Climate Action Planning in the Sacramento Metropolitan Air Quality Management District
Preface
This white paper presents the multiple benefits of adopting qualified climate action plans for the
elected officials and leadership of jurisdictions within and including Sacramento County. Climate
action plans have clear advantages for both cities and developers by streamlining environmental
review processes for new projects, providing regulatory certainty, and reducing the risk of legal
challenges. In addition, a robust climate action plan can help jurisdictions build social and
economic resilience against natural disasters such as fires and flooding, enhance the development
of new business opportunities and clean technology, and help achieve goals for clean air, public
health, environmental justice, and quality of life.
Introduction
California agencies at every level of government have been active in developing greenhouse gas
(GHG) emission reduction measures for many years. These efforts became more robust after
Governor Schwarzenegger signed executive orders creating mandates to respond to climate
change, and the state legislature embraced the effort through legislative initiatives, initially with AB
32 (2006) and SB 97 (2007) and most recently through SB 350 (2015) and SB 32 (2016). The
opportunity to streamline California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) compliance through a
greenhouse gas reduction plan that complies with SB 97 CEQA guidelines (adopted in December
2009) further motivated local governments to prepare Climate Action Plans, comprehensive
roadmaps that outline the specific activities a jurisdiction would undertake to reduce their GHG
emissions.
In the Sacramento region, the Sacramento Metropolitan Air Quality Management District (Air
District), the Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG), the Sacramento Regional
Transit District (SacRT) and the Sacramento Municipal Utility District (SMUD) have all worked to
encourage efforts to reduce GHG emissions, and have urged local jurisdictions to do the same
through the adoption of a Climate Action Plan (CAP) consistent with California’s 2030 and 2050
goals. In doing so, these jurisdictions would join the 228 local government agencies that, as of
2016, had adopted a climate, energy or sustainability plan, including 62 percent of the local
governments with a population of 100,000 or more; there are an additional 172 local agencies that,
like the County of Sacramento and the cities of Folsom and Galt, are in the process of developing
plans.1 In total, 50 percent of Sacramento County’s population live in jurisdictions with adopted
CAPs.
Many of the measures that could be included in a CAP will have important ancillary benefits,
including economic savings to agencies and the community from implementing energy and other
green programs. In fact, a 2015 national survey of local governments found that one of the most
common motivations for adopting sustainability actions was fiscal savings (46 percent rated it as
very significant, and 38 percent as significant).2 Much of the savings stem from energy measures,
and would come at a time when energy is one of the top three business expenses for small
businesses. These businesses could also benefit from incentives and programs designed to
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promote advanced- and alternative-fuel vehicles and to support building retrofits that can help
reduce cooling costs even as extreme heat days increase.

Similarly, green buildings can help residents reduce energy costs while maintaining comfort levels
in the face of increasingly unhealthy and more frequent extreme heat events. Also, adopting a CAP
should help position the area to benefit from California Climate Investments, such as funding from
the Transformative Climate Communities program and the Affordable Housing and Sustainable
Communities program, or other related funding such as SB 1 Road Repair and Accountability Act
of 2017 funds. A significant portion of the $3.4 billion in cap-and-trade proceeds to date has directly
or indirectly supported local government efforts to reduce GHG emissions.3 A minimum of 25
percent of these funds are set aside to help disadvantaged communities – of the $912 million
allocated in 2015, $356 million went to disadvantaged communities and $469 million went to
projects benefitting these communities.4 The state has now broadened the areas that qualify for
this set-aside funding through the adoption of AB 1550 (2016), which designates an additional 10
percent of cap and trade funds for low-income census tracts, thereby expanding areas in the
District eligible to receive funding. A robust CAP may better position local jurisdictions to compete
for these funds, as the CAP would identify in advance potential opportunities and shovel-ready
projects for funding while allowing the jurisdiction to demonstrate prior planning processes and
community engagement.
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A.

The CAP would offer critical streamlining assistance to projects subject to CEQA review.

Adoption of an adequate CAP also plays an important role in the local land use development
arena. In SB 97 (2007), the state required the Office of Planning and Research (OPR) to adopt
guidelines for incorporating the analysis and mitigation of GHG emissions into the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) review process. The approved Guidelines state that agencies
should make a good faith effort to describe, calculate or estimate GHG emissions, and that in
evaluating the impact of the emissions, agencies may consider the extent to which the project
complies with regulations adopted to implement a state, regional or local plan for the reduction of
GHG emissions.5 Local agencies may demonstrate that they met the Guidelines’ good faith effort
requirement through adoption of a CAP, and developers would then be able to satisfy the CEQA
GHG requirements by complying with applicable parts of the CAP. To meet statutory criteria to
allow project-level CEQA tiering and streamlining, the CAP must include a community-wide
inventory of GHG emissions, forecasted future emissions, targets for GHG reductions in line with
State goals, quantifiable GHG reduction measures, established monitoring procedures, an
environmental review, and adoption through a public process (CEQA Guidelines § 15183.5(b)).
Plans that meet these requirements are referred to as “qualified” CAPs.
Although the CEQA provision refers to compliance with state plans, which would include the
AB32 Scoping Plan, the state Supreme Court has held that reliance on those measures alone is
insufficient. In Center for Biological Diversity v. Calif. Dept. of Fish and Wildlife (known as the
Newhall Ranch case), the EIR found that the project’s GHG emissions would be adequately
mitigated because the project would not interfere with the reduction goals established in the
Scoping Plan. However, the Court held that this analysis was inadequate because it did not
substantiate the assumption that the statewide Scoping Plan’s measure of emission reductions can
also serve as a criterion for an individual project.6 The Air District looked at this approach
thoroughly when developing its own significance thresholds,7 and determined that it would not be
feasible to parse the data down to the individual project level, as the Supreme Court decision
seems to require.
The Supreme Court specifically called out compliance with a local CAP as a potentially
acceptable method for meeting CEQA requirements. CAP compliance was part of a three-tiered
approach. First, comply with state agency plans, such as the AB 32 Scoping Plan, designed to
reduce GHG emissions at a statewide level.8 Second, apply the regional Sustainable Communities
Strategies developed under SB 375 (discussed below) to address transportation-related GHG
emissions. And third, comply with local plans designed to reduce GHG emissions within a
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particular jurisdiction. Here, the Court cited with approval provisions in the CEQA Guideline stating
that:
“. . . a general plan, a long range development plan, or a separate plan to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions may, if sufficiently detailed and adequately supported,
be used in later project-specific CEQA documents to simplify the evaluation of the
project’s cumulative contribution to the effects of greenhouse gas emissions.”9
The theoretical approach suggested by the Supreme Court was subsequently applied by local
agencies and upheld in the Court of Appeals10 And this is precisely the path the Board of
Supervisors of Sacramento County and other jurisdictions began when they approved General
Plans calling for the development of a CAP, and detailed the specific elements to be included in
the Plan, as discussed above.
If a jurisdiction does not have a qualified CAP, development projects may have to mitigate
GHG emissions from their projects to no-net increase level, which has already been done for large
development projects11 and is the most defensible alternative to compliance with a qualified CAP.12
No-net increase can be challenging and costly, however, often requiring off-site mitigation.
Critically, ARB’s 2017 Draft Scoping Plan Update notes that several recent land use projects have
demonstrated that achieving no-net increase is feasible, though not for every project.13
This explicit joinder of the three levels of GHG analysis and mitigation – statewide plans,
regional transportation plans, and local CAPs – emphasizes the importance of adopting a qualified
CAP as part of the effort to insure streamlined development while reducing GHG emissions. And
the adoption of a CAP has become part of the mainstream framework and “recommended
approach for evaluating and mitigating community-scale GHG impacts of General Plans,”14 which
advantages both developers and local jurisdictions through the planning process. Failure to adopt
a CAP would impair local development by complicating the CEQA review process, as each project
would be required to analyze its own GHG emissions, determine significance, and implement all
mitigation measures on-site or through offsets. But by complying with measures included in a
qualified CAP – which has already undergone environmental review and a public process –
developers would be able to avoid project-specific GHG emissions analysis during CEQA review,
as emissions would be addressed in a larger planning context. Projects would be able to rely on a
community-wide approach to GHG emissions reductions, implementing only pre-defined measures
in the CAP and not the more onerous mitigation required by no-net increase levels.
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In short, a CAP sets out clear expectations in writing on GHG emissions mitigation for project
developers and simplifies the CEQA review process, reducing uncertainty and the risk of legal
challenges and ensuring greater efficacy.
Finally, adoption of an qualified CAP has been streamlined through the Governor’s Office of
Planning and Research’s August 2017 General Plan Guidelines Update, which provides specific
guidance on how to create a GHG emissions reduction plan that meets the goals of both CEQA
and general plans. The GHG emissions reduction plan can be either a stand-alone CAP or
included in the general plan.
B. The development of a CAP can mitigate a general plan’s environmental impacts.
The state brought the climate change goals directly to the local level through the AB32 Scoping
Plan, which specifically calls out the important role of local governments, stating that “local
governments are essential partners in achieving California’s goals to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions. They have broad influence and, in some cases, exclusive authority over activities that
contribute to significant direct and indirect greenhouse gas emissions through their planning and
permitting processes, local ordinances, outreach and education efforts, and municipal operations.
Many of the proposed measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions rely on local government
actions.”15
Many local jurisdictions, including the City of Lodi, City of San Diego, Butte County, Tulare
County, Yolo County, and Sacramento County, initially addressed the local government climate
change responsibilities through their general plans. For example, Butte County adopted a Climate
Action Plan in 2014, which was initially identified as an implementation mechanism in the
Conservation and Open Space element of its General Plan 2030, and was required as a mitigation
action in the general plan’s final Environmental Impact Review (EIR).16
Similarly, Sacramento County identified the potentially significant impacts of climate change
associated with its 2030 General Plan update, and then identified mitigation measures to be
incorporated into the plan to address those impacts. These included adoption of a new policy
requiring the County to reduce its emissions to 1990 levels by 2020, consistent with AB32 and the
prior Executive Orders. To address that policy, the General Plan specifically requires adoption of a
“first-phase” CAP that includes a requirement to complete an emission inventory every three years,
adopt a Green Building Program by 2012, and enact a Climate Change Program that assesses a
fee on and establishes reduction targets for new development projects. The General Plan also
requires the County to adopt a second-phase CAP that includes economic analysis and detailed
programs, and update the Energy Element to include alternative energy policies. In addition, at
least five specific elements17 in the General Plan contain GHG reduction policies and mitigation
measures. These specific requirements would also logically be included in the second-phase CAP,
since doing so will aid developers and the public by yielding a single comprehensive document that
address climate change requirements within the County. Through the use of a CAP, the mitigation
measures live outside the general plan, allowing them to be more easily amended and updated to
meet local needs and respond to changing conditions.
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All of these general plan policies are legally binding. Though they have not all been fully
implemented, once mitigation measures are incorporated into a project – including a general plan –
the measures “cannot be defeated by ignoring them or by attempting to render them meaningless
by moving ahead with a project in spite of them.’”18 In fact, the courts recently struck down a CAP
developed by the County of San Diego precisely because the CAP failed to meet the greenhouse
gas reduction performance standard adopted as a climate mitigation policy in its General Plan and
the County did not adequately address this outcome in its CEQA review of the CAP.19
C.

The adoption and implementation of a Climate Action Plan by local jurisdictions is an important
step in achieving the statewide GHG emission reduction mandates.

Governor Schwarzenegger initiated California’s GHG reduction efforts through Executive Order S3-05, which committed the state to reducing emissions to 2000 levels by 2010, 1990 levels by
2020, and 80 percent below 1990 levels by 2050. These goals were subsequently endorsed by the
state legislature through the passage of AB 32 (2006), which not only adopted the executive
order’s goals but also stated that the reductions must continue after 2020. AB32 directed the Air
Resources Board (ARB) to set reporting requirements for GHG emissions, and prepare a plan –
referred to as the Scoping Plan – for establishing the maximum technologically feasible and costeffective GHG emission reduction measures. Governor Brown’s Executive Order B-30-15 built on
the goals in Executive Order S-3-05, aiming to reduce GHG emissions to 40 percent below 1990
levels by 2030. The legislature set the 2030 goal as a statutory target, too, through SB32 (2016).
These goals do not only operate at the state level; achieving them will require substantial
cooperation from local governments. As discussed below, local agencies control many of the land
use and transportation decisions that are critical to reducing GHG emissions.
D.

Adoption of a CAP would assist jurisdictions in satisfying the requirements of Government
Code section 65302 and SB 379 relating to climate change and adaptation.
Section 65302(g) and SB 379 require jurisdictions to update their General Plan Safety Element to
address climate change impacts and resiliency strategies, and to review and revise the housing
element of the general plan to identify new information relating to flood and fire hazards. 20 This
includes a vulnerability assessment identifying the risks associated with climate change, such as
risks to housing. Jurisdictions that have a CAP that substantially complies with the requirements of
65302(g) may incorporate that CAP by reference to satisfy the planning requirement. Adoption of a
CAP is an ideal way to insure that the analysis takes a hard, 360° look at the risks of climate
change to housing and other important aspects of the community and the safety of the general
public. By conducting a climate vulnerability assessment as part of its CAP process, Sacramento
County is already taking the first step to fulfilling these requirements. The inclusion of
comprehensive adaptation measures around extreme heat, increased flood risk, more intense
storms, and water availability will help local jurisdictions to meet SB 379 goals and safeguard the
long-term safety, health, economic resilience, and quality of life in their communities.
E.
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Measures in a CAP aimed at reducing vehicles miles traveled would be consistent with the
considerable regional efforts undertaken to meet the objectives of the Sustainable Communities
and Climate Change Protection Act (SB 375). SB 375 directed ARB, working with local officials, to
set regional GHG emission reduction targets for passenger vehicles. The goal is to enable regions,
and the state, to meet AB 32 goals through reduced emissions from cars and light-duty trucks. SB
375 also directs regional transportation officials to adopt Sustainable Community Strategies (SCS)
demonstrating how they will meet their reduction targets. Once a SCS is adopted, other
jurisdictions are not required to analyze a proposed project’s impacts on the regional transportation
network, provided that the project complies with the SCS.21 Several lead agencies, including the
City of Sacramento, have utilized SCS consistency to reduce the burden of CEQA analysis.22
In adopting its most recent SCS in February 2016, SACOG “made every effort to meet and
surpass” the AB 32 and SB 375 goals, and developed the SCS to “not only achieve the goals of SB
375, but create an efficient land use plan and robust transportation network that would meet AB 32
goals and further reduce our impact on climate change.” SACOG also noted the important role the
member agencies play in achieving the SCS goals. For example, the SCS states that “voluntary
land use decisions by cities and counties will be critical to the success of this MTP/SCS” and “the
coordinated implementation of transportation and development is essential to meeting the region’s
state greenhouse gas reduction targets.”23 Adoption of a CAP will complement the efforts outlined
in the SCS, increasing the likelihood that the region will reach its GHG emission reduction targets.
There are many ways for a CAP to contribute to achieving state and regional GHG reduction
goals in AB 32, SB 32, and SB 375: prioritizing infill development, especially in areas with good
transit service; taking steps to facilitate and incentivize penetration of electric vehicles, such as
those identified in SACOG’s Take Charge program;24 actively participating in shaping deployment
of new shared-mobility options such as ride-, car-, and bike-sharing and autonomous vehicles; and
implementing SACOG’s CivicLab project are just some of the ways to contribute to the effort.25
Adoption of a CAP could support the Sacramento Regional Transit District’s efforts to enhance
public transportation.
In 2015, the transportation sector accounts for 39 percent of unincorporated Sacramento County’s
communitywide GHG emissions inventory as well as 55 percent of the 2015 County’s internal
operations inventory. Compact development clustered around transit lines can reduce per capita
vehicles miles traveled by 20 to 40 percent, with other concurrent benefits including reduced
congestion, parking costs, and traffic injuries and fatalities, as well as improved air quality and
public health through reduction in cardio-respiratory diseases and chronic diseases related to
obesity and inactivity.26 As a low-carbon alternative to single-occupancy vehicles, SacRT’s services
are critical to reducing GHG emissions from transportation. Transit produces fewer GHG emissions
to move a larger number of people, making it a more efficient and sustainable mode of
transportation. One electric-powered light rail vehicle can take 100 vehicles off the road. A single
F.
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travel lane of private vehicle traffic on an urban street might move 600-1,600 people per hour, but a
dedicated bus lane can carry up to 8,000 passengers per hour.27 SacRT’s fleet is comprised of 205
compressed natural gas-powered buses, which produce less toxic air pollutants as well as GHG
emissions than diesel buses.
Local jurisdictions can influence improvements to transit services, infrastructure, and ridership
through the adoption of a proactive, transit-supportive CAP, including measures such as transit
subsides, transit-oriented development (TOD) goals, parking policies, and transportation demand
management. A CAP can promote infill TOD adjacent to transit stops and the improvement of firstand last-mile28 pedestrian and bicycle connectivity to expand access to transit. Transit, bike and
pedestrian improvements not only help reduce GHG emissions, but also connect people to jobs
and increase the property values of developments, homes, and businesses, stimulating local
economic development.
As discussed earlier, State agencies are now looking to local plans for GHG emission reduction
efforts as a qualifier for both transportation and housing funding. As a relatively low-density
community, agencies and jurisdictions in Sacramento County must work together to develop
strategies and adopt plans such as climate action plans in order to be competitive for such funding.
G. Adoption of a CAP could aid SMUD’s efforts to reduce energy use and protect rate payers
The state has adopted a variety of approaches to help reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the
electricity sector, with which SMUD and other utilities are expected to comply. For example, SB
350 (2015) increases the state’s renewable portfolio standard target to 50 percent, requires a
doubling of energy efficiency savings in electricity and natural gas end uses by 2030, and calls for
increases in travel efficiency – including widespread transportation electrification. SMUD will be
active in meeting SB 350 goals. SMUD’s efforts would be aided through the adoption of a CAP
which require or incentivize energy efficiency retrofits, water use efficiency retrofits, the adoption of
building codes that exceed the CalGreen and California Building Energy Efficiency Standards, and
efforts to reduce the urban heat island effect. In turn, SMUD programs, such as its energy
efficiency financing program, could help support local jurisdictions in meeting their CAP targets in
the building and energy sectors.
To support transportation electrification, SMUD is developing time-of-use electricity rates for
vehicle charging, offering charging incentives for residential customers, deploying public fast
chargers, piloting workplace and multi-family incentives for charging infrastructure, and developing
outreach and education activities.29 Requirements for EV charging in public parking lots and multifamily dwelling units would help support the continued electrification of transportation, while also
helping to improve local air quality and public health. In short, a CAP could successfully
complement SMUD’s goals in helping local jurisdictions boost energy efficiency, save energy, and
reduce expenses to ratepayers.
H.

Adoption of a CAP could aid SMAQMD’s clean air goals
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A robust, qualified CAP would assist with SMAQMD’s mission to ensure clean air for all and help
the Sacramento region attain and continue to meet federal clean air standards for ozone and
particulate matter (PM). In particular, a CAP can help to encourage dense infill land uses that
decrease emissions from transportation, reducing tailpipe emissions of PM and ozone precursors.
Transportation is the most significant local source of air pollution and GHG emissions in the
District’s inventory. CAP strategies to support public transit networks, active transportation, and
advanced and alternative fuel vehicles can help reduce emissions from vehicles, as well as
reducing congestion and gridlock. Increasing the tree canopy, which sequesters carbon and helps
to cool communities, also reduces ozone formation and air pollution. More energy efficient,
weather-proof homes can help residents save money on winter heating and boilers, while reducing
emissions from natural gas-powered heaters. As ozone formation increases with warmer
temperatures, it will be especially critical to help reduce the urban heat island effect and reduce the
emissions of VOCs and other ozone precursors.
I. Ancillary Benefits:
Many CAP measures offer substantial ancillary benefits that could support CAP adoption
independent of the GHG benefits. In fact, according to the SEEC 2016 study, “local governments
are succeeding by framing climate action in the context of other important community goals like
public health and economic development.”30 For example, extreme and prolonged heat waves can
put considerable strain on the reliability of energy delivery in peak periods, possibly leading to
brownouts, blackouts, and other disruptions to electricity during times when cooling is most
needed. This can harm public health, endanger lives, and disrupt economic activity, incurring costs
related to lost output and wages, spoiled inventory, and the inconvenience and cost of restarting
operations.31 By increasing energy efficiency, such service disruptions are less likely and
jurisdictions will be able to better cope with extreme heat and heat waves. In addition, establishing
energy efficiency measures in disadvantaged and environmental justice communities will help
meet both GHG goals and SB 1000 goals to advance the interests of these communities.
Adaptation planning in the CAP can help jurisdictions prepare for extreme weather and other
natural disasters, minimize down time, and reduce costs for repairing infrastructure such as roads,
bridges, levees, critical telecommunications equipment, and other resources that are critical to
community and business recovery. Such interruptions can be significant. According to the Federal
Emergency Management Agency, 40 percent of small businesses never reopen after a disaster.32
Adaptation planning can help improve stormwater management reduce flooding, help residents
avoid emergency room visits and hospitalizations through better heat-wave response strategies,
support climate-healthy agriculture, conserve water, and more. With Sacramento County estimated
to lose 4 percent of its gross economic output for every 1.8 degree Fahrenheit increase in
temperature, advancing planning and preparation to mitigate the local impacts of climate change
will be critical.33
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Green building under a well developed and implemented CAP can help the community in a
variety of ways, including:






Increased home values: California homes labelled by Energy Star, LEED for Homes, and
GreenPoint sell for 9% (+/- 4%) more than comparable, non-labelled homes, according to
studies by UC Berkeley and UCLA.34 In addition, values of homes located within a half mile
of transit perform 42% better on average.35
Improved worker performance: Workers in high-performing, green-certified offices scored
26% higher on cognitive function tests, had 30% fewer sick building syndrome symptoms,
and had 6% higher sleep quality scores compared to workers in high-performing but nonlabelled buildings.36 Another study found reductions in absenteeism and improvements in
productivity.37
More jobs: Green construction is rapidly outpacing conventional construction. By 2018, the
green sector will support more than 3.3 million jobs – more than one-third of the entire U.S.
construction sector. And it will generate $190.3 billion in labor earnings.38

Energy efficiency retrofits can also help to create jobs locally. Statewide, California’s energy
efficiency and renewable energy policies have helped to create 1.5 million full-time jobs, as of
2008. This includes the multiplier effect of job creation, as businesses and residents are able to
save energy costs and redirect expenditures towards employment-intensive goods and services.39
Public health can benefit substantially from a rigorous CAP. Increasing urban forestry can improve
both air quality and mental health, lower the urban heat island effect, help foster neighborhood and
social cohesion, decrease crime, and boost property values. Access to public transportation is
linked to increased physical activity through walking or bicycling to a bus or light-rail stop: transit
riders tend to walk 19 minutes a day, three times more than the average American.40 Increasing
bike paths, boosting neighborhood walkability, and supporting active transportation can help
reduce obesity and chronic illnesses such as diabetes and heart disease.

Conclusion
SMAQMD coordinated the development of this paper with SACOG, SacRT, and SMUD to provide
a comprehensive statement on the many benefits to be achieved through the adoption of wellcrafted Climate Action Plans. We support the adoption of climate action plans as a proactive way
to benefit all sectors of the community, and to that end, we will continue to provide technical
assistance to our member jurisdictions with the development and implementation of qualified
climate action plans.
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