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Introduction
In April 2021, San Mateo County’s median single-family home sale price topped $2
million for the first time in history, the highest median sale price of all California counties.1 The
housing crisis in San Mateo County affects everyone. It negatively impacts the quality of life of
the most vulnerable populations, such as seniors, the disabled and low-income individuals, as
well as essential workers and middle-income residents. It makes it difficult for companies to hire
enough workers. Freezing out a significant number of county residents benefits no one and will
continue to inflict many residents with the burden of housing insecurity.
Efforts are being made to increase accessible housing for all incomes and life situations,
but continued support and action are vital if the housing needs in the county are ever to be
achieved. Some cities in San Mateo County are making a valiant effort to keep up with needs
but, as years pass, the unmet needs aggregate, leaving us worse off than ever before. To truly
make a significant improvement, commitment to making the county affordable to the majority of
the population needs to become a top priority.
In order to make housing available to everyone in the county, one must analyze all the
forces that are shaping this issue, as well as the steps necessary to improve the situation. In this
report, Sustainable San Mateo County’s 25th annual Indicators Report, we focus on Equitable
Housing. We begin by looking back at the segregated history of San Mateo County to understand
the beginning of today’s dire housing situation. Then, a thorough examination of the present-day
realities of the housing crisis in the county will allow us to fully understand why inequity in
housing is such a pressing issue and how it negatively impacts all of us. We close the report by
focusing on the future, looking at available solutions and discussing ways to ensure sustainable
housing for San Mateo County.

Historical Background
History has value, but presenting the historical perspective of the current housing crisis in
San Mateo County is no routine matter. Understanding how the San Mateo County housing crisis
has evolved may be confrontive and difficult to accept. However, a failure to understand that
history will result in a lost opportunity to move forward and improve the situation.
The current housing situation has more than 250 years of history that have slowly built
the reality of today’s housing inequity. The housing crisis we are grappling with has its roots in
the displacement of indigenous populations from the late 1760s, land ownership by wealthy
families beginning in the 1800s, and exclusivity of white ownership through exclusionary zoning
and restrictive deed covenants beginning in the 1950s. These historical factors, coupled with
rapid population growth and inadequate and uncoordinated housing and transportation
construction, provide a deep understanding of the problems as well as possible solutions.

1
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Displacement of Indigenous San Mateo County Residents
The earliest residents of San Mateo County2 are generally described as the Ramaytush
Ohlone. This group was made up of at least eight separate, smaller groups with their own
language dialects and uniquely named villages of mostly Ramaytush Ohlone, but also including
Awaswas, Muwekma and Tamien peoples. All of these groups practiced basic subsistence living
(gathering, harvesting, fishing and vegetation burning to improve use of land).
While villages typically consisted of collections of individuals within small areas of San
Mateo County, there was no concept of land ownership; land was to be used for the collective
good. Thus, in the years after the Spanish arrived, there was no treaty transferring property to
Spanish, Mexican and European landowners. The land was simply taken and distributed through
land grants, and then sales, to wealthy families.
At the time of the arrival of the Spanish around 1750, there were approximately 325,000
indigenous people spread throughout California. This is the group that the first Europeans found,
including several thousand in San Mateo County. The arrival of Spanish explorers and
missionaries in the late 1700s was a major threat to Ohlone existence and culture as a result of
forced cultural and religious assimilation, exposure to European diseases, and harsh and
unsanitary living conditions. When California became part of the Union in 1850, after the
Mexican-American War, the state government sanctioned the mass genocide of indigenous
populations throughout the state by local militia in the wake of the Gold Rush. By the 1880s, the
Bay Area Ohlone population was dramatically reduced, with their land almost entirely taken
away.
First the Spanish, then the Mexican government, granted large tracts of confiscated land
(ranchos) to private owners to encourage settlement and development. The names of some of the
ranchos from this period are still reflected today in place names in San Mateo County, including
San Mateo (now the City of San Mateo and parts of other cities), Buri Buri (now Burlingame),
Pulgas (Belmont and Redwood City), San Francisquito (now Menlo Park and parts of Santa
Clara County, and Pescadero (unincorporated areas along the San Mateo County coast). Land
grants and patents account for 200,000 acres of the current 300,000 acres of San Mateo County a staggering two-thirds of the entire county!
Land along San Francisco Bay that was later filled and land not suitable for cattle or
farming were not included in the land grants and patents. Thus, land confiscated from the
indigenous peoples wound up as the land where our homes currently exist.3 As the lands from
the Spanish Ranchos were sold off, towns began to form. Redwood City was incorporated in

2

https://native-land.ca
De Groot, M., & Booker, M. (2009). The Struggle for Ownership of the San Francisco Bay Area, 1769–
1972. Spatial History Project, Stanford University.
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1867, San Mateo in 1889, and from then until 1983, when East Palo Alto was incorporated, a
total of 20 separate, independent cities were created on confiscated land grant areas.
Improvement in Transportation, Increase in Development
The opening of railroad service in San Mateo County in the 1860s attracted many
wealthy San Franciscans who could afford rail travel. San Mateo and other county cities became
ideal places for building summer and weekend homes for the well-to-do who lived and worked
in San Francisco. The population that resided in some parts of the county was largely made up of
people employed in the service of great mansions. During this period, the wealthiest estate
owners bought up large parcels of land from land grant parcels, keeping the majority of San
Mateo property owned by a few families.
As San Mateo County developed rapidly between 1950 and 1970, housing for workers in
support jobs in San Francisco was constructed nearby in cities such as Daly City. Housing for
lots of employees in steel fabrication plants and meat slaughtering/packing factories in South San
Francisco was built in that city. Many workers in adjacent small-scale electronics factories and
aircraft maintenance at San Francisco International Airport found homes in San Bruno and
Millbrae.
Highly skilled professional jobs in Palo Alto and Menlo Park were supported by housing
there. Workers providing support services often found housing in Redwood City, while highly
skilled professional workers flocked to Hillsborough and San Mateo. Cities at the time could
provide sufficient housing for most, but chose to develop and sell houses to mostly white
workers, regardless of anyone of color’s ability to pay.
A blow to affordable housing was the dissolution of redevelopment agencies in 2012,
which used tax-increment financing to spur development, particularly low-income housing, in
blighted areas. Opponents complained the program was being misused to fund for-profit
projects.4 Subsequent attempts to resurrect redevelopment have failed.
Restrictive Covenants
Within San Mateo County and the rest of the Bay Area, limitations were placed on who
could buy homes. In the City of San Mateo for example, builders constructed the residential
Hillsdale and San Mateo neighborhood for whites only in the mid-20th century. Public records
reveal that the 1941 deeds for new homes contained exclusionary clauses such as: “No persons
other than members of the Caucasian or White race shall be permitted to occupy any portion of
said property, other than as domestics in the employ of the occupants of the premises.”

4

Los Angeles Times, December 29, 2011 https://www.latimes.com/local/la-xpm-2011-dec-29-la-meredevelopment-20111230-story.html
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Image of a restrictive covenant clause within property deed

These racial exclusions were present in the majority of homes in San Mateo and
neighboring cities. Developers across San Mateo County created both luxurious and middleincome, white-only neighborhoods, sometimes even restricting people of a certain religion
from owning homes there. When a racially integrated community attempted to be
developed, there were aggressive efforts to stop construction and further exclude people of
color.5
Redlining
According to the compliance handbook of the Federal Housing Administration, redlining
is the process used by lenders to restrict certain land areas from ownership by Blacks primarily,
but also by Blacks, indigenous and people of color (BIPOC) generally. Although currently
illegal, redlining was historically practiced throughout the Bay Area, including in San Mateo
County. Specifically, it was a federally backed process that denied creditworthy applicants loans
for housing in certain neighborhoods due to their ethnicity. The term was coined from the red or
“hazardous” areas of cities that were deemed risky to invest in, due to their specific racial
demographics. Redlining led to cycles of disinvestment even after the Fair Housing Act of 1968,
which officially banned redlining.
Local realtors report that such redlining practices were limited to cities of over 40,000 in
population. Although few cities in San Mateo County were that size when redlining was rampant
(notably Redwood City, San Mateo and Daly City may have been large enough), there were
plenty of other ways in which cities could restrict who lived where. For example, a real estate
appraiser could mention that a certain house being considered for a mortgage was in an area of
“hazard” (code for non-white areas), which had the same impact as redlining.

5

Rothstein, Richard. “The Black Lives Next Door.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 14 Aug.
2020, www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/opinion/sunday/blm-residential-segregation.html
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Example of Redlining Map in the U.S., 1937

This map and the accompanying legend show the
most and least favorable neighborhoods in a U.S.
city, depending on the percentage of people of color.
Red areas, the least desirable ones, indicate the
largest populations of people of color, while green
areas had primarily white residents and were
deemed the“best” areas in which to invest.

Housing Analysis
Jobs-to-Housing Balance
The jobs-to-housing balance metric is a ratio between the number of jobs and the number
of housing units in a given geographical area. It is a measure of community health related to
housing availability. A jobs-to-housing balance ratio of 1.5 means there are six jobs for every
four households. According to the Building Industry Association, experts say that a healthy jobshousing balance is 1.5.6 This accounts for at least one full-time worker in most households,
given that some members of the population are retired, some choose not to or cannot work, and
some hold part-time jobs. The jobs-to-housing balance recognizes that in a modern economy, a
simple ratio of one job to one household is inappropriate, since most households need more than
one person in the workforce.
The benefits of a healthy jobs-to-housing ratio include:7
➢ Expanded housing choices and availability among all income groups
6

Building Industry Association: https://housing.wiki/w/index.php?title=JobsHousing_Balance&mobileaction=toggle_view_desktop

7

Southern California Association of Governments, “The New Economy and Jobs Housing Balance in
Southern California”, April 2001, pp 19-20
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➢
➢
➢
➢

Reduced driving time, less congestion and less pollution
Lower costs to workers and businesses
Lower public expenditures on services
A better work-life balance

The current jobs-to-housing balance ratio in San Mateo County is 1.49,8 based on the
431,951 individuals in the workforce (employed and currently unemployed) and 289,536
housing units.
At face value, the 1.49 ratio would seem to indicate success. However, measured over
time, the jobs-to-housing balance can be an indicator of an ever-worsening condition when not
enough housing units are being constructed to keep pace with job growth. It also does not
consider that many workers in our county actually live in other counties or, conversely. that
many county residents work in other counties all over the Bay Area.
The jobs-to-housing balance also does not address two key components of the jobshousing fit, namely, affordability and having enough homes located within one geographic area,
so that the need to commute is greatly reduced.
The New Jobs to New Housing Units Balance
A key component to understanding the reality of housing inequality and the housing
shortage is exploring the rate of housing production relative to the rate of job creation. A 2019
report by Home for All, a regional collaborative initiative with representatives from San Mateo
County, local cities, governmental agencies and businesses, expresses the problem quite simply:
“Between 2010 and 2019, 102,500 new jobs were created in San Mateo County, while
only 9,494 new housing units were built, a[n] 11:1 ratio. Generally, San Mateo County
has not produced as much housing as other inner Bay Area Counties. The ratio is
decreasing, but we still have a long way to go.” 9
To better understand what the future jobs-to-housing balance will be, Sustainable San
Mateo County recently reviewed the Building and Planning Departments websites for all 20
cities and the unincorporated areas of San Mateo County to gather data on how much
development is “in the pipeline” in those jurisdictions. We looked at every proposed residential
project – that is, new single-family homes and new apartments and condominiums. We also
reviewed proposed commercial and retail development, as well as office, R&D, hotel,
commercial and other development. Included in our data compilation were projects under
8

All Together Better of San Mateo County:
http://www.smcalltogetherbetter.org/demographicdata/index/view?id=1471&localeId=278
9
Home For All, https://homeforallsmc.org/challenge/. (Data Source: CA EDD, U.S. Census, American
Community Survey, 2015.)
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construction and not yet completed. As background, the headquarters of Facebook, YouTube and
Genentech, as well as many biotech companies and many Fortune 100 companies are located in
San Mateo County, all of them contemplating significant expansions.
We found:
➢ There are approximately 330 large land development projects either approved, under
review or under construction in San Mateo County.
➢ These projects represent approximately 40 million square feet of net new construction.
To provide some perspective, that number is more than 12 times the size of the Facebook
campus in Menlo Park.
➢ If all the projects are constructed, they will create more than 106,000 new jobs in San
Mateo County, probably in the next five years, but there will be fewer than 25,000 new
housing units produced. That would mean a new jobs to new housing ratio of 4.24 to 1.
➢ It should be noted that the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) and the
Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) have projected that the number of jobs
in San Mateo County will grow to 506,000 by the year 2050.10 However, if all the
projects currently in the pipeline are completed in five years, resulting in 106,000 new
jobs, the actual number of jobs in San Mateo County will be 537,000 in 2027, 23 years
sooner that what is projected by ABAG/MTC.
➢ The total jobs-to-housing ratio will then rise to almost 2.0, meaning that the housing
crisis will be far worse than it is now, with more congestion and fewer opportunities for
those in desperate need of a place to live.
Obstacles to New Housing
Challenges to housing production are due to many factors, including NIMBYism
(meaning people who argue “not in my backyard”), escalating home values, increasing
construction prices and the potential for higher profits from market-rate housing development,
especially for multifamily development.
There is significant pushback in San Mateo County from homeowners who fear that more
development will worsen traffic, housing will be too dense and overcrowded, buildings will be
too tall, and parking will become difficult, all leading to decreased home values. Often, city
10

Plan Bay Area 2050, Updated January 21, 2050, Prepared by ABAG for the RHNA process
https://www.planbayarea.org/sites/default/files/FinalBlueprintRelease_December2020_GrowthPattern_Ja
n2021Update.pdf
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governments in the Bay Area find it far more attractive to approve additional office and retail
space because of the higher taxes and sales tax revenue they raise, compared to the expense of
providing more city services as a result of residential development.
Housing developers are understandably motivated to build market-rate housing, rather
than affordable housing in which approvals and financing are difficult and time-consuming.
There are many steps along the road to affordable housing completion, including complicated
funding applications and city approvals, drawn-out state approvals for a portion of the financing
and statewide competition for money. On the other hand, developers of market-rate multifamily
housing often see profit margins that exceed 14 percent and can be as high as 18 percent,
frequently with significantly less time required for planning, design and construction.
Regional Housing Needs Allocation
Efforts are underway to increase housing production. Every eight years, ABAG assigns
each city in the Bay Area an updated Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA). This process
begins when the California Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD)
determines how many housing units are needed in the state and then, more specifically, how
many new homes are needed within ABAG’s nine-county San Francisco Bay Area. Each
individual county is then allocated a number, a goal, that is the number of housing units that need
to be constructed during the next eight-year period.
ABAG’s San Mateo County housing needs for the eight-year projection period from 2015
through 2022 (known as the Fifth Planning Cycle, or just the Fifth Cycle) were 16,437 units,
which were to be distributed as follows for construction of homes for families in these income
groups:
➢
➢
➢
➢

Very Low Income ($0 to $91,350 for a family of 4)
Low Income ($91,350 to $146,350 for a family of 4)
Moderate Income ($146,350 to $179,500 for a family of 4)
Above Moderate Income (above $179,500 for a family of 4)

4,595 homes
2,507 homes
2,830 homes
6,505 homes

HCD publishes yearly updates called the Annual Progress Report (APR). In the first six
years of the Fifth Cycle, the amount of new housing units for which building permits were
actually issued was not only lower than needed, but also was not distributed equitably within the
above household income groups. While building permits were issued in the last six years for
almost 150 percent of the needed housing units for Above Moderate Income residents (9,717 of
the required 6,505), not nearly enough permits were issued for the other income requirements:
Very Low Income (27 percent, only 1,262 permits of the required 4,595), Low Income (48
percent, only 1,211 permits of the required 2,507), and Moderate Income (30 percent, only 855
permits of the required 2,830).
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In June 2020, HCD and ABAG concluded that the number of new housing units needed
in the county for the Sixth Cycle (2023 to 2030) is 47,687 distributed among the four income
categories. This is a dramatic increase from the Fifth Cycle projection, which was 16,437, and
will require a substantial increase in housing projects and city efforts.
Overall, the high number of housing units needed, combined with frequent indifference,
weak enforcement and strong opposition, continues to pose a challenge for reaching housing
equity. The lack of housing being built for low-income households continues to pose a threat for
an equitable future.

Source: California Department of Housing and Community Development, Annual Progress Reports, 20152020
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Here are the RHNA allocations of housing units necessary to be built in San Mateo
County during the next eight-year cycle (2023 to 2030):

RHNA Numbers for the Sixth Planning Cycle, 2023-2030

Single-Family Zoning
Since the advent of the 20th century, zoning has shaped the identity, feel and aesthetic of
the Bay Area. Close to 47 percent of all land in the Bay Area is zoned for single-family housing.
Just two cities in the Bay Area have allocated less than 40 percent of all land for single-family
housing: Suisun City (0 percent) and Benicia (11 percent).11 Neither of these is located in San
Mateo County. Given the exclusionary history of single-family zoning due to redlining and
restrictive covenants, and the fact that single-family zoning takes up such a significant portion of
land in the Bay Area, a clearer picture begins to emerge about how single-family zoning shapes
San Mateo County and its residents today.

11

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/bay-area-zoning-maps
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In these zoning maps of San Mateo, Hillsborough and San Carlos, pink represents single-family
zoning, gray shows nonresidential zonin, and blue represents other residential zoning.

Additional zoning maps in San Mateo County can be found here.
Through the analysis of zoning maps, clear trends appear about the demographics of
single-family zoning, affordability and public schools. Data collected from the U.C. Berkeley
Othering and Belonging Institute and the 2019 American Community Survey of the U.S. Census
Bureau over five years show higher percentages of white residents with higher incomes and
lower percentages of Black, Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) in single-family zones.
Taking a closer look at cost, housing prices are significantly higher in cities with more singlefamily zoning, making them less accessible to home ownership and the possibility of building
generational wealth.
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Taking a closer look at cost, housing prices are significantly higher in cities with more
single-family zoning, making them less accessible to home ownership and the possibility of
building generational wealth. Cities with more single-family zoning also have the highest
average test scores in their public schools. Since these cities are so inaccessible to live in, the
extremely high quality of their public schools also becomes inaccessible. These affluent housing
zones overlap with the white-only regions that were developed between World War II and the
1960s. In this way, 21st century segregation in the Bay Area is still a reality. People of color are
still much less likely to have access to better schools and neighborhoods today. The
consequences of policies over a generation ago are still clearly seen throughout the county,
making transportation hubs difficult, neighborhoods exclusive, and dividing the haves and havenots.

Source: Bay Area Zoning Maps, U.C. Berkeley Othering and Belonging Institute, 2019. Data for
Colma was not available.

Rent Burden
A key characteristic of housing affordability is rent burdens. According to the Silicon
Valley Institute for Regional Studies, 44.6 percent of renters in Santa Clara and San Mateo
Counties have housing costs greater than 30 percent of their income. It is generally recognized
that people should spend no more than 30 percent of their monthly gross income on rent. This
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rent-to-income ratio worsens depending on income category and race. For example, looking at
the year 2015, renters in San Mateo County spent on average of 38 percent of their income on
housing, and households with similar incomes experienced similar rent burdens across all racial
groups. Unfortunately, due to the overrepresentation of certain racial groups in low-income
categories, a larger percentage of them had a high rent burden. For example, Black households’
overall rent burden was 47 percent, much higher than the Bay Area average.12
The rent burden can be further explained by the significant gap between San Mateo
County’s minimum wage and the income required to afford a median rent home in San Mateo
County. In order to afford an average two-bedroom housing unit in San Mateo County, renters
need to earn 3.2 times the minimum wage.13 Currently, the minimum wage in the county is
$15.62 an hour, and in order to afford the asking rent for a two-bedroom unit, one must earn at
least $50.60 an hour. This large discrepancy further explains the overwhelming number of rentburdened households.

Source: California Housing Partnership, San Mateo County 2021 Affordable Housing Report

12

IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, 2011-2015,
https://www.urbandisplacement.org/sites/default/files/images/bay_area_resegregation_rising_housing_costs_report_2019.pdf
13
California Housing Partnership, San Mateo Housing Report 2021
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The housing burden is also apparent statewide:

There is a temporary reprieve for renters. Although the eviction moratorium officially
ended on September 30, 2021, San Mateo County renters and landlords can continue to apply to
have rents paid, since tens of millions of dollars remain available through the Emergency Rental
Assistance Program. And tenants will remain protected from eviction due to nonpayment of rent
through March 2022, as long as they can show they have applied for assistance and haven't been
disqualified. Program details and links to service centers are available here.
The Challenge for Extremely Low-Income Households
Unfortunately, a large segment of the population cannot qualify for affordable housing
because they don’t earn enough money. For example, see Estela’s story below.
Ray Hodges, Director of San Mateo County’s Department of Housing, explained that
many affordable housing developments in the county and nationwide have used federal, state and
local capital subsidies to construct buildings, but haven’t received assistance for long-term
operations. The rents are typically affordable to households earning between 30 and 80 percent
of the Area Median Income (AMI). (For a one-person household, that’s between $38,400 and
$102,450. For a four -person household, that’s between $54,800 and $146,350). However, only a
small percentage of units remain in any one development targeted at supporting people at
extremely low-income levels, which is less than 30 percent of AMI (below $38,400 for a
household of one, below $54,800 for a household of four). This includes most of the county’s
homeless population. “The units in the 30 to 80 percent AMI range provide affordable homes for
people earning low incomes but are also needed to provide enough cash flow to ‘keep the lights
on,’” Hodges said.
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One workaround that San Mateo County’s Housing Authority and others have adopted is
to use some of their federal rental assistance to support operating costs of specific projects.
Doing so, Hodges said, allows owners of affordable housing developments to incorporate
households earning extremely low incomes (ELI) and even those below the ELI income
category, including households with only Social Security income. The rental assistance pays the
difference between whatever the tenant can pay (even if that's $0), and the U.S. Department of
Housing and Development’s (HUD’s) Fair Market Rent for the area.
“We actually obtained approval from HUD to utilize a larger portion of our Section 8
vouchers in this way,” Hodges said, “but they've all been allocated to buildings at this point, and
our overall rental assistance portfolio has no slack on the tenant-based or project-based side.” He
was pleased when the American Rescue Plan Act approved the first major expansion of the
Section 8 housing voucher program in decades, noting, “Those vouchers cannot be project-based
to be used specifically in affordable housing buildings as I described, but do provide that deep
level of affordability for extremely low-income and formerly homeless tenants to utilize in
buildings throughout our communities.” One caveat is that federal housing subsidy programs like
these rental assistance programs require citizenship documentation in order for tenants to be
eligible.
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Case Study
Estela’s Story
Some families in San Mateo County don’t have enough income to qualify for affordable
housing. Estela earns $18,000 a year as a housecleaner. She lives in a one-bedroom
apartment in Redwood City with her three children: Juan, 24, who earns $30,000 a year
working at Costco; Yeshua, 17, a high school student; and Mia, who attends junior high
school. She and all three children are U.S. citizens. Juan cannot move out of the apartment
because Estela can’t afford to pay the $1,800 monthly rent by herself. She also cannot
qualify for affordable housing with her two younger children because her $18,000 salary
is not enough to pay the rent in a typical affordable housing project. For example,
Hallmark House Apartments, an affordable housing complex in Redwood City, is
currently accepting applications from low-income residents for 72 one-bedroom
apartments. The maximum occupancy for a one-bedroom unit is three people. The
problem is that the $1,999-a-month rent is more than Estela can afford.

Estela and her children

Relationship Between Housing, Jobs and Transportation
In San Mateo County, the largest source of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions is
transportation. In 2018, the average commute in the Bay Area was 20.3 miles. Many people
commute to San Mateo County from outside the county because of the lack of adequate housing
in the county, especially affordable housing. Connecting homes to nearby jobs and providing
low-emission, convenient and affordable transportation opportunities is vital for a more
sustainable, equitable county.
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According to a 2018 report from the nonprofit Housing Leadership Council of San Mateo
County, workers making less than $50,000 made up 40 percent of the people commuting from
outside San Mateo County. Some have an average commute of 90 minutes each way, due to the
lack of affordable housing within San Mateo County. It is not uncommon for workers to
commute from Sacramento, Stockton and even farther away.
Commuters coming from homes in Contra Costa County, Solano County, San Joaquin
Valley and the cities of Stockton, Sacramento and Gilroy experience horrendous commutes. In
order to reduce GHG emissions from transportation and traffic congestion, affordable housing
must be created within San Mateo County for the low-income population that serves the county.
The ideal situation would be for all workers in San Mateo County to actually live in the county.
As explained by Bart Charlow, CEO of Samaritan House, more housing for local workers would
also be a net benefit for the county, in two major ways. First, low-income workers would then
also spend the money they earn within the county instead of spending it elsewhere. Second, the
county would not be at risk of losing some of its critical low-income workforce, including but
not limited to plumbers, first responders and teachers.
San Mateo County Bicycle Route Map

The bike routes in this map are broken down into the three class categories. Class I
provides a completely separated right of way for bikers. Class II routes provide a striped
lane, one-way bike travel. Class III provides shared use with pedestrians and other motor
vehicles.

Most of San Mateo County’s 25 largest employers (those with more than 1,000
employees) are located near BART, Caltrain or bicycle routes. However, there is a lack of safe
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bicycle routes connecting rail routes to bike routes to employers. Many of the largest employers
are located east of Highway 101, and there are very few safe crossings for bicyclists who want to
travel from a Caltrain station across Highway 101 to Foster City or Redwood Shores, where
many large employers are located.
Currently, only a small percentage of bicycle routes in the county are in the safest
categories, those designated only for bicycles (Class II) and those designated only for bicycles
and separated from automobiles by barriers (Class IV). The majority of bicycle routes have onstreet markings in lanes shared with automobiles. Several of the county’s cities are creating
additional bicycle routes that are designed to more safely provide opportunities for bicyclists to
cross Highway 101. For example, the City of San Mateo has several ongoing projects including
the Hillsdale Pedestrian/Bicyclist Bridge and the North Central Bike Lanes Project.

Leading Forces
Key trends that shape the jobs-housing balance and exacerbate accessibility to housing
and transportation provide insights into finding sustainable solutions for the future. The
following factors are playing an important role in how these challenges have been evolving and
will likely continue to evolve and shift in the future.
School Quality
School quality has played an incredibly large role in where people choose to live on the
Peninsula. In a recent Nextdoor survey of Burlingame and Hillsborough residents, 68 percent
said that school quality was a factor that drew them to their neighborhood, as compared to
diversity (14.3 percent), freeway access (32.1 percent) and a variety of other factors. Indeed,
school quality often is directly related to housing size. Because single-family homes tend to be
larger, property taxes (the biggest source of school funding), which are correlated to housing
size, are higher.14
Another factor is planning practices. Historically, when planners began drawing districts
for certain school districts, they often separated multifamily homes from single-family homes,
which effectively prevented non-white races (who often lived in the multifamily homes) from
attending schools together with white people.15 Across the Bay Area, this pattern holds true. For
example, the quality of public schooling in Hillsborough, one of the wealthiest Bay Area
neighborhoods, is far greater than the quality of schooling in East Palo Alto.16
As more and more parents seek the highest-quality schools, housing demand in places
like Hillsborough, Los Altos and Menlo Park continues to surge higher, while demand declines
14

https://www.npr.org/2016/04/18/474256366/why-americas-schools-have-a-money-problem
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2019/11/zoned-out-how-school-and-residentialzoning-limit-educational-opportunity
16
http://peninsulapress.com/2015/11/24/east-palo-alto-parents-seek-school-alternatives/
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in locations with less desirable schools, such as East Palo Alto and eastern portions of Redwood
City. Housing Matters, a project of Urban Initiatives, conducted research on the link between
school quality and where people choose to live and found that socioeconomically well-off
families were “more likely to move to a higher-quality school zone compared with middle or
lower-class families.” They concluded that “the need for access to good jobs in central locations
that is driving the lack of affordable housing shows that access to housing and access to
opportunity are inextricably linked, which affects future intergenerational mobility.”17
Thus, as we consider a more equitable Bay Area, it is necessary to address school funding
and location to ensure families living in all kinds of homes have ample and equal opportunity to
succeed in higher education. This is not an easy problem to solve. Often, while increased funding
to underfunded schools leads to an improvement in their quality (desired consequence), it can
also backfire by making that newly improved school zone less affordable (unintended
consequence) due to increased desirability. This change can lead to “pricing out” current
residents, mostly due to rent increases, and gentrification of entire neighborhoods.
Overall there is a clear, positive correlation between home value and school quality.
U.S. School Quality Compared to Median Home Value by Zip Code

17

Housing Matters, Sept. 19. 2018. How Housing Can Determine Educational, Health, and Economic Outcomes
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Source: U.S. Congress, Joint Economic Committee. Median home values are based on 2017 American
Community Survey (ACS) estimates.18

Increased Geographical Mobility
The housing affordability crisis has been a key factor causing a rapid change in mobility
from one geographical place to another, in part due to shifting attitudes regarding home
ownership. Pre-pandemic, homeownership rates hit a seven-year low,19 while the share of renters
continued to increase. Renting has become far more financially stable, but has left people
moving more frequently. Interestingly, in the last 10 years the average length of homeownership
has increased,20 but the number of homeowners has decreased, putting more homes on the
market, both for sale and for rent, and contributing to greater sprawl.
With its ever-increasing high cost of living, San Francisco has been seeing a trend toward
exodus, both to nearby suburbs and other states.21 Driven in part by a work-from-home culture as
a result of the pandemic, and also by rising rents and the overall aging of the population, the
mass exodus shows no signs of abating and will continue to shape the mobility of those finding a
place to live. Instead of living in long-term neighborhoods – particularly those with duplexes,
triplexes or a mix – many people continue to shift into rapidly changing, dynamic communities.
As workers become scarcer and traffic gets worse in San Mateo County, some employers are
pulling up stakes and moving elsewhere, too. It is important to consider mobility moving forward
as mobility trends continue to shape the home market in the Bay Area..
City of Work Compared to City of Residency
According to the American Community Survey for 2018, there were 416,647 individuals
then working who called a location in San Mateo County their workplace. Of those same
individuals, there was a deficit of almost 24 percent (98,312 people) who did not live in the
actual city or unincorporated area where they worked. For example, someone might work in
Menlo Park, but live in San Mateo, Oakland or San Jose.
If every worker who did not live in the San Mateo County city of their employment were
provided a home in that city, construction of an additional 65,000 homes would be necessary,
based on the assumption that one home is occupied by 1.5 people who work. Of course, a lack of
housing does not argue for displacing enough people to provide housing for others. Rather, it is a
possible cause of traffic congestion, and an indicator of unbalanced job distribution.
Green Jobs

18

https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2019/11/zoned-out-how-school-and-residentialzoning-limit-educational-opportunity
19
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/07/25/bay-area-homeownership-rate-hits-seven-year-low-are-outof-control-prices-to-blame/
20
https://ipropertymanagement.com/research/average-length-of-homeownership
21
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/10/29/bay-area-could-be-worst-hit-by-outward-pandemic-migration/
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With fears of automation looming, many policy experts suggest that a transition to green
jobs is necessary to retain the current stock of jobs while also promoting sustainability.22 Indeed,
green jobs can range from low-skill positions such as a ride-share driver (of electric vehicles or
other renewable-source vehicles) to high-skill positions such as a data analyst. A report in Los
Angeles County found that the county’s green economy could grow from 338,000 to 600,000
green jobs by 2050, far higher than the rate of growth in other sectors.23
As green jobs continue to grow, it is likely there will be ample opportunities for
individuals looking for a job to find one, but the question of housing remains. Housing demand
remains at an all-time high, but the supply has stayed relatively fixed. Post-pandemic, it is
especially important that new positions come to the market considering how many have been lost
during the pandemic. “Deep green” jobs – ones with a direct impact on the environment – are a
prime example of an easy fix, and it is estimated that if states pursue providing deep green job
opportunities, 14.3 million new jobs could be added to the U.S. economy.24

Source: Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen and Bloomberg25

Return to Worksite Post-Pandemic

22

https://medium.com/@justineburt/14-3-million-new-deep-green-jobs-86448a2a66e5
https://laincubator.org/wp-content/uploads/LACI-GREEN-JOBS-REPORT.pdf
24
https://medium.com/@justineburt/14-3-million-new-deep-green-jobs-86448a2a66e5
25
https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/renewable-energy-boom-unleashes-a-war-over-talent-forgreen-jobs
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COVID-19’s impact on the U.S. labor market is unprecedented. Over the last year and a
half, traditional work patterns have changed rapidly and drastically. In response to the pandemic,
the majority of employees whose jobs could be done entirely remotely (47 percent of all jobs,
equating to 195,218 jobs in San Mateo County, according to a study from the Bay Area Council
Economic Institute (BACEI) published in September 202026), started to work exclusively from
home. Prior to the pandemic, it is estimated that only about 7 percent of U.S. employers offered
the option of telework to their employees. This was a major shift that could affect future housing
needs.
Along with an uptake in remote work, more and more employers have been offering
flexible work schedules. This response was due to employees’ desire for more flexibility to
alleviate some of the additional burdens facing them due to the pandemic, including the lack of
adequate childcare or having to care for an elderly family member at home.
Today most companies, including the top 25 employers27 in San Mateo County, have
started to plan for a return to work after the pandemic. The question remains if remote work and
flexible work schedules are here to stay – with their accompanying consequences, including their
impact on the jobs-housing imbalance and commute.
A survey conducted by PwC28 in November and December 2020 of 133 U.S. executives
and 1,200 U.S. office workers from a range of industries found that remote work has been an
overwhelming success for both employees and employers. A whopping 83 percent of employers
said that the shift to remote work had been successful for their company. A little more than half
of the employees (55 percent) said they preferred to stay in remote mode post-pandemic. Most
executives surveyed expected options for remote work to stay, while pointing out that some
presence at the office (three days per week for 29 percent of the respondents) is necessary to
maintain a strong company culture.
In addition, the Bay Area Council (BAC) conducted a six-month-long survey of Bay
Area employers to see what their plans are regarding a return to work post-pandemic. Findings
so far from the monthly surveys conducted between April 2021 and the end of September 2021
show that while employees were overwhelmingly coming into the workplace five or more days a
week pre-pandemic (about 70 to 76 percent of responses), this trend has reversed, from 72
percent of all respondents working remotely in April 2021 to 41 percent of all respondents in
working remotely in September 2021. The fully remote work trend has been decreasing over the
past months, with a drop of about 30 percent between April and September of employers who
indicated their workforce was still fully remote. At the same time, there has been a
corresponding trend of people returning to their workplaces (in September, close to 60 percent,

26

Published in Elsevier, Journal of Public Economics, Volume 189, September 2020, 104235. Authors:
Dingel, Jonathan I. and Neiman, Brent
27
www.labormarketinfo.edd.ca.gov/
28
PwC, US Remote Work Survey, June 25, 2020. Accessed at: https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid19/us-remote-work-survey.html
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with most of the people returning at work now spending about three days a week at the office (17
percent).

Source: Bay Area Council (BAC) April-September 6-month survey, 2021

This three-days-a-week presence at the office is consistent with what surveyed employers
expect for a post-pandemic return to work, with about 40 percent of all respondents expecting
workers to come to the workplace three days a week. The survey didn’t specifically ask
employers where they anticipate their employees will be on the days they are not in the
workplace. They could be working from home, traveling to meetings, working from a coffee
shop, utilizing more localized coworking spaces, etc. Thus, the overall impact on traffic is hard
to fully predict.
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Source: Bay Area Council (BAC) April-September 6-month survey, 2021

In terms of planning how employees will return to the workplace, in September 2021
about 66 percent of all respondents had developed most or all of their return plans, with only a
minority (6 percent) being in the very early planning stages, while none reported not having
started yet.
Other recent developments and trends worth mentioning include some companies
exploring moving from a five-day workweek to a four-day one (a total of 32 hours of work per
week, not 40 hours spread over four days). The crowdfunding platform Kickstarter, for example,
recently announced a pilot four-day workweek to begin in 2022 to see if the purported benefits in
terms of increased engagement, productivity and overall happiness and health of employees hold
true. It is worth noting that such novel, flexible ways to work are widely available in some other
countries around the world, as illustrated by Iceland, where 85 percent of workers have the
option of working just four days a week. Sweden, New Zealand, Spain and Japan have all been
exploring a shorter workweek as well.
While all the data and surveys to date seem to indicate that a post-pandemic return to
work might improve the jobs-housing imbalance by allowing at least some people to fully work
remotely and thus have a bigger choice as to where to live, it is still too soon to fully grasp the
ramifications. In addition, the uncertainty regarding whether COVID-19 will continue to affect
mobility will also play a big role in when and how people will return to their workplaces.
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Impact of Climate Change on Housing
Climate change impacts every aspect of life, and the housing crisis is no exception. In
order to solve the housing crisis and make sure homes are resilient, climate change needs to be
taken into consideration.
Wildfires
Due to climate change, precipitation will likely decrease and higher temperatures will
increase, elevating the chances of wildfires and their destructive consequences. A significant
portion of San Mateo County is located in the wildland-urban-interface (WUI), which is defined
as zones where fire-prone forests coincide with human habitation. More than 35 percent of
terrain in the county has a high likelihood of fire ignition.29 As climate change is projected to
exacerbate wildfire severity and frequency in the future, limited firefighting capabilities
combined with housing construction in risky areas and high winds can lead to substantial
housing damage, displacement of individuals and further financial instability to lower-income
neighborhoods.
The continuous risk of wildfires has prompted insurance companies to assess certain
areas in the Bay Area as too vulnerable to wildfires to be insured in the first place or to
dramatically increase premiums in those areas. While California Insurance Commissioner
Ricardo Lara ordered a mandatory one-year moratorium in September preventing homeowner
insurance cancellations and nonrenewals in September.30 In the medium to longer term, the
amount of land available to build on may be reduced, further hindering efforts to develop more
housing in the county.
More information about the wildfire risk and possible prevention can be found here.

Source: San Mateo County Fire Department

29
30

http://www.sanmateocourt.org/documents/grand_jury/2018/wildfire.pdf
http://www.insurance.ca.gov/0400-news/0100-press-releases/2021/release095-2021.cfm
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Sea Level Rise and Flooding
San Mateo County is more vulnerable to sea level rise than any other county in the state,
as it has the most miles of coastline in California. This threat restricts where additional homes
can be built and will make some existing homes on shorelines uninhabitable over time. Damage
caused in low-lying areas and coastal communities due to sea level rise and storm surges will
especially impact those who are financially vulnerable, who may not have the financial means to
quickly relocate or repair damage. It is estimated that approximately 49,744 properties are
currently at risk of flood damage in San Mateo County, and in the next 30 years that number will
likely increase to 56,174. Flooding will cause hundreds of millions of dollars in damage and
force thousands of residents to permanently move inland.31 Financing for repairing damage and
adaptation will become an important aspect of the discussion regarding housing equity.

Source: Flood Factor - https://floodfactor.com/county/san-mateo-county-california/6081_fsid

In addition, insurance rates will further burden housing costs in flood zones. New federal
flood insurance rates will force Americans to pay rates that more closely reflect the real cost of
their flood risk, reflecting the danger of sea level rise. This change, scheduled to begin October
1, 2021, is bound to negatively impact coastal real estate values and may persuade homeowners
whose houses are at a high risk for floods to reconsider building in the same location. Federal
law prohibits raising any homeowner’s flood insurance rate by more than 18 percent a year,

31

https://floodfactor.com/county/san-mateo-county-california/6081_fsid#score_map
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though, so it could take 20 years before some homeowners are charged their full rate under the
new system.32
Environmental Justice
An aspect of sustainability that is often overlooked when discussing equitable housing is
environmental justice. One problem surrounding affordable and low-income housing is that it is
predominantly located in locations across the county that have the worst environmental
pollution.
Pollution Burden, San Mateo County

Map of pollution burden within section of San Mateo County. Source: CalEnviroScreen 4.0
For the complete San Mateo County map, click here.

In addition to pollution, hazardous waste facilities are often located near low-income
neighborhoods and people of color. Hazardous waste contains chemicals that can cause negative
health and environmental effects. The map below shows a map of the locations of these facilities
(marked in green squares), as well as the severity of hazardous waste exposure in the area
relative to the state average. According to the CalEnviroScreen 4.0, the poorest neighborhoods in
every city in the county are also the closest to a hazardous waste facility. Therefore, the wellbeing of low-income individuals goes further than the housing structure itself. More information
about environmental differences in areas of San Mateo County can be found here.

32

Flood Insurance Costs Are Set to Skyrocket for Some, The New York Times
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Hazardous Waste Facilities, San Mateo County

Map of hazardous waste burden for a section of San Mateo County. Green squares indicate locations of
hazardous waste facilities. Source: CalEnviroScreen 4.0
For the complete San Mateo County map, click here.

Looking Ahead
A New Approach
There are powerful forces in San Mateo County opposed to affordable housing. How can
a city move the needle when residents routinely oppose any housing development and lobbyists
pressure them to maintain the status quo?
“The No. 1 issue is political will,” said Diana Reddy, a longtime affordable housing
advocate who was elected to the Redwood City City Council in 2018. Just a few years ago,
housing proponents argued that we needed more homes that teachers and nurses could afford.
Now the problem of homelessness is so overwhelming that cities are focusing more often on
housing for people in very dire straits.
Matt Franklin, Chief Executive of MidPen Housing, agreed. “Deeply affordable housing
needs are the most pressing,” he said. He is particularly concerned about county residents with
extremely low incomes who are one serious illness or missed paycheck away from eviction. The
California Housing Partnership’s 2021 Affordable Housing Needs Report for San Mateo County
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shows 24,440 low-income renter households in the county without access to an affordable
home.33
The county’s homeless population count in 2019 (the most recent one) was 1,500.34
According to Franklin, if just 6 percent of the 24,400 low-income renter households lose their
homes, San Mateo County’s homeless count will nearly double35.
Case Study
Helen’s Story

Helen moved to the Bay Area in 2013 to be
closer to her children, but her rent increased
$500 within six months and she moved six
times in seven years, sometimes even renting
space in living rooms. “I would lie awake at
night wondering when I’d be told I’d have to
move again because I wasn’t on a lease,” she
recalled. She applied for several housing lists
and started working two jobs to make ends
meet: one full-time job in retail and another at
night in a supermarket. She still couldn’t
afford a place of her own and her health was
deteriorating. Then she got a call that she had
been accepted in Arroyo Green, a 117-unit
senior apartment complex in downtown
Redwood City. The city donated the land, the
county provided project-based housing
vouchers, and MidPen Housing built and
manages the property. “I am thankful for the
stability and possibility of being independent
as I age,” Helen said. “After so long, it is a
blessing, a dream come true.”

Helen

Redwood City has made great strides in addressing the affordable housing shortage,
primarily by requiring every applicant for a commercial development to pay an affordable
housing impact fee (also called a linkage fee) or provide affordable housing instead. They’re
been quite successful in persuading developers to build affordable units instead of the fee.
33

https://chpc.net/resources/san-mateo-county-housing-need-report-2021/
https://1p08d91kd0c03rlxhmhtydpr-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/SanMateo_Housing_Report.pdf
35
https://chpc.net/resources/san-mateo-county-housing-need-report-2021/
34
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“We’ve made it clear to commercial developers not to talk to us unless they include
housing in their projects – not just housing, but affordable housing for people with extremely low
incomes,” Reddy explained. The city built 588 affordable units between 2015 and 2020. It
currently has nearly 600 affordable units going through the planning review process that have not
yet been approved by the City Council. Another 277 affordable units have been approved but
haven’t started construction yet. On September 27, the council unanimously approved a property
exchange with the county that will create the county’s first Navigation Center, a 240-bed shelter
with comprehensive services designed to break the cycle of homelessness. Along with two hotels
that were recently transformed into housing with Homekey funds from the state, the city is
providing 308 units to help homeless individuals move into safe spaces.
What has made Redwood City’s council embrace affordable housing? Reddy said council
members are hearing loud and clear from residents who have become aware that some of the
workers they depend on – such as teachers, gardeners, hairdressers and grocery workers – are in
danger of losing their homes.
The other issue impeding more affordable housing is lack of funding. Shirley Gibson,
District Attorney for the Legal Aid Society of San Mateo County, explained, “It’s an incredibly
heavy lift for any local jurisdiction to put a dent in any level of affordable housing. It happens
slowly and with not enough money. I think cities are justified in saying, “What more do you
want from us?’
State and federal funding is beginning to make a big difference. Ray Hodges of San
Mateo County’s Department of Housing said the most impactful thing his department has done
during the last decade is administer the county’s Affordable Housing Fund (AHF). During the
first eight years of the AHF, the county funded 3,269 affordable housing units in the county.
Roughly one-third of those units will be affordable to extremely low-income households, in most
cases formerly homeless households. About another third are for very low-income households.
Of the total, 1,447 of the affordable homes are already complete and leased, and another 856 are
currently in construction. The county Department of Housing estimates there are currently more
than 2,000 units in various stages of the predevelopment pipeline, including 966 which have
already received a county funding commitment.
Today, the primary source of revenue for these projects is Measure K, the half-cent
county sales tax that voters approved in November 2016 to support essential county services.
The current round of funding is the biggest yet: slightly more than $50 million. The county
Board of Supervisors is scheduled to consider funding recommendations for the ninth round of
proposals in late October or early November of this year.
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Shores Landing offers 93 units of permanent housing and supportive services to extremely lowincome seniors. Source: Marriott.com

Hodges said Project Homekey, funded by the California Department of Housing and
Community Development, is one of the county’s biggest successes. With Homekey funding, the
county acquired two hotels late last year, plus an additional hotel that was acquired without
Homekey support. The county selected operators in a competitive process by the end of February
2021 and completed occupancy of the buildings during the spring and summer:
● Shores Landing (formerly TownePlace Suites owned by Marriott) in Redwood
Shores has been transformed into 93 units of permanent supportive housing with
full bathrooms and kitchens for formerly homeless and extremely low-income
seniors, plus two managers’ units. All units are now occupied. MidPen Housing is
managing the property on the county’s behalf.
● The 75-unit Pacific Inn at 2610 El Camino in Redwood City has become the
Pacific Shelter and will provide interim housing with wraparound services to
homeless individuals while they seek permanent affordable housing. The property
is managed by Samaritan House and is fully occupied.
● The 52-room Coastside Inn at 230 Cabrillo Highway South in Half Moon Bay,
now called Coast House, also provides emergency shelter and wraparound
services for homeless individuals while they seek long-term housing. The
property manager is LifeMoves, and this property is also in full use.
These units, combined with the county’s first Navigation Center at 1469 Maple St. in
Redwood City, are providing 462 units of permanent and interim housing that will help the
county make a giant leap in addressing homelessness. “A Navigation Center will play an
important role in addressing the need for not only shelter but services,” said County Manager
Mike Callagy. “The county’s goal is to achieve functional zero homelessness, meaning that
anyone who desires shelter can access it through an array of county facilities and programs.”
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Case Study
Edwina and Demetrio's Story
Edwina and Demetrio, both 72, lost their home when their daughter lost her job and
was not able to pay rent. They were able to stay with friends but when they wore out
their welcome, there was nowhere to go. Instead, the two seniors ended up living in
their car, relying on malls for bathrooms and rest stops to park overnight. Living
through the pandemic in their car was terrifying. They lived in fear of becoming sick.
But when they needed it most, Edwina and Demetrio found Samaritan House. With the
assistance of a case manager, they were able to get into a shelter. From there, they had
the support they needed to apply for housing vouchers. It wasn’t easy, but more than
60 voucher applications later, they finally qualified for permanent housing. Today, they
are living in their home, and have access to the resources and support they need to stay
housed and fed.

Policy Initiatives
The following policies are some of the major initiatives currently taken to improve
housing in San Mateo County, the Bay Area and the State of California.
Home for All San Mateo County
The mission of Home for All is to establish a climate in San Mateo County
where a diversity of housing is produced and preserved so that San Mateo
County is a culturally, generationally and economically diverse community
with housing for all. This is a collaborative initiative of the County of San
Mateo, local governments, school districts, community-based organizations,
faith-based organizations, advocacy groups and businesses. It is
administratively supported and funded by the County of San Mateo. The
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Home for All Toolkit links to a variety of solutions for closing the jobshousing gap.
All Home
All nine Bay Area counties are part of All Home, which brings together
experts committed to reduce homelessness. The goal of its Regional Action
Plan is to reduce homelessless by 75 percent by 2024. The plan’s “1-2-4”
framework proposes immediate action in three steps. For every one unit of
interim housing, create two units of permanent housing (such as subsidies and
supportive housing) and four units of homelessness prevention, like financial
assistance, housing problem-solving and legal services. This process gets
homeless individuals into housing quickly and prevents other residents from
becoming homeless while going through the time-consuming and expensive
process of building permanent housing. Thus far, the program has been
incredibly successful in changing lives.
Roadmap Home 2030
Roadmap Home 2030 is California’s 10-year plan to help build affordable
homes, protect low-income renters, end homelessness, and advance racial
equity and economic inclusion. It was developed by Housing California and
the California Housing Partnership. It learned that California would need to
invest approximately $17.9 billion per year – an amount similar to what the
state invests in higher education – to meet the massive scale of California’s
need. The housing development activity proposed in the Roadmap Home 2030
would generate $48 billion in wages and business income ($2.7 trillion total
over the 55-year affordability term for these developments), produce $14
billion in state and local taxes annually ($778 billion total) and support
613,000 jobs annually (34 million total). The 57 policy solutions included in
the ambitious plan aim to end homelessness, protect 1 million low-income
renter households, create 1.2 million affordable homes and address and close
racial equity gaps in housing insecurity.
California Comeback Plan
Gov. Gavin Newsom’s California Comeback Plan is the single largest investment in
housing in the state’s history. It offers $10.3 billion for affordable housing and more than $12
billion to mitigate homelessness. It includes $5.2 billion to help low-income renters and
landlords, covering 100 percent of back rent and all prospective rent for several months in the
future. Nearly $5.8 billion will fund 42,000 new housing units through Homekey, California’s
groundbreaking national model that shelters homeless individuals quickly in converted hotels
and motels. More information about the California Comeback Plan can be found here.
New Standard of Fair Housing
In April 2021 California’s Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD)
issued guidelines for the implementation of a fair housing bill that extend the definition of “fair
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housing” far beyond the prohibition of discrimination in the sale and rental of housing. The new
requirements say cities and counties must proactively adopt policies to “ameliorate past actions
that led to inequity.” They are designed to correct the state’s exclusionary history. They include
examples of local fair housing laws, such as ordinances that facilitate community land trusts and
tenant opportunities to purchase their multifamily housing, and local ordinances that prevent
harassment of tenants. They should inspire cities to add fair housing policies to their Housing
Element, the part of their General Plan that identifies housing needs and must be submitted to the
state for approval. Housing Element approval is required in order for cities to be eligible for
many funds that support transportation, housing and other services. If cities are not in
compliance, they also risk losing control of local land use decisions.
State Legislation Aimed at Increasing Density
In September 2021, California legislators passed two controversial housing bills: one that
curbs single-family zoning in most neighborhoods statewide and another that allows local
governments to build up to 10 units on single-family lots near public transit. Senate Bill 9 allows
as many as two duplexes (two houses with attached units), increasing density to as much as four
units on single-family lots throughout California, without local approval. Senate Bill No. 10
allows environmental review to be expedited for multi-unit projects near transit hubs or in urban
developments.
Assembly Bill 2345, which took effect on January 1, 2021, allows residential projects in
California with on-site affordable housing to get a density bonus (the maximum allowable
development on the site) of up to 50 percent. It also lowered the below-market-rate (BMR)
thresholds for “concessions and incentives” from zoning and development regulations that would
make a project more expensive to construct. In addition, density bonus projects within one-half
mile of a major transit stop and with direct access to the stop may be able to avoid minimum
parking requirements.
Housing advocates are especially enthusiastic about Senate Bill 9. David Garcia, Policy
Director for the Terner Center for Housing Innovation at U.C. Berkeley, predicts it will take a
few years to translate the legislation into ramped-up construction, but says it is a meaningful
start. “It signals that lawmakers are willing to take on the traditional sacred cows of housing and
single-family zoning,” he said. “From a political standpoint, that’s a pretty significant shift in the
housing landscape.”
The San Francisco Chronicle estimates that Senate Bill 9 will make an estimated 22 new
homes available in San Mateo County for every 1,000 residents.36
Accessory Dwelling Units
California is encouraging cities to build more affordable housing by making it easier to
add independent living facilities on lots with existing or proposed housing. Called accessory
dwelling units (ADUs), they can be located in a backyard or attached to another residence.
36

https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/California-s-new-single-family-zoning-law16468565.php
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Senate Bill 9, which allows as many as two duplexes (two houses with attached units) on singlefamily lots, makes it easier for homeowners to add ADUs.
Successful Solutions
In order for local cities and the county to thrive and secure a sustainable future,
increasing equitable and accessible housing needs to become a priority. Below are some projects
and initiatives that have shown great promise.
Hotels and Motels to Transitional Housing
Obtaining hotels throughout California and transitioning them into interim housing for
the homeless has shown to be a successful solution to bring unsheltered people secure, temporary
housing. HomeKey housing, a successful program that buys hotels, motels and hostels and
transitions them for homeless housing, is receiving $2.5 billion dollars in funding from Gov.
Newsom’s new California Plan.
Trading Public Land for Housing
The City of Burlingame came up with a creative solution for providing affordable
housing in its downtown core. The City Council voted to exchange two public parking lots for an
affordable housing project on one lot and a parking structure on the other. The five-story housing
complex, now under construction, will provide 132 affordable apartments that are intended for
people working in Burlingame and Burlingame seniors. The existing parking stalls were
relocated to a five-level parking structure that recently opened at 161 Highland Ave. (near
Howard Avenue) with 368 parking spaces and 24 electric vehicle charging stations.
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Case Study
The Village at Burlingame
Burlingame partnered with The Pacific Companies to replace two public parking lots with
an affordable housing development on one lot and a parking structure on the other. Both are
located in the heart of downtown Burlingame. The five-story housing complex will provide
132 units for seniors and people working in the community. It will connect via a public park
to the recently opened parking structure, which offers 365 parking spaces – approximately
180 spaces more than the parking lot it replaced.

Burlingame’s affordable development, now under construction. Source: City of
Burlingame

Housing for Disabled Individuals
South San Francisco has approved a 36-unit below-market-rate development in the city’s
downtown, with half of the units reserved for households with intellectual or developmental
disabilities. The city also approved a $4 million loan to assist with the project’s development.
Transit-Oriented Development
Affordable housing built near transit is a win-win. The reduction in automobile traffic
combined with housing aimed at a variety of income levels has been found to be an impactful,
positive solution. For example, the City of San Mateo created the San Mateo Rail Corridor
Transit-Oriented Development Plan for much of the areas around the Hillsdale and Hayward
Park Caltrain stations. While limitations on height and density in the plan area did have a
detrimental effect on the number of units that could be built, San Mateo’s plan is proving to be a
resounding success. The city worked with nonprofit Bridge Housing to create Montara, a transitoriented development with 68 units of affordable housing for different income levels. It is
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adjacent to a shopping center, a medical office building and the new San Mateo Police
Department headquarters.
Private Companies
Facebook has collaborated with the State of California to commit $1 billion to aid with
affordable housing. This investment’s goal is to produce up to 20,000 new housing units.
Specifically, Facebook is giving $225 million in land in Menlo Park that will now be zoned for
housing. An additional $250 million will go toward mixed-income housing, and $150 million
will go into producing affordable housing in the San Francisco Bay Area. Lastly, $350 million
will be given as funds for future commitments depending on the effectiveness of the above
initiatives.37 Like Facebook, Apple and Google are also investing to build homes in the Bay
Area. Google has pledged to repurpose $750 million of Google’s land to housing, as well as a
$250 million investment fund for affordable housing units38. Apple has committed $2.5 billion to
combat the housing crisis in California that includes $150 million for Bay Area funding and $1
billion in an affordable housing investment fund.39 If other major companies join forces and aid
with supplying desperately needed housing, San Mateo County and the rest of the Bay Area can
be significantly transformed.
Housing for Teachers
School districts in expensive regions of California are increasingly offering housing
incentives to attract new teachers and prevent current staff from leaving. A 2019 EdSource
analysis found that the Bay Area has the largest disparity between teacher salaries and rental
housing costs in California. In 47 school districts in the region, the highest-paid teachers only
earn enough to rent an affordable one-bedroom apartment, using the federal definition of
affordable housing as 30 percent or less of household income.40
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https://about.fb.com/news/2019/10/facebook-commits-1-billion-to-address-housing-affordability/
https://sf.curbed.com/2019/6/18/18683888/google-homes-amount-construction-homes-billion-housingtech
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Case Study
Serramonte Del Rey
The City of Daly City, the Jefferson Union High School District and the Jefferson Elementary
School District are working together to build affordable housing for teachers and staff. The
Serramonte Del Rey project is currently under construction at the corner of Serramonte
Boulevard and Entry Drive. It is expected to be completed in 2022. Eventually, it will be part
of a walkable, bikeable, family-friendly neighborhood with shopping, park space and fitness
trails.

The Serramonte Del Rey master plan, now under construction, includes
housing for teachers and staff in the center building.

Housing for Public Employees
The City of San Mateo’s ambitious 225-unit Kiku Crossing development near the
Japanese-American Community Center downtown that will offer 121 units for extremely low-,
very low- and low-income families, and 102 units for households that earn greater than 60
percent and less than 80 percent of Area Median Income, plus two units for managers and
support staff. Preference will be given to public employees of the city, county, state, local school
districts and other public agencies for 57 of the units, provided they meet the income thresholds,
while 22 units will be reserved for homeless households. The remaining eight units are being
considered for individuals with developmental disabilities. The city is offering a $12.5 million
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interest-free construction loan and a ground lease of $1 per year to the operator (MidPen
Housing). It will waive all permit and review fees. A five-story parking structure on Fifth
Avenue will be connected to the building by a bridge and will provide 164 private residential
parking stalls. An additional 532 public parking stalls will be constructed.
Side Benefits
In partnership with MidPen Housing, Daly City is redeveloping a 150-unit Housing
Authority property that will result in 555 affordable units plus a brand new city park and a new
and expanded child development center operated by Peninsula Family Service. Construction
began in August.
First-Time Homebuyers Program
San Mateo County has created a unique loan program to help people buy their first home
in the county if they earn no more than $170,000 and live or work in the county. It is offered
through the Housing Endowment and Regional Trust (the HEART of San Mateo County) in
partnership with Meriwest Mortgage. The maximum purchase price is $908,156. Learn more
here.
HIP Housing
A local nonprofit, HIP Housing, helps match individuals seeking housing with people
who have a room or an Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) to rent. It helps individuals remain in
their homes and allows local workers to live close to home. The organization provides many
support services, including interviewing and screening applicants, doing a background search
and facilitating a Living Together Agreement. Details are available here. In addition, HIP
Housing has leveraged cross-sector partnerships to acquire and create housing properties for its
tenants.
Habitat for Humanity
Working with volunteers, Habitat for Humanity builds, renovates and repairs an average
of 400 homes per year in California. Habitat for Humanity. Habitat for Humanity Greater San
Francisco is currently building an affordable housing development in downtown Redwood City
that will accommodate 20 families. More info here.
Tax Increment Financing
Throughout the U.S. the federal government allocates Low Income Housing Tax Credits
(LIHTC) to certain housing projects constructed for extremely low, very low and low-income
residents. These become credits (not deductions from income) from federal income taxes. An
individual, usually a wealthy investor, puts up cash to purchase bonds and receives tax credits in
return. Most LIHTCs enable investors to reduce their income tax liabilities for 10 years. Funds
raised from these LIHTC bonds finance the rehabilitation of existing housing units or the
construction of new housing units.
Since LIHTCs were first created by Congress in 1986, they have helped fund more than
225,000 new units or acquisition and rehabilitation of almost 190,000 housing units in
California. LIHTC subsidies have helped produce an average of 7,700 new units of affordable
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housing in California each year. LIHTCs are a great source of funding for low-income housing,
but are not without issues related to implementation. Learn more about tax increment financing
here.
WeHope Services
East Palo Alto has collaborated with WeHope to provide mobile
homelessness services, emergency food and shelter, and job and life skills
training. This program has successfully helped many homeless people get off
the streets and is aiding their transition to permanent housing. More
information about WeHope can be found here.
Tiny Homes
Some cities are constructing small, weatherproof homes to shelter the homeless. One is
San Francisco, which is replacing a tent village on Gough Street near Market Street with 70
cabins that have 2-inch-thick walls, heat, a desk, a bed and a window.41 The tiny homes allow
their occupants to lock their doors and feel safe. Oakland and San Jose have also embraced this
approach. More info is available here.
Density Bonus
A density bonus can incentivize builders to increase the number of affordable housing
units they incorporate in a project. It is a tool that has been successfully used to provide
developers with more housing units on a given development site in exchange for a percentage of
those units becoming affordable. As land in San Mateo County is limited, this is an easy way for
local cities to increase their share of affordable housing.
Relocation and Red Tag Ordinances
To inspire landlords to keep units safe and in good repair, some jurisdictions have
enacted relocation ordinances that provide benefits for tenants who are subject to a no-fault just
cause eviction. It enhances the benefits provided under those provided under Assembly Bill 142,
which specify one month’s rent. Concord’s relocation ordinance provides two months’ rent or
$5,000, whichever is greater. Red tag ordinances provide additional benefits when tenants are
forced to relocate due to substandard conditions that are a threat to health and safety. For
example, San Mateo County’s red tag ordinance gives a tenant experiencing permanent
displacement three times the monthly rent of a comparable unit. The City of San Mateo’s
relocation ordinance is modeled after the county’s.
Safe RV Parking Program
In August of 2020, Redwood City approved a $1.7 million temporary RV parking
program. This program allowed recreational vehicle (RV) owners to park within city limits at
certain locations and funds caseworkers to help transition the residents into permanent housing
and find jobs. Since this program has been approved, there has been a significant decrease in the
number of RV dwellers as many of them have successfully transitioned to permanent housing.
41
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Providing more areas within the county for people to safely park their RVs can help further
reduce homelessness and provide another path for permanent housing.
NOTE: More information about the following solutions can be found in the Affordable
Housing section of Sustainable San Mateo County’s Sustainability Ideas Bank here.
Business License Tax Subsidy
An increase in the business license tax on gross receipts for owners of residential rental
properties can generate revenue to prevent evictions and fund affordable housing. Voters in the
City of Berkeley passed a measure in 2016 with a 75 percent approval rate that raised the
business license tax on residential rental properties by 1.8 percent of gross receipts, from 1.081
to 2.88 percent. This measure generates about $3.5 million yearly.
Housing Impact Fees
Housing impact fees are fees imposed on property developers that are based on the fair
cost of city services and can also support more affordable housing. Increasing or implementing
this fee can help increase the number of much-needed housing units. Most cities in San Mateo
County have already enacted housing impact fees, but a few have yet to enact them, and others
may choose to adjust them.
Inclusionary Housing Incentives
If housing impact fees are low, they may encourage developers to pay the fee (“cost of
doing business”) rather than set aside some units for affordable housing. A better alternative is
providing incentives, such as speedier plan processing or a density bonus to developers who
incorporate some below-market rate units in their plans.
Option to Buy for Tenants
Limited Equity Housing Cooperatives and the Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act offer
tenants the possibility of buying rental units under certain conditions, thus preventing evictions
and the gentrification of housing.
Mandatory Rent Registry
Requiring property owners or landlords to annually report data regarding residential rents
and other relevant information to a citywide database allows a city to collect, monitor and
analyze rents throughout the city in order to make fair and well-informed decisions regarding
affordable housing. The City of Concord's Residential Rent Registry Program, which took effect
on July 1, 2021, requires all multifamily complexes of four or more units to register with the city
on an annual basis. In El Cerrito, property owners are required to join the registry when their
business license renewal forms are due, ensuring that there is one clear deadline for all landlords.
Failure to comply with the policy will result in legal enforcement and fines.
Missing Middle Housing
Changing zoning to allow duplexes, or more units per building, in single-family residence
neighborhoods increases the availability of housing. Some jurisdictions such as Minneapolis
have embraced this concept citywide. The size and appearance of these homes can be regulated
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so that they blend in with existing homes and the “look and feel” of the neighborhood. The
concept was called “Missing Middle Housing” because it was first aimed at middle-income
residents like teachers and nurses. Today, policymakers understand that affordable housing is
needed for all income levels in California. Senate Bill 9, recently signed into law by Gov.
Newsom, will increase density to as much as four units on single-family lots throughout
California without local approval.
Other Ideas
Here are some other suggestions for improving housing equity and increasing the supply
of affordable housing in San Mateo County.
Ensuring Compliance
Adding a compliance mechanism could prevent landlords from ignoring the just causes
for eviction listed in Assembly Bill 1482. For example, if a landlord evicts tenants because he
says members of his own family are going to move in or that he’s planning to do a major
remodel, there usually isn’t anyone making sure the landlord doesn’t rent the property to
someone else at a higher price. One way to ensure compliance is to require the landlord to have a
permit in hand for a substantial remodel before evicting the tenant. That’s what Los Angeles
does. The city’s ordinance is here. Background on the ordinance is here. The City of South
Pasadena approved a law protecting tenants during remodels in January 2021.
Countywide Collaboration on Policies
Some housing advocates have proposed enlisting the 21 Elements collaborative in
creating a rent registry for all jurisdictions in the county to facilitate transparency. 21 Elements
was very successful in helping the county’s 20 cities and the county jointly research housing
impact fees, thus saving money. The group might also assist the 21 jurisdictions in creating a
joint compliance mechanism that would make sure renters are not evicted for illegal reasons.
Inclusionary Housing with Racial Equity
Grounded Solutions recommends matching income targets and household sizes in
affordable housing projects to those of renter households of color. To avoid stigmatizing
residents of affordable units in buildings that also offer market-rate housing, they suggest
locating the affordable units throughout the building, making them comparable in size and
design, and having them share the same entrances and common areas. One good example cited
is Charlotte, N.C.’s inclusionary design standards.42 In communities that don’t have strong
housing markets, city funds may subsidize affordable housing, as Detroit does in its inclusionary
housing ordinance.43 More information about this recommendation can be found here.
Transferring Housing Credits
Some cities have extra housing credits which can be dispersed to other cities. For
42
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example, San Mateo was able to transfer some leftover federal funds to buy units for a senior
development next to City Hall in Foster City. Another approach being considered is to share
housing in-lieu fees among cities in order to construct homes where there is available land or
available development. Some cities are considering agreements among themselves in order to
have consistency in construction costs.
Speedy Help for Tenants Facing Eviction
San Francisco has pooled its rental assistance funds to establish the Eviction Defense
Collaborative, a long-term, successful model for assisting renters facing legal eviction that has
received national acclaim. The collaborative acts quickly to provide two things that often stop
landlords from pursuing legal action: (1) a tenant attorney and (2) an interest-free loan or grant
that enables the tenant to make a swift payment.
Loan Forgiveness for Rent Stabilization
In 2015 Redwood City approved a loan forgiveness program for property owners
installing fire sprinklers in older residential buildings with four or more units in exchange for an
agreement to slow rent increases. Dubbed the Fire Safety First Program, it provided owners with
an incentive to retrofit their at-risk residential buildings during a five-year voluntary compliance
period in exchange for slow rent increases. Participants agreed to raise rents no more than 5
percent or the increase in the Consumer Price Index, whichever was less, during 12-month
periods throughout the five-year term of the loan. This same process might be adopted by cities
wishing to incentivize improvements in older multi-residential buildings or to encourage more
accessory dwelling units to be built.
Anti-Displacement Strategic Plan
PolicyLink launched the All-In Cities Anti-Displacement Policy Network in April 2018
with the goal of helping people of incomes and ethnicities achieve increased housing security
and avoid displacement. Composed of 64 local leaders from 10 cities across the country, the
network has developed an Anti-Displacement Strategic Plan (ADSP) that builds public
awareness, includes anti-displacement roadmaps and encourages policy and thought leadership.
Redwood City is currently in the process of developing an anti-displacement strategic plan. More
information about ADSP can be found here.
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Conclusion
The current housing crisis did not happen overnight. It is rooted in 250 years of shameful local
practices, harmful actions and outright racial discrimination. Sadly, profit and resistance from
homeowners opposed to change have too often been more important than social equity.
It’s time to focus our attention on making more affordable housing available in every city in San
Mateo County. For the sake of our quality of life, and to build a mutually beneficial relationship
that restores our ecosystems, more housing must be found immediately.
ABAG’s alarming Regional Housing Needs Allocation numbers, recent state legislation
alleviating some of the roadblocks to increased density, and the state’s new standard of fair
housing to “ameliorate past actions that led to inequity” all make it essential to take action.
We applaud the individuals who are demanding that policy makers in our county approve
affordable projects despite public backlash. We admire those who have taken personal and
corporate action to increase housing availability. We salute decision makers, planners and
developers who manage to find the funding and comply with complex regulations to make
exemplary projects happen.
We need everyone to join forces and work together, collaboratively, to come up with ingenious,
practical solutions that work. Housing is a basic human right, with adequate housing essential
for human survival with dignity. Without a right to housing, many other basic rights will be
compromised. There is still much work to do.
We hope you will join in the compassionate effort to help everyone in San Mateo County have a
place to call home.
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