City Council decided on replacement
and formed a committee of community stakeholders to raise the funds.

26
27
28
29

Letter to
Letter to
Letter to
Letter to

members of the San Buenaventura City Council from City Manager John Baker, August 11, 1986.
members of the San Buenaventura City Council from City Manager John Baker, November 26, 1986.
members of the San Buenaventura City Council from City Manager John Baker, November 26, 1986.
Service Organization from Mayor John M. Sullard, December 22, 1986.
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HISTORIC CONTEXT: 1989 REPLICA

Wood Model

In order to create the replica, Councilman Russ Burns developed and built a system to accurately
measure the original statue. His system comprised a wooden scaffold and frame with 33 vertical
slots and 27 horizontal slots to provide 1782 points of reference. Once the measurements were
completed, Councilman Burns made drawings and cross sections to create an intaglio, or imprint,
of the statue. From this information, a replica of the statue was carved in basswood. Carving
was done by teams of four: an apprentice carver “to do the roughing,” secondary carvers “to
bring it to near finish,” and a master carver “to finish the fine detail.” 30 Wilbur Rubottom, a retired
cabinetmaker, was engaged as master carver; volunteers from the Channel Island Carvers
formed the rest of the woodworking team. 31 Carving was undertaken at the Livery on Palm
Street, and the public was invited to view the work as it happened. 32 Work began in February
1987 and was completed fourteen months later in April 1988. 33 The wood model is currently
on display in the lobby of Ventura’s City Hall.
Wilbur Rubottom
Wilbur Rubottom (1914-1993) first learned woodworking as a high school student in Los
Angeles during the Great Depression. His parents could not afford to send him to college, so
Rubottom took the course to learn a vocational skill to prepare him for the workforce. “The
course eventually led to an apprenticeship with a master carver, who taught Rubottom the
fundamentals of the craft.” 34 However, he was ultimately unable to make a living as a carver,
and in the mid-1940s, “after eking out a living at various woodworking jobs,” Rubottom
established a one-man cabinetry business in his garage in El Monte. 35 The company grew rapidly.
Rubottom and his family eventually moved to Ventura County, where the business continued,
eventually employing 140 people.

Letter to Service Organization from Mayor John M. Sullard, December 22, 1986.
Jesse Katz, “Transformation,” Los Angeles Times, October 29, 1987.
Letter to Service Organization from Mayor John M. Sullard, December 22, 1986.
33 Letter to Service Organization from Mayor John M. Sullard, December 22, 1986; City of San Buenaventura Information
Agency, “From Concrete to Bronze,” pamphlet, no date.
34 Jesse Katz, “Transformation,” Los Angeles Times, October 29, 1987.
35 Jesse Katz, “Transformation,” Los Angeles Times, October 29, 1987.
30
31
32
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Rubottom retired from the cabinetry business in 1983 but continued to work as an instructor
for the Channel Islands Carvers. 36 In 1987, Ventura City Councilman Russ Barns asked
Rubottom to head the team of carvers to replicate the Fra. Serra statue. Between February 1987
and April 1988, Rubottom spent six days a week carving the statue and overseeing the rest of
the carving team, the majority of which were members of the Channel Islands Carvers.
Rubottom died in 1993, at the age of 79.
Bronze Replica

The City Council deliberated for several years about what medium to use for the final replica.
Options included fiberglass and bronze, which would be cast from a mold of the wood copy of
the statue. 37 Ultimately, they chose bronze. In July 1988, a team from the California Sculpture
Center at the College of the Desert in Palm Desert made a rubber mold from the wood replica.
The rubber molds were then coated with a thin layer of wax, and were “dipped in nine
successive coats of a ceramic refractory solution which dried to form a shell. The molds were
heated in a kiln to casting temperature, firing the ceramic shell and melting out the wax."38
Bronze was then poured into the preheated molds. After the molds cooled, the ceramic exterior
was chipped away to reveal 12 bronze sections, which were then welded together, polished,
and patinated to finish the copy. 39
The bronze copy of the original cast stone statue was placed on a rectangular plinth of concrete
clad in black granite and was dedicated on October 20, 1989. 40 Later, a new plaque was installed
that commemorates the replacement of the original statue which reads:
Father Junípero Serra, 1713-1784. Founded nine missions in California, including his
last and most cherished, Mission San Buenaventura, in 1782. The citizens of the City of
San Buenaventura gratefully recognize the extraordinary efforts of Councilman Russell
Burns (1918-1994) and Master Carver Wilbur Rubottom (1914-1993) to replace the
decaying concrete 1936 statue of Father Serra by John Palo-Kangas with this cherished
bronze copy dedicated on October 20, 1989.

36
37
38
39
40

Jesse Katz, “Transformation,” Los Angeles Times, October 29, 1987.
Letter to Betty June Verity from Deputy Mayor James Monahan, March 23, 1987.
City of San Buenaventura Information Agency, “From Concrete to Bronze,” pamphlet, no date.
City of San Buenaventura Information Agency, “From Concrete to Bronze,” pamphlet, no date.
City of San Buenaventura Information Agency, “From Concrete to Bronze,” pamphlet, no date.

HISTORIC ASSSESSMENT REPORT

Junípero Serra Statue, Ventura
14

12

1936 photograph of Junípero Serra
statue. Source: “Program: Unveiling
Ceremonies; Father Serra Statue,”
November 27, 1936.

L: 1988 wood carving of original Junípero Serra statue, currently on display in the atrium of Ventura City
Hall. Source: Wikipedia Creative Commons, 2018. R: 1989 bronze replica. Source: “Welcome Blog,”
Conejo Valley Guide, June 14, 2020.
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EVALUATION OF ELIGIBLITY

The original statue of Fra. Junípero Serra, sculpted as a WPA project by U. John Palo-Kangas and
installed in November 1936, was designated City of Ventura Landmark No. 3 in 1974. In 1989,
the original cast stone statue was moved to storage as a result of its deterioration, and it was
replaced with a bronze replica of the statue, molded from a wood copy by Wilbur Rubottom.
The 1989 replica is evaluated below for potential eligibility for listing as a City of Ventura
Landmark.
City of Ventura Landmark Criteria

The City of Ventura has adopted historic preservation regulations and established procedures
for identifying, designating, and preserving historic landmarks or points of interest that were the
site of a historic event, that are connected with the life of an important person, or that contain
a building, structure, or other object that is architecturally significant, representative of a type,
period or particular method of construction, or is associated with a significant builder, architect,
designer or artist. (City Municipal Code, Division 24, Chapter 455, Section 110 Et. seq).
A property may be designated as a landmark if it is unique or significant because of its location,
design, setting, materials, workmanship or aesthetic feeling and is associated with:
1. Events that have made a meaningful contribution to the nation, state or
community;
2. Lives of persons who made a meaningful contribution to national, state or local
history;
3. Reflecting or exemplifying a particular period of the national state or local
history;
4. Embodying the distinctive characteristic of a type, period or method of construction;
5. The work of one or more master builders, designers, artists or architects whose talents
influenced their historical period, or work that otherwise possesses high artistic value;
6. Representing a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack
individual distinction;41 or
7. Yielding, or likely to yield, information important to national, state or local history or
pre-history 42

41 Criterion 6 applies to potential historic districts; because the potential resource evaluated in this report is a single
commemorative statue, this criterion does not apply.
42 Criterion 7 typically applies to properties with potential archaeological significance, which is outside the scope of this study.
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Integrity and Criteria Consideration
Properties eligible for local designation include buildings, structures, objects archeological sites,
districts or landscapes possessing physical evidence of human activities that are typically over 40
years old regardless of whether they have been altered or continue to be used.
Evaluating Commemorative Properties

The National Park Service has specific guidance on the evaluation of properties that are
commemorative in nature. 43 Commemorative properties are designed or constructed after the
occurrence of an important historic event or after the life of an important person. They are not
directly associated with the event or with the person's productive life but serve as evidence of a
later generation's assessment of the past. Their significance comes from their value as cultural
expressions at the date of their creation. Therefore, a commemorative property generally must
be over fifty years old and must possess significance based on its own value, not on the value of
the event or person being memorialized.
A commemorative property cannot qualify for association with the event or person it
memorializes. A commemorative property may, however, acquire significance after the time of
its creation through age, tradition, or symbolic value. This significance must be documented by
accepted methods of historical research, including written or oral history, and must meet one or
more of the eligibility criteria. Unlike birthplaces and graves, a commemorative property usually
has no direct historic association. The commemorative property can qualify for historic
association only if it is clearly significant in its own right.
Evaluation of Eligibility: City of Ventura Landmark Criteria

The bronze replica was created in 1989; therefore, it does not meet the City of Ventura’s
threshold that properties eligible for local designation should be a minimum of 40 years old.
Typically, in order for a property from the recent past to be considered historically significant, it
must be exceptionally important, and sufficient time must have passed in order to make that
determination. A replica of an original WPA Federal Art project does not meet this threshold.
The 1989 statue was created for utilitarian purposes approximately 30 years in the past, in order
to protect the original from further deterioration. It therefore does not reflect exceptional
importance, and does not in its own right have an association with any of the Landmark criteria:

43 U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register Bulletin 15: How to Apply the National Register
Criteria for Evaluation, by the staff of the National Register of Historic Places (Washington, DC: 1990; revised for Internet, 1995)

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/upload/NRB-15_web508.pdf (accessed June 2020).
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Criterion 1 (events)
The statue that is on site at 501 Poli Street today was completed in 1989. It is a bronze replica
of the original cast stone statue that was completed in 1936 as part of the WPA Federal Arts
program and designated City of Ventura Landmark #3 in 1974. The 1989 replica in its own
right is not associated with events that made a meaningful contribution to the nation, state, or
community. It is not commemorating a specific historic event, and its creation and installation
were the direct result of deterioration to the original statue. Therefore, the 1989 bronze replica
is not eligible for local designation under Criterion 1.
Criterion 2 (persons)
According to guidance from the National Park Service, commemorative properties are not
eligible for a direct association with the event or person commemorated. A property that is
significant for its association with an important person is generally the property most closely
associated with the person’s productive period. A commemorative statue does not meet this
threshold and therefore any statue of Junípero Serra would not be eligible for designation under
this criterion. The 1989 bronze replica is not eligible for local designation under Criterion 2.
Criterion 3 (period of history)
The bronze statue was completed in 1989 as a replica of the original 1936 cast stone statue. It
therefore does not reflect the period in which it was created; instead, it replicates the original
design intent and characteristics of WPA works from the 1930s. The 1989 bronze replica is not
eligible for local designation under Criterion 3.
Criterion 4 (type, period, or method of construction)
The 1989 replica statue in its own right does not embody the distinctive characteristics of a type,
period, or method of construction. It is a replica of the original 1936 design, and it was created
through a painstaking process to document, measure, and create brasswood and rubber molds
to precisely capture the design details of the original. According to guidance from the National
Park Service, a commemorative statue is eligible “if it expresses the aesthetics or craftsmanship
of the period when it was made.”44 The 1989 bronze replica, as a copy of the original cast stone
statue, thus does not express the period when it was made. Therefore, the 1989 bronze replica
is not eligible for local designation under Criterion 4.

44

National Register Bulletin 15.
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Criterion 5 (work of a master or high artistic value)
The original cast stone statue of Fra. Junípero Serra was sculpted by U. John Palo-Kangas as a
WPA project. The bronze replica was created in 1989 from a wood copy, hand-carved by a
team of carvers led by Wilbur Rubottom. Rubottom trained as a wood carver, but his primary
occupation was as a cabinet maker. He undertook the creation of the wood copy as a volunteer
project following his retirement from the cabinetry business. There is no documentation that
Rubottom is widely considered a master. In addition, as replicas of the 1936 original, neither
the wood model nor the final bronze statue represent high artistic values in their own right. The
design reflects Palo-Kangas’ vision from the 1930s. Therefore, the 1989 bronze replica is not
eligible for local designation under Criterion 5.
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EVALUATION OF POTENTIAL IMPACTS

California Environmental Quality Act

The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires that environmental protection be
given significant consideration in the decision-making process, and historical resources are
included as part of the environment. Thus, any project or action which results in a substantial
adverse change to a historical resource would be considered to have a significant effect on the
environment.
When the California Register of Historical Resources was established in 1992, the Legislature
amended CEQA to clarify which cultural resources are significant, as well as which project
impacts are considered to be significantly adverse. The courts have further interpreted CEQA
to define categories of historical resources, which generally includes properties that are listed in,
or determined eligible for listing in the California Register; included in a local register;
determined eligible for listing in the California Register; identified in a historic resources survey;
or determined by a lead agency to be historically significant.
Impacts that are considered significantly adverse are defined as “demolition, destruction,
relocation, or alteration such that the significance of a historical resource would be impaired.”
The Guidelines further clarify this to mean that “[t]he significance of an historical resource is
materially impaired when a project… [d]emolishes or materially alters in an adverse manner
those physical characteristics of an historical resource that convey its historical significance and
that justify its inclusion in, or eligibility for, inclusion in the California Register of Historical
Resources… local register of historic resources… or its identification in a historic resources
survey meeting the requirements of section 5014.1(g) of the Public Resources Code…”45
Guidance Regarding the Treatment of Commemorative Statues

In recent years, a discussion of the historic preservation implications of removing or relocating
controversial commemorative works has risen to the forefront of discourse about historic
preservation policy throughout the United States. In reference to projects involving the federal
funding or those monuments on federal land, in 2018 the Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation (ACHP) issued a policy statement on “controversial commemorative works.” The

45

CEQA Guidelines, section 15064.5(b)(2).
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ACHP suggested various methods of avoiding adverse impacts to historic resources, including
retaining the work unchanged on its site, retaining the work on its site and providing context
through on-site interpretation, modifying the work to address community concerns while
maintaining the overall integrity of it or its historic environs, or preserving the work but removing
it from prominent display in a public space. The ACHP notes that “relocated commemorative
works can be preserved through appropriate curation, display, and interpretation in a museum
setting, or re-erection in a non-public venue.” 46
In 2019, an article in the Florida Law Review looked specifically at the potential impacts of
removal of commemorative Confederate statues in those states that have environmental laws
that consider impacts to historical resources. Although California does not have any Confederate
monuments, the guidance is applicable to the discussion of any historical figure whose legacy is
re-examined. In California, Serra has been a flashpoint for Indigenous and other activists, and
“there have been ongoing dialogues about taking statues down or recontextualizing them so that
they don’t read as monuments but instead as historical artifacts.” 47 The 2019 study determined
that removal of a historic statue could be considered a discretionary action that constitutes a
project as defined by CEQA. “Projects are discretionary actions with ‘potential impacts on the
physical environment.’ Impacts on the physical environment include impacts on cultural
resources.” 48 Furthermore, “CEQA does not require the project to be ‘major,’ nor does it require
the potential effects to be ‘significant,’” making the threshold for triggering review much lower
than under national review programs under the National Historic Preservation Act.49
Relocation of 1936 Cast Stone Statue

In 1989, the original cast stone statue was removed from its location in front of City Hall and
placed in storage, where it remains. In 1974, the statue was designated Ventura Historic
Landmark #3. It remains listed in the local inventory, and therefore is a historical resource as
defined by CEQA. Although it has been relocated, the 1936 statue remains listed and eligible
as a local Landmark. Per the City of Ventura Municipal Code [emphasis added], “properties
eligible for local designation include buildings, structures, objects archeological sites, districts or
landscapes possessing physical evidence of human activities that are typically over 40 years old

46 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “ACHP Policy Statement on Controversial Commemorative Works,” adopted
March 22, 2018.
47 “Why Junipero Serra Statues are Crumbling Across California,” KCRW, June 25, 2020,
https://www.kcrw.com/news/shows/press-play-with-madeleine-brand/covid-california-confederate-statues-election/junipero-serrastatues (accessed June 2020).
48 Jess R. Phelps and Jessica Owley, “Etched in Stone: Historic Preservation Law and Confederate Monuments,” Florida Law
Review, vol. 71, 2019, 655.
49 Phelps and Owley, “Etched in Stone,” 655.
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regardless of whether they have been altered or continue to be used.” Additionally, per
guidance from the ACHP, the removal of a commemorative statue from prominent display in
a public space is an acceptable alternative that avoids adverse impacts.
The 1936 statue was installed in a small park in front of what was then the Ventura County
Courthouse, which was originally constructed in 1912. The site was one of three contemplated
by the City Council for the installation of the statue. Therefore, it is not specifically associated
with the location in front of the County Courthouse and it was not part of an overall art program
designed for the site. The location of the statue is not intrinsic to its ability to convey significance.
Although deteriorated in condition, the 1936 statue retains its original design, cast stone material,
evidence of workmanship from the period, and its historic association as an important work of
art associated with the 1930s WPA Federal Art program. It therefore continues to meet criteria
for designation, as its notable qualities have not been “removed, lost, destroyed or altered to the
extent that it no longer retains its original character” (per Section 24.455.815 of the Municipal
Code). Therefore, the removal of the 1936 statue in 1989 did not constitute as significant
adverse impact as defined by CEQA.
1989 Bronze Replica

The 1989 bronze statue does not meet the 40-year threshold typically required for local
designation. 50 As a copy of the 1936 original, it was created for utilitarian purposes to protect
the original from deterioration; therefore, it has not achieved significance in its own right and
does not reflect the period in which it was created. The 1989 bronze replica is not eligible under
City of Ventura Landmark Criteria 1-5. Because it is not eligible for local designation, and it
does not reflect significance for an association with important events or people; embody
distinctive characteristics from its period; or represent the work of a master, the 1989 bronze
replica is also not eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places or the California
Register of Historical Resources. Therefore, it is not considered a historical resource as defined
by CEQA and any potential project to demolish, relocate, or alter the 1989 bronze statue would
not result in a substantial adverse change to a historical resource that would be considered to
have a significant effect on the environment.

50 The same applies to the 1988 wood model currently on display in the atrium of Ventura City Hall. The 1988 model has not
achieved significance in its own right, and its removal would not constitute a significant adverse impact.
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ATTACHMENT B

RESOLUTION NO. 2020-___
A RESOLUTION OF THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE
CITY OF SAN BUENAVENTURA, CALIFORNIA,
DIRECTING STAFF TO PROTECT THE BRONZE
FATHER SERRA STATUE IN ITS CURRENT
LOCATION IN FRONT OF CITY HALL
WHEREAS, Significant public comment has been received about the
bronze Father Serra statue, owned by the City and located in front of City
Hall (“Bronze Statue”), with many supporting preservation of the statue and
many supporting removal; and,
WHEREAS, Given the extensive public input on the issue, the City
Council scheduled an opportunity for members of the public to share with
the City Council their thoughts on the Bronze Statue, which was installed in
1989 as the replacement for the original concrete Father Serra statue that
had been installed in 1936.
NOW, THEREFORE, the City Council of the City of San
Buenaventura does hereby resolve, find, determine, and order City staff to
protect the Bronze Statue in its current location in front of City Hall.
PASSED AND ADOPTED this 7th day of July, 2020.

________________________
Matt LaVere, Mayor
ATTEST:

_____________________________
Antoinette M. Mann, MMC, CRM
City Clerk
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APPROVED AS TO FORM
GREGORY G. DIAZ, City Attorney

BY:
Andrew Heglund
City Attorney

7/2/2020
Date
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ATTACHMENT C

RESOLUTION NO. 2020-___
A RESOLUTION OF THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE
CITY OF SAN BUENAVENTURA, CALIFORNIA,
DIRECTING STAFF TO REMOVE THE BRONZE
FATHER SERRA STATUE FROM ITS CURRENT
LOCATION IN FRONT OF CITY HALL AND
RETURN THE WOOD FATHER SERRA STATUE
INSIDE CITY HALL TO ITS OWNER
WHEREAS, Significant public comment has been received about the
bronze Father Serra statue, owned by the City and located in front of City
Hall (“Bronze Statue”), with many supporting preservation of the statue and
many supporting removal; and,
WHEREAS, Given the extensive public input on the issue, the City
Council scheduled an opportunity for members of the public to share with
the City Council their thoughts on the Bronze Statue and a wood Father
Serra statue located within City Hall (“Wood Statue”) on July 7, 2020; and,
WHEREAS, The Bronze Statue was installed in 1989 as the
replacement for the original concrete Father Serra statue that had been
installed in 1936; and,
WHEREAS, The original concrete statue was designated as a historic
landmark in 1974 (Landmark #3); and,
WHEREAS, Due to deterioration, the original landmarked concrete
statue was placed in storage, where it remains; and,
WHEREAS, The Wood Statue, which was owned by a private entity
and is on loan to the City, was created and used to mold the Bronze
Statue; and,
WHEREAS, Historic Resources Group (“HRG”), a firm hired by the
City to analyze the historic nature of the original statue and the Bronze
Statute, determined that the original statue remains Landmark #3, and that
the Bronze Statue does not qualify as a historic resource on its own; and,
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WHEREAS, On July 1, 2020, the City’s Historic Preservation
Committee (“HPC”) also reviewed the historic status of the Bronze Statue
and concluded that the original 1936 statue, since it still exists, remains
Landmark #3, and that the Bronze Statue did not qualify as a historic
resource on its own; and,
WHEREAS, As part of its recommendation, the HPC requested that
the Bronze Statue be protected and remain available to the public if the
City Council were to direct that the Bronze Statue be removed from its
current location; and,
WHEREAS, After considering all of the public comments received,
both those in favor of the removal of the Bronze Statue and those opposed,
it is apparent that the display of the Bronze Statue on public property is
hurtful and offensive to a significant number of City residents and should be
removed from its current location.
NOW, THEREFORE, the City Council of the City of San
Buenaventura does hereby resolve, find, determine, and order as follows:
Section 1: The Bronze Statue is not Landmark #3 nor does it qualify
as a historic resource on its own.
Section 2: City staff is hereby directed to:
1. Have the Bronze Statue removed from its current location
and safely stored, as soon as practicably possible, until a
decision is made on its disposition; and,
2. Return the Wood Statue to its owner.
Section 3: The California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”)
requires that projects proposing the demolition, destruction, relocation, or
alteration of historical resources be analyzed to determine whether those
impacts are significant requiring mitigation. As outlined above, the Bronze
Statue does not meet the requirements for historic designation. Since the
Wood Statue is owned by a third-party and could be taken back by the
owner at any time, removal of the Wood Statue could not be considered an
environmental impact. Therefore, removal of the statues would be exempt
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from CEQA under a Class 31 categorical exemption (CEQA Guidelines
section 15331).
PASSED AND ADOPTED this 7th day of July, 2020.

________________________
Matt LaVere, Mayor
ATTEST:

_____________________________
Antoinette M. Mann, MMC, CRM
City Clerk

APPROVED AS TO FORM
GREGORY G. DIAZ, City Attorney

BY:
Andrew Heglund
City Attorney

7/2/2020
Date
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