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The idea of regional planning is not a new idea in California, but the passage of the 
state’s pathbreaking climate change laws – AB 32, the Global Warming Solutions Act 
of 2006, and SB 375, the regional planning law passed in 2008 – have brought new 
urgency to the topic.  
 
The urgency is driven not just by the topic of climate change, which of course holds 
the potential to create huge challenges for human settlements unless action is taken 
quickly. The new laws – especially SB 375 – have lit a fire under a long-simmering 
system of regional planning that has struggled to succeed in a huge American state 
with a long history of strong local land-use planning; a frustrating lack of 
implementation of state laws and policies associated with growth; and an inability 
to find a successful formula for regional or statewide growth management 
 
Four years after SB 375 was adopted, the regional “Sustainable Communities 
Strategies” required by the law have mostly been adopted by the state’s regional 
planning agencies. The challenge now is to implement this ambitious set of regional 
plans while respecting the state’s traditional local predominance – and doing so at a 
time when it is difficult for the state to coordinate (much less fund) its own agency’s 
growth management actions. 
 
 
California: The Great Exception 
 
California’s history is unique among American states. Covering most of the West 
Coast of the United States, located almost 2,000 miles west of the Mississippi, 
California was the first territory in the American West to become a state, following 
the Gold Rush in 1850. At 156,000 square miles – larger than Italy or Germany – it is 
the largest state in the Continental U.S. other than Texas. And with a population of 
more than 38 million, it is by far the most populous of all American states. 
 
In California: The Great Exception, a book he published for the centennial of 
statehood back in 1950, the legendary California writer Carey McWilliams explained 
that because the Gold Rush created huge amounts of wealth instantaneously, the 
state skipped the traditional agrarian phase of its development. Instead of beginning 
with farms and moving on to urban development, California actually developed the 
other way around, with cities such as San Francisco and Sacramento developing first, 
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and then used the mercantile wealth of the cities to build agricultural empires in the 
state’s many rural valleys. (McWilliams, California The Great Exception).   
 
In Southern California – now the most populous part of the state – the first wave of 
growth and development was based not on any underlying industry or economic 
driver but, rather, on growth and development itself. Beginning in the 1880s, a 
complex web of land developers, transportation infrastructure builders, and 
hucksters and promoters sold the benign climate of the region as a commodity, 
bringing hundreds of thousands of people to the Los Angeles and San Diego areas.  
(See, for example, Fulton, “Those Were Her Best Days”.) 
 
From the beginning, therefore, California established the trend of having a fast-
growing and mostly urban population. In the 20th Century, in contrast to most other 
populous urban states in the United States, this trend accelerated and sustained 
itself over a very long period of time. California’s modern growth period began 
during World War II, when the state emerged as the supply and manufacturing 
center for the war in the Pacific. The trend continued during the postwar suburban 
prosperity boom and into the late 20th Century rise in foreign immigration to 
California. From 1940 to 2010, California grew from 7 million to 38 million people – 
an increase, on the average, of 440,000 persons per year, or slightly less than the 
current population of the City of Dublin. 
 
The nature of this population growth has changed over time. During the postwar era, 
most population growth came from in-migration from other U.S. states. For at least 
the last 20 years, virtually all population growth has come from foreign immigration 
and natural increase, mostly in immigrant families; there has been a net out-
migration to other U.S. states, especially other states in the West.  
 
This population growth slowed down during the economic bust of the ‘00s, partly 
because of lower fertility rates among new Californians and partly because many 
immigrants moved either to other U.S. states or back to their home country. Though 
many critics of California assert that this prove that the state has lost its luster and 
its competitiveness, the population slowdown is not unprecedented; California saw 
similar slumps in the late ‘70s and early ‘90s. Though California has seen an overall 
decline in median income, the state remains a leader in the nation – and the world – 
in certain fast-growing industries, including software/high-tech and entertainment. 
It is difficult to predict how quickly the state’s population will grow in the future, but 
it is unlikely that the state’s population will stagnate or decline. 
 
The pattern of urban development that emerged in California during this 70-year 
period was both distinctive and cutting-edge. The modern metropolitan suburb and 
production homebuilding were not invented in California – they were invented in 
the Northeast – but they were certainly perfected there. The common characteristics 
of postwar California development were: 
 

 Large-scale subdivision of land and widespread use of superblocks. 
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 Master-planned single-family communities with small lot size by national 

standards. 
 

 Auto orientation, tethered closely to the freeway system, which was 
developed mostly in the 1950s and 1960s. 

 
Beginning in approximately 1980, this suburban pattern began to change somewhat. 
Because of changing market conditions and increasing land cost, houses began to 
get bigger, while lots began to get smaller. Most older suburbs immediately adjacent 
to central cities were built out, so new subdivisions were built farther out, in areas 
that might best described as “suburbs to suburbs”. Finally, the amount of growth 
began to exceed the capacity the postwar infrastructure – especially the freeway 
system. It is not too much of a stretch to say that postwar California planned 
effectively for population of approximately 25 million people – a figure that was 
reached in the early 1980s – and, at least in terms of constructing infrastructure, did 
not effectively plan for the next generation of population growth. 
 
 
Planning and Growth Management in California 
 
California has a long planning history and – at certain times and on certain topics – 
has been been a leader among American states. Subdivision laws date back to 1893. 
The state invented the modern American “general plan” – a municipal-level 
comprehensive plan – with state legislation in 1927. (Fulton and Shigley, Guide to 
California Planning.) 
 
Modern concern about growth in California date backs to the late ‘50s, when 
neighborhood opponents stopped the completion of the Embarcardero Freeway in 
San Francisco. At about the same time, a newspaper publisher from the Sierra 
Nevada foothills named Arthur Heller (confirm) created a publication and an 
organization called Cry California. (See, for example, Heller, The California Tomorrow 
Plan.) Following in quick succession were laws providing state regulation of 
annexation (the creation of Local Agency Formation Commissions in 1963), 
environmental review (the California Environmental Quality Act, or CEQA, in 1970), 
and a mandate to make general plans and zoning consistent (1971). (In California, 
the only general local governments with land use regulatory power are cities and 
counties; there are no towns, townships, villages, hamlets, or other units of local 
government.) In particular, CEQA and the General Plan law were procedurally 
oriented and provided citizens with unusually broad opportunities not only to 
participate in planning processes but also to file lawsuits based on procedure. 
(Fulton and Shigley, Guide to California Planning.) 
 
At the same time, in the late 1960s local citizens in some municipalities began taking 
advantage of the state’s initiative and referendum system – adopted in the 
Progressive political era in 1911 – to place land use issues on the ballot for a vote. 
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Beginning in the late 1970s, the California Supreme Court issued a series of 
favorable rulings about “ballot-box zoning,” thus allowing local residents to take 
bring development projects and planning policies to the ballot. Easy access to the 
courts and to the ballot have made it possible for local citizens to reject the outcome 
of the process of political compromise and, instead, “hold out” for an outcome more 
to their liking. 
 
By and large, these planning and environmental review processes are highly 
localized. General Plans do note require local governments to take regional issues 
into consideration, though the CEQA review does allow neighboring localities the 
opportunity to comment on -- and sometimes sue over – development impacts that 
cross jurisdictional boundaries. The state’s extensive planning law is mostly 
procedural in nature; only in the case of affordable housing does state law attempt 
to require local governments to produce an actual planning “outcome,” rather than 
engage in a process or consider topics. (California Government Code Section 65580, 
the so-called “Housing Element” law.) 
 
Partly for this reason, California does not have a strong history of regional planning.  
 
The “Quiet Revolution” of the early 1970s did leave a legacy in California by creating 
three land-use regulatory agencies that operate at the regional level to protect 
natural resources. These are the San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development 
Commission, the California Coastal Commission, and the Tahoe Regional Planning 
Agency, which actually holds land use authority in both California and Nevada 
within the Tahoe Basin. But “Quiet Revolution” efforts virtually ceased after voters 
created the Coastal Commission via initiative in 1972. In 1992, the state created the 
San Joaquin-Sacramento Delta Protection Commission, which does have some 
power to override local decisions, but this power is weaker than the power of the 
three other agencies and the commission’s planning apparatus assumes that five 
counties located in the Delta will do most of the regulatory heavy lifting. (Fulton and 
Shigley, Guide to California Planning.) 
 
The state’s 18 “councils of governments” – ranging in size from the 180-member 
Southern California Assocation of Governments in Los Angeles to small COGs in 
rural counties – were created in the 1960s, when the state threatened to create 
stronger regional planning agencies. Like their equivalents elsewhere in the United 
States, the COGs do have important federally funded transportation planning 
functions if, as most are, they are designated as “Metropolitan Planning 
Organizations” under federal transportation law. (The major exception is the San 
Francisco Bay Area, where the Assocation of Bay Area Governments is the COG and 
the Metropolitan Transportation Commission is the MPO, but these agencies are 
housed in the same building and share resources.)  
 
The COGs are also responsible for implementing the controversial Housing Element 
law described above. This law creates a complicated process by which local 
governments are “allocated” a certain amount of housing – including low- and 
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moderate-income housing – that they must plan for in the future. Working with 
demographers housed in the state Department of Finance, the state Department of 
Housing & Community Development is responsible for calculating a statewide 
forecast of needed housing units every five years and then allocating that need to 
each COG. This estimated need is typically in the hundreds of thousands of units.  
 
The COGs, in turn, must allocate the forecast housing need (including low- and 
moderate-housing need) to each city and county located within their region. This 
process, known as the Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA) process, is  
often controversial, putting the COG at odds with its member cities and counties.  
Local governments often file formal appeals with the COG in hopes of lowering their 
housing allocation and occasionally sue the COG as well. 
 
Once these allocations have been made, each city and county must update the 
Housing Element of its General Pan in a manner that articulates a clear plan to 
accommodate the forecast housing need. Housing Elements are then submitted to 
HCD for review and certification; if they are not certified, cities and counties may 
not be eligible for certain state housing funds and, in theory, could be stripped of 
their power to issue land use permits in court. (Such action by the courts has 
occurred only very rarely.) Local governments usually base their housing plan on 
the identification of specific parcels that could accommodate high-density housing, 
though the Housing Element also articulates how state and federal housing funds 
will be used. Obviously, the larger the allocation the local government receives from 
the COG, the more politically difficult it is for the local government to identify 
enough high-density sites to satisfy HCD. (Fulton and Shigley, Guide to California 
Planning.) 
 
Although state law contains no provision specifying the frequency that a local 
government must update its General Plan, traditionally the law said that Housing 
Elements must be updated every five years, consisted with the state-mandated 
RHNA cycle. 
 
But the COGs are also voluntary membership organizations whose boards consist of 
local elected officials – a group not always bought in to the idea of regional planning. 
Traditionally, they have walked a delicate tightrope between implementing state 
and federal housing, transportation, and air quality laws on the one hand and 
keeping their member local governments happy on the other. (Fulton, The Reluctant 
Metropolis, Chapter 5.) 
 
What this has meant, for most of the past 40 years, is that California has missed the 
opportunity to move past other American states to retain its once-vaunted position 
as the nation’s policy leader on growth management. Indeed, during the ‘80s and 
‘90s, the state proved unable to enact major land use policy reform even when 
political conditions seemed favorable. For example, in 1988 a major development 
boom had set the table for reform. Local ballot initiatives around the state were 
slamming the brakes on growth. There was a revival of state-level land use reform 
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in other states, including New Jersey and Florida. But in the end, the states political 
leaders couldn’t cash in the opportunity. (In subsequent years, the regional 
imbalances that resulted from locally driven growth management efforts only got 
worse.  
 
Furthermore, as John Landis has noted, the local trend – plus the project-level 
orientation of the state’s environmental review law – has made California a “permit-
driven state,” as opposed to a “plan-driven state” such as Oregon. Instead of 
proactively planning for the future, communities in California – despite the 
extensive General Plan requirements – tend to be reactive, in part because they are 
hamstrung by requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  
 
As Professor Landis stated to California’s Little Hoover Commission some years ago:  
“CEQA has given us high quality development projects, lower residential densities, 
and site-based environmental impact mitigation, but it has done little to enhance the 
overall environment. Quite the contrary, our use of CEQA, with its project-specific 
focus has done little to enhance the overall environment and has distracted us from 
the need for large scale, long-term ecosystem and habitat planning, statewide long-
term water planning and regional land conservation. While we have myopically 
focused on the environment in our respective backyards, the quality of the natural 
environment has continued to decline.” (Little Hoover Commission, Making Land 
Use Work.) 
 
During the early  ‘00s, California actually succeeded in adopting some new 
legislation designed to move state-level growth management forward. For example, 
in 2002, Gov. Gray Davis signed AB 857, a bill that required all state agency actions 
to promote three goals that today would be known as “smart growth” goals: infill 
development, compact greenfield development, and protection of agricultural land 
and natural resources. Unfortunately, the David Administration submitted the AB 
857 implementation plan to the Legislature just hours before Davis left office after a 
recall effort against him succeeded, and his successor, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
did little to implement the law. (California Planning & Development Report, “New 
State Growth Policy Could Accompany New Governor.”) 
 
 
The Rise of MPOs in California Prior to AB 32 and SB 375 
 
As stated above, most of the COGs in California are also federally designated MPOs. 
(The biggest exception is the San Francisco Bay Areas, where the Association Bay 
Area Governments serves as the COG and the Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission serves as the MPO. However, the two organizations share the same 
location and collaborate closely.) With growth management reform blocked at the 
state level, it is not surprising therefore that the first moves toward strong regional 
planning came as the result of the changing role of MPOs under federal 
transportation law. 
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The clamor for change in federal transportation law began in the 1980s in the Bay 
Area, when the MTC demanded more power, control, and flexibility over how 
federal transportation money was spent in the region. This radical impulse first led 
California to give the MTC more control (at the expense of the state department of 
transportation) and then led these reforms to be embedded in federal law with the 
passage of the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991, popularly 
known as ISTEA.  
 
Though ISTEA was touted as a “jobs bill” by President George H.W. Bush when he 
signed it, in fact it was a nothing less than a revolution in the way federal 
transportation dollars were spent. MPOs across the country gained more power and 
flexibility – for example, to spend some federal transportation money on transit 
instead of roads -- just as the MTC had done. As Thomas Horan, Hank Dittmar, and 
Daniel Jordan have written, the ISTEA revolution gave MPOs the ability to take a 
“place-based approach” to their Regional Transportation Plans, or RTPs, which the 
MPOs are required to produce under federal transportation law. (Horan, Dittmar, 
and Jordan, “ISTEA and the New Era in Federal Transportation Policy.”) 
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Figure 1: MPOs in California 
 
California MPOs immediately jumped on this new authority in order to leverage a 
different kind of transportation planning process, commonly known as a regional 
“Blueprint”. In different ways, each of the state’s four large MPOs – those in Los 
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Angeles, San Francisco/Oakland, San Diego, and Sacramento – all pursued 
“Blueprint” strategies. The Sacramento Area Council of Governments’ Blueprint 
strategy was perhaps the most illustrative. Using then-new geographical 
information systems technology, SACOG devised a series of future growth “scenarios” 
for the region – with the growth differences depicted on maps and the resulting 
impacts (land consumption, vehicle miles traveled, infrastructure cost) for each 
scenario precisely measured. (This was a technique that had previously been used 
in regional planning efforts in both Portland and Salt Lake City. Calthorpe and 
Fulton, 2001.)  
 
For example, SACOG’s “base case” scenario – which simply projected recent 
development trends into the future – assumed that 68% of all new residential 
development would consist of large-lot single-family homes, while 25% would be 
multi-family and only 2% would be small-lot single-family homes. The preferred 
scenario assumed that only 45% of new development would be large-lot single-
family, while 35% would be multi-family and 17% would be small-lot single-family 
homes. (The existing mix at the time was 63/29/3.) The estimated population 
increase in the two scenarios was the same, approximately 1 million people Two 
other “middle ground” scenarios were examined. 
 
SACOG’s modeling estimated that the “base case” scenario would result in the 
urbanization of an additional 660 square miles, including 166 square miles of 
farmland. By contrast, the preferred scenario would lead to urbanization of 304 
square miles, including 102 square miles of farmland. The percentage of people 
living in “pedestrian-friendly” neighborhoods was 34% for the base-case scenario 
but 69% for the preferred scenario. Traffic, infrastructure cost, and greenhouse-gas 
emissions showed similar savings in the preferred growth scenario.  
 
The preferred was adopted by the SACOG board in 2004. The following year, SACOG 
adopted a Regional Transportation Plan for 2035 that conformed with the Blueprint. 
[Sacramento Area Council of Governments, “Regional Blueprint”]  
 
Although SACOG cannot implement the land use aspects of the regional Blueprint, 
the agency can implement the transportation aspects and over time SACOG 
promoted both the benefits and the “cache” of projects that fit into the Blueprint 
scenario. (California Planning & Development Report, Smart Growth Realism in 
Sacramento”) However, local governments did not always follow the preferred 
scenario in approving development in subsequent years, as we will describe in 
greater detail below.  
 
 
 
The Passage of AB 32 and SB 375 
 
Although Schwarzenegger did not aggressively pursue implementation of state 
planning laws such as AB 857, the moderate Republican governor did push hard for 
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pathbreaking policy on climate change and the reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions. On June 1, 2005, he issued Executive Order S-03-05, calling for 20% 
reduction by 202 and 80% reduction by 2050 – figures very much in keeping with 
the climate change conversation occurring at the time. 
 
The following year, working with legislative Democrats, Schwarzenegger signed AB 
32, the Global Warming Solutions Act. AB 32 assigned the task of creating overall 
greenhouse gas emissions reductions targets to the California Air Resources Board 
(CARB), the state’s air pollution regulatory agency. In its so-called “Scoping Plan,” 
released in 2009, CARB assumed a “business-as-usual” baseline emissions forecast 
of 596 million metric tons per year in 2020 and set a target of 427 million metric 
tons – a reduction of 169 million metric tons per year, or 28%. [California Air 
Resources Board , “Status of Scoping Plan Recommended Measures,”] 
 
The passage of AB 32 inevitably led state policymakers and policy implementers 
back to the regional development and transportation patterns that had been the 
subject of ongoing debate in the legislature for more than 20 years.  
 
Some 35-40% of California’s greenhouse gas emissions result from the burning of 
transportation fuels – meaning that meeting the target in AB 32 requires a reduction 
in pollution resulting from the burning of transportation fuels. In identifying 
strategies to GHG emissions by a significant amount, state policymakers first 
attacked the amount of carbon in the fuel by adopting the so-called Low Carbon Fuel 
Standard, which was soon subject to legal attack from ethanol producers. (Barringer, 
“Judge Blocks California’s Low Carbon Fuel Standard”) Then the Schwarzenegger 
Administration attacked the amount of fuel used by passing a tough new fuel 
efficiency standard for California cars – which led to a fight with the Bush 
Administration over California’s legal ability to do so under federal law.  (Young, 
“Calif. Sues EPA Over Tailpipe Rules”) 
 
But most experts agreed to reducing the amount of carbon and increasing gas 
mileage would not be enough. In order to hit the AB 32 target, California would also 
have to do something once considered unthinkable – figure out how to get California 
drivers to drive fewer miles. Low carbon, increased gas mileage, and lower vehicle 
miles traveled, or VMT, were considered the “three legs of the stool” of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from the transportation sector. (Fulton, “SB 375 Is Now 
Law – But What Will It Do?”) 
 
Indeed, many environmentalists argued that unless VMT could be restrained, 
California would face the same problem with greenhouse gas emissions that had 
emerged after the state had adopted strict regulation on more conventional tailpipe 
emissions: Technological improvements (in fuel and other sectors) would reduce 
individual vehicle emissions, but this reduction would be offset by an overall 
increase in driving. Regarding conventional tailpipe emissions – most especially 
precursors to smog such as carbon monoxide – this had been the trend over a 40-
year period. As a result, the state had absorbed an enormous increase in population, 
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economic activity, vehicles, and driving without increasing tailpipe emissions; but 
the overall emissions had not been reduced much. If implementation of AB 32 
followed this same pattern, the state’s ambitious overall emissions reduction goal 
would not be met. 
 
[GOOD CHART FROM NRDC ON THIS] 
 
This problem was the genesis of SB 375 -- a law that, in essence, requires 
California’s MPOs to create plans that will reduce the amount of driving per capita.  
Adopted in 2008, SB 375 is – like so many environmental laws – complicated and 
procedural in nature. But the basic process it lays out is clear: Each MPO – that is, 
each region in California – is given a greenhouse gas emissions reduction target by 
the state. The MPO is then required to create a plan – known as the “Sustainable 
Communities Strategy” – that will reduce VMT per capita significantly enough to hit 
an emissions reductio target provided for them by the state. (The target-setting 
process will be discussed in more detail below.) Those Sustainable Communities 
Strategies must be incorporated into each MPO’s Regional Transportation Plans, so 
that transportation investments do not work at cross-purposes with the greenhouse 
gas emissions reduction goal. . In the 2009 Scoping Plan, CARB included a 
“placeholder” emissions reduction target of 5 million metric tons from SB 375-
related activities. 
 
Under SB 375, a Sustainable Communities Plan must undertake the following eight 
activities: 
 

• Identify existing land use 
• Identify areas to accommodate long-term housing need 
• Identify areas to accommodate 8-year housing need 
• Identify transportation need and the planned transportation network 
• Consider resource areas and farmland 
• Consider statutory housing goals and objectives 
• Lay out a future growth and development pattern 
• Comply with federal law for developing an RTP 

 
Because they are tied to the federally mandated RTPs, the SCSs must have objectives 
that can be achieved given the MPO’s real-world financial constraints for 
transportation investment, meaning that in some cases they may not hit the target. 
In those cases, the MPO is also obligated to create an “Alternative Planning Strategy” 
– a non-binding alternative that achieves the target even if the SCS cannot. 
 
SB 375 also creates better coordination between the federally mandated Regional 
Transportation Plans and the state-mandated Regional Housing Needs Assessment 
process, which previously were on different time cycles. The RTP is typically 
updated every four years, while traditionally the RHNA process was repeated every 
five years. Obviously, this disconnect made regional modeling more difficult, as 
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regional transportation demand identified in the RTP is dependent on the regional 
distribution of housing as identified in the RHNA. SB 375 changed the RHNA update 
cycle to once every eight years to calibrate it with RTP updates. 
 
Getting to the point where the MPOs could produce SCSs took a lot of time and effort. 
SB 375 is fundamentally an air pollution emissions reduction law. It is focused on 
carbon dioxide and other contributors to greenhouse gases rather than carbon 
dioxide, particulates, and other more traditional regulated air pollutants, but the 
process is similar: The MPOs must identify specific steps that will reduce the 
amount of emissions of carbon dioxide and other GHG pollutants. 
 
Although AB 32 created specific statewide GHG emissions reduction goals for 2020 
and 2035, SB 375 did not create specific reduction goals for the transportation/land 
use sector. Rather, it created a process – overseen by the California Air Resources 
Board, which regulate air pollution in the state – to determine what those emissions 
reduction goals should be. Specifically, SB 375 directed CARB to create the Regional 
Targets Advisory Committee, or RTAC, to set a goal for each region – a goal to be met 
not through technological improvements but by altering the development pattern so 
that emissions are further reduced beyond the level required by CARB as a result of 
technological changes such as greater fuel efficiency and low-carbon fuels. 
 
Although it was not often stated publicly, the fact of the matter was that the goal of 
SB 375 was to reduce the overall amount of driving done by Californians. 
Greenhouse gas emissions are closely linked to vehicle miles traveled – the more 
VMT, the more GHGs – and so the only way to reduce GHGs by altering development 
patterns would be to reduce VMT. Although a wide variety of techniques were 
available to pursue this goal, the SB 375 discussion focused extensively on greater 
use of compact development patterns and development around transit lines as a 
method  
 
The RTAC consisted of 21 members, including representatives from the MPOs, local 
transportation commissions, air districts, the League of California Cities and the 
California State Association of Counties, and several other organizations involved 
with land use and transportation, mostly non-governmental organizations. The 
RTAC engaged in a lengthy and often highly technical process in deliberating goals 
for MPO modeling, best management practices, and other aspects. Significant 
outreach to the public was undertaken and, because several members of the RTAC 
were focused on environmental justice, the question of social equity was also 
debated at considerable length.  
 
In the end, however, the RTAC had one core purpose: to create targets for 
greenhouse gas emissions reduction for each of California’s 18 MPO regions. The 
informal motto adopted by CARB and RTAC was “ambitious but achievable” – that is, 
that the targets should be a stretch to reach but not unrealistic to achieve.  
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It is important to note that California’s MPOs are an unusually varied group. Most 
MPOs in the United States, even in large metropolitan areas, cover relatively small 
geographical areas. In the New York region, for example, there are more than two 
dozen MPOs. In California, however, this is not the case. Some 80% of the people in 
the state live in four major metropolitan regions – Los Angeles, San Diego, the San 
Francisco Bay Area, and Sacramento. Each one of these metropolitan areas has only 
one MPO. 
 
Most significantly, metropolitan Los Angeles is home to the largest MPO in the 
United States – the Southern California Association of Governments, otherwise 
known as SCAG. SCAG covers six counties (Los Angeles, Orange, Ventura, Riverside, 
San Bernardino, and Imperial) and 180 cities in an area populated by approximately 
18 million people. So big is the SCAG region that it is administratively divided into 
14 subregions, eight of which are in Los Angeles County alone. In fact, SB 375 
contained special language for the SCAG region permitting the agency to “delegate” 
authority to prepare the SCS to each subregion that chose to take on the task. (Most 
did not, largely because of the cost of transportation modeling.)  
 
These large MPOs are often known as “The Big Four,” and they exercised 
considerable clout in the RTAC process. All of California’s 14 other MPOs are single-
county entities in areas with relatively small populations. Eight of these are included 
in the San Joaquin Valley, a fast-growing region inland region that includes some of 
the most fertile farmland in the world. These eight often work so collaboratively 
that they are collectively known as the “Fifth of the Big Four”. The remaining six 
MPOs cover regions with small populations outside California’s big metropolitan 
regions, mostly along the Central Coast and in mountain areas.  
 
Because of this great variety, it was difficult to apply a single target to all regions in 
the state. Therefore, the RTAC devised different targets for each region. 
 
Equally important as the target itself, however, was the metric that the RTAC agreed 
to use to measure greenhouse gas emissions reductions. The Scoping Plan contained 
an ambitious target of a 28% reduction by 2020. Given the likelihood of increased 
population, economic activity, and fossil fuel consumption, these targets will be very 
difficult to hit without extreme measures, such as a dramatic reduction in the use of 
fossil fuels to generate electricity.  
 
The RTAC, however, chose not to provide an overall emissions reduction target for 
each region. In its report to CARB, delivered in September 2009, the RTAC 
recommended the use of a percentage per-capita emissions reduction target (from 
the base year of 2005) for each region.  In other words, instead of recommending 
that a region reduce its greenhouse gas emissions attributable to the land use sector 
by, say, 100 metric tons by 2020, the RTAC might recommend that the region reduce 
emissions by 10% per capita by 2020. 
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In recommending the use of a per-capita approach, the RTAC reasoned: “This metric 
is preferred for its simplicity, since it is easily understood by the public, can be 
developed with currently available data, and remains a widely used metric by MPOs 
today.” 
 
The RTAC also noted that a percentage per-capita target helped to resolve two 
issues of conflict: the fact that different regions are growing at different rates and 
the fear that regions would not be “credit” for emissions reduction measures 
already undertaken. Regarding the growth rate, the RTAC said: “The relative 
characteristic of the metric ensures that both fast and slow growth regions take 
reasonable advantage of any established transit systems and infill opportunity site 
to reduce their average regional greenhouse gas emissions.” Regarding the “early 
actions,” the RTAC reasoned that “[t]he percent reduction characteristic of the 
metric gives regions that have taken early actions and, as a result have a low level of 
greenhouse gas emissions per person, responsibility for a lower total reduction 
compared to regions that start with a higher level of greenhouse gas emissions per 
person.”  

 

What the RTAC report did not say, of course, was that a per-capita target would be easier 

to hit, thus taking pressure off of the entire SB 375 process. A numerical target – most 

likely expressed, as noted above, as decrease in the number of metric tons of emissions 

attributable to development patterns – would have required a reduction in emissions even 

if population and economic activity increased. This approach would most likely have 

required very severe measures in order to meet the target.  

 

By using a per-capita approach, the RTAC implicitly acknowledged that, at least in fast-

growing regions, overall emissions might increase even if the MPO hit its per-capita 

target. It’s true that this approach puts more pressure on technological improvements and 

other methods besides altering the development pattern in order to hit the AB 32 target. 

But on the other hand, it puts a ceiling on emissions from driving, which should help 

avoid the problem of having technological improvements offset by increase in driving. 

 

Once CARB had approved the idea of a per-capita target, the RTAC went back to work 

and created recommendations for percentage per-capita emissions reduction targets for 

2020 and 2035 for each MPO. Adopted by CARB toward the end of 2010, these targets 

varied widely, depending in large part on population density and the size and scope of the 

public transit system. 

 

The three major coastal MPOs – MTC in the Bay Area, SCAG in Los Angeles, and 

SANDAG in San Diego – all received ambitious double-digit targets, reflecting high 

densities and robust (by California standards) transit systems. Smaller MPOs, especially 

the eight in the San Joaquin Valley, received modest targets, reflecting the fact that these 

metropolitan areas, generally speaking, sprawling and auto-oriented. (California Air 
Resources Board, 2011. ARB Executive Order No G-11-024 

) [Figure 1] 
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http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/sb375.htm ARB Executive Order No G-11-024 

 

Figure 1   

Approved Regional Greenhouse Gas Emission Reduction 

Targets 

   

MPO Region 2020 2035 

SCAG -8 -13 

MTC -7 -15 

SANDAG -7 -13 

SACOG -7 -16 

8 San Joaquin Valley MPOs -5 -10 

6 Other MPOs     

 Tahoe -7 -5 

 Shasta 0 0 

 Butte +1 +1 

 San Luis Obisppo -8 -8 

 Santa Barbara 0 0 

 Monterey Bay  0 -5 

 

Source: California Air Resources Board Resolution 10-31, September 23, 2010, 

Attachment 4 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/eo_attachment.pdf 

 

 

This variation had the effect of concentrating needed reductions in the coastal area, where 

the combination of higher target and the per-capita metric meant a much more aggressive 

approach was required in those regions than in the Central Valley. 

 

 
Crafting (And Defending) the Sustainable Communities Strategies 
 
Once the targets had been recommended by the RTAC and adopted by CARB, 
California’s MPOs spent 2011 and 2012 crafting their Sustainable Communities 
Strategies. The approaches varied across the state. SACOG built on the 2004 
Blueprint, while MTC took a similar approach of building on previous scenario 
exercises. SANDAG decided not just to coordinate the SCS with the RTP but in fact  
Perhaps the most aggressive approach was in the San Francisco Bay Area, which had 
been out in front on transit and land use planning since the 1980s, as was noted 
earlier in this paper. Dubbing the regional effort “Plan Bay Area,” the MTC and ABAG 
took advantage of the combined RTP/RHNA process to aggressively rearrange 
housing targets to conform with transit investments, though the agencies backed off 
on some of these proposals after public view. (Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission and Association of Bay Area Governments, Memo and PPOT to MTC 
Planning Committee & ABAG Administrative Committee, March 3, 2012, re Plan Bay 
Area Preferred Land Use Scenario/Transportation Investment Strategy.) 
 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/sb375.htm


 
 

16 

 
SCAG faced a series of unique challenges in crafting its SCS. The biggest issue was 
how to deal with subregional differences across a vast and diverse region. SCAG 
includes virtually every possible development context from the Manhattan-like 
densities of central Los Angeles to small farming communities in the Imperial Valley 
to classic Southern California suburban subdivisions in Riverside and San 
Bernardino counties. 
 
Under SB 375, all 14 SCAG subregions had to decide whether to “take delegation” 
and do their own SCS. Of the 14 subregions, only two chose to take delegation – 
Orange County and the Gateway Cities, along the I-710 and I-5 corridors between 
downtown Los Angeles and Long Beach – while 12 did not.1 The two subregions that 
did take delegation approached their efforts differently and as a result SCAG was 
faced with several major challenges in calibrating SB 375 implementation in such a 
large region.  
 
The Gateway Cities subregion engaged in a rigorous and quantitative analysis that 
considered a wide range of strategies, not just land use. The Gateway SCS included 
an analysis of how regional transportation infrastructure projects – both road 
projects and transit projects – would affect GHG emissions in the subregion. On the 
land use side, many of the cities in the subregion used a “sustainability tool” created 
by SCAG to analyze the effectiveness of possible land use strategies. The Gateway 
SCS laid out a strategy to reduce per-capita GHG emissions by 8.43% by 2020 and 
14.98% by 2035. However, most of this reduction was due to improvements in the 
local and regional transportation network. Only about 3% of the reduction was due 
to changes in land use patterns. (Gateway Cities Council of Governments, Gateway 
Cities Council of Governments Subregional Sustainable Communities Strategy In 
Accordance with California Senate Bill 375) 
 
Orange County, by contrast, did not engage in a detailed and rigorous quantitative 
analysis of GHG reduction strategies. Rather, the Orange County SCS consisted 
mostly of identifying and reinforcing the need for the transportation projects 
already contained in the RTP. It was approved by both the Orange County 
Transportation Authority and the Orange County Council of Governments and 
forwarded to SCAG. (Kempton, Staff report to OCTA Board of Directors regarding 
approval of SCS) 
 

                                                        
1 At the time of the delegation decision, the author was an elected official in the City of Ventura and a 
member of the Ventura County Transportation Commission, which is affiliated with but technically a 
separate entity from the SCAG subregional entity, the Ventura Council of Governments; and in those 
capacities participated informally in the delegation issue. VCOG’s decision not to take delegation, 
typical of other subregions, was based primarily on the cost of transportation modeling and the cost 
of public outreach. By not taking delegation, the Ventura County subregion avoided those costs, 
which were absorbed by SCAG. Of course, Ventura County sacrificed some influence over the SCS 
content as well.  
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Subsequently, SCAG had to undertake the task of combining the Orange County and 
Gateway input as well as its own modeling and calibrating it with a series of land 
use scenarios for the Southern California region.  
 
SCAG chose not to create an emissions reduction target for each subregion, which 
could have caused political unrest in the fast-growing, auto-oriented inland parts of 
the region. Furthermore, instead of a “Business As Usual” scenario such as the one 
SACOG had undertaken in the 2004 Blueprint, SCAG’s baseline scenario was 
buildout of existing General Plans in the region. The remaining scenarios were all 
variations on a theme, altering the housing mix within communities but making few 
changes in the housing mix between communities. The final scenario was a mixture 
of existing General Plans with some changes in housing density, but because the 
SCAG region is so large the scenario was created at an extremely coarse scale. 
(Southern California Association of Governments, 2012-2035 Regional 
Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities Plan: Toward A Sustainable Future) 
 
Meanwhile, SANDAG – a single-county agency that had perhaps the best record of 
regional cooperation of any large MPO in the state -- took a very different approach. 
Instead of creating the SCS as a freestanding document, SANDAG simply included it 
as a chapter in the RTP. SANDAG also took an unusual approach in pushing the SCS 
out to 2050. (San Diego Association of Governments, 2050 Regional Transportation 
Plan and Sustainable Communities Strategy) 
 
 SANDAG did an environmental impact report under CEQA showing that would 
reduce per-capita greenhouse gas emissions by 14% for 2020. However, critics of 
the plan claim that after 2020, per-capita emissions will actually increase, resulting 
in a net decrease in per-capita emissions of 9% by 2050. (Cohen, Stuart, “Comments 
on the RTP to further the San Diego dialogue on Transit Planning) 
Whether or not that’s true, it would appear that SANDAG’s strategy was to use 2050 
to “wait out” both SB 375 and AB 32.  However, the agency’s methodology was soon 
challenged in court by several environmental groups, led by the Center for 
Biological Diversity, a well-known and highly successful non-profit environmental 
law firm. 
 
Throughout the 2006-2008 period, Gov. Schwarzenegger kept stating that the goal 
of the GHG reduction effort was to reduce emissions by 80% as of 2050. But neither 
AB 32 nor SB 375 sets targets for 2050. In the target-setting process, CARB only set 
targets for 2020 and 2035. Presumably, then, SANDAG thought it was “safe” for 
2050. 
 
However, the environmental lawyers persuaded San Diego Superior Court Judge 
Timothy Taylor that Schwarzenegger’s 2005 Executive Order S-03-05 still applies. 
The executive order prefigured AB 32 almost exactly, stating that “the following 
greenhouse gas emission reduction targets are hereby established for California: by 
2010, reduce GHG emissions to 2000 levels; by 2020, reduce GHG emissions to 1990 
levels; by 2050, reduce GHG emissions to 80 percent below 1990 levels.” (Italics mine.) 
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Since Executive Order S-03-05 has never been rescinded and no subsequent 
legislation has ever addressed the 2050 question, Judge Taylor bought the Center’s 
argument that Schwarzenegger’s edict about 2050 is still in force. And so SANDAG’s 
clever attempt to push the SCS out to 2050 ran into the Executive Order. 
 
The relevant portions of Judge Taylor’s ruling are worth reading:  
 
SANDAG argues that the Executive Order does not constitute “plan” for GHG reduction, 
and no state plan has been adopted to achieve the 2050 goal. The EIR therefore does 
not find the RTP/SCS's failure to meet the Executive Order's goals to be a significant 
impact. This position fails to recognize that Executive Order S-3-05 is an official policy 
of the State of California, established by a gubernatorial order in 2005, and not 
withdrawn or modified by a subsequent (and predecessor) governor. Quite obviously it 
was designed to address an environmental objective that is highly relevant under 
CEQA (climate stabilization). … 
 
SANDAG thus cannot simply ignore it. This is particularly true in a setting in which 
hundreds of thousands of people in the communities served by SANDAG live in low 
lying areas near the coast, and are thus susceptible to rising sea levels associated with 
global climate change. The court in Association of Irritated Residents v. State Air 
Resources Board, 206 Cal. App. 4th 1487, 1492-93 (2012), recognized the importance 
of the Executive Order in upholding the ARB's Scoping Plan. 
 
The court agrees with petitioners that the failure of the EIR to cogently address the 
inconsistency between the dramatic increase in overall GHG emissions after 2020 
contemplated by the RTP/SCS and the statewide policy of reducing same during the 
same three decades (2020-2050) constitutes a legally defective failure of the EIR to 
provide the SANDAG decision makers (and thus the public) with adequate information 
about the environmental impacts of the SCSIRTP. Moreover, as was pointed out in oral 
argument, having chosen to develop a plan for 15 years beyond that which was 
required under law, SANDAG was obligated to discuss impacts beyond the 2020 
horizon. The ARB's scoping plan adopts the Executive Order, and SANDAG failed to 
extend the analysis to 2050. 
 
Second, SANDAG's response has been to "kick the can down the road" and defer to  
"local jurisdictions." … This perverts the regional planning function of SANDAG, 
ignores the purse string control SANDAG has over TransNet funds, and more 
importantly conflicts with Govt. Code section 65080(b)(2)(B) quoted above. As the AG 
argues, it is certainly feasible for SANDAG to agree to fund local climate action plans, 
yet the EIR does not adopt or even adequately discuss this form of mitigation. 
And as argued by petitioners in their consolidated reply brief, "encouraging" an 
optional local plan that "should" incorporate regional policies falls well short of a 
legally enforceable mitigation commitment with teeth. This is what the CEQA 
Guidelines require at subsections 15126.4(a)(1)(B), (a)(2) and (c)(5) in a setting in 
which SANDAG controls the funding for at least some of the projects contemplated by 
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the SCS/RTP. Contrary to SANDAG's assertion , it does have the legal power -- indeed, 
the obligation - to see to it that TransNet funds are spent in a manner consistent with 
the law.  
 
[Cleveland National Forest v. SANDAG] 
 
It’s especially important to note the interplay between CEQA and the GHG emissions 
reduction effort embedded in the environmentalists’ argument and in Judge Taylor’s 
ruling. Schwarzenegger’s 2005 Executive Order is still in place, but an executive 
order is merely a director to the executive branch. One could argue that an executive 
order doesn’t – or shouldn’t, or can’t – bind an MPO created under federal law.  
Furthermore, one could also argue that the Legislature had the option of embedding 
the 80%-reduction-by-2050 idea in AB 32 and SB 375 and chose not to. In other 
words, on the face of it the executive order argument is weak. 
 
But CEQA made the argument much stronger. Adopted by the legislative branch and 
implemented (through guidelines that are really regulations) by the executive 
branch, CEQA binds every agency engaged in state activities, expending state money, 
or implementing a state law. Under CEQA, public agencies must conduct analyses of 
all environmental impacts and use targets and “significance thresholds” embedded 
in other laws or directives. In addition, SB 97, adopted in 2007, requires GHG 
emissions impacts to be examined in all CEQA documents.[State of California, SB 97] 
 
It is unclear at this time whether Taylor’s decision will be struck down on appeal or 
whether the ruling will have any impact on other SCSs, since other MPOs did not use 
the 2050 approach. But the SANDAG case illustrates two realities about planning in 
California that will undoubtedly affect future implementation of SB 375: First, 
litigation is easy to bring and often successful. And second, CEQA is such a muscular 
law that it can affect planning in all kinds of ways. Not only does CEQA hold the 
potential to hold up implementation of SB 375 – or force that implementation to be 
more stringent. CEQA often slows down infill development because neighborhood 
organizations use it to try to block projects, though some recent legal changes – such 
as SB 226 – attempt to make it easier for infill projects to move through the CEQA 
process.   
 
 
The Challenge Of Implementing SB 375 and the Sustainable Communities 
Strategies 
 
In theory, California now has the policy apparatus required to implement the 
Sustainable Communities Strategies and, in the process, reduce per-capita vehicle 
miles traveled over the next 20 years. All regional transportation investments must 
conform to so-called SCSs. Most MPOs are providing planning grants to local 
governments to create new plans that conform with the SCSs. In 2008, the state also 
created the Strategic Growth Council, an interagency Cabinet-level body charged 
with ensuring that California creates sustainable communities. The Strategic Growth 
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Council’s creation increases the likelihood that AB 857 will be implemented; it 
provides a central vehicle for coordinating a wide variety of state and regional 
actions; and the Council is charged with doling out $90 million in planning funds to 
MPOs and local governments available under Proposition 84, a 2006 bond issue 
approved by the voters.  
 
The Strategic Growth Council holds great potential to coordinate state action on 
managing growth and implementing SB 375. Whereas the Air Resources Board is an 
air-pollution regulatory agency, the Strategic Growth Council is a cross-agency 
coordinating entity made up of four of the governor’s Cabinet secretaries (Business, 
Transportation, and Housing; Environmental Protection, the parent agency of CARB; 
Natural Resources; and Health & Human Services), as well as the director of the 
Governor’s Office of Planning & Research and a public member. (Schwarzenegger 
appointed Robert Fisher, the former CEO of The Gap, as the public member; and 
Brown retained Brown, an old friend.) By and large the Council has administered 
the money in ways intended to encourage the implementation of SB 375. (California 
Strategic Growth Council, “Strategic Plan Public Review Draft”) In this sense, the SGC 
can be seen as the implementing agency of SB 375, providing state-funded 
incentives to MPOs and local governments to comply, while CARB is the regulatory 
agency. 
 
Indeed, under SGC’s coordination, the state is engaged in a variety of other efforts 
that will assist SB 375 implementation, such as calibrating state GIS data. However, 
like so many multi-agency commissions and task forces, SGC must compete for the 
agency secretaries’ attention with many other priorities. Furthermore, under the 
California state government system, agency secretaries oversee a variety of 
departments and department directors often have considerable freedom to run 
their departments as they wish. Furthermore, SGC’s future role is certain because 
the Proposition 84 bond funds, which have been funding the council’s staff 
operations, will be expected by the end of 2014. 
 
In addition, California’s serious budget challenges have made it more difficult for the 
state to support the infill development called for in SB 375. Mostly for budgetary 
reasons, Brown eliminated the state’s $6 billion redevelopment (tax-increment 
financing) program, which has funded most infill development over the past 30 
years, as well as many other economic development efforts and public 
infrastructure projects. The state has also had to cut assistance to public transit, 
making it more difficult for local transit agencies to maintain their current level of 
rail and bus service.  
 
In 2012, California voters approved a temporary tax increase that balanced the 
budget, so it is possible that some of these cuts will be restored in the foreseeable 
future, but so far Brown has been reluctant to do so. At the end of 2012, the 
Legislature passed a bill that would have reinstituted tax-increment financing on a 
limited basis and tied it to SB 375 implementation, but Brown vetoed it. In addition, 
while recent legislation such as SB 226 has sought to streamline CEQA analysis for 
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infill projects, CEQA remains a complicated law that has the potential to slow down 
any project and make its approval much more expensive, even for infill projects. SB 
375 contains CEQA streamlining for certain types of infill projects that conform with 
the SCS, but a project must meet many criteria in order to qualify. 
 
In addition to the state’s budgetary woes, perhaps the biggest challenge to SB 375 
and SCS implementation is the simple fact that local General Plans do not have to 
follow the Sustainable Communities Strategy. (Higgins, “Transportation and Land 
Use Planning Under SB 375”) This uncoupling of local plans from regional plans is 
not an oversight. It is the result of a deliberate lobbying effort by the League of 
California Cities to ensure that California’s 480 cities are not bound in their land use 
decisions by a regional plan.  
 
Concern over compromises to local land use authority was common among local 
officials in California while SB 375 was being debated. Indeed, even after the bill was 
adopted, many local elected officials – especially those who were climate-change 
deniers – expressed great anger at the state for passing the law. (In most cases, 
these elected officials calmed down after they learned that their city’s land use 
decisions would not be directly affected.) 
 
The recent debate over the Cordova Hills project in Sacramento County is a good 
example. SACOG has been rightly praised for adopting a forward-looking SCS in a 
region with great potential for sprawl. Cordova Hills is an 8,000-unit development 
project on the suburban fringe, which SACOG officials said could make it more 
difficult to meet the GHG emission reduction goals set by the state. However, in 
January 2013 the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors voted 4-1 to revise the 
county general plan to permit the project, claiming it was the possible site of a new 
university. (Brennan, “Sacramento County Supervisor Approve Cordova Hills 
Development”.] 
  
Although the Cordova Hills project is noteworthy because it is a large and high-
profile project, its approval is not unusual. Local elected officials choose parochial or 
developer interests over the regional interest under the California system. 
 
This decoupling of the SCS from the general plan continues a trend in the United 
States dating back to the ‘90s, in which states are unwilling to take land use 
regulation power away from local governments in order to accomplish regional or 
statewide planning goals. Following the “smart growth” lead of Maryland in the late 
‘90s, states nowadays are much more comfortable using financial incentives and 
disincentives to encourage local governments to do the right thing. (Frece, Sprawl 
and Politics.) 
 
So, instead of regulation, both the state of California and its MPOs must use “carrots” 
instead of “sticks” to implement SB 375 and reduce the overall amount of driving in 
California. But in a state that seems to be in perpetual financial difficulty, carrots are 
hard to come by. This problem was apparent from the beginning of SB 375’s 
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implementation, when a Schwarzenegger Administration official joked that she 
would have to find a carrot so big it was really “carrot-stick”. 
 
The most powerful tool the MPOs have at their disposal is the implementation of the 
Regional Transportation Plans, which under SB 375 must conform to the 
Sustainable Communities Strategies. In theory, this requirement means that regions 
cannot make major transportation investments unless they promote a “smart 
growth” approach and reduce per-capita driving. In practice, using the RTPs for this 
purpose is a little tricky. RTPs often contain many unfunded projects, and of course 
they do not control local transportation investments made by cities and developers. 
In a place like Los Angeles, which is currently doubling its 60-station rail transit 
system, using transportation investments to achieve SB 375’s goals will probably 
not be hard. In a place like the San Joaquin Valley, where most new development is 
of the conventional suburban type and there is little transit, the RTPs may prove to 
be less useful. 
 
If the SGC is aggressive, of course, the state can adopt the Maryland approach of 
putting its own money and actions behind the implementation of the SCSs. After all, 
California may have less money than it used to, but it still spends $85 billion a year 
out of the general fund and has billions more in unexpended bond revenue for 
infrastructure. Past experience in California suggests that this is easier said than 
done, but AB 857 and the Strategic Growth Council provide at least a statutory and 
administrative framework for such an approach. But the experience in most 
American states is that this type of effort will succeed only if a forceful and popular 
governor uses all of his influence. Brown is certainly forceful and popular, and he 
has been out front on climate change for many years, but the state’s budget 
constraints – along with competing demands on general fund dollars – have made it 
difficult for him to move the entire state budget in the direction of implementing SB 
375 and the SCSs. 
 
In addition, both the state and the MPOs are currently distributing hundreds of 
millions of dollars in planning money to local governments – money that is 
especially important at a time when cities and counties in California are strapped for 
cash and have little planning money of their own. This approach is also fraught with 
potential problems, especially if the MPOs put their own popularity with local 
governments ahead of their commitment to their SCSs and do not rigorously police 
their grantees about the outcome of the plans created with grants. 
 
In the end, successful implementation of SB 375 in California is likely to come down 
more to influence and persuasion than coercion. Yes, the local governments can, in 
theory, do whatever they want. But with regional transportation investments, state 
actions, and state and regional planning money all moving in a particular direction, 
it may be that the local governments will be successfully nudged in the same 
direction in creating their plans and making their own land use decisions. But after 
decades of frustratingly slow progress toward successful regional planning in 
California, persuasion may be as good as it gets. 
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Appendix A: Timeline of California planning 
 
1850 
California becomes a state 
 
1893 
First subdivision law is adopted 
 
1927 
General Plan law is adopted 
 
1965-68 
Councils of governments created in California, partly in response to threat by state 
to create regional planning agencies. Most are later designated as metropolitan 
planning organizations. 
 
1970 
California Environmental Quality Act is adopted 
 
1971  
Major overhaul of General Plan law, requiring seven “elements” (sections) and 
consistency with zoning 
 
1988 
Major effort at statewide growth management law fails. 
 
2002 
AB 857, law requiring coordinated state action on land use, is adopted 
 
2003 
Gov. Gray Davis is recalled, slowing down implementation of AB 857. Arnold 
Schwarzenegger is elected governor. 
 
2004 
Sacramento Blueprint plan is adopted by Sacramento Area Council of Governments 
 
2005 
Gov. Schwarzenegger issues Executive Order S-03-05, calling for sharp reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions statewide 
 
2006 
AB 32, the Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006, is adopted 
 
2008 
SB 375, regional planning law designed to implement AB 32, is adopted 
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2010 
California Air Resources Board adopts per-capita GHG emissions reduction targets 
for each MPO region under SB 375 
 
2011 
Gov. Jerry Brown abolishes all state redevelopment agencies. 
 
2011-12 
Most Metropolitan Planning Organizations in California adopt Sustainable 
Communities Strategies 
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