
   

 

 

 

 

July 31, 2015 

  

Ken Alex 

Chair, Strategic Growth Council 

CAL EPA Headquarters 

1001 I Street 

Sacramento, CA 95814 

  

Re: Affordable Housing and Sustainable Communities Program 

 

Dear Chair Alex and Members of the Council: 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the Affordable Housing Sustainable 

Communities (AHSC) program. The Coalition for Active Transportation Leadership (CATL) 

represents organizations in California that promote walking and bicycling. We believe the AHSC 

program is a significant step forward in advancing our collective mission as it provides resources 

for the housing and infrastructure needed to allow people of all ages, localities, incomes and 

abilities to live in healthy, equitable and sustainable communities where walking and bicycling 

are safe and convenient modes of transportation.  

  

We offer our appreciation to the Council, staff, and other agencies involved for your hard work 

and commitment to creating sustainable communities for all. The AHSC Program is an 

incredibly valuable resource for regional and local governments to implement the goals of AB 

32, SB 375, SB 535, SB 391, and the Governor’s Executive Order B-30-15.  We fully support 

the program’s emphasis on the state’s planning priorities, prioritizing investments in 

disadvantaged communities, commitment to advancing the full range of benefits from 

sustainable growth, and focus on reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

While we support that nearly a quarter of this year’s AHSC funding, $32 million, went to 

transportation investments, we were disappointed that only $12 million, or 10 percent, of AHSC 



    

funding went towards active transportation. We believe this program could go much farther in 

funding meaningful walking and bicycling connectivity projects. Throughout the state, there is a 

significant need for both affordable housing and quality infrastructure of all kinds, particularly in 

rural regions of the State, and the more resources available to meet this need, the better. The 

AHSC program serves as a nice complement to the Active Transportation Program (ATP) by 

providing funding for walking and bicycling projects integrated with transit and  land use. 

 

We suggest a few areas where the AHSC program guidelines and selection process can be 

improved that would support and incentivize more robust active transportation projects. To 

further support the state’s goals around reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and meet the demand 

for active transportation throughout the state while providing meaningful benefits to 

disadvantaged communities, we recommend the following: 

  

1. Improve transparency for the AHSC Program: For the benefits of this program to 

come to pass, we need greater transparency to understand how these projects integrate 

transit, urban forestry, green space, conservation, walking and bicycling. The SGC should 

post all applications received and the related scoring evaluations for each application 

received. Releasing this information will improve the public and applicants’ 

understanding of the selection process and facilitate efforts to create new partnerships and 

capacity to bring forth more progressive and innovative projects. 

 

2. Form a Technical Advisory Committee: Developing a technical advisory council 

comprised of external stakeholders and key agency staff that will guide the staff 

throughout the AHSC process is another way to improve transparency and ensure 

stakeholder participation throughout the process. This could be modeled after the ATP 

Advisory Committee, which is in the process of being formed right now, and will include 

both government and non-governmental representatives including community based 

organizations who work on active transportation efforts in diverse regions throughout the 

state. 

 

3. Emphasize project coordination instead of project delivery: Transportation and 

housing projects are planned and implemented at different scales and timelines, with 

different approval processes and funding constraints. Most housing projects are 

completed by developers, while transportation projects are implemented by a city or 

transportation agency. From several applicants, we heard it was difficult to include active 

transportation improvements in their application because of this disconnect between 

implementing agencies. We support integration but recognize how difficult it is for many 

applicants to align these variables. We recommend that the Council focus on coordinating 

the planning and implementation of different projects instead of focusing solely on 

uniting projects in their delivery. We outline a few of the specific barriers that should be 



    

addressed in the next section and encourage the SGC to find a solution to this challenge 

so more applications that promote collaboration across fields are eligible to apply.   

 

4. Remove barriers to fund innovative transportation projects, in particular bicycle 

and pedestrian infrastructure, that will result in greenhouse gas reductions (GHG 

reductions): 

a. Most bicycle and pedestrian projects are categorically exempt from the California 

Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and do not receive clearance until after they 

are scoped and receive funding. However, the current guidelines made CEQA 

clearance a threshold requirement so a number of easily implemented bicycle and 

pedestrian projects became ineligible. 

b. Transportation projects - in particular small bicycle and pedestrian projects – 

typically do not have full funding and rely on a smaller local match to leverage 

larger funds. For the readiness requirement in AHSC, the program penalized 

transportation projects that were not 70 – 90 percent funded but also made 

projects ineligible that were 100 percent funded. This resulted in fully funded 

housing projects not being eligible to receive additional funds for transportation 

investments.   

c. In the current guidelines, first/last mile projects that are not connected to a 

housing project but are located in a high-quality transit area are not eligible. 

However, first/last mile projects in areas that are not considered high quality 

transit areas are eligible for investment. This means that projects eligible for this 

program cannot connect existing low-income communities to new transit lines in 

high quality transit areas (e.g. the Expo Line and Crenshaw Line in South LA). 

Disadvantaged neighborhoods are already suffering from underinvestment. Now, 

active transportation projects that support these communities are ineligible. We 

recommend expanding eligibility of ICPs to allow stand-alone first/last mile 

projects in high quality transit areas. 

d. The joint and several liability requirements has made it difficult for agencies and 

developers to partner on AHSC projects due to the high level of risk and liability 

from factors that are not in their control. The ATP offers an alternative model of 

holding applicants accountable to project delivery by deducting negative points 

from future applications if an applicant fails to meet its obligation from previous 

awards. We recommend removing the liability guidelines to encourage greater 

collaboration and use a similar negative point system as the ATP. 

We recommend the Council revise the current guidelines to remove these barriers around 

eligibility and partnership to ensure that strong transportation projects that are proven to 

reduce GHG and maximize co-benefits are eligible to apply. 

 

5. Further Maximize Co-Benefits on Community Identified Priorities: There are many 

co-benefits to the housing and infrastructure investments that will be funded out of the 



    

AHSC program, including improved air quality, better public health outcomes and 

greater economic development. These co-benefits should be prioritized along with 

reducing GHG emissions, especially for project components whose benefits are not 

accurately represented in GHG modeling, and extra points should be awarded for all co-

benefits provided by a project. Consideration should be given to providing access to 

applications for public review and comparison of co-benefits expected versus those 

delivered.  

 

6. Strengthen the ICP Guidelines to Better Serve Rural and Small Urban 

Communities: Many rural and small urban communities lack basic transit services. This 

program should not only increase transit use but also focus on improving neighborhood 

mobility by promoting active transportation connections to key destinations. For 

example, GHG reductions can be achieved by building an active transportation network 

that connects residents to basic amenities within their communities. We recommend that 

the guidelines add an eligibility category for areas that cannot meet the current transit 

requirements but can demonstrate meaningful GHG reduction strategies through other 

mechanisms. Communities that have experienced an historical disinvestment in transit 

and/or infrastructure are negatively affected by these transit requirements which create 

additional barriers to lower income and rural communities as they have fewer linkages to 

transit and active transportation that make projects more competitive. As a program that 

is intended to serve the entire state, we advocate for scoring and evaluation criteria that 

takes into account, and seeks to remedy rather than perpetuate, historic under-investment 

in transit and active transportation related infrastructure. Similarly, Cycle 2 of the 

program should better address opportunities for strategic investments throughout the 

state, in particularly for rural, unincorporated, and small urban communities.   

 

7. Improve Modeling Tools to quantify GHG reductions from Active Transportation: 

a. The current GHG modeling tools do not distinguish between projects more or less 

likely to create mode shift. For example, one of the major benefits of separated 

infrastructure such as protected bicycle lanes is more potential users who do not 

currently bicycle from safety concerns. The modeling tools do not capture that 

added benefit and instead scoring criteria penalizes these projects for the 

additional cost of protected lanes. In addition, the current modeling tools offer 

similar GHG reduction credit for bicycle storage such as kiosks and lockers, 

which do not result in the same mode shift as separated infrastructure that 

provides a meaningful, safe connectivity benefit.  

b. Currently, an applicant could max out their active transportation points by 

including a few “amenities” or street improvements, but would not receive 

additional credit for including more project components that provide greater 

connectivity benefits to the community around the project area.  This modeling 

deficiency served as a disincentive for developers to include walking and 



    

bicycling improvements beyond the immediate project area; improvements that 

might have had a much greater mode shift potential. The modeling tools and 

guidelines need to ensure that projects are encouraged to prioritize active 

transportation strategies that will maximize reduction of GHG emissions.   

c. Bicycle and pedestrian modeling was primarily focused on access to transit, 

however most walking and bicycling trips that replace short vehicle trips do not 

involve transit. The potential short trip vehicle miles traveled (VMT) reduction is 

not accounted for by the current modeling tools. 

We recommend that the current modeling tools be improved to address these concerns. If 

the models cannot account for these issues, the guidelines need to create stronger scoring 

incentives outside of the model based on the co-benefits listed above. In addition, the 

models or guidelines should recognize that not all classes of bicycle and pedestrian 

infrastructure have equal potential to create mode shift. 

 

8. Leverage funding sources such as the Active Transportation Program to implement 

community-driven projects: One of the AHSC’s enabling statutes is to increase options 

for mobility, including implementation of the ATP. For this to occur, we recommend that 

the guidelines leverage the significant investment in planning and project development 

that has been made through the first two cycles of the ATP to improve AHSC project 

selection and transportation investment. The ATP invested in and spurred a significant 

amount of planning and public engagement to develop strong community-driven projects 

that reduce GHG, support disadvantaged communities, and maximize co-benefits, many 

hundreds of projects which were not funded with limited ATP dollars. The guidelines 

should increase points for projects that leverage funds or planning efforts from the Active 

Transportation Program and other state funding sources that reduce vehicle miles 

traveled. 

 

9. Strengthen Community Engagement Provisions: The overall success and efficacy of 

greenhouse gas reduction projects is largely dependent on the extent that projects truly 

meet the needs of the community residents it is intended to serve and expand public 

access and use. In order to effectively achieve meaningful, direct, and assured benefits to 

DACs, we strongly advocate for greater weight to be assigned to this section in the 

scoring criteria given the important role public input plays in determining community-

wide use and access of AHSC projects.  

a. We appreciate the Program’s requirement for projects to “demonstrate how the 

outreach was designed to remove barriers to community participation and 

provided opportunities for engagement for community members, in particular 

low-income households and DAC residents, which the project is proposed to 

benefit.”  To strengthen this section, we recommend that the program also require 

applicants to explain what steps were taken to ensure the public participation 

process was culturally and linguistically appropriate. Applicants should also be 



    

directed to submit meeting sign-in sheets and photos and describe how well 

attended they were.  

b. Further, this language should be strengthened to require applicants to thoroughly 

explain how the community-based public participation process and outreach that 

culminated in the project proposal allowed for community identified needs to 

emerge and be meaningfully reflected in the project.  This includes speaking 

directly to the processes that allowed community members to work together to 

identify and prioritize project features that best meet their needs and how they 

reached a general agreement on the type and design of the project.  Points should 

also be awarded for proposals that demonstrate how community members will be 

engaged throughout the delivery of proposed work, from project design through 

project completion. 

c. Additionally, identified co-benefits should also include an analysis of how 

selected co-benefits reflect the needs and priorities of the community members 

the project intends to serve. While model benefits to disadvantaged communities 

identified in the current guidelines is useful to illustrate what type of benefits 

project applicants should seek, these exemplars must not serve as a substitute for 

community identified priorities and demonstrated community needs and 

opportunities 

d. And finally, we would like to take this opportunity, to note that local opposition to 

affordable housing development in communities where there is a demonstrated 

need for such housing has often impeded much needed development. Affordable 

housing projects and programs funded through the GGRF must not be blocked or 

delayed due to generalized local opposition to the development of housing 

affordable to lower income and special needs populations. 

In the Appendix, we offer helpful guidance and strategies that we recommend be 

included in the Guidelines to organizing well-attended meetings and encouraging resident 

participation. 

 

10. Ensure Geographic Equity: One of the primary concerns voiced throughout the state 

regarding the AHSC program is the lack of geographic equity, both that certain regions 

received less funding than other regions, and that urban areas received more funding than 

rural areas. We understand the enormity of the task faced by the Council; however we 

recommend the Council and staff work together to ensure all regions in California receive 

equitable investment from the AHSC program. One strategy for improving geographic 

distribution could be through targeting technical assistance to regions that struggled to 

compete for a fair share of funds, as outlined in the next section. 

 

11. Technical Assistance for Disadvantaged Communities: We commend the Council for 

prioritizing targeted technical assistance to DACs, however in order to meaningfully 

reach our communities of greatest need, this assistance should be robust and provided 



    

from the outset of the program. The first cycle of AHSC highlights the need  for technical 

assistance to disadvantaged communities to apply for this program. Technical assistance 

is needed to strike geographic balance and ensure all regions and localities enjoy equal 

access to needed funding. Disadvantaged communities often lack the resources (e.g. lack 

of planning or engineering staff, dedicated grant writers, etc.) and capacity to develop and 

submit competitive and successful proposals despite their overwhelming and unmet 

infrastructure needs, and historic disinvestment.  Access to technical assistance resources 

will help overcome this barrier and increase the number of objectively competitive, 

successful awards that benefit very low-income, underserved disadvantaged 

communities.  We specifically recommend that assistance, including grant/concept 

proposal writing assistance be provided prior to the Concept Submittal and Review phase 

to help prepare communities to submit competitive concept proposals.  Further and in 

accordance with SB 862, Chapter 2, Section 75214[i], the SGC should begin outreach 

workshops in DACs to “promote access and program participation in DACs.”  If 

technical assistance continues to be absent from the outset, these communities will only 

continue to fall even further behind in their ability to compete for grants.  

 

12. Ensure that Funded Projects Do Not Directly or Indirectly Lead to the 

Displacement of Low-Income Residents:  We commend the Council for including the 

anti-displacement measure within the guidelines.   However, the possible consequences 

of displacement are profound. Low-income residents who are displaced from their homes 

and communities will not have the opportunity to enjoy improved access to 

transportation, affordable housing, energy efficient buildings, etc., and will continue to be 

pushed away from jobs and other critical services. Ultimately, these outcomes will have 

detrimental impacts on low-income families who are then forced to spend larger 

percentages of their income on transportation costs and will inevitably exacerbate the 

effects of climate change on our most impacted communities, rather than alleviate them. 

These outcomes and others stand counter to the intended goals of SB 535 and AB 32, and 

we strongly recommend that criteria be included in the guidelines and application 

materials that protect communities from harm. For these reasons we strongly urge the 

Council to increase the points assigned to this section and encourage applicants in hot 

market areas to utilize anti displacement policies that prevent rather than solely mitigate 

displacement. These include anti-harassment policies, condominium conversion 

restrictions, rent stabilization, just cause eviction, and land banking.  

 

13. All Projects Should Be Evaluated on their Potential Benefits to Disadvantaged 

Communities In order to maximize AHSC project benefits to disadvantaged 

communities as outlined in SB 535, AB 32 and SB 862, the SGC should evaluate all 

project proposals on the extent to which a project furthers co-benefits generally and 

specifically for our state’s most vulnerable people. Greater points in the evaluation 

criteria for project co-benefits for specifically DACs should be clarified and must apply 



    

not only to those projects credited towards achieving the SB 535 targets for investments 

in disadvantaged communities, but all project proposals. 

a. While we recognize and strongly support that proposals applying for affordable 

housing funding are given preference in the scoring criteria, similar preference 

should be extended to ICP projects that are designed to benefit DACs by 

assigning these projects additional points as well.  

b. Further, the SGC should provide a separate scoring component for each co-benefit 

category such as environmental, health, and economic co- benefits. For example, 

we recommend a scoring section on providing health co-benefits to DACs, a 

scoring section on providing economic co-benefits to DACs, etc., rather than 

combining all co-benefits under one scoring section in an “and/or” approach. This 

will ensure adequate weight is assigned to each co-benefit category in the scoring 

of projects and maximize co-benefits in multiple areas (health, economic, safety, 

environmental etc.) to DACs in this program. 

 

14. Prioritize Project Applications that Include Strong Community Workforce 

Agreements 

We support the Guidelines’ inclusion of economic co-benefits that create quality jobs and 

increase access to targeted hiring for DAC communities. Community workforce 

agreements are an important tool for strengthening job quality standards and conditions 

and ensuring that publicly funded construction projects recruit, hire and train local, low-

income, and disconnected youth and young adults, farmworkers, and other disadvantaged 

workers.  AHSC Guidelines should encourage and grant priority to applicants that have 

community workforce agreements in place.  Steps should also be taken to ensure that 

strong accountability provisions are included. This will help to maximize the economic 

benefits of the GGRF across the State, as mandated in SB 535.  

 

In closing, thank you for the opportunity to share our recommendations to further improve and 

strengthen this ambitious program. We believe this program could transform how we plan our 

communities for the future and we are invested in partnering with you to ensure the AHSC 

program exceeds its goals. 

  

Sincerely,   

 

Wendy Alfsen, Executive Director 

California Walks 

 

Judith Bell, President  

PolicyLink 

 

 



    

Tamika Butler, Executive Director 

Los Angeles County Bicycle Coalition  

 

Sergio Carranza, Executive Director 

Pueblo Unido CDC 

 

Kimberly Chen, Policy Advocate 

California Pan Ethnic Health Network  

 

Chanell Fletcher, Senior California Policy Manager 

Safe Routes to School National Partnership 

 

Matthew Marsom, Vice President for Public Policy and Program  

Public Health Institute  

 

Michele Hasson, Regional Director, Coachella Valley 

Leadership Counsel for Justice and Accountability  

 

Linda Rudolph, MD, MPH, Co-Director 

Center for Climate Change and Health 

 

Jeanie Ward Waller, Policy Director  

California Bicycle Coalition  

 

Ryan Wiggins, State Cap and Trade Manager 

TransForm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

APPENDIX: Guidance and Strategies to Encourage Public Participation  

 

The following is helpful guidance and strategies we recommend be included in the 

Guidelines for organizing well-attended meetings and encouraging resident participation: 

 

Providing food, child care, and other incentives to attend is a proven technique that 

agencies have used to increase turnout. Make the incentives clear in the invitations. 

 

Schedule multiple meetings to accommodate residents with different employment and 

family schedules. Weekend or evening hours are ideal.    

 

Use meeting locations preferably within walking distance for residents. 

Neighborhood/community based organizations and schools may let you use their meeting 

space.    

 

Partner with community leaders and organizations that can assist with outreach.    

 

Post flyers in high foot traffic areas (if needed, use different languages and explain that 

an interpreter will be available at the meetings).    

 

Door-to-door in-person invitations.    

 

Mail invitations (same language idea noted above).    

 

Distribute notices at local schools, and community events, such as community festivals, 

cook-outs, and other events that attract residents.   

 

Add to the meeting agendas of neighborhood/community based organizations, school site 

meetings, etc. to facilitate a meeting where residents will be available.  

 


