
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

November 22, 2013 

 

Andre Boutros, Executive Director 

James C. Ghielmetti, Chair 

California Transportation Commission 

1120 N Street, Room 2221 (MS-52) 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

 

RE: Recommendations for Addressing Disadvantaged Communities in Active Transportation Program (ATP) Guidelines 

 

Dear Executive Director Boutros and Chairman Ghielmetti, 

 

On behalf of the undersigned organizations, we thank the California Transportation Commission (CTC) and the California 

Department of Transportation (Caltrans) for your leadership in the implementation of the Active Transportation 

Program (ATP) as a comprehensive, statewide commitment to expand safe and active travel—especially for 

disadvantaged communities, schools, and residents—and achieve California’s climate and public health goals.  We also 

thank you for this opportunity to submit recommendations for the ATP guidelines as the implementation process for this 

program moves forward. 

 

As organizations that work to improve health and increase access to opportunity among California’s most vulnerable 

communities, we commend the Governor, the California State Transportation Agency, and the State legislature for 

recognizing the importance of prioritizing equity within the ATP and requiring that no less than 25 percent of ATP funds 

flow to disadvantaged communities, as outlined in Senate Bill 99.   By addressing the longstanding infrastructure 

disparities faced by disadvantaged communities, we can ensure that all Californians are able to safely walk and bicycle to 

schools, jobs, services and other community assets, thus improving public health outcomes, reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, and creating safer and healthier neighborhoods throughout the state.   

 

In order to effectively implement the ATP in a manner consistent with the intent of SB 99 and ensure that disadvantaged 

communities fully share in the benefits of the program, it is important that the ATP guidelines and implementation 

procedures contain clear and direct language regarding the application and selection process for projects serving 

disadvantaged communities. Below are our specific recommendations to facilitate the prioritization of disadvantaged, 

vulnerable communities and maximize the program’s public health, climate, and safety outcomes. 

  



 Clarify that each metropolitan planning organization (MPO) is required to award no less than 25 percent of its 

share of ATP funds to projects specifically targeting and benefitting disadvantaged communities.  

The plain language of SB 99 states that “no less than 25 percent of overall program funds benefit disadvantaged 

communities” (emphasis added). While the language does not explicitly require the regional programs to help 

meet the 25 percent disadvantaged communities target, the wording—and discussions with the Administration 

and Legislature during the drafting of the legislation—strongly signal that the legislative intent was for both the 

state and regional programs to invest in disadvantaged communities. In other words, the “overall program” 

encompasses both the state and regional programs, and as such, the 25 percent disadvantaged communities 

target applies to both the state and regional programs. Moreover, if the state program awards its projects 

before the regions do—as has been discussed in the workgroup meetings—it will be difficult for the CTC to 

ensure that the minimum 25 percent of overall program funds benefits disadvantaged communities without 

requiring that each regional program also set a 25 percent target as the floor for funding projects in 

disadvantaged communities. We recommend that the CTC establish guidelines that clarify that: 1) the 25 

percent target for investment in disadvantaged communities applies to both the state and regional programs, 

and 2) the 25 percent target is a minimum funding floor—not a ceiling—for investing in projects that benefit 

disadvantaged communities. 

 

 Require applicants to select from a defined menu of options for designating disadvantaged communities 

established by the CTC.  

In identifying disadvantaged communities, it is important for potential applicants and MPOs to utilize a 

comprehensive and accurate definition that best captures the relative environmental, health, and safety 

disparities experienced by communities across California. While we recognize the need for some leeway in how 

regions define disadvantaged communities, for the purposes of maintaining statewide consistency within the 

program, we strongly recommend that potential applicants be required to choose a definition from a defined 

menu of options. The ATP guidelines should direct applicants to choose from the following menu of definitions 

in identifying disadvantaged communities or schools: 

 

o For projects under the statewide competitive program: 
 Communities identified in the top tier (highest scoring) of the California Office of Environmental 

Health Hazard Assessment's California Communities Environmental Health Screening Tool 
(CalEnviroScreen), as defined for SB 535; OR 

 Communities that can demonstrate their median household income (MHI), at the block group or 
census tract level, to be at or below 80% of the statewide median income. 

o For projects under the regional programs: 
 Communities identified in the top tier (highest scoring) of the California Office of Environmental 

Health Hazard Assessment's CalEnviroScreen; OR  
 Communities previously identified in a Regional Transportation Plan as an “environmental 

justice community,” “community of concern,” “vulnerable population,” or other designation per 
federal Title VI obligations;  OR 

 Communities that can demonstrate their MHI to be at or below 80% of the statewide median 
income.   

o For the purposes of all Safe Routes to School projects: 
 A school in which 75 percent or more of the children are eligible for the free or reduced meal 

program.  
 

This menu of options represents a reasonable and implementable approach for both the state and the MPOs. For 

the state share of the program, the CalEnviroScreen tool is the most appropriate because it conducts a 

comprehensive assessment of community health and environmental conditions across the entire state at the zip 



code level. However, we recognize that the exclusive reliance on the CalEnviroScreen tool could inadvertently 

exclude some areas of high poverty, such as certain unincorporated communities within the San Joaquin or 

Coachella Valley, due to the methodology’s data gaps among smaller communities. Accordingly, we recommend that 

potential applicants to the state program may utilize a median household income indicator of at or below 80 percent 

of the statewide median income to define disadvantaged communities. 

 

For the regional programs, we recognize that the CalEnviroScreen tool may not be the right fit. Accordingly, we 

recommend that MPOs may use their own definition of disadvantaged communities as defined in their adopted 

Regional Transportation Plans (RTP). Many regions have already established their own definitions to identify 

vulnerable areas per federal Title VI obligations, and in certain instances, these definitions may be more applicable 

for identifying and targeting funding to disadvantaged communities within that particular region. Though regional 

definitions of disadvantaged communities may be termed differently—for example, “environmental justice 

communities” (as in Fresno COG’s RTP) or “community of concern” (as in MTC/ABAG’s RTP)—our underlying 

recommendation remains the same: allow regions to use definitions developed within adopted RTPs to meet federal 

Title VI obligations. Moreover, these regional definitions have already been vetted through a public process in the 

adoption of a RTP. Again, if neither the CalEnviroScreen nor a regional Title VI community definition works for a 

project sponsor, we recommend the ability to utilize a MHI indicator of at or below 80 percent of the statewide 

median income to define disadvantaged communities. 

 

Lastly, for Safe Routes to Schools projects, disadvantaged school communities should be defined as a school in which 

75 percent or more of the children are eligible for the free and reduced meal program. This has been a longstanding 

definition that has worked for the former state Safe Routes to School program that should be continued.  

 

 Require applicants to thoroughly explain how projects will serve and benefit disadvantaged communities.  

To maximize the benefits of prioritizing California’s most underserved communities, applicants should be 

required to thoroughly demonstrate how their project will directly serve and benefit disadvantaged 

communities.  The CTC should incorporate comprehensive questions that provide for detailed responses to 

determine project eligibility and selection for ATP funding that is allocated to disadvantaged communities.  This 

will not only allow for more complete information of how projects will benefit disadvantaged communities, it 

will offer clarity to potential applicants regarding what it means for projects to benefit and serve these 

communities, and it will also enable the CTC and MPOs to better evaluate and compare how projects will impact 

targeted communities. We recommend that the following language—based on the Strategic Growth Council’s 

Planning Grant Guidelines and the California State Parks’ Statewide Park Development and Community 

Revitalization Application Guide—be incorporated into the guidelines in determining the eligibility and selection 

of projects.  

 

Projects must specifically target and benefit disadvantaged communities. Please demonstrate how the proposed project 

takes into consideration the needs of the most vulnerable residents in the community by answering the following: 

 

o What infrastructure, safety, or public health challenges are present within the disadvantaged 

community that contributes to the need for improvements in walking and/or bicycling infrastructure?  

o Describe how the project will address these challenges and improve access to high quality active 

transportation for the most vulnerable residents, including youth, seniors, and low-income families? 

o How will low-income residents of disadvantaged communities have daily access to the project site? 

Please discuss potential barriers to access such as proximity of the disadvantaged community(ies) to the 

project site, connections to transportation hubs, health care providers, schools, community centers, 



parks or other community amenities and services, or other outstanding safety concerns (for example, 

passing through a known area of gang violence, large number of stray dogs, etc.) and why these will not 

prevent access to active transportation improvements for low-income residents living in disadvantaged 

communities.   

 

 Require community resident participation in the planning and design of active transportation projects.  

The overall success and safety of active transportation improvements is largely dependent on the extent that 

projects meet the needs of the community residents and expand public access and use.  A critical and effective 

strategy for achieving this is the participation of community residents in the planning and design of projects. This 

will advance community-informed projects that will better ensure the safe public use of new walking and biking 

infrastructure.  In alignment with this objective, many programs in California, including the Strategic Growth 

Council’s Planning Grant program and the California State Parks’ Statewide Park Development and Community 

Revitalization program, require the participation of community residents and partners in the planning and 

design of projects.  We strongly recommend that the ATP aligns with similar requirements and directs applicants 

to implement community-based planning processes.  To evaluate this criterion for projects, the following 

questions should be included in the guidelines to determine project eligibility and selection:  

 

Discuss how the disadvantaged community has been and will continue to be engaged in the development of the 

proposal and the execution of the active transportation project.  

 

o Please describe how the applicant or partnering community-based organization (CBO) made efforts to 
meet with residents (for Safe Routes to Schools projects, this includes parents and other members of 
the school community) for the planning and design of the project.  Address the following: 
 

 How many meetings occurred in the disadvantaged community and why were they convenient 
for low-income youth and adults, including residents lacking transportation and with various 
employment and family schedules. Include the meeting locations and times, the methods 
employed by applicant or CBO that were used to invite residents, and description and total 
number of residents in attendance at each meeting.  In the combined set of meetings, describe 
how there was or was not a broad representation of residents. 

 During the meetings how were the residents enabled to design the project? Please speak 
directly to the processes that allowed them to work together to identify and prioritize active 
transportation features that best meet their needs and how they reached a general agreement 
on the type and design of the project.   

 Were meetings conducted in the primary language spoken by community residents? If not, what 
translation assistance was provided to community residents to fully understand and contribute 
to the development of the active transportation project? 
 

o How will disadvantaged community residents be engaged in the execution of the proposed work? If 
funds for community engagement are not included in the budget, please explain why they are not 
needed for the proposed work. 

 

 Provide an ongoing set-aside of the ATP funding for disadvantaged communities to support technical 

assistance and planning resources.  

Disadvantaged communities often lack the resources and capacity to submit successful proposals despite 

overwhelmingly and unmet infrastructure needs in these areas.   Access to planning and technical assistance 

resources will address this barrier and increase the number of successful proposals benefitting low-income 

underserved communities.  If planning assistance is not provided, these communities will fall even further 

behind in their ability to compete for grants. 



 

 Exempt disadvantaged communities from jurisdictional planning and local match requirements. 

City-, county-, or region-wide plans and local match requirements represent barriers to competing for grants for 

communities with less resources and capacity to meet those criteria. In alignment with several other state 

programs, disadvantaged communities should be exempt from these requirements to ensure that communities 

with the greatest need for active transportation improvements maintain access to this program and that a 

minimum of the 25 percent target for funding to these communities is reached.    

 

The incorporation of the above recommendations into the ATP guidelines will provide for a more successful 

implementation of the ATP program and ensure that all Californians can safely walk and bicycle to school, to work and to 

access critical services and amenities. By effectively investing in communities that have for too long been left behind we 

can achieve greater public health and environmental benefits for all California.  We thank you again for your leadership 

and commitment to this work and we respectfully ask for your support of these important recommendations as this 

program moves forward.   

 

Questions or concerns regarding this letter can be addressed to Chione Flegal, Associate Director at PolicyLink 

(chione@policylink.org or 510-663-4311) 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Judith Bell      Wendy Alfsen 

President      Executive Director 

PolicyLink      California WALKS 

 

 

Ruben Cantu      Jeanie Ward-Waller 

Program Director     California Advocacy Organizer 

California Pan-Ethnic Health Network   Safe Routes to Schools National Partnership 

 

 

Veronica Garibay     Azibuike Akaba 

Co-Director      Environmental Policy Analyst 

Leadership Counsel for Justice and Accountability Regional Asthma Management and Prevention 

 

 

Sam Tepperman-Gelfant    Joshua Stark 

Senior Staff Attorney     State Policy Director 

Public Advocates, Inc.     TransForm 
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