Indicators for a

Sustainable
San Mateo County

S E V E N T E E N T H

A N N U A L

R E P O R T

S U M M A R Y

5/6/13

•

2 0 1 3

1

Sustainability: A Healthy Economy, Society, and Environment for the long term.

T

his is the summary of the seventeenth annual
edition of Indicators for a Sustainable San Mateo County. Propelled by the philosophy “what gets
measured, gets managed,” the report presents indicators that raise awareness of sustainability in the county
and improve our ability to make sound decisions for
the benefit of future generations. Local governments,
businesses, civic groups, and nonprofit organizations
use the Report to set goals, measure progress towards
achieving them, and prioritize the allocation of scarce
resources.

What is Sustainability?
Living sustainably means that we meet today’s needs
without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their needs. Sustainable planning recognizes the
connections between a vibrant economy, a socially equitable community, and a healthy environment.

In an effort to provide the most updated content and
to preserve resources, this year only the Summary
Report will be distributed as a printed handout. The
complete 2013 report is now available in an easy to
access online format and as a downloadable PDF file at
www.sustainablesanmateo.org.

San Mateo County
Facts and Figures
Population
Land area

736,362
448 square miles

Median household income

$83,347

Median home sales price

$740,908

Poverty rate

7.7%

Percent of households paying more than
35% of household income on monthly
owner housing costs
39%
CO2 emissions from total electricity use 		
397.8 (thousand tons CO2)

Established in 1992, Sustainable San Mateo County is dedicated
to the long-term health and vitality of our region. Our mission is
to stimulate community action on issues relating to sustainability
by providing accurate, timely, and empowering information.

View the full report at www.sustainablesanmateo.org

177 Bovet Road, Sixth Floor, San Mateo, CA 94402 • 650.638.2323 • advocate@sustainablesanmateo.org
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Economy

A vibrant economy fosters innovative businesses and provides goods,
services, and jobs for area residents.
Key Findings
•

In 2011, there were over 322,000 jobs in the county, an increase from the year prior, but 6% lower than 2002 levels.
Despite recent job growth, county average weekly wages in
2011 declined from the year prior and are 14% below 2000
levels (adjusted for inflation). The two sectors with the highest
percentage job growth over the last decade, Leisure & Hospitality
and Education & Health, both have average weekly wages below the
county average.

•

San Mateo County has some of the highest housing costs in the nation, and the lack of affordable housing limits the ability of people
to live in the county and reduces the availability of qualified workers
for local jobs. As measured by the first time buyer housing affordability index, only 47% of county households can afford an
entry-level home, significantly below the rates for California (71%) and the United States (82%).

•

In 2012, the median sales price for a single family home in the
county was just over $740,000, a 6% increase from the year prior.
Average rental prices are up nearly 20% over the last two years.

•

Technological innovation is a key catalyst for growth in the region,
and this growth is dependent on a highly-skilled workforce trained
in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM).
In San Mateo County, 14% of the workforce is employed in
STEM-related fields compared with 5% for the U.S. and 6%
for California.

STEM Education
Having workers trained in the fields of science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) is vital for continued innovation and economic
growth, but our education system has not been able to keep up with the
demand in this field. Only 33% of bachelor’s degrees awarded in the
U.S. are in STEM fields versus 53% for China and 63% for Japan. The
STEM Center at Cañada College, which provides services and support
for students pursuing education in STEM majors, is part of a growing
national effort to educate more students in these fields. The center also
offers collaborative space for study groups and STEM club meetings.
5/6/13
For more information, visit www.facebook.com/STEMCanadaCollege.
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Equity
A socially equitable community provides all members fair access to a
good education, a safe neighborhood, and services that enable even the
least affluent to meet their basic needs.
Key Findings
•

A 2008 report by the University of California, Berkeley Law School,
found that the two most significant factors determining children’s
academic success were family income and English language ability. In
San Mateo County, nearly one quarter of public school students are classified as English Learners (EL); across the state,
EL students score much lower on California Standards Tests than other groups. Over one-third of county students qualify for the
free/reduced price meal program (available to students whose
family income falls below 1.3 and 1.85 times the 2009 federal income
poverty guidelines, respectively).

•

Single-parent families are more likely to live in poverty and experience stress, both of which put children at increased risk for poor
academic achievement and behavioral and health-related problems. In
2011, 21% of the families in the county with children under
18 years of age were headed by a single parent, with 70% of
these single-parent households headed by a female. While the child
poverty rate for San Mateo County is 10%, it rises to 19% for
children in single-mother households.

•

Access to high quality and affordable healthcare helps people live healthier, more productive lives. In 2013, 12% of county adults (18–64)
lack healthcare insurance, compared with 26% in California and
21% in the U.S.

School Funding

FPL = Federal Poverty Level
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California public school funding is based on a complex and often inequitable system. Per pupil total expenditures in San Mateo County range
from a low of $7,299 in Millbrae Elementary to $17,962 for Woodside
Elementary School District. Governor Brown’s new school funding proposal would simplify the system and provide extra aid for those students
most at risk by giving all school districts a per pupil base grant, with an
extra 35% added for each student who is low income, an English learner,
or in foster care.
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Environment
A healthy environment has clean air, water, and soil, as well as abundant open spaces that allow native animals and plants to thrive.
Key Findings
•

Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) is the total number of miles driven by
all vehicles in a given time period and geographic area. VMT in the
county in 2012 was 21 million miles per day, up slightly from the
year prior, but 3% lower than 2000 levels. San Mateo County’s
per capita VMT, above the state average, reflects high levels of cross-county commuting.

•

Total water usage in San Mateo County in 2010-11 was
79.78 million gallons per day, 17% lower than peak water
usage in 2003–2004. Residential consumption accounts for over
67% of water usage in the county, with the majority of this usage for
single family homes.

•

The county is heavily dependent on a single water source,
with 93% of supplies coming from the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC). SFPUC receives on average
85% of its water from the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir in Yosemite National Park and the remainder from local Bay Area watersheds.

•

San Mateo County encompasses over 286,000 acres of land,
with 41% of this land designated as protected open space.
Of the nine Bay Area counties, only Marin has a higher percentage
of open space lands. With many cities in the county fully built-out
under current zoning, the focus on future development will largely
be on designing more sustainable in-fill projects that bring new residents and businesses into already developed areas.

Climate Action Plan (CAP)
In an effort to curb greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, many cities are
adopting CAPs. In the first step of the process, cities create a baseline
inventory of municipal and community GHG emissions and then identify target reductions. The recommended target for 2020 is 15% below
baseline levels. Emissions reductions strategies unique to the community are evaluated and, after public meetings and an environmental review
process, the most promising strategies are put into the CAP and/or
General Plan. As of January 2013, 52% of cities/unincorporated county
had a completed CAP and 38% were in the process of completing one
5/6/13
(see page 68 for a list of cities and their CAP status).
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Key Indicator

Income
Each year, we provide in-depth information on a topical issue critical to
the long-term sustainability of the county. This year’s key indicator, Income Inequality, focuses on the unequal distribution of income in San
Mateo County.

In a sustainable state, income distribution is at a level that supports a
broad middle class and offers fair chances for upward mobility.
Key Findings
•

From 1979-2007, average household after-tax income (adjusted for
inflation) in the U.S. increased 62%. These gains, however, were highly skewed with the top 1% seeing household income rise by
275% compared with an 18% increase for the bottom 20% of
earners. In San Mateo County, the share of highest income households
($200,000 and above) increased from 2006–2011, while the share of
lower-earning households ($99,000 and below) decreased.

•

Nationwide, median household income has been on a declining trend
since 2007. Although significantly above U.S. and California levels,
San Mateo County’s median household income in 2011 was
9% lower than 2007 levels.

•

The transformation to a knowledge economy has placed a premium
on highly educated workers, resulting in a growing gap in income
by educational attainment. In San Mateo County, median personal income for college graduates is nearly three times
higher than for those with less than a high school diploma. From 2005-2011, median personal income rose for those with
a graduate or professional degree while declining for all groups with
lower levels of educational attainment.

The Income Achievement Gap
The income achievement gap in education has been growing over
the last 30 years, and in San Mateo County it can clearly be seen in
test scores. Third grade language arts proficiency is one of the strongest predictors of future academic success as students who are not
reading proficiently at this stage begin to fall behind in other areas.
While 74% of San Mateo County students who are not economically
disadvantaged scored proficient or higher on the latest English Language Arts/CST tests, only 34% of their peers who are economically
disadvantaged achieved these scores.
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Inequality
“Widely unequal societies do not function efficiently, and their
economies are neither stable nor sustainable in the long term”
—Joseph E. Stiglitz
Key Findings
•

While the gender income gap has declined considerably over the
last 30 years, it still persists. In San Mateo County, male median
personal income in 2011 was over $10,000 higher than female median personal income. This gap, however, is smaller
than it was in 2005 as male income experienced a sharper decline
in income during the Great Recession than women.

•

Income in the county also varies by race/ethnicity,
with Asians having the highest median personal income
in 2011 ($103,431) and Hispanics/Latinos having the lowest
($56,273). From 2005-2011, only Asians saw median personal income rise, while all other groups had declining income. The largest decline was for Whites (-8%), but their incomes are still 20%
higher than those of African Americans and Hispanics/Latinos.

•

The Federal Poverty Level (FPL) is calculated annually and adjusted for inflation, but it does not take local costs of living into
account. According to the FPL, San Mateo County’s poverty
rate of 7.7% is the lowest of the nine Bay Area counties
and significantly below the state level of 16.6%. However, the Self-Sufficiency Standard, an alternative poverty measure
that factors in local costs of living to track the income required
to meet basic needs without public or private subsidies, shows a
much higher share of county residents living in poverty.

Supplemental Poverty Measure
The Census Bureau’s new Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)
provides a more comprehensive measure of poverty than the traditional Federal Poverty Level (FPL) by adjusting for regional
housing costs and accounting for in-kind benefits as well as for
expenses (taxes, child care, etc.). Currently only available at the
national and state levels, it reveals a higher poverty rate for California (23.5%) than the FPL. The Stanford University Center for
Poverty and Inequality and the Public Policy Institute of California
are developing a new measure of economic hardship for the state
that will be constructed in the spirit of the SPM. For more
infor5/6/13
mation, visit www.stanford.edu/group/scspi/.
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Data Sources: State of California Department of Finance; U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey; Pacific Gas & Electric. Median household income
inflation adjusted ($2012). (if we use yellow column then add in this source: San Mateo County Association of Realtors (SAMCAR) - put it before PG&E
			

We gratefully acknowledge the support from our sponsors
for the preparation of the Report and Summary.

Platinum

Gold

City of Brisbane,
City of San Carlos,
City of San Mateo,
City of South San
Francisco,
Town of Colma,
Town of Portola
Valley
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Silver

City of Burlingame,
City of Menlo Park,
City of Millbrae, City
of Redwood City,
Town of Hillsborough

