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May 1, 2014 
 
 
Ken Alex, Director 
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research 
P.O. Box 3044 
Sacramento, CA 95812-3044  
VIA EMAIL: ca.50m@opr.ca.gov 
 
Re: Comments on Environmental Goals and Policy Report 
 
Dear Mr. Alex: 
 
On behalf of the California Pan-Ethnic Health Network (CPEHN), thank you for the 
opportunity to provide comments on the Office of Planning and Research’s (OPR) 
“California @ 50 Million – California’s Climate Future,” draft Environmental Goals 
and Policy Report (EGPR). The EGPR is an important vision for the state in light of 
impending population shifts, environmental and economic challenges, and new 
policies that emphasize the integration of health and the environment. 
 
The discussion draft provides innovative steps towards addressing the challenges 
and opportunities facing California. For example, we applaud OPR for including a 
section entitled, “Building Healthy and Sustainable Communities.” However, this 
draft does not adequately incorporate the needs of California’s diverse communities. 
Given that communities of color make up nearly 60% of California’s population and 
face some of the state’s most challenging health disparities, the EGPR should better 
incorporate the perspectives and impacts environmental decisions have on 
communities of color. Below are recommendations on how equity and health could 
be better integrated throughout the EGPR. 
 
Recommendation: The increasing diversity of California’s population should be 
better reflected in the Report’s goals. 
Since 2000, the majority of California’s population has been communities of color, 
comprising 60% of the state’s residents.i Currently, Latinos are 38% of the 
population and are expected to be 42% by 2025.ii Latino children are already 52% of 
the population age 12 and younger.iii Our state is also home to the largest Asian 
American and fifth largest African American populations in the nation.iv  By 2050, 
communities of color are expected to be 75% of California’s population.v Any 
environmental vision for the future of our state should explicitly acknowledge these 
population shifts and account for the specific needs of California’s communities of 
color. 
 
Communities of color face far greater incidences and types of health disparities. The 
rates of asthma, obesity, diabetes, and certain cancers are much higher among 
communities of color compared to Whites. While many factors contribute to health 

 



disparities, the environments in which we live, work, and play have a tremendous impact on our 
health. Communities of color also tend to reside in areas that face greater environmental challenges. 
For example, Latinos make up 77% of Imperial County, 57% of Tulare County, and 45% of the 
Inland Empire’s populations, all of which face severe environmental challenges including poor air 
quality and lack of affordable, clean drinking water.vi   
 
The EGPR must recognize that each community has different needs, poses great opportunities, and 
faces significant challenges. These communities have unique contributions as well as specific needs 
that must be addressed in order for our state to prosper. Therefore, we recommend that the 
perspectives and needs of California’s communities of color be better reflected throughout the 
EGPR.  
 
Recommendation: The EGPR should make a stronger connection between improved health 
and the environment. 
Extensive research documents how our health is largely determined by the physical, social, and 
economic environments in which we live, work, and learn. These factors determine everything 
from the quality of our air and housing to our access to fresh healthy foods and safe parks. For 
example: 

• Children living within 500 feet of busy roadways have increased risk of asthma and other 
respiratory problems.vii 

• Access and proximity to safe places for physical activity, including parks, are significant 
predictors of physical activity levels.viii 

• Accessible neighborhood grocery stores reduce diet-related diseases, and distance to a full 
service grocery store is related to body mass index.ix 

• Proximity to and mix of retail, quality destinations, and transportation mode choices are the 
most influential factors in people’s decisions to walk.x 

 
Communities of color are less likely to live in neighborhoods where the conditions support 
improved health. CPEHN has analyzed a number of determinants of health and where communities 
of color reside and a very stark pattern emerged: neighborhoods with lower incomes and less 
educational attainment were most likely to display environmental conditions that negatively impact 
health. For example, a resident of the Newport Beach-Laguna Hills area in Orange County is 15 
times more likely to have a bachelor’s degree, earns $33,000 or more per year, and can expect to 
live 15 years longer than a resident of Watts in Los Angeles, a community with a majority of 
people of color, while Newport Beach is over 87% White.xi In California, the majority of people 
living in neighborhoods with these challenges are from communities of color.  
 
Another specific example of where social, economic, and environmental policies coincide with 
significantly negative health impacts on low-income communities of color is in the Central Valley. 
A report by the Center for Race, Poverty, and the Environment found that Central Valley residents 
breathe some of the dirtiest air in the nation. From 2006-08, the San Joaquin Valley exceeded the 
federal 8-hour smog standard on 455 days.xii The asthma rate for the eight San Joaquin Valley 
counties (17.3%) is over 20% higher than the average for the state (13.7%).xiii Residents of color in 
the Valley are also disproportionately exposed to facilities that are harmful to the environment and 
health. Two out of California’s three toxic waste dumps are located in low-income, predominately 
Latino farm-worker communities.xiv These communities lack access to safe, clean, and affordable 
drinking water and do not have access to basic infrastructure, including sidewalks, curbs, sewer, 



and storm drains.xv While the Central Valley’s agricultural industry generated $25.3 billion dollars, 
over 70% of the state’s entire agriculture revenue in 2008, residents of the Central Valley had some 
of the lowest incomes and highest unemployment rates in the state and nation.xvi Communities of 
color in the Central Valley, particularly Latinos, are further disenfranchised because while they are 
the majority of residents in the Valley, they constitute a minority on decision-making bodies that 
govern the region.xvii  
 
The policy decisions that influence land use, neighborhood, environmental, and transportation 
designs have a profound and direct impact on our health. Therefore, the EGPR should explicitly 
acknowledge the negative and positive health impacts of policy decisions and explicitly include 
health indicators to the measure progress of policy decisions to ensure they do not exacerbate health 
disparities.  
 
Recommendation: The EGPR needs to highlight and address the disproportionate impact of 
climate change on communities of color. 
We appreciate the EGPR’s emphasis on the need to address climate change in California.  
However, to combat the deleterious impacts of climate change, we must also address the “climate 
gap,” the disproportionate impact of climate change on communities of color.xviii Research shows 
that low-income communities and people of color will suffer the effects of climate change at a 
higher proportion to other communities. For example: 

• Communities of color and low-income communities will pay an even higher proportion 
of their incomes on basic necessities due to climate change. Currently, communities of 
color and low-income communities pay more for basic necessities including food, 
electricity, and water.xix A study found that households in the lowest income bracket use 
more than twice the proportion of their total expenditures on electricity compared to 
households in the highest income brackets.xx With climate change, the price of these 
necessities is projected to increase, and low-income people who already pay a larger share 
of their income on these items will most likely face disproportionately increasing economic 
impacts.xxi  

• Communities of color and low-income communities will suffer more during extreme 
heat waves. Research shows that communities of color and low-income population more 
often live in areas with concrete and heat-trapping surfaces rather than areas with greater 
tree cover.

xxiii

xxii These types of physical environments create “heat islands,” which exacerbate 
the levels of heat that low-income and communities of color experience during heat 
waves.  Low-income communities also tend to lack access to public transportation or a 
car to escape the heat zones.xxiv In addition, individuals with chronic health conditions are 
more susceptible to the impact of heat waves.xxv Communities of color tend to have higher 
rates of these conditions, including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and obesity. As a result 
of both the physical environment and higher rates of chronic health conditions, low-income 
communities of color and, particularly, African Americans in Los Angeles and Latinos in 
agricultural settings, are more likely to die from a heat wave compared to other residents.xxvi   

• Economic opportunities for low-income communities of color will disproportionately 
decrease due to climate change. Communities of color and low-income communities also 
face economic ramifications with the onset of climate change. Research shows that 
continued climate change could produce dramatic shifts in the job sectors that employ many 
low-income communities, including agriculture and tourism. Latinos comprise 77% of the 
agricultural workforce in California. Studies suggest that climate change will impact work 



in this sector. Both the frequency and intensity of weather events could lead to revenue 
losses or expensive adaptation measures that could result in job loss.  

 
Most often it is not just one of these factors but all of them combined that result in detrimental 
impacts on communities of color and low-income communities. Therefore, a climate change lens 
must acknowledge and prioritize the needs of low-income communities and communities of color, 
who are the majority of Californians, and will be the most negatively impacted. 
 
Recommendation: Ensure the EGPR’s recommendation to “Build Healthy and Sustainable 
Communities” reflects the need to promote equitable development. 
CPEHN supports the recommendation to “Build Healthy and Sustainable Communities.”  
Unhealthy communities burden residents and add costs to the state as a result of health care 
expenses and lost days of work. Today, too many California neighborhoods fail to provide the 
supports necessary to promote the health of all residents. This section of the EGPR should 
emphasize equitable development and investments to revive distressed communities, increase 
mobility and access to jobs within regions, and ensure that low-income residents can access local 
job and health opportunities. 
 
Recommendation: The communities most impacted by environmental policies, especially 
communities of color, must be part of the stakeholder process. 
The communities that are most impacted by environmental policies and climate change are and 
have been working to promote environmental change at the local and state levels, including 
communities of color. These community leaders have developed policy recommendations that 
should referenced in this report. Most importantly, communities of color should be actively 
engaged in the state’s vision-setting process and included in the implementation strategies.  
 
Below are recommendations for ensuring disadvantaged communities and those most impacted by 
environmental, land use, and transportation decisions are included in this and other key decision-
making processes:xxvii 

• Provide adequate notification to potentially impacted residents about important meetings, 
especially those related to harmful land use projects, and ensure notifications are reader-
friendly, accessible to low literacy levels, and in multiple languages that reflect the language 
assistance needs of the local community. 

• Provide professional interpretation services at hearings. 
• Ensure that meetings of decision-making bodies are held during times when residents area 

able to attend, such as after work hours, and in areas that are accessible via public 
transportation. 

• Create citizen committees with real authority and review powers. 
• Identify opportunities for disadvantaged communities to serve as representatives on 

decision-making bodies. 
 
Recommendation: The EGPR should encourage entrepreneurial opportunities for 
immigrants and communities of color in the new green economy. 
California’s multicultural communities are an essential asset to the state’s economy and 
environmental goals.xxviii Between 2002 and 2007, businesses owned by communities of color were 
the fastest growing sector of business owners in the nation, and immigrants began new businesses 



at twice the rate of non-immigrants.xxix Communities of color have a long tradition of resource 
conservation practices and tremendous consumer purchasing power. CPEHN recommends that the 
EGPR include a section on how to engage these communities and others as partners in investing the 
state’s resources, including the development of green jobs. Below are just a few recommendations 
on how to encourage these partnerships: xxx 

• Create green vocational training programs through community colleges and K-12. 
• Promote green and socially responsible entrepreneurship by: 

o Actively promoting business opportunities for minority-owned businesses through 
outreach and education, technical assistance, and business loans.  

o Promoting worker-owned cooperatives. 
o Funding and promoting green businesses among entrepreneurs of color. 
o Sharing micro-financing opportunities, such as through the Dolores Huerta 

Foundation and others. 
o Requiring environmental practices in new development and business contracts.  

 
Recommendation: The EGPR should identify agencies and departments that will be 
accountable for moving its vision, goals, and objectives forward. 
Currently, many state agencies and departments develop and implement policies to create a 
healthier, more environmentally safe California. However, the EGPR does not integrate an 
accountability role for any of these agencies or departments. CPEHN recommends utilizing the 
Strategic Growth Council and the Health in All Policies Task Force to establish goals, objectives, 
and timelines for moving the vision forward. In addition, these entities can provide assistance with 
monitoring and evaluating the goals.  
 
Again, thank you for the opportunity to comment. We support many of the broad and specific goals 
of the report. However, we strongly urge you to better incorporate the diversity of California’s 
population in order to better address the state’s environmental goals. Please do not hesitate to 
contact me via email at sdeguia@cpehn.org or phone at (916) 447-1299 if you have any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Sarah de Guia, JD 
Director of Government Affairs 
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