
December 5, 2016 
 
John Laird, Secretary 
California Natural Resources Agency 
1416 9th St #1311 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
VIA E-MAIL 
 
Re: Urban Greening Program Draft Guidelines  
 
Dear Secretary Laird: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on the draft Urban Greening Program               
Guidelines (Guidelines) funded through the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund (GGRF). We           
commend the thoughtful approach your staff has taken in developing the Guidelines and             
respectfully submit the feedback below to strengthen them. The undersigned organizations represent            
active transportation, recreation, public health, and social equity, organizations that have a strong             
interest in promoting state investment in trails, greenways, walking and bicycling projects in             
California, especially to benefit residents with the greatest needs. We all thank you for committing to                
achieve greenhouse gas (GHG) reductions while providing essential benefits to urban communities            
in need through this competitive grant program. 
 
Overall, we applaud moving forward with active transportation activities being a key component             
reflected in the Guidelines’ priorities. We value that the Guidelines explicitly emphasize reducing             
Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) by increasing the use of alternatives such as active transportation.              
Increased levels of bicycling and walking in lieu of vehicle travel must play a significant role in                 
reducing GHG emissions if California wants to meet the targets set by AB 32. However, we                
recommend that the Guidelines reflect a longer-term and more comprehensive active transportation            
vision to achieve our air quality, climate, and equity goals – as required by AB 32, SB 535, SB 32, AB                    
197, AB 1550, and SB 859.  
 
Our organizations are writing to you to express concerns we have identified with the Guidelines and                
offer several recommendations to strengthen the program to maximize the benefits of the program              
for all Californians.  
 
Summary of Recommendations 
 

1. Improve Active Transportation VMT Reduction by Combining it with         
Community Acquisition of Green Space in Accordance with SB 859 

2. Promote Further Reduction in VMT by Encouraging Active Transportation         
Projects to Align with Broader Plans and Programs 

3. Further Prioritize Low-income Communities Lacking Active Transportation       
Infrastructure and/or Planning Efforts 
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4. Provide More Clarity on Scoring, Especially for Trails, Greenways and          
Bicycling Projects: 

5. Ensure Protection of Disadvantaged Residents by Implementing       
Anti-Displacement Measures 

 
 

1. Improve Active Transportation VMT Reduction by Combining it with         
Community Acquisition of Green Space in Accordance with SB 859 

 
We support the following recommendation by the Trust for Public Land in their letter, to maximize                
greenhouse gas reduction through increasing infill green space in existing urban communities: 
 

In order for this program to be consistent with the legislative goals and language of SB 859,                 
and to maximize GHG reduction, we suggest the addition of a fourth measure on page 2 in                 
the “Quantification” sub-section. It is to read as follows: "4. Avoid vehicle miles travelled              
by acquiring new green space in urban areas and extinguishing development rights." As             
currently written, there is no way for this program to implement the express language in SB                
859 to support projects that "acquire….community parks and green spaces." The value in             
extinguishing development rights to create parks and green space is important, not just to              
reduce GHGs through VMT but to create the "healthy and vibrant communities" described             
on page 2. Nevertheless, we understand that it may not be possible to create a functioning                
methodology for quantifying the benefits of an urban acquisition for this funding round. In              
that case, we recommend that you craft the guidelines to leave the door open to acquisitions                
as standalone projects in future cycles.  

 
2. Promote Further Reduction in VMT by Encouraging Active        

Transportation Projects to Align with Broader Plans and Programs  
 
Aligning successful projects with broader local, state, or federal active transportation funds,            
priorities, and goals will ensure projects funded through the Urban Greening Program are not              
isolated green improvements disconnected from their urban settings. The grant Guidelines do not             
incentivize this active transportation plan coordination or leveraging of funding between           
government agencies or even with emerging private development. We recommend adding categories            
of points under the scoring criteria for both projects that are supported in existing community plans                
and connect to or fill a key gap in local walking and bicycling infrastructure networks, as well as for                   
projects that leverage other GGRF or state grant funds. 
 
We also recommend adding clarity around how projects can provide meaningful bicycle and             
pedestrian infrastructure improvements that seek abundant connections to workplaces, school,          
commercial centers, and residences.  
 
Currently, the project quantification and evaluation language in the Guidelines encouraging active            
transportation could hypothetically be achieved in isolation with no real connectivity to priority             
destinations beyond the project site, mobility, or modal shift benefits. This minimum understanding             
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of active transportation improvements is vague and insufficient. For example, under this definition,             
an applicant could satisfy the grant program’s main quantification requirement by committing to an              
isolated segment of trail out of reach of any residences or workplaces because of a barrier such as a                   
freeway or railroad right-of-way. Additionally, we recommend that potential projects describe safety            
measures for residents accessing the project and methods of encouragement for a modal shift in the                
community. 
 
Significant investments in walking and bicycling in coordination with transit and land use             
investments offer cost effective opportunities to implement AB 32 and reduce GHG. Specifically,             
investments in comprehensive walking, bicycling and multi-use trail networks, first and last mile             
connections to transit, Safe Routes to School programs, and the creation of walkable neighborhoods              
through new and infill development all offer opportunities to reduce VMT, reduce GHG emissions              
and improve the health of Californians and their economy.  
 

3. Further Prioritize Low-income Communities Lacking Active      
Transportation Infrastructure and/or Planning Efforts 

 
To meet SB 859 and supplement its statutory goals, it is important to understand the starting place                 
of many disadvantaged communities and their current dearth of bicycling and walking infrastructure             
improvements. For example, many community-based organizations (CBOs) lack the funding,          
project, and staff experience to make them competitive with more established entities such as cities               
or counties that likely have additional resources/support in the application process. We appreciate             
that the Guidelines already include priority considerations pursuant to SB 859, but we recommend              
priorities go further with more clarity on specific activities that apply to disadvantaged community              
applicants and demonstrate strong community support and engagement directly with residents in            
those communities – whether governmental agencies or CBOs. Increasing priority points in the             
scoring process should also apply to the below conditions. For those already reflected in the               
Guidelines, projects should be required to strengthen their commitments as safeguards to ensure             
that affected residents share in the benefits of major greening developments. 
 

● Projects that show applicants authentically engaged the local community (We support the            
California Climate Equity Coalition recommendation that Memorandums of Understanding         
with local community groups should be the standard of evidence for forming these             
relationships) 

● Projects that demonstrate multiple benefits (economic, environmental, social) to low-income          
residents and deliver benefits that significantly outweigh any burdens that will fall on those              
residents 

● Developing performance measures that include actual benefits to low-income populations 
● Projects that form community agreements with stakeholders to access workforce education,           

training, and quality jobs for low-income residents 
● Intentions to improve environmentally burdened areas that are allowable covered expenses 
● Activities for infill development with appropriate anti-displacement measures  
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4. Provide More Clarity on Scoring, Especially for Trails, Greenways         
and Bicycling Projects 

 
It is clear that trails, greenways and bikeway projects are eligible and will advance the goals of the                  
Urban Greening Program. However, some of the language needs to be modified to better address               
these project types. Here are a few recommended changes: 
 

● On the application form on page 12, under statutory requirements, the second box should              
read: “Creates, Enhances or Expands Community Green Spaces, including Trails and           
Bikeways” 

● On the bottom half of page 14, in the scoring section for “Statutory and Program               
Requirements”, question #1 should be revised to read: “Explain how the projects meets the              
criteria of 1) acquiring, creating, enhancing or expanding community parks, green spaces,            
trails and bikeways…” (new text in bold). Otherwise, it’s not clear how a proposed trail or                
bikeway project would answer this question, as those project types are not listed, though              
they are clearly eligible. Conforming changes should be made in other sections of the              
document that have this same language. 

 
The scoring system overall should be improved by including specifics and clarity. As currently              
written it is unclear to applicants what is required to score well. For example, the first section on                  
“Statutory and Program Requirements” contains four mandatory questions followed by a long series             
of sub-questions which are worth 50 points. However, these points are not allocated to individual               
questions, but to the section as a whole. We are concerned that this scoring system will lead to                  
arbitrary scores that do not correspond to the answers provided and will undermine SB 859. To                
increase transparency and clarity, the Agency should attribute points for each question within each              
individual section rather than provide one score per section, or provide more explanation about how               
points can be earned by answering the various questions under that section. It’s also important to                
ensure that all different project types - whether parks, tree plantings, trails or bikeways - have an                 
equal chance to get the maximum score, provided they are eligible and are designed to meet program                 
goals.  
 
On page 16, in section c) re Non-motorized trails, we encourage you to include some other                
questions about trail attributes that help achieve the program goals, such as: 

● Describe how the trail increases connectivity of the active transportation network, such as             
filling gaps or otherwise completing routes in a bike or trail plan or a low-stress bikeway                
network? 

● Does the trail connect to or between parks, open space or other green infrastructure? 
● Does the trail improve safety for bicyclists and/or pedestrians, which may lead to increased              

biking and walking? 
 

5. Ensure Protection of Disadvantaged Residents by Implementing       
Anti-Displacement Measures 
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Given the anticipated, and sought-after improved economic outcomes of Urban Greening           
investment in disadvantaged communities, we recommend that anti-displacement measures be          
required with use of program funds so that current residents and businesses are not priced out of                 
their communities as a result of program benefits. The SGC’s Affordable Housing and Sustainable              
Communities (AHSC) program sets a precedent for this, and we believe that anti-displacement             
strategies should be incentivized in project scoring. The AHSC program gives applicants a maximum              
of 4/100 points for anti-displacement strategies; we encourage Resources Agency to devote 10% of              
project scoring to promote enhanced anti-displacement measures.  
 
Additionally, project applicants should demonstrate authentic community engagement with local          
community organizations that specifically represent low-income populations. This must be          
incorporated into the Guidelines and as stated above, and MOUs with local community groups              
should be the standard of evidence for forming these relationships and treated as an allowable               
expense. 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on the draft Urban Greening Program Guidelines,               
and for the Agency staff’s hard work on ensuring that its grant programs continue to be a model                  
program for advancing sustainable and equitable investments in California. We look forward to             
working with Resources Agency in the continued development of this important program for             
communities throughout California.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Jeanie Ward-Waller, Policy Director Laura Cohen, Regional Director 
California Bicycle Coalition Rails-to-Trails Conservancy  
 
Wendy Alfsen, Executive Director Bill Sadler, California Senior Policy Manager 
California Walks Safe Routes to School National Partnership 
 
Tamika Butler, Executive Director Andy Hanshaw, Executive Director 
Los Angeles County Bicycle Coalition San Diego County Bicycle Coalition 


