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Dedication
“History is governed by those overarching movements that give shape and 
meaning to life by relating the human venture to the larger destinies of the 
universe... The Great Work of a people or era is the creating of such an 
overarching movement... This generation’s Great Work is the transformative 
effort to change human-Earth relations from disruptive and destructive to 
mutually enhancing and beneficial.”

— Thomas Berry, The Great Work: Our Way into the Future, 1999

This work is dedicated to civil rights and transportation justice advocates of 
the past on whose shoulders we stand, to climate justice advocates today in 
all regions of California and throughout the world, and to future generations 
of the human-Earth community who will benefit from our work.
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According to a report being prepared by the Bay Conservation and
Development Commission ("Living with a Rising Bay: Climate Change Impacts
on San Francisco Bay and Adaptation Strategies," available in 2009), the sea
level in the Bay could rise a foot or more, inundating some communities and
covering both the San Francisco and Oakland airports, state highways, and
other key road and transit infrastructure. The FEMA 100 year flood boundary is
shown for reference purposes only.

Source: MTC in collaboration with the San Francsico Bay Conservation and
Development Commission. Inundation data provided by Dr. Noah Knowles,
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Commission's Public Interest Energy Research (PIER) Program through the
California Climate Change Center at Scripps Institut ion of Oceanography,
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Six Big Wins Bay Area

Overview
Introduction to Six Big Wins

Compiled by Esther Mealy, Breakthrough Communities

Mission Statement

The Six Wins Network is dedicated to building the power, voice and 
influence of low-income communities and communities of color by 

building a movement that can win policy changes and concrete benefits 
from the Bay Area’s long-range transportation, housing and land-use 

plans, that will result in a more socially equitable, healthy and 
environmentally sustainable region.

By the final vote approving Plan Bay Area on July 
18, 2013, it was clear that the Six Wins had changed 
the debate and altered the landscape of regional 
planning. Our October 2010 comment letter on 
MTC’s federally-required Public Participation Plan 
launched a vision of an inclusive planning process in 
which alternatives were proposed and analyzed by 
stakeholders at each key decision point, galvanizing 
the support of 45 organizational signatories along 
the way and ultimately winning unprecedented vic-
tories for regional equity.

These landmark successes were achieved by a 
coalition of nonprofit organizations representing a 
diversity of issues: public health, housing, transit, 
faith-based community groups, and labor, who were 
grounded in the common goal of social equity. This 
coalition came together with a belief that, contrary 
to the cynicism of the day, equity was not a compet-
ing interest against environmental and economic 
issues. In fact, true sustainability would not be possi-
ble without gains in all three areas, and the Sustain-

able Community Strategies would ultimately be un-
sustainable if they did not address social equity. Ad-
dressing equity on a regional scale involved many 
interconnected and equally important factors, and 
required a thorough and holistic approach to make 
sure that gains in one area were not losses in another. 
Thus, the coalition organized around six core issues 
simultaneously: Robust and affordable local transit, 
affordable housing in opportunity rich neighbor-
hoods, healthy and safe communities, investment 
without displacement, quality jobs, and community 
power— the Six Big Wins.

While the Six Wins conceived many strategies 
and tactics and approaches over time, the Break-
through Compass narrative enables us to see the 
broad stages, the arc of our learning and action. The 
compass narrates our journey as a coalition in lan-
guage that is accessible and communicates across 
disciplines who have their own specialized language. 
This lens was developed over many years in our work 
with successful coalitions working at a regional scale 
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and we offer it here as an explanatory tool for your 
consideration. 

Waking Up
In order to begin the process 
of social equity organizing 
around SB  375, Six Wins 
members had to first recog-
nize the SCS as a social equity 
issue, as well as an opportu-
nity for winning social change 
.

Saying No
Once this opportunity was 
ident ifie d , p ar t ic ip at ing 
groups were compelled into 
action to prevent SB 375 from 
causing further displacement, 
segregation, toxic pollution, 
disempowerment, isolation 
and income inequality for low 
income communities and 

communities of color.

Getting Grounded
This led to the rallying and 
consultation of local stake-
holders, as each organization 
in the coalition made sure 
their community’s voice was 
shaping our goals.

Exploring New Horizons
To shift the perspective of our 
local community groups to a 
regional level we explored new 
horizons, forming new part-
nerships, building new capaci-
ties, and collaborating at a 
new scale of political action.

Saying Yes
Informed by all we had 
learned we articulated and 
advocated for our own set of 
regional demands.

Waking Up
In 2010 the San Francisco Bay Area began to de-

velop its first Sustainable Communities Strategy 
(SCS) with the goal of aligning transportation in-
vestment, land use, and housing policies to meet 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions reduction targets. The 
outcome of these processes, including the adoption 
of a Regional Transportation Plan and a Regional 
Housing Needs Assessment, would determine the 
allocation of $218 billion for Bay Area public invest-
ment over the next 25 years. Several Bay Area equity 
organizations, including Breakthrough Communi-
ties, awoke to the threat and the opportunity that the 
Sustainable Community Strategy presented for low-
income communities and communities of color. 
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Senate Bill 375 (SB  375), the legislation which 
mandated the Sustainable Communities Strategies, 
also required extensive public participation. By law, 
the process had to be open and transparent. Con-
scious of these circumstances, Carl Anthony of 
Breakthrough Communities drafted his coalition 
proposal, “Let’s Work Together.”

Saying No
Regional participation processes are complex, 

and in many ways inherently favor more privileged 
populations in the region. In the Bay Area SCS proc-
ess there was no guarantee that, even after extensive 
engagement, low-income communities would have 
substantive gains. Indeed, there was evidence that 
the process could have very unfavorable outcomes 
for some low-income neighborhoods and popula-
tions. It was imperative to say no to decision-making 
processes that discouraged or left out the voices of 
those most vulnerable to regional decisions. 

Getting Grounded
At the invitation of the San Francisco Founda-

tion, six regional social equity organizations— 
Breakthrough Communities, Genesis, Non Profit 
Housing Association of Northern California, Public 
Advocates, Public Health Law and Policy, and Urban 
Habitat—convened a series of meetings over six 
months to explore efforts to address the opportuni-
ties and challenges of SB  375. Together, our pro-
grammatic competence focused on public health, 
climate change, transportation, housing, land use 
and community leadership development. After six 
months of working together, we hosted a retreat for 
35 NGOs representing a strong cross section of is-
sues and affected communities, to explore ways to 
strengthen citizen engagement and potential social 
equity outcomes of the SCS process. 

The groups who participated in this process 
brought an essential technical understanding of the 
full range of issues as well as a commitment to ad-
dress potential impacts of the SB  375 process on 
working families and low-income communities 
throughout the SF Bay area. Together, we accom-
plished the following seminal goals: we outlined six 
areas of potential benefit for citizen engagement in 

the SCS process; identified clusters or networks of 
NGOs throughout the region who were committed 
to working in each of these six areas; confirmed the 
lead/co-chair within the Host Committee for each 
benefit area; developed a preliminary database of 
NGOs interested in each benefit area; and deepened 
the understanding of potential opportunities for low 
income and marginalized communities engaging in 
the SCS process.

Exploring New Horizons
From 2010 to early 2011, the Six Big Wins net-

works met together, with one another, and with our 
community members, to discuss and define our goals 
for the regional plan. Each of the Win networks as-
sembled their own platform of policy recommenda-
tions, which later became the framework of the Eq-
uity, Environment and Jobs scenario.

During the same period, the Six Wins sent mem-
bers to every MTC and ABAG meeting to monitor 
the process and have a hand in shaping the perform-
ance measures for SB 375. In this way, the Coalition 
contributed to the report card that MTC and ABAG 
would use to grade the regional plan, and succeeded 
in introducing language about the prevention of dis-
placement and the affordability of housing and 
transportation costs.

In the summer of 2011 MTC and ABAG unveiled 
five scenarios for feedback, none of which gave ade-
quate consideration to the policies and investments 
that would address social equity. The Six Wins 
reached out and forged a new alliance with the Uni-
versity of California at Davis’ Center for Regional 
Change to arm ourselves with the regional modeling 
technical know how, in order to formidably challenge 
the preferred scenario.

Saying Yes
The Six Wins unleashed our own scenario, out-

lining the kind of Bay Area we wanted to live in, in-
cluding affordable housing in affluent suburbs that 
have plentiful low wage jobs, more operating funds 
for local transit service and reduced fares, and 
strings attached to transit development funds that 
required cities to prevent displacement by promot-
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ing affordable housing. This was the Equity, Envi-
ronment and Jobs scenario.

During the fall and winter of 2011, MTC and 
ABAG began reshaping the One Bay Area Grant 
program. The Six Wins crafted detailed policy rec-
ommendations which won support from local gov-
ernment leaders in San Francisco, Oakland and San 
Jose, along with Bart and AC Transit. The coalition 
won amendments introduced by Supervisor Eric 
Mar and Councilmember Libby Schaaf to tie the ex-
penditure of One Bay Area Grant funds to affordable 
housing and to prevent displacement.

In Summer 2012, ABAG and MTC unveiled their 
“preferred scenario.” The Six Wins responded with 
an equity report card finding their scenario severely 
lacking. County Supervisor John Gioia put forth a 
resolution that MTC and ABAG would study the 
Equity, Environment and Jobs scenario as part of the 
EIR, the Environmental Impact Report. Advocacy 
and direct actions continued throughout the year.

In April of 2013 the EIR was released and its 
analysis showed that the EEJ scenario outperformed 
all five other scenarios in reduction of greenhouse 
gas emissions, as well as in equity metrics and public 
health.

On Tuesday, June 11 2013 The Six Wins organ-
ized the MTC/ABAG Education and Advocacy Day. 
Six Wins network members visited regional agencies 
across all nine counties carrying a tightly coordi-
nated message: that the Equity, Environment and 
Jobs (EEJ) scenario was the best choice for Plan Bay 
Area. More than 50 Bay Area citizens participated, 
representing working families, low income commu-
nities and communities of color, faith based groups, 
renters, transit users, public health advocates, policy 
experts, and other concerned Bay Area residents.

Finally, on July 18th 2013, MTC and ABAG pre-
sented their preferred scenario—without the equity 
safeguards we had advocated. But at the very end of 
the meeting, two officials put forward amendments 
that were a triumph for the Six Wins for Social Eq-
uity Coalition. Supervisor John Gioia carried a mo-
tion dedicating the region to a public input process 
to determine and enact spending priorities for $3.1 
billion in Cap and Trade revenue so that disadvan-
taged communities can benefit, in line with SB 535. 

Sup. David Campos championed the amendment to 
create a “comprehensive strategy” for transit systems 
and operations, opening up more opportunities for 
public engagement in defending operating funds for 
public transit.

Although MTC and ABAG failed to adopt the 
EEJ as the official scenario, the three amendments 
that resulted from our advocacy improved equitable 
transit access, brought the voices of the most vulner-
able stakeholders into the Cap and Trade revenue 
discussion, and made critical advances in protecting 
low-income communities and communities of color 
from displacement. 

Brief Summary: What We Won
For the first time in the history of regional plan-

ning in the Bay Area:

• MTC and ABAG agreed to run an Equity Analysis 
contemporaneously with the development of the 
proposed plan, instead of bringing the analysis in 
after the fact.

• MTC tied significant transportation funds (the 
One Bay Area Grant) to the amount of affordable 
housing a county produces. MTC will be the only 
transportation agency in California to require 
every city to have a certified plan to meet housing 
needs BEFORE they can be eligible for that fund-
ing, and MTC/ABAG are encouraging cities to 
implement anti-displacement and affordable 
housing policies in all neighborhoods targeted for 
growth.

• MTC and ABAG set goals related to improving 
public health and preventing displacement of low-
income residents, and have agreed to track issues 
like poverty, housing affordability, transit access 
and other impacts of Plan Bay Area over time.

We also convinced MTC and ABAG to:

• Hold further transit cuts at bay, preventing the 
further loss of education, jobs, and other oppor-
tunities to transit-dependent families.

• Adopt a new “committed projects” policy that 
prevented some poor-performing projects from 
being grandfathered into the new plan; and
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• Adopt a new “committed funds” policy that ac-
knowledged the potential to shift $5.9 billion from 
capital uses to transit operations improvements.

The Six Wins received national recognition for 
our innovations in regional coalition-building:

• Leading with equity and the needs of disadvan-
taged communities

• Building a regional movement across a 9-county 
region

• Marrying the capacities and expertise of grass-
roots organizations with policy advocates: Multi-
sector collaboration

• Connecting the lines between local and regional 
campaigns

• Cutting across issue silos: Multi-issue collabora-
tion

• Developing the EEJ Scenario—a holistic 
community-driven policy and investment plat-
form.

Analysis
With our holistic approach to social and envi-

ronmental sustainability, the Six Wins gained much 
more than policy changes. Working in an unprece-
dented way as a regional cross-issue equity coalition, 
we had to expand our horizons, sharing skills and 
expertise across our issue silos, and develop brand 
new strategies to deal with these brand new chal-
lenges. Some of the diverse skills and strategies we 
amassed were: Power analysis, creating an equity 

report card, cross trainings, education and advocacy 
days, one-on-ones with elected officials, direct ac-
tions targeted at regional agencies, sign-on letters, 
inside-game in MTC working-groups like RAWG 
and REWG, public testimony, policy analysis and 
translation, and technical assistance from university 
community partners. Through this innovation and 
skill sharing, new emergent capacities developed, 
along with new levels of leadership.

The organizations in the Six Wins bring diverse 
skills and advocate for diverse issues, yet our 
strength comes from grounding ourselves in how our 
issues are interconnected on the regional level by 
many complex lines of dependency. Access to quality 
jobs and housing are determinants of health, for in-
stance, while none of the Wins could effectively rep-
resent the interests of vulnerable communities if 
each network were not infused with community 
power. Transportation investments only increase 
equity if there are safeguards against displacement, 
while affordable housing does not increase equity 
when built in a way that is segregated from quality 
jobs and other opportunities, or access is limited by 
lack of public transportation. These are just a few 
examples of the interdependency of these six key 
issues, demonstrating why building a multi-issue 
coalition was necessary for regional equity organiz-
ing. By the same token, greenhouse gas reduction 
plans that do not address social equity create unin-
tended consequences that undermine environmental 
goals, and multi-issue regional organizing for equity 
is essential for true sustainability.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Overview

Supervisor John Gioia
Contra Costa County Board of Supervisor

John Gioia was first elected to the Contra Costa Board of Supervisors in 1998 
and was overwhelmingly re-elected three times. He served as chair in 2002 
2006 and 2010 and is currently Vice-Chair.

John represents 210,000 residents in the western most urban and diverse area 
of the county including El Cerrito, Richmond, San Pablo, and Pinole, and the 
unincorporated communities of El Sobrante, Kensington, Montalvin Manor, 
North Richmond, East Richmond Heights, Rollingwood and Tara Hills.

John is a recognized leader in Bay Area regional government and on air quality 
issues. He was appointed by Governor Brown to serve on the California Air 
Resources Board and has served on the Bay Area Air Quality Management 
District Board since 2006 (serving as Chair in 2012). 

John advocates on behalf of county government as the President of the 
California State Association of Counties.He chairs the Bay Area Joint Policy 
Committee (which coordinates the planning for the four regional government 
agencies), and serves as Vice-Chair of the San Francisco Bay Restoration 
Authority and the Doctors Medical Center Governing Board. 

John grew up in West Contra Costa County and graduated from El Cerrito High School and the University of 
California, Berkeley with a B.A. with highest honors in Political Science and also earned his law degree at U.C. Berkeley. 
He completed the Program for Senior Executives in State and Local Government at Harvard University’s Kennedy 
School of Government. John practiced law until his election to the Board of Supervisors.

“I think what was important to a positive outcome was the fact that many of the 
organizations and groups that are involved in the social justice community came 
together and came up with one, single unified message and voice, which is really 

important in a public process.”

“The decisions on these types of issues, while they seemingly get made at board 
meetings, the real hard work happens before the meeting and between the meetings 

and that’s really part of the recipe for success.”

“President Obama, Governor Brown, we did it right here in the Bay Area. We have a 
model you can use to help achieve our goals to fight climate change, reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions and do it in a way that is fair and do it in a way that is cost 
effective and do it in a way that has been inclusive of all of our communities.”
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JG            I’m Contra Costa County Supervisor 
John Gioia. Climate change is clearly the pressing 
issue of our time, and what’s great here in California 
is that we have an opportunity to find solutions at the 
local level. Senate Bill 375 empowered local commu-
nities to have a discussion about how we plan and 
prepare for addressing climate change. It required 
every region in our state to develop a long term plan 
about how we were going to address climate change 
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and it pre-
sented the opportunity for us to be able to have a 
pretty comprehensive public process where we could 
develop a transportation and land use blueprint for 
how we grow here in the Bay Area. The leadership of 
the California Legislature and our Governor’s office 
was really key to developing SB 375, which empow-
ered local communities to develop their own plan to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to address cli-
mate change. What’s great is the plan, while it was 
statewide, allowed flexibility for each region of our 
state to develop the opportunity of addressing cli-
mate change in a way that worked for that region.

BC           Who developed the plan for the Bay 
Area?

JG            Two agencies were responsible—the 
Association of Bay Area Governments and the Met-
ropolitan Transportation Commission or what we 
call MTC and ABAG. We jointly developed the plan 
and I served on the ABAG executive board, so I felt 
honored to be part of the development of this plan, 
but really it was the leadership of many in our local 
communities who came to us and said “look, we want 
to make sure that the plan addresses social justice 
needs, environmental justice needs and is not a top-
down plan but one that has great public input.”

BC           What were some key features of the pub-
lic inputs from an elected’s perspective?

JG            Imagine nearly 50 elected officials on 
two agencies trying to come up with a complicated 
plan to address greenhouse gas reduction. We knew 
it was going to be difficult. We knew that process 
would be a long one and it was. I think we tried to 
approach it as “let’s do it right. Let’s not do it fast.” 

There were hundreds of meetings over about a 
two-year period where we had a chance to hear from 

the community around the Bay Area—the social 
justice community, the business community, the la-
bor community, the environmental community. In 
the end, we developed a plan that was nearly unani-
mous, which is a pretty amazing accomplishment 
given the controversies at the beginning of the proc-
ess. We sat through hours and hours of public debate 
and public testimony and in the end, I think we came 
up with a plan that really lays out a very good blue-
print for how the Bay Area will grow over the next 
twenty years, in a way that addresses the needs of our 
diverse region and reduces greenhouse gas emis-
sions. In fact, we’re already talking about how we 
start updating that plan in 2017 but the good work 
from the original plan I think really sets the founda-
tion.

BC           What was the contribution of the Social 
Justice groups?

JG            I think what was important to a positive 
outcome was the fact that many of the organizations 
and groups that are involved in the social justice 
community came together and came up with one, 
single unified message and voice, which is really im-
portant in a public process. I think what often hap-
pens is if we hear from 50 different organizations 
with 50 different versions of what they would like us 
to do, that’s harder to sort through and the fact that 
the social justice community came together and 
agreed itself on one message was really important for 
us. The Six Wins coalition made it possible for us to 
hear one voice from the environmental justice, social 
justice community and ultimately many of their coa-
lition members. The fact the social justice commu-
nity came together through the Six Wins coalition, to 
advocate for a strategy that addressed the needs of 
our diverse communities in the Bay Area was very 
helpful to us because they had the debate within their 
own community about how to present the position. 
The business community did the same, the environ-
mental community did the same so when each com-
munity does that, we’re able to hear a single voice 
which helps us in a final product that really makes 
sense.

What I really appreciate was that the Six Wins 
coalition had one message but yet had multiple mes-
sengers. It was great to have grassroots advocates 
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come before ABAG and MTC to advocate in ways 
that all reinforce each other’s position. I think that’s 
an important thing to remember. When groups ad-
vocate before those of us making policy, it is better to 
have the discussion about the nuances of their posi-
tion before coming to us, because then all the differ-
ences are sorted out and we’re able to hear a single 
message, which makes their voice much more power-
ful. It is important for any advocacy to be as clear as 
possible and that was helpful as we developed our 
Sustainable Community Strategy.

BC           Could we hear the story of the EEJ sce-
nario proposed by the Six Wins?

JG            About a year before we adopted our 
final plan, we had to make a decision over which al-
ternatives would be fully studied in our Environmen-
tal Impact Report. I still remember that meeting 
when we added the Equity, Environment and Jobs 
Scenario into our full analysis. I know there’d been a 
lot of work, in fact, not just months but years of work 
by the organizations in the Six Wins coalition to 
really thoughtfully put this plan together, and lots of 
people showed up at this meeting. A few of us, my-
self included, felt very strongly that that alternative 
should be fully analyzed as we went forward, because 
it really addressed a lot of the diverse needs here in 
the Bay Area and we wanted to ensure that its com-
ponents would be fully studied so we would have a 
chance at enacting many of its provisions. When, in 
the summer of 2013, we did finally adopt the Plan 
Bay Area, we were able to include many components 
from the Equity, Environment and Jobs Scenario be-
cause we’d fully studied it, and what was great was 
that the majority of the member of the Association of 
Bay Area Governments and Metropolitan Transpor-
tation Commission agreed that that scenario was 
well thought out and deserved full study. We had lots 
of good discussion. It was a historic moment. It was a 
moment where we included some pretty progressive 
ideas into a process that previously was mostly staff-
driven, and if you think about it, that scenario was 
developed through the hard work of so many indi-
viduals and organizations at a grassroots level and it 
was exciting. There was applause when we added it in 
the full list of scenarios to be studied, but what was 
great was that, a year later, when we finally adopted 
the plan, there were many elements from that sce-

nario that got included, and the hard work of so 
many people over years paid off and that’s always a 
satisfying moment.

BC           What was your part in the process?

JG            I do remember raising the issue that “we 
need to include this scenario to be fully studied”, un-
derstanding that at the end of the process we were 
going to pick and choose from many scenarios and 
the only chance that we had to really take from the 
Equity, Environment and Jobs Scenario was to actu-
ally include it as one of the final scenarios. When you 
have forty to fifty elected officials trying to talk about 
an issue, someone’s got to step forward. I knew there 
would be support because there were others who felt 
that it was important to take that approach as we 
looked at how to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. I 
suggested that we include it in our final list of scenar-
ios to be fully studied, and what was great is there 
were many other commissioners and board members 
who stepped forward and said “yes, let’s do that.” But 
like anything, it always takes a few of us to start this 
process. I felt honored to be part of the team that 
brought this forward, but I really want to acknowl-
edge the hard work of all the people in the Six Wins 
coalition because we would not have been successful 
if they hadn’t done all the hard work, lobbying many 
of us and talking to us before meetings, between 
meetings and explaining the details and really having 
people from all communities here in the Bay Area be 
part of this coalition. While I may have been the one 
to include it, I was really there symbolically to repre-
sent the hard work of so many others who made it 
possible.

When we included the Equity, Environment and 
Jobs Scenario in the final list of alternatives to be 
fully studied, we adopted that approach unanimously, 
which is great given the broad range of opinions of 
those that served on the ABAG and MTC boards. It 
was a recognition that that plan deserved to be stud-
ied and, like anything, I think this is a learning proc-
ess for all of us. As much as we’re there to lead and 
make decisions, we’re also there to learn, and for me 
it was an educational and a learning process because 
when we started this process, it was pretty much 
staff-driven. At the end of the day, the plan that we 
adopted was driven by many communities here in 
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the Bay Area and I think that says something for the 
inclusive process and that says something for the 
success of organizing in advance, and I think it’s im-
portant again to realize that organizations came to-
gether and after their hard conversations of what the 
priorities should be, presented that in a way that al-
lowed us to adopt it. One other thing I should say is 

that it was interesting to see the look on the face of 
some of the staff members of the two regional or-
ganizations, because I think they felt “gee, we’ve 
worked hard on the various staff-chosen alternatives, 
and now the board’s adding a new scenario to study.” 
Sometimes it takes overcoming resistance to really 
move a progressive agenda and what made it success-
ful was that the Six Wins coalition did the hard work 
of educating and briefing the board members in ad-
vance. I think that’s a lesson to be learned. It wasn’t 
just about what was presented at the meetings, it was 
the pre-meetings and that’s important to recognize in 
a process like this. The Six Big Wins coalition strate-
gically looked at who they needed to speak to on the 
Association of Bay Area Governments and Metro-
politan Transportation Commission boards. They 
identified city council members, mayors, county su-
pervisors around the region, educated all of us so 
that we were able to properly advocate, which is 
really what it’s about. The decisions on these types of 

issues, while they seemingly get made at board meet-
ings, the real hard work happens before the meeting 
and between the meetings and that’s really part of the 
recipe for success.

BC           How can the lessons learned in the first 
round of Plan Bay Area be useful for community or-
ganizing generally?

JG Addressing cl i-
mate change is also about 
understanding how we do 
it in a way that responds to 
the needs of all of our 
c o m m u n i t i e s . W h i l e 
SB  375 says the goal is to 
reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, there’s also the 
goal of co-benefits, co-
benefits of improving pub-
lic health in our commu-
nity, improving the quality 
in our communities and 
not just approaching the 
solution from the perspec-
tive of middle class Amer-
ica. How we address cli-
mate change has to re-
spond to the needs of our 
diverse communities, not 

just here in the Bay Area but across the country, and 
what the Equity, Environment and Jobs Scenario 
achieved was a solution that reduced greenhouse gas 
emissions while also creating opportunities for 
greater equality, better public health, more job op-
portunities across our communities here in the Bay 
Area.

I think our model here in the Bay Area can be 
useful as we look at how we as a nation address cli-
mate change. In fact, I think we viewed our plan here 
in the Bay Area as something that could serve as an 
example for statewide policy and federal policy. Our 
country really hasn’t taken on in a meaningful way 
the issue of climate change. What we’re seeing is so-
lutions coming from within regions. That’s why we’re 
very thoughtful about how we develop a plan, be-
cause we know the only way we’re really successful in 
addressing climate change is for us to address this 
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issue globally. People ask me” why is the Bay Area 
spending so much time? We’re only a drop in the 
bucket.” That’s true, but we’re hopeful that the plan 
that we’ve developed here in the Bay Area becomes a 
model for the state, the nation and around the globe.

While it took longer and there were many more 
public meetings to develop our sustainable commu-
nity strategy here in the Bay Area compared to other 
regions in California, we did it right here, and I think 
that’s important. It’s better to do it right than do it 
fast, and that itself is a model. I serve on the Califor-
nia Resources Board and we periodically get updates 
from throughout the state about how each region has 
developed their Sustainable Community Strategy and 
I’m proud to say that ours here in the Bay Area has 
the most inclusive public process, more people were 
involved, more hours of public testimony, and I think 
that was reflected in our final plan.

BC           Did the Staff analysis show an economic 
win for the EEJ model?

JG            While the Equity, Environment and Jobs 
Scenario was what we call our social justice, envi-
ronmental justice approach, it achieved the other 
objectives of helping the economy here in the Bay 
Area, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and doing 
so in a way that achieved our goal of trying to ad-
dress the issue of our widening income inequality 
that’s occurring. 

BC           Will you tell us about SB 535, regulating 
greenhouse gas emissions with a cap and trade policy?

JG            Cap and trade revenues are going to be 
an important part of how we fund our goal of reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions. It’s not going to be 
enough funding to totally address it, but it’s going to 
be an important part of it, and what’s important is 
that we use those funds in a way that achieve the co-
benefits that can occur in addition to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions, things like improving op-
portunity for public transit, making housing more 
affordable, reducing the income inequality that we 
have, improving public health. In fact, we adopted, at 
my suggestion, a policy in our Plan Bay Area that 
provides 10% of the cap and trade revenues here in 
the Bay Area are spent in what are defined as disad-
vantaged communities, and 25% are spent to benefit 

disadvantaged communities. There’s a state law re-
quiring that, but we made sure that those provisions 
also apply to how we spend the money here in the 
Bay Area. There was a little controversy at first but 
the policy passed, and I think that’s really important 
because different communities are impacted differ-
ently by the strategies we adopted, and we have a 
chance here to use these limited funds to achieve so 
many other objectives that can complement the re-
duction of greenhouse gas emissions. For example, 
when we reduce greenhouse gas emissions, we can 
also reduce other toxic pollutants that affect people’s 
health, and we need to make sure we do that. We 
need to address issues of pollution around industrial 
facilities, near freeways. We need to make sure that 
we provide for opportunities for public transit, get-
ting people out of their cars. I’m hopeful that as we 
move forward and spend the cap and trade revenues, 
we will achieve our objective of removing or at least 
decreasing inequality here in the Bay Area. I think it’s 
really important to understand that there’s a lot of 
work that still needs to occur to ensure that we meet 
the objectives of fairly spending cap and trade reve-
nues. We’ve laid a good foundation in Plan Bay Area. 
Now it’s a question of implementing that policy. For 
example, how we define benefits will be key because 
there will be various people who will say that a rail 
extension in and of itself benefits a disadvantaged 
community. We need to provide a much better link-
age than that and improve public health, improve job 
opportunity, not just a rail extension. 

BC           What are the opportunities for commu-
nity groups to be involved in this next stage?

JG            While we have a great foundation about 
how we’re going to spend cap and trade revenues 
here in the Bay Area, I think social justice groups 
need to be vigilant and monitor the process, because 
with any limited source of money, there will be com-
petition for how it’s spent and we have a great oppor-
tunity to use cap and trade funds to improve public 
health, improve job opportunity but they need to 
keep an eye on us. They need to make sure that we’re 
following through. The work is not done, though we 
have a great foundation.

BC           How can all these groups that are mobi-
lized and organized make your job easier? 
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JG            I think it’s important for the Six Wins 
coalition to continue to show that when we spend 
cap and trade revenues to achieve multiple objectives 
like job creation, affordable housing, access to public 
transit, improved public health and reduction of 
greenhouse gas emission, that’s the most cost-
effective way to spend those funds. It’s not just good 
from an equality standpoint, but it’s good from a tax-
payer’s standpoint, that we’re using these funds to 
achieve many important objectives and ultimately, 
what else can you ask for but to spend our funds in 
ways that achieve more social good. 

BC           What should we keep in mind about the 
messengers we send?

JG            Who the messenger is often as impor-
tant as the message, and what’s been successful so far 
is that the messengers have been people from com-
munities throughout the Bay Area. We’ve had sen-
iors, we’ve had students, we’ve had teachers, so that’s 
important. With cap and trade, the best approach is 
to use the money to achieve as many objectives as 
possible. One of the messages I’m trying to get across 
clearly is that we often hear from taxpayers that 
achieving social justice objectives costs too much 
money. What was great here, in the final plan that we 
adopted, is that the expenditure of cap and trade 
revenues to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
improve jobs and improve equality and improve pub-
lic health is a very cost-effective way to spend our 
public funds. We can show those who often are 
called taxpayers associations that social justice objec-
tives are not just the right objectives, but they’re the 
most efficient and responsible use of the public dol-
lars we have. 

In a perfect world, we have unlimited resources to 
solve all our problems. We don’t. In climate change, 
we’re trying to utilize the resources we have as effec-
tively as possible and the solution that was proposed 
by the Six Big Wins coalition helps us achieve that 
objective. I think in two to three years, we’ll be able 
to look back and say that any plan that improves jobs, 
improves the economy, improves public health, im-
proves access to public transit, improves affordable 
housing and achieves the objective of reduced green-
house gas emissions is the right objective from an 
equality standpoint, from an economic standpoint, 

from an environmental standpoint and from a tax-
payer’s standpoint and that’s a great thing to achieve.

BC           If you were reporting to President 
Obama or Governor Brown about the importance of 
this process, what’s been achieved here in the Bay 
Area?

JG            I think when all is said and done, we can 
say “President Obama, Governor Brown, we did it 
right here in the Bay Area. We have a model you can 
use to help achieve our goals to fight climate change, 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and do it in a way 
that is fair and do it in a way that is cost effective and 
do it in a way that has been inclusive of all of our 
communities.” 

BC           If you were speaking to a foundation that 
was investing in this, how would you encourage them 
to enter this scene?

JG            While it may appear that this was an 
easy process, it took a lot of hard work. The Six Wins 
coalition didn’t just happen. While there was grass-
roots leadership, there was also organizational lead-
ership to say “we need to come together, we need to 
set aside our own differences within our communi-
ties and speak with a single voice” and it was a very 
effective model to follow because it allowed us as 
decision makers to hear the message in a unified 
manner. I think it’s an important model to duplicate 
if we’re going to be successful in coming up with 
good public policy solutions. Hopefully the Six Wins 
coalition will continue, and, hopefully, will continue 
in a way that can adapt to the future issues that we 
face, not just climate change but issues of income 
inequality and education inequality and job inequal-
ity and that, ultimately, what we learn from all of this 
is that sometimes the process can take longer than 
we all may have wanted it to take, but in the final 
analysis, we’ll have a better outcome if we’ve been 
inclusive of all of our communities, and we’ve gone 
through a lot of struggle in getting there. Hopefully 
we’ll see a continuation of this approach and I’m op-
timistic ,and I’m hopeful.

JG            While there’s always different opinion 
about how to achieve social justice and environ-
mental justice, the common points prevailed and we 
heard one message. I think the learning experience 
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here is that communities in our regions share a lot of 
common experiences and once they discuss them, 
they’re able to be more effective at forming a solution 
that we can accept. Public policy involves some com-
promise and I do think that you used debate and 
some compromise among the different social justice 
organizations, understanding that the goal of speak-
ing with a single voice was more important than each 
organization having all their objectives achieved. It’s 
about coming up with your highest priorities and 
agreeing on what those are, and, ultimately there is 
agreement about those things and prioritizing those 
when you suggest a solution. 

BC           Would you speak to the role of youth 
voices in the Six Big Wins success?

JG            The issue of climate change affects our 
children and our grandchildren and future genera-
tions, so it’s important to have their voice be part of 
the discussion. Urban Habitat has a program which I 
can make reference to, because I’ve spoken to their 
group a few times, and I was very impressed with 
how they ran their program. I think it’s so important 
that we think about youth voices when we think 
about solutions to problems like climate change and 
in the end, we help build confidence in young people 
when they know that their voices are being heard. 
Urban Habitat has a great program which trains 
young people to serve on commissions and boards. 
It’s clear to me that that training helped in advocat-
ing on the Six Wins coalition. 

BC           If you were creating a Sustainable 
Community Strategy that actually carried your high-
est dreams for the Bay Area, what would you like to 
see?

JG            What’s great about the Sustainable 
Community Strategy is that it gives us a chance to 
come together and think about our future as it 
should be, and we’ve used this not just to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions but to make our commu-
nity a fairer place, a more equal place, a place where 

young people have opportunities for careers that will 
earn them a livable wage, a satisfying life.

Let me put this in the context of our new plan. 
We are already embarking on thinking about how to 
update our Sustainable Community Strategy. I think 
what would be important is to look back on the 
foundation we’ve laid and see if we’re achieving our 
objectives of healthier communities, equal access to 
jobs, equal access to public transit, better air quality. 
Ultimately, passing a Sustainable Community Strat-
egy wasn’t just about reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Ultimately it was about making the Bay Area a 
better place to live for everybody. It’s about ending 
the inequality that exist here. It’s about making sure 
that our environment is sustainable for future gen-
erations. It’s about making sure that we have equal 
opportunity for everybody here. I think when people 
started this process, many came to it from the per-
spective of “how do I just make my community a bet-
ter place to live?” We tried to fit that objective within 
this more detailed objective of reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions. This was just a template for discussing 
a lot of the issues we face here in the Bay Area and 
figuring out how we make ourselves a better place to 
live. 

Hopefully 10 years from now we can look back 
and say “gee, all this hard work lead to better public 
transit, better public health, better educational op-
portunities, better access to healthy foods, and we all 
did it within the context of SB 375. Hopefully we can 
look back and see that success.

In the end, it’s important to recognize that the 
Equity, Environment and Jobs Scenario not only 
makes sense from a social justice or public health 
standpoint but really makes sense for all of us here in 
the Bay Area, and that’s what was great about this, is 
that it really makes life better for everybody, what-
ever income you have, and what happened is the 
various communities realized that they had more in 
common with each other when they came together 
to propose solutions to the most pressing issue of our 
day, climate change.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Overview

Parisa Fatehi
Public Advocates

Parisa worked with Public Advocates as a staff 
attorney. While with Public Advocates, Parisa 
ensured that California’s climate change reform 
laws are shaped and implemented in ways that 
create more equitable, sustainable communities. 
Her goals included securing affordable housing 
and transit opportunities for low-income people 
and people of color. 

Public Advocates has been on the front lines of 
the struggle for social justice for 42 years, focusing 
our distinctive blend of policy, legal advocacy and 
community partnership on the root causes and 
effects of poverty and discrimination and 
expanding rights and opportunities for low-
income people, people of color and immigrants

To this end, Fatehi focused on coalition building (including the Six Wins for Social Equity Network), policy advocacy, 
and administrative and legal action.In her spare time, Parisa loves spending time outdoors, especially at music 
festivals.

Preview

“One of the biggest turning points was in July of 2011 when we really unveiled our demand 
for what became the Equity Environment and Jobs scenario, or EEJ. I think we just changed 

the conversation at the Metropolitan Transportation Commission and Association of Bay Area 
Governments. From that day on it felt like equity had more of a seat at the table.”

“In the summer of 2011 MTC and ABAG said “we have some sketch scenarios. We have three to 
five scenarios we’re going to unveil for feedback.” When they did that, first of all, we had very 

little time. We had about three days notice that this was happening and when we saw the 
options, we saw that none of them had any meaningful detail and so it was hard to know what 

their actual plans for investments were.”

“Basically if we’re only doing the technical work, we probably wouldn’t have the energy to 
keep going but for the fact that these courageous, intelligent, well spoken people would come 

out and share their stories and trust that we were helping highlight an important policy 
decision that was about to be made.”
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   PFW My name is Parisi Fatehi-Weeks. Dur-
ing the Plan Bay Area process I worked as staff attor-
ney at Public Advocates. I had the honor of really 
getting to devote pretty much all of my time to the 
implementation of Senate Bill 375 and what came 
out of that was the Six Wins Network. I was part of 
what we now call the coordinating committee and 
that meant, of course, trying to keep the group to-
gether and keep the group organized, but also doing 
a lot of the strategic analysis of the official process, 
the decision making process that we were trying to 
influence.

       BC What were some of the key break-
throughs that stand out for you?

   PFW Sometimes it felt 
like the agencies that we were 
trying to influence almost made 
it feel like we were bothering the 
process. Many of them did want 
to know what we thought of 
something, and that happened 
in incremental steps, but one of 
the biggest turning points was in 
July of 2011 when we really un-
veiled our demand for what be-
came the Equity Environment 
and Jobs scenario, or EEJ. I think 
we just changed the conversa-
tion at the Metropolitan Trans-
portation Commission and As-
sociation of Bay Area Govern-
ments. From that day on it felt 
like equity had more of a seat at the table.

       BC What were some of the steps along the 
way?

   PFW One of the very beginning steps was 
really us working together to figure out what it was 
we wanted, what we stood to gain from putting in 
the immense amount of time and energy that ulti-
mately we all did. It wasn’t always the smoothest, 
cleanest process but it was a lot of putting out on the 
table what is it that we think we can gain from the 
process. What do communities on the ground need 
from this process? What are they missing right now? 

Why are things going wrong and how can we do it 
better? How do we not make some of the same mis-
takes that previous efforts have made? That summer 
we sat with Breakthrough Communities, Genesis, 
Public Advocates, Public Health Law and Policy, Ur-
ban Habitat, and the Non-Profit Housing Associa-
tion of Northern California, NPH for short. 

How was the implementation SB  375 going to 
affect people’s lives and how can we prevent it from 
continuing to deny resources that a lot of communi-
ties needed? at first, it was much more of an internal 
process, and then by November of 2010 we were able 
to host a retreat, an all day meeting where we invited 
many of the important community groups and stake 

holders and advocates from 
around the entire Bay Area. We 
spent the entire day talking 
about what we saw coming in the 
process and agreed on the Six 
Wins. 

We really got a lot of buy-in that 
day that these were the right Six 
Wins and that folks wanted to 
work together to make them 
happen. That was obviously a 
watershed moment, just getting 
our own internal buy-in about 
what we wanted to fight for to-
gether. At the same time we were 
doing that, we were also putting 
quite a bit of staff energy into 
monitoring the official process 
that was happening at Metro-

politan Transportation Commission and The Asso-
ciation of Bay Area Governments. There were a lot of 
subcommittee meetings and then big meetings alike 
that we were attending to figure out what decisions 
are being made, how we make sure decisions don’t 
get made that we don’t get to have a voice in and that 
would set up things in a way that are irreversible 
later. Those were pretty simultaneous efforts that we 
were involved in both to get our movement organ-
ized but also to keep our eye on the advocacy proc-
ess. Those were some of the important beginning 
steps.
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“We quickly decided to 
come up with our own 

scenario that really 
addressed affordable 

housing investment without 
displacement, increase local 

transit service that 
especially served 

communities of color and 
low income communities 

and also produce healthier 
and safer communities at 

the same time.”



       BC Would you move us forward in time, 
highlighting the transformative moments in the proc-
ess from your perspective?

   PFW In the retreat, we really got the partner-
ship together and 
we got agreement 
on the Six Wins. 
Meanwhile, we 
were doing some 
of the nitty-gritty 
less exciting work 
o f m o n i to r i n g 
some very detail-
o r i e nte d d e c i-
sions over at the 
agencies. For ex-
ample, we had at 
least two or three 
members of the 
Six Wins at every 
single meeting of 
MTC and ABAG 
subcommittee on 

setting performance measures for SB  375. While it 
felt small in a way, on the other end of the spectrum 
it was actually quite important because it was the 
very report card that MTC and ABAG were setting 
up to guide the whole process, to judge whether or 
not the regional plan that they ultimately would want 
to adopt was successful. 

Of course, we wanted the equity and affordability 
criteria in that report card. I think that immense in-
vestment of time was well spent, because for the first 
time we got them to include language about the pre-
vention of displacement into the region-wide report 
card. We also got language around the affordability 
of housing and transportation costs into the report 
card. In addition there were climate protection goals 
and the housing of 100% of the population at all in-
come levels, which was a legal requirement and yet 
wasn’t always making it into the conversation as 
much as we wanted it to. We wrote our memos. We 
supported them with data and technical analysis to 
make sure we were taken very seriously in the proc-
ess and I think we were. I think that’s why we started 
to be more listened to as a resource.

Moving forward into early 2011, we continued 
the agency watchdogging. Each of the Win networks 
started to define more of their identities. At that 
point, one of the Six Wins was community power 
and that group, which was mostly composed of 
grassroots base building organizations, said “we want 
to be involved in all of the policy decisions and the 
recommendations on each of the Six Wins.” 

We don’t want to meet separately as our own Six 
Wins network. We want to use our people power 
and our precious time to go to the meetings of the 
other 5 Wins and get involved where we have exper-
tise. That made a lot of sense to everybody and the 

other 5 Wins started to figure out “can we set up 
regular meetings? Do we have a critical mass to have 
a regular standing meeting and formal recommenda-
tions?” For example, Urban Habitat was hosting the 
transportation justice working group which became 
the Win network for local transit service. Public Ad-
vocates was hosting the affordable housing Win net-
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work as well as the anti-displacement Win network. 
There was a transition between public health law and 
policy, original host of the healthy and safety com-
munities Win network, to being hosted by RAMP, 
Regional Asthma Management and Prevention as 
well as California Walks.

We were trying to solidify the 
bottom-line wins that we want to see 

from this process and that we 
wanted to see adopted in the re-
gional plan. Each of the Win net-

works started to put together their 
own platform and really delineate 
the most important wins that we 

expected to achieve. For example in 
the case of Investment without Dis-

placement Win Network (IWD), 
they said “we want to see the One 
Bay Area Grant funding tied to af-

fordable housing and anti-
displacement policies, local policies 
that cities have to adopt completely 

in order to be eligible for any re-
gional funding from the One Bay 
Area Grant program.” Each of the 

Win networks did something similar 
and those key wins ended up becom-
ing the framework of what became the Equity, Envi-

ronment and Jobs scenario. 

In the summer of 2011 MTC and ABAG said “we 
have some sketch scenarios. We have three to five 
scenarios we’re going to unveil for feedback.” When 
they did that, first of all, we had very little time. We 
had about three days notice that this was happening 
and when we saw the options, we saw that none of 
them had any meaningful detail and so it was hard to 
know what their actual plans for investments were, 
and secondly, we didn’t see a strong showing about 
policies and investments that would address social 
equity. That’s when we quickly decided to come up 
with our own scenario that really addressed afford-
able housing investment without displacement, in-
crease local transit service that especially served 
communities of color and low income communities 
and also produce healthier and safer communities at 
the same time. 

That’s when we first made our stand, and from 
there I think we changed the trajectory of the plan-
ning process. Part of the reason we were able to do 
that was that we had successfully gotten MTC and 
ABAG to agree to set up an equity working group. I 
know Carl Anthony, Lindsay Imai, Gen Fujioka and 
some of the other Six Wins allies and members got 

seats on this equity working group 
that was established to advise MTC 
and ABAG. Having that inside voice 
as well as outside power was one of 
the ways we were able to advance 
endorsements of the EEJ scenario.

PFW Let’s zoom back to 2011. 
There was a lot of back and forth 
about what kind of detail MTC and 
ABAG were providing. How can we 
be at the table if things were so vague 
and so obscure, how can we possibly 
give meaningful community feedback 
on the process? There was a fight for 
transparency so that we could give 
the useful input that we had to give. 
Going into fall and winter of 2011, 
we saw that one of the next mile-
stones in the process was shaping the 
One Bay Area Grant program, and so 

going in, MTC and ABAG were going to be taking a 
big vote on reshaping of the One Bay Area Grant 
program. We put to-
gether some very de-
tailed policy recom-
mendations that were 
actually supported in 
concept by local gov-
ernment leaders from 
San Francisco, Oak-
land and San Jose. 
That’s three big cities 
all echoing support 
for these ideas along 
with Bart and AC 
Transit, so some of 
the biggest cities and 
the biggest transit 
operators all said “yes, 
you should tie the 
expenditure of One 
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Bay Area Grant funds to local policies that are con-
crete, that get affordable housing outcomes while 
preventing displacement” and we got lots of sign on 
from across the Six Wins network in addition to the 
local government support. We also saw community 
members turn out yet again. They’re neighbors, 
they’re members of the community that were most 
affected, who came to testify at these meetings, 
which can be very scary experiences by the way. 
Some of the elected officials that sit on MTC and 
ABAG aren’t always as welcoming to new voices as 
they should be. We had people that were afraid of 
losing their apartment the next month and here they 
were, showing up to an MTC meeting, willing to 
testify, stand up at the microphone and talk about 
their experience. 

That was one of many times I was very inspired 
and felt like I was just very 
honored to be a part of 
the process, to see that 
kind of courage. One of 
the organizations that 
turned out at that meet-
ing, Causa Justa, sent 
some of their members 
who talked about fear of 
losing their apartments, 
fear that their neighbor-
hoods were gentrifying so 
quickly that they were 
having to move out to 
places that were very far 
from their churches, from transit, etc. This gives you 
a sense of how many human connection moments 
there were amidst this very technical policy work. I 
think it’s the only way many of us kept being in-
spired. Basically if we’re only doing the technical 
work, we probably wouldn’t have the energy to keep 
going but for the fact that these courageous, intelli-
gent, well spoken people would come out and share 
their stories and trust that we were helping highlight 
an important policy decision that was about to be 
made. They put their trust in us because MTC and 
ABAG ultimately weren’t making a decision whether 
they were going to lose their apartment. It was a 
much more abstract long-term planning exercise 
that they’re involved in. There’s a certain amount of 
trust in partnership when people say “if you’re saying 

this is a big decision that’s going to actually impact 
my livelihood, then I want to be on this team”. There 
was a lot of that. I would point you to some of the 
blogs we wrote during that time for additional detail 
on some of the folks that turned out and testified, 
not only back when we unveiled the EEJ but also at 
ABAG, when there was a series of One Bay Area 
Grant hearings.

Then if we fast forward to February of 2012, 
ACCE had a very inspiring week of actions. Their 
mission was to really turn the debate around and say 
“it’s not even just MTC and ABAG. There are banks 
profiting from the debt that our public agencies go 
into and the profit that they’re making on debt could 
actually very easily be cashed in, investment that 
could be put towards more busses on the street and 
more service hours so that we’re not having to make 

three connections because 
the last bus line got cut.” 
The transit justice week of 
actions was a whole new 
twist on really looking at 
the corporate accountabil-
ity part of this because it’s 
not only MTC and ABAG 
that we need to target in 
this work.

And then we headed into 
the important decision of 
MTC and ABAG’s adop-
tion of the preferred sce-
nario, and the reason that’s 

important is that once the agencies select the pre-
ferred scenario, it becomes the anchor for all the 
analysis for an environmental impact report and it 
becomes sort of the favorite, assumed plan that will 
ultimately be adopted. The summer of 2012 starting 
in May is when we knew this was the next important 
decision point, and when the preferred scenario 
came out, we again were unsatisfied because it was 
leaving out low income workers. There was not 
enough affordable housing throughout the region to 
ensure that low income workers have a chance to be 
near opportunity, near jobs, near transit service. 

Local transit in particular got nowhere near 
enough resources to be the service that it needs to 
be, and of course the One Bay Area Grant program 
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lacks accountability in terms of concrete require-
ments around affordable housing policies and anti-
displacement policies that we 
thought were necessary to actually 
make it a useful program. So we 
brought the EEJ scenario back and 
we also issued a report card at this 
point authored by the Six Wins net-
work and we found that the agencies’ 
preferred scenario failed on our re-
port card. 

Six Wins members, members of 
ACCE, members of Genesis, mem-
bers of Causa Justa, members of 
each of the Six Wins coordinating 
committees, St. Mary’s, many groups 
turned out at the meeting in May 
when the adoption was going to 
happen, and we blasted the plan. 
Interestingly, the tea party was a 
huge voice in this process at the same time; some 
very extremist reactionaries feared that any kind of 
regional planning is actually a threat to their per-
sonal liberty and is a plan from the United Nations. 
A lot of these folks were very loud and turned out in 
huge numbers. Some of the elected officials felt very 

confused because they felt that it ended up looking 
like two extreme views: here was the tea party on one 

extreme and they saw us on the other 
end of the spectrum . We felt like we 
had to be very clear, that we were 
actually very collaborative, construc-
tive participants in the process since 
2010, trying to help at every junction 
rather come in at the end and just 
blow up the process and yell and 
scream about how terrible it was. We 
actually were offering alternatives, 
we’re offering analysis. We were 
meeting with staffs. We were com-
municating in a collaborative way 
and so we really had to make the case 
that we were not just canceling each 
other out because that was the dan-
ger with the tea party entering the 
room. These two voices could just 

cancel each other out, and the middle ground, which 
was the status quo, could have just continued. That 
was an additional dynamic that we encountered at 
this stage in the process. 

What we did get was an important resolution put 
forth by County Supervisor John Gioia, who said “we 
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want to see MTC and ABAG study the Equity, Envi-
ronment and Jobs scenario as part of the EIR, the 
Environmental Impact Report” and almost a year 
later when the results came out, it was discovered 
that the EEJ scenario was the environmentally supe-
rior alternative. It cut greenhouse gas emissions 
more than the other plans. It had more positive pub-
lic health impacts, etc. That was a very vindicating 
moment because all these community members, all 
these members of ACE and Genesis and Causa Justa 
and advocacy and policy groups of Urban Habitat, 
etc. had long been saying “if you do what’s best for 
equity. If you do what’s best for the members of the 
community that are most impacted, you’re actually 
going to get better environmental outcomes” and 
sure enough here was this objective analysis done, 
and it showed exactly the case that we were making. 
That was an incredible moment that affirmed a lot of 
the work that we did.

       BC That was an amazing victory. Can we 
give that a date?

   PFW The results of the environmental report 
came out in April of 2013, and that’s when the analy-
sis showed that the EEJ scenario was best in terms of 
environmental impacts. It also performed the best 
on metrics such as housing and transportation af-
fordability and public health as well.

       BC Who were your agency allies in this?

   PFW There were several champions we had 
on MTC and ABAG. Supervisor Gioia was very help-
ful at some critical moments. Supervisor David 
Campos of San Francisco was one of our big cham-
pions throughout the entire process. He often was 
able to ask very hard questions of staff or bring up 
points about the Six Wins platform that advocates on 
the outside couldn’t. He was able to make motions. I 
really want to highlight his role in the process as 
well. Supervisor Eric Mar of San Francisco was also 
instrumental. He was the second on the motion from 
supervisor Gioia in the May meeting, when they said 
we want to see staff study the EEJ and most recently, 

I understand Supervisor Gioia made one other criti-
cal motion that as the Bay Area explores how cap 
and trade funds should be used, that there should be 
a very public deliberative process that involves 
community input. 

       BC So the Six Wins is reverberating beyond 
the One Bay Area Grant and Plan Bay Area?

PFW      Right, it is. We often hear that there just 
aren’t enough dollars to invest more in transit serv-
ice, but as cap and trade programs develop, there are 
going to be more resources coming from that pro-
gram. Even if we can’t all agree on whether that’s 
actually a good program to pursue, if it’s going to 
move forward anyway and it’s going to generate dol-
lars, then let’s make sure we have a voice in how 
those dollars are spent. That could be one of the re-
sources that puts more transit service on the streets 
of the Bay Area, if done properly.

       BC Thank you Parisa. Take us to the next 
step. We got a response that leading with equity is 
more successful. What was it like to have been whit-
tling away at so many details, and then to have some-
thing so significant come through?

   PFW Yeah, sometimes you do this work on 
faith because you know that there are certain princi-
ples that hold true and you assert them. You know 
that there’s a certain justice in making sure that the 
communities that are impacted actually had input on 
how a decision should be made. That has always 
made sense to me. It was never in question, but 
sometimes you’re not sure if every single number 
will actually make the data supported case for the 
principles that you believe in. Having the numbers, 
the very hard numbers come out to actually reinforce 
the message we had been saying all along, and to 
reinforce the message of the community members 
that can’t afford the housing in the Bay Area any-
more, that don’t have enough bus service, really re-
stored a lot of energy and faith in the process and 
gave us more strength going into the negotiations at 
the end.
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Dr. Karner is a postdoctoral research fellow in the Global Institute of 
Sustainability at Arizona State University. His work critically 
engages with the practice of transportation planning with the goal 
of achieving progress towards equity and sustainability. Areas of 
focus include civil rights, environmental justice, public health, and 
climate change. He holds a BASc from the University of Toronto 
and a PhD from UC Davis, both in civil engineering.

The UC Davis Center for Regional Change (CRC) produces 
innovative research to create healthy, sustainable, prosperous, and 
equitable regional change in California’s Central Valley and Sierra 
Nevada and beyond.

GIOS: The Global Institute of Sustainability is the hub of Arizona 
State University’s sustainability initiatives. The Institute advances 
research, education, and business practices for an urbanizing 
world. Its School of Sustainability, the first of its kind in the U.S., 
offers transdisciplinary degree programs focused on finding 
practical solutions to environmental, economic, and social challenges.

Preview

“Travel demand models...are complex simulation models that estimate the future 
travel patterns of a population. They build in a lot of assumptions. They require a lot of 

complex demographic forecasting. They require specialized and high-powered 
computing systems. They typically require substantial financial investments. 

Consulting teams are typically brought in to assist public agencies to build, maintain, 
and operate these models.”

“When SB 375 came out in 2008, I was somewhat disheartened that it focused so 
much on modeling, because it seems like you can build a lot of great things into your 
model, you can have it show you that in 30 years, everything is going to be great, but 

that’s in 30 years, and there are many short-term decisions that have to happen 
leading up to that 30 year horizon year that may or may not happen.”

“The thumbprint of the political process is still on MTC and ABAG’s proposed plan, so 
it’s still constrained in various ways by politics and by the sort of local-regional 

disconnect that exists in California.”
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       AK I’m Alex Karner, a postdoctoral re-
searcher at the University of California, Davis in the 
Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering 
and the Center for Regional Change.

       BC Could you tell us some of your back-
ground and how you came to be working on this pro-
ject?

       AK I was born in Niagara Falls, Ontario. I 
went to college at University of Toronto. I had a 
pretty normal childhood. Went to college at Univer-
sity of Toronto and majored in civil engineering. For 
the first two years of undergrad, I became really ex-
cited about civil engineering, about the scale of civil 
engineering structures, about how massive, costly, 
and important civil engineering infrastructure is. I 
was really excited about buildings and bridges, and 
thought I was going to become a bridge engineer. I 
had photos of bridges in my room, basically.

But I was fortunate enough to have some really 
great mentors beginning in my final couple years at 
University of Toronto that really opened my eyes to 
the fact that civil engineering was about so much 
more than just the physical structures, but that those 
structures actually had effects on the people that use 
them, the people that live close to them, and that 
there were these secondary effects and tertiary ef-
fects of civil engineering structures that weren’t of-
ten fully considered in the initial period of civil engi-
neering design. And so I got extremely interested in 
how the profession of engineering undertakes its 
task and what it considers or does not consider.

Then when I was applying to grad schools, I 
wanted to stay in engineering, because it seems like I 
could always fall back on engineering; jobs are abun-
dant. I did a little work at a small engineering con-
sulting firm doing municipal engineering. The work 
itself is very satisfying, so I could see myself doing 
engineering design day-to-day. But when I was look-
ing at potential graduate advisors, I sought out peo-
ple that had some kind of broader perspective on 
engineering, that didn’t want to just do travel model-
ing, didn’t want to just do structural design, but had 
some kind of larger understanding.

So I gravitated towards several folks at UC Davis, 
in particular my Ph.D. advisor, Deb Niemeier. In her 
description of her research work, she had listed envi-
ronmental justice. This was the first engineering pro-
fessor I had seen that had listed environmental jus-
tice in their description.

So I emailed her immediately and said “Hey, I 
want to work on this stuff. This is my perspective.” 
She said, “Great, you should come visit.” Then we 
met and clicked pretty much instantly, and then I 
went on to work with her and started doing some of 
my initial research work on issues of environmental 
justice.

I studied near roadway air quality; in particular, 
impacts on near-road residents—and this work has 
been taken a few steps further by some colleagues of 
mine, but those that live near roads are dispropor-
tionately low income, they’re disproportionately 
people of color, they are disproportionately school 
aged. It’s just a whole mess. I did some work that 
showed that pollution concentrations near roads are 
substantially elevated above background concentra-
tion, so if you’re living within several hundred meters 
of a road, you’re going to be exposed to much more 
pollution, you’re going to have higher risk of poor 
health outcomes. I prepared a review article that was 
pretty technical summarizing all the real world data 
that we had on near roadway air quality concentra-
tions.

And then I did a case study of the community in 
Barrio Logan in San Diego where there’s a port facil-
ity, the Port of San Diego is in close proximity to a 
low income Latino neighborhood. I did some work 
modeling air quality there; I conducted interviews 
with folks in the community. The Port had proposed 
some mitigations around diesel trucks that were ac-
cessing the port, and no one had analyzed the air 
quality impacts of those proposals. I cut my social 
science teeth on that study as well, because I con-
ducted interviews and tried to put together a narra-
tive of what was going on, got into some of the po-
litical economy, but then also had this engineering 
piece.

So that’s what I try to do in my work, is really do 
the engineering analyses that are required but also 
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not lose sight of what’s actually going on in the 
world, what’s realistic, why are things happening, 
who are the people that are important, and what are 
the structures that are constraining and facilitating 
action.

That led me to connect with the folks at Public 
Advocates, who are an amazing nonprofit law firm in 
the Bay Area, and they do public interest work, civil 
rights work, work on education, transportation, land 
use, and housing policy. They were starting to get 
involved in the SB  375 planning process, and they 
reached out to Deb Niemeier, looking for some tech-
nical assistance, because the regional planning proc-
ess relies so much on modeling, on technical model-
ing, that it borders on being anti-democratic. Models 
are not accessible. They’re becoming increasingly 
complex. It’s really difficult to dig into them without 
specialized training.

So the folks at Public Advocates realized this, I 
think from engaging with the process; since the late 
‘90s, they had been involved in some of the first 
RTPs in the Bay Area that at least started to consider 
equity in some way. So they reached out to us, look-
ing for some technical assistance, and it sounded 
great to me. It was aligned with my interests. I was 
looking at fleshing out my dissertation, and so this 
matched up really well, so I started working with 
Parisa and Richard at Public Advocates and just 
really dove headfirst into the Bay Area’s planning 
process, and that’s how I got involved.

       BC How has your sense of identity changed 
as you’ve stepped more deeply into this work?

       AK My sense of identity has definitely 
evolved substantially over time, and I think those 
first two years when I was just a “normal” civil engi-
neer, I had really just bought into the kind of main-
stream narrative of what success is and what techno-
logical progress can achieve. I didn’t really think 
critically about my position or privilege.

I didn’t know about things like racism in a really 
deep way. These simply aren’t taught to undergradu-
ate engineering students. When you’re an under-
graduate engineer, so much of what happens is about 
a process of socialization; you become convinced 
that engineering is really important and engineers 
are always doing the right thing and the way that 

engineers think about things, the technical mindset, 
the rational mindset, the efficient mindset, is the 
correct way.

I think engineering students go through their 
undergraduate education without being exposed to 
critical perspectives at all, and this is part of why 
transportation planning is the way that it is, because 
many practicing transportation planners are 
undergraduate-trained civil engineers. They may 
have a Master’s degree, but they’ve gone through 
engineering school, and they’re not really able to 
look outside of their own position.

My process of identity formation followed this—
initially learning that engineering doesn’t have all the 
answers, and then starting to hear—I had colleagues 
that were studying social sciences, colleagues that 
were studying humanities, and hearing from them 
about the great critical perspectives that they were 
getting, learning about racism, learning about privi-
lege, learning about feminism, and just really trying 
to incorporate those things into my work. And then 
seeing environmental justice and environmental jus-
tice studies as a way to really address some of those 
things that I was learning about, things like institu-
tional racism, like systematic oppression, through my 
work while maintaining a strong engineering lens. I 
didn’t want to lose that while also putting on a criti-
cal lens and bringing both of those perspectives to 
bear on my work.

       BC When you first started hearing about 
this modeling and transportation process, what was 
your initial thinking, and then how has it evolved? 
And also, if you could just tell us what you did, how 
you went about it?

       AK I started learning about what are called 
travel demand models in my final year of undergrad. 
These are complex simulation models that estimate 
the future travel patterns of a population. They build 
in a lot of assumptions. They require a lot of complex 
demographic forecasting. They require specialized 
and high-powered computing systems. They typi-
cally require substantial financial investments. Con-
sulting teams are typically brought in to assist public 
agencies to build, maintain, and operate these mod-
els.
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So I started learning about them when I was a 
senior in college, and my initial thinking about mod-
eling was that this is really great. All we need to do is 
make a few technical tweaks to the models; then we 
can really figure out what to do about climate 
change. The models will give us the answers if we can 
just make improvements, if we can make them better 
represent the decisions that people make, the trade-
offs that they make when they face decisions about 
how to travel, about where to live.

I went along thinking that that was the case for 
my first year or two in grad school. In some sense, I 
regressed. I had cultivated this great critical lens in 
undergrad, and then when I found out about model-
ing, it seemed like this was the panacea, this was go-
ing to really save us. But then as I dug deeper, it be-
came clear to me that modeling is only one piece.

The models can never surprise us; the models 
basically tell you the answer that you expect to get on 
the front end. The models leave out a lot of things. 
For example, they don’t really do a good job of telling 
us about the impacts on different racial groups, so 
impacts on people of color are essentially ignored.

They don’t facilitate public participation; they 
often stifle it. For the reasons that I presented, they 
require lots of computing resources to access. Even 
someone like myself, that knows what the models do, 
when you get a data delivery from the planning or-
ganization, it’s very large and it takes substantial ef-
fort to make it work on your system. You need a lot 
of just physical memory to load it up and work with 
these data. Thankfully, I was able to put my critical 
glasses back on and realize that this wasn’t going to 
save us.

Then actually, when SB 375 came out in 2008, I 
was somewhat disheartened that it focused so much 
on modeling, because it seems like you can build a 
lot of great things into your model, you can have it 
show you that in 30 years, everything is going to be 
great, but that’s in 30 years, and there are many 
short-term decisions that have to happen leading up 
to that 30 year horizon year that may or may not 
happen. It seems to me that a more useful way to 
allocate our resources would be towards planning 
activities that will make sure those things that we 
know need to happen to get us to the goal—compact 

development, non-motorized infrastructure, jobs-
housing fit—are actually happening, rather than put-
ting so much energy and money and time into mod-
eling.

That said, I don’t think models are going away 
anytime soon, so it’s important to know how they 
work and it’s important to know how agencies are 
using them to make decisions. There is value in the 
things that come out of models, and so thinking 
about ways to use those things better and to answer 
the types of questions that we want to answer about 
equity, about social justice, I think there’s a lot of 
room to grow in that area and there’s a lot of aca-
demic work that can be done.

Then the next part of the question is with respect 
to the EEJ. First we need to understand what the dif-
ferent planning agencies are in the Bay Area. The 
transportation planning organization is the Metro-
politan Transportation Commission, or MTC, and 
ostensibly the regional land use planning agency is 
the Association of Bay Area Governments, or ABAG. 
The planning process had previously involved ABAG 
generating land use estimates for the future, so they 
would say “In 2035, there are going to be this many 
single family homes and this much commercial floor 
space on this parcel of land,” and they’d do that for 
the entire Bay Area. They would do that independ-
ently. Then MTC would say, “Okay, in 2035, the 
transportation network is going to look like this. 
We’re going to build the Caldecott Tunnel; we’re go-
ing to decrease headways on BART by five minutes.” 
something like that, and then they would put those 
two together and then see how the network per-
forms.

Importantly, for Plan Bay Area and its EIR, the 
environmental review process, for the first time the 
agencies put those two processes together, so no 
longer would transportation and land use modeling 
be done completely separately, but they would be 
done in one integrated process. This is important 
because we know that increasing the transportation 
accessibility to a location can incentivize develop-
ment in that location. It’s wrong if your transporta-
tion planners say “We’re going to build a highway out 
from Alameda County to rural Yolo County,” but 
your land use planners don’t allocate any growth 
there. This may have previously been the case. You 
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could have a highway that goes out to rural area, and 
then show no growth there.

Now, under this new framework, in principle, if 
you build that highway, that land becomes more at-
tractive for development, so the land use model 
would show growth going to that place, and you 
would generally have inferior environmental out-
comes relative to a scenario that allocates that trans-
portation funding to non-motorized or transit 
modes in the densest urban areas, for example.

So in principle, this integrated framework helps 
one get at some of the questions related to green-
house gas emissions and air quality more accurately 
than was possible before. The hope is that this in-
creased accuracy and fidelity will allow us to deter-
mine what combination of policies and projects are 
needed to hit our target in the future. Especially dur-
ing the EIR, determining exactly how the land use 
model was being used became a big question, and 
one that Public Advocates really wanted us to dig 
into in substantial detail.

We looked at the methods that MTC and ABAG 
had proposed and the technical documentation that 
they prepared, and the thing to note here is that, I 
mentioned before, land use is not actually under 
control of the regional planning agency. The regional 

agency can propose that land use look a certain way 
in 2035, but if city or county governments disagree, 
they’re under no obligation to make it look the way 
that the regional plan does. The regional planning 
agency tries to incorporate those local, general plans 
to the extent that they can, but a scenario like the 
equity, environment, and jobs scenario is a visionary 
plan, and it’s trying to step over some of the prob-
lems inherent in this regional-local disconnect. One 
of the big things they’re trying to do is open up op-

portunity for af-
fordable housing in 
what they call high 
opportunity sub-
urbs, so wealthy 
a r e a s i n M a r i n 
County, for exam-
ple, that previously 
have massively un-
derperformed on 
t h e i r affo r d a b l e 
housing delivery. 
The EEJ scenario 
allocates more af-
fordable housing to 
Marin County, for 
example.

What the regional 
agency will say is 
that that’s simply 
not realistic. Marin 
County is not plan-

ning to have that degree of affordable housing in 
their local plan, so they will say our (i.e .the agency’s) 
proposed plan more closely matches what Marin 
County is actually preparing. That right there breaks 
up what should be an integrated framework, trans-
portation affecting land use, and so MTC and ABAG 
went back into the model and said, “We’re going to 
fix land uses. We’re not going to let the land use 
model perform as if it were a free market, but we’re 
going to match these goals from our proposed plan, 
because our proposed plan has more local buy-in.”

So even though the modeling methods had ad-
vanced substantially—it is a major innovation to 
have this type of integrated model—basically, only a 
few regions in the country have a similar setup, and 
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it’s really exciting from an academic perspective. The 
thumbprint of the political process is still on MTC 
and ABAG’s proposed plan, so it’s still constrained in 
various ways by politics and by the sort of local-
regional disconnect that exists in California. 

This isn’t necessarily a problem—all plans are 
political—but in this case the EEJ was treated differ-
ently from the agencies’ proposed plan. I’ll address 
that differential treatment later on. 

       BC As you have found yourself taking on the 
EEJ scenario, what was it like when you were first 
approached to help on this technically? What in-
spired you to want to do this? What were some of the 
breakthroughs and some of the high points and low 
points in the process of taking on the technical?

       AK Having a bit more of a timeline will be 
helpful here. When I was initially approached by 
Public Advocates, it was specifically to work on the 
equity analysis that was being conducted as part of 
the regional transportation planning process. So 
prior to the Environmental Impact Report—and this 
has been typical —

       BC Do you have a timeline? 

       AK In terms of dates, I worked on the EIR 
during April 2013, and summer 2012 was when the 
work on Plan Bay Area and the initial scenarios really 
started ramping up. So I was helping just before 
summer 2012, but my major thinking on equity 
analyses happened during that summer. Regional 
agencies conduct this analysis where they try to look 
at the impact of their transportation plan on differ-
ent population segments, and at MTC they had been 
conducting this type of analysis since the late ‘90s.

Carl Anthony wrote some of the first comments 
on the equity analyses at that time. Advocates at that 
time I think had a really intuitive sense that this 
analysis wasn’t really getting at the questions that 
were important to them, so they proposed some 
pretty simple things, like “Hey, we want the results to 
be split out by transit provider. We want to know 
how things look for AC transit versus BART versus 
Caltrain.” What MTC had been doing at the time was 
combining all operators together and providing a 
single statistic. A lot of the concerns in the Bay Area 
centered on modal equity—how much funding is 

going to AC transit versus BART versus Caltrain. 
This was the subject of a lawsuit that Public Advo-
cates brought in the mid-2000s against MTC.

I started working on the equity analysis; devel-
oped a series of high level recommendations for staff 
that ultimately not considered for inclusion in their 
final analysis. Some of them were incorporated in 
part, but it seemed—actually, I had a conversation 
with Carl Anthony once where he was excited about 
one of the—I wrote a series of technical memos that 
then I would send to advocates and then they would 
repackage and then resubmit to staff. It seemed to 
me that they found it really empowering to have 
someone ostensibly “on their side,” or who under-
stood the types of things that they wanted and was 
able to articulate them in this technical way that they 
could then bring to staff and say, “Look, this guy un-
derstands what’s going on with the models, and he 
says that something isn’t right here.” So they were 
able to take those memos to the meetings and use 
those.

That process wrapped up; the staff basically said, 
“This is the way that we’re going to conduct our 
analyses.” Then some time went by. The EIR came 
out, and then Richard approached me and said, “We 
want someone to look at how the EEJ alternative is 
performing.” Because they had previously proposed 
the EEJ scenario as one of the initial SCS scenarios 
that they basically shopped around for public com-
ment, but staff didn’t incorporate the EEJ at that 
time. It wasn’t incorporated until the EIR step. So he 
said, “Hey, we want to make sure that”—basically, 
they wanted to make sure that the EEJ was getting a 
fair shake in the analysis, that it wasn’t being system-
atically disadvantaged, and they wanted some help 
around messaging the EEJ. They didn’t want all of the 
messaging to be coming from the MPO, because 
obviously the MPO has an incentive to promote their 
proposed plan.

They’re not really interested—and this is a prob-
lem with the EIR process more broadly. I would ar-
gue they’re never conducted to learn something new 
or to come up with the best plan or the best project. 
They’re virtually always done just to confirm that the 
project that an agency has in mind is pretty much 
okay. And if it’s not, then we’re going to do these 
mitigations and then it’s going to be fine. So it’s basi-
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cally the EIR is confirmatory; it’s not exploratory. In 
that sense, the staff at the MPO has an incentive to 
both conduct the EIR in a way that makes sure that 
their preferred plan comes out looking the best and 
also to downplay how well the other plans do.

We saw this happening with the EEJ when the 
results came out. The narrative of staff was, “Well, 
EEJ doesn’t actually do that much better than the 
proposed plan. They’re a couple percentage points 
different on these various performance metrics; it’s 
not all that important, and our proposed plan re-
spects the general plans of the cities and counties; 
therefore, our plan is the best.”

But there are a number of problems with that. 
One is that the differences are only small if summa-
rized at the regional level, so actually, it’s likely that 
the shifts in growth that the EEJ alternative envi-
sioned, the shifts to high opportunity suburbs, keep-
ing low income people near transit in central cities, 
are actually pretty substantial. If you were to look at 
performance results in high opportunity suburbs, if 
you were to look at performance results in central 
cities near transit, you would see substantial benefits.

We also did some work converting those percent-
age numbers into absolute values. Because there are 
7 million people in the Bay Area right now, and so 
when you multiply out a couple percentage points 
across all of those people, there can be substantial 
benefits. A two percentage point change in deaths 
due to poor air quality can translate into tens of 
thousands of people. So we did those types of things, 
and then Public Advocates was able to use those in 
their messaging around the EEJ.

It was easy for staff to downplay our input on the 
equity analysis, because the input for the equity 
analysis came through the Regional Equity Working 
Group. MTC staff convened the Regional Equity 
Working Group as an olive branch to equity advo-
cates. They viewed it as a positive thing. “We’re pro-
viding this forum for you to come and interact and 
provide feedback.” But it wasn’t a legally mandated 
public process. They didn’t have to respond to our 
comments. Although they often did, even if it was 
just to say “We’re not going to do that.” But with the 
EIR, the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) governs.

       BC What was the timing for the equity 
analysis and the EIR?

       AK The EIR, comments were due mid-April 
or so meaning that it came out in March. There was 
a 45 day comment period. The equity analysis went 
on for a very long time. The Equity Working Group 
was convened in early 2011 and met 22 times be-
tween February 2011 and April 2013 

Getting back to CEQA: the agency has to re-
spond to public comments on CEQA, so we pre-
pared a report and submitted it, and that went into 
the public record that got repackaged with some of 
Public Advocate’s ideas about why the EIR was or 
was not an adequate legal document. So staff had to 
respond to our comments, which involved making 
an argument as to why, what you’re doing is correct. 
They were, of course, able to do that. If it goes to 
court, you can’t really take an agency to task on any 
element of the technical analysis, because the courts 
have a doctrine of agency deference, so they’ll basi-
cally just say, “If the agency did it, it’s probably fine, 
and other agencies do this too, so even though we 
have this other technical expert here saying that they 
could do it better or they could do it in this different 
way to get different information…” the court will 
never make that judgment call.

But I think it did show that we were a serious 
player in the process, and that now advocates are 
coming to the table with high-level technical exper-
tise. So it might make them think a little harder 
about how they’re doing these types of analyses in 
the future, and overtime these marginal gains will 
add up to substantial wins.

Another high point was the end of the SCS proc-
ess, once the preferred alternative was adopted at 
MTC. Actually, that was kind of a high point, seeing 
that MTC had to respond to our comments point by 
point and just feeling like, okay, we’re starting to 
make some inroads here. Because it felt like we had 
been ignored for so long. Additionally, the coalition 
achieved a number of important wins at the end of 
the process including a commitment from MTC to 
fund improved levels of transit service, anti-
displacement protections in the One Bay Area Grant 
program, and the allocation of cap and trade reve-
nues to disadvantaged communities.
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       BC What was the result of the EIR and eq-
uity analysis?

       AK There were a number of metrics on 
which the EEJ exceeded the performance of the 
agency’s proposed plan. EEJ performed much better 
on the displacement metric that had been developed, 
so it basically showed that far fewer families would 
be at risk of displacement in the EEJ alternative. It 
exceeded the proposed plan on greenhouse gas and 

VMT performance. It provided more transit service 
and improved commute time on transit more than 
the proposed plan. It improved air quality more and 
resulted in fewer premature deaths than the pro-
posed plan. So, when the EEJ came out, it outper-
formed the preferred alternative on a number of 
metrics that were important from an equity perspec-
tive. So I agree that that was a high point. But hon-
estly, just the process of engaging with MTC felt—
you got the sense that you were participating in a 
virtuous process, a virtuous piece of work by facili-
tating the involvement of communities and popula-
tions that have been historically disenfranchised 
from and physically affected by the transportation 

planning process. So the entire thing felt like a high 
point.

In my work now, I’m working with similarly 
placed advocates in the San Joaquin Valley. We know 
that the time horizon for change is long, that we’re 
probably not going to be making huge wins in the 
short term, so you basically have to maintain a posi-
tive outlook. I don’t really think there are any low 
points in the work from my perspective.

BC What are some of 
the things that you 
might say to someone 
else starting out—what 
are the tips that you 
would give someone 
wanting to be an eq-
uity ally from a techni-
cal perspective?

AK I think you basi-
cally have to assume 
that—the agencies are 
in a tough position, 
because they have to 
appear open and hon-
est, and they have to 
ap p e a r a s th o u g h 
they’re acting in good 
faith, but at the same 
time they’re very sen-
sitive to receiving 
counter-analyses that 
m i g h t c o n t r a d i c t 
things that they’ve 

prepared. You definitely don’t want to alienate the 
agency, because as an analyst you rely on their data. 
In principle, they’re a public agency; the data should 
be in the public record, so they could be subject to a 
Public Records Act request, and no one wants to 
spend money on legal fees. So it’s preferable to just 
have a good relationship with—try to have a working 
relationship with a couple of the professionals in the 
planning agency. Better would be a central data re-
pository for the state—or the country—that contains 
the results of travel demand and land use model 
runs, but that’s not likely to emerge in the near term.
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This is one place in which MTC is actually really 
great. They’re very forthcoming with their data. It’s 
their policy to give their data to anyone that has a 
hard drive, so it’s completely out in the open. All of 
their model documentation is online. They’re trying 
to get as much of their data online as possible, so I 
think that’s a really great development, and I think 
that that’s a credit to their modeling and planning 
staff. 

It’s quite different in the San Joaquin Valley. They 
are a lot more guarded about their data, and are 
really sensitive to researchers working with it.

There was another thing that I would advise other 
engineering or planners that want to do this type of 
work. It’s that I wouldn’t assume that your technical 
knowledge gives you an advantage over the embed-
ded or non-expert knowledge of advocacy folks. It 
was really important for me to be really engaged—I 
was doing lots of phone calls, lots of meetings, at-
tending public meetings, just really listening to folks 
and making sure that there was a dialogue. Because if 
you explain things simply, people can understand 
them.

So it’s important to think about how to package 
your technical understanding into a form that’s easily 
digestible to folks, and then also allow their insights 
to inform your work. Don’t establish a hierarchy be-
tween different types of knowledge where your tech-
nical knowledge is above their embedded or non-
expert knowledge about the process.

For example, the insights that advocates had 
about the modeling, going back to the ‘90s, was what 
prompted me to write up some of my later work. I 
was inspired by what advocates had said previously, 
but translated their thoughts into the language of 
civil engineering and travel demand modeling. So it 
was really fruitful for me to do that.

Part of what I did involved helping equity advo-
cates understand what was going on under the hoods 
of models and help them guide their advocacy so 
that they weren’t just going after things in the model 
that are potentially unimportant, or that the model is 
actually doing a pretty good job of capturing. That 
was definitely one piece. But I think the other pieces 
I’ve already mentioned. It was helping out with the 
equity analysis, developing better methods for doing 

that; that was one big piece. Then the other piece 
was doing secondary analysis of the EIR data on the 
EEJ, so looking at converting the benefits from per-
centage values to absolute numbers.

One other thing we looked at was how full BART 
trains were under the preferred alternative, and 
whether in the preferred alternative they were as-
suming that BART had much more capacity than it 
actually did. We found some evidence for that. We 
also looked at how increased funding for local streets 
and roads would improve pavement conditions in 
the Bay Area. So these things that staff didn’t look at, 
but that if we were able to look at using their data, it 
would strengthen the case for EEJ and weaken the 
case for the proposed plan.

       BC In your analysis of the EIR, you dis-
cussed the difference between the housing models 
used for the proposed plan and the EEJ alternative. 
Did MTC and ABAG comment on that?

       AK Yep. I won’t go over the difference 
again, but they did respond to our comments in the 
EIR, and basically—this is another problem with as 
the models get more and more complex, the data get 
bigger and bigger, it becomes harder and harder to 
validate the way that the agency is talking about their 
models.

They responded to our comments and they said 
that there is no problem, that the way that we sug-
gested they should do it was the way that they were 
doing it. But the way that they described their meth-
ods in the technical documentation indicated a sub-
stantial difference in how the two plans were treated. 
Within the timeline of the EIR, we were unable to 
actually verify whether they were doing it correctly.

       BC Could you explain how the UrbanSim 
program was used?

       AK The UrbanSim model was used for the 
first time as part of the DEIR, the EIR analysis for 
Plan Bay Area. It’s a really substantial step forward, 
because for the first time, it integrates transportation 
and land use planning. UrbanSim is a land use 
model. What that means is that it simulates the deci-
sions of housing developers to build housing and 
commercial properties on specific pieces of land in 
the Bay Area, and also the decisions of firms and 
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families to move into and between various housing 
and commercial properties.

One of the things that they consider when a de-
veloper is looking to build or a family is looking to 
buy in the model simulation is the site’s accessibility: 
how easily are other destinations reached from that 
site? That link allows transportation investments to 
affect where people live, where they work, and what 
types of housing is attractive to build for a developer. 
Like I said, it’s a really positive development; it seems 
to better reflect the way that people actually make 
decisions in the real world than was done previously.

That said, there are substantial downsides, again. 
It is very costly to maintain. To run UrbanSim, you 
require a detailed inventory of the existing building 
stock at the parcel level. So in the Bay Area, you can 
imagine that there are many, many parcels, and try-
ing to maintain that, trying to get that inventory to-
gether using different county level datasets, different 
local datasets, is a substantial undertaking. It takes a 
lot of time, it costs a lot of money. That has to be 
maintained and updated.

Again, you’re devoting planning funds to this 
modeling effort, and there’s never an assessment of 
whether more accurate modeling is better, whether it 
leads to better outcomes. Questions about whether it 
might be more worthwhile to put money elsewhere, 
into enhancing the public participation process for 
example, are simply not considered. There’s no cost-
benefit analysis of where resources should be allo-
cated. This is partially related to the fact that there is 
a consulting industry that exists and has grown up in 
parallel with the modeling to maintain, build, and 
operate models.

And they have an incentive to make sure that 
planning agencies are continuing to use these tools, 
continuing to invest in them, and are excited about 
making them more accurate. SB 375 is another force 
that says “Look, we want to do better modeling. This 
is how we’re going to get to our climate change tar-
gets.” So there are all of these forces pushing the 
modeling along. There are these other places that we 
could use it and we could still get benefits from, or 
we would get different benefits from.

       BC Could you talk a bit about how the EEJ 
alternative and the proposed plan compare equity-

wise? Was the proposed plan a step backward, or a 
smaller step forward?

       AK The thing about the proposed plan is it 
allocates more growth to high quality transit in the 
traditional urban centers, so like San Francisco, Oak-
land, and to a lesser extent San Jose. That is fine. 
What that is likely to do, however, is create substan-
tial displacement pressures on folks that live in those 
areas right now. We’re already seeing displacement 
happen in the Bay Area. If you look from the 2000 
Census to the 2010 Census, the total number of 
black people in historically black areas like the city of 
Oakland, like the city of Richmond—to a lesser de-
gree San Francisco, but this is also happening in San 
Francisco—are being displaced to the periphery of 
the Bay Area. You can see a decrease in the black 
urban population, increase in the black suburban 
population. This is a pattern that’s being repeated 
across the country. The Census Bureau actually has a 
great report looking at these types of racial dynamics 
that came out within the last year.

Its maps are pretty striking as well for D.C., for 
Chicago, and other regions. They also have a website 
that you can use to map any region at all. So we 
know that these types of things are happening. To 
the degree that—and this is profoundly offensive, 
because what drove the pattern of black folks and 
other people of color being concentrated in disad-
vantaged central city areas was white flight: white 
people leaving American cities in droves, heading to 
the suburbs and enacting restrictive housing policies 
specifically designed to prevent people of color from 
acquiring housing in their areas. They wanted to 
separate themselves from people of color that were 
left behind in the cities. Now the fear is that there 
will be white flight in reverse. So as people become 
more excited about urbanism, as planning agencies 
propose increasing investment in transit, increasing 
urban development, that there will be a resurgence 
of white folks into central cities and a corresponding 
displacement of people of color.

It’s almost a step backwards, the proposed plan, 
because it doesn’t consider those larger dynamics, 
and one of the reasons is that the models can’t cap-
ture any type of racial dynamics whatsoever. They’re 
not considering how demographics will change; they 
just assume that they can build in assumptions about 
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growth without considering the dynamics of who 
lives here now and where will they go. Even though 
they have the UrbanSim model, it doesn’t actually 
track families over time, so we don’t know if a par-
ticular family is moving into or out of an area or 

where they’re going in the region. There’s just kind of 
a snapshot that’s done every several years.

That was a substantial problem with the pro-
posed plan, was that it simply put a lot of growth in 
these areas that are at substantial risk for displace-
ment.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Overview

Conversation with Richard Marcantonio
Public Advocates

Richard Marcantonio leads Public Advocates’ metropolitan 
equity team, challenging discriminatory funding patterns that 
deny low-income and minority communities equal access to 
basic transit services, and working to ensure that cities 
accommodate their fair share of the region’s need for 
affordable housing.

Part 1
Interview on October 9 2013

      RM The Six Wins campaign to win the Eq-
uity Alternative (Environment, Equity and Jobs Sce-

nario) was powerful because it came out of a collabo-
rative process in which community groups and pol-

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                   .info page 66 

Preview 

“The next thing that made the Six Wins unique, in my view is that it was community 
organizing groups and policy groups coming together to have a collaborative 

discussion for developing policy priorities, and developing and executing strategies to 
win. And we had the support of data and mapping people. We had other capacities 

come in, but fundamentally, it was that collaboration in the development of the 
vision, the priority needs, the priority solutions, and then carrying that all out that I 

really think made the whole thing unique.”

“So, the fundamental question is: Who gets to say what’s good for disadvantaged 
communities?”



icy groups discussed it over a period of months. 

Issue-silo areas came together and agreed on what 
the real priorities were. We then had not only a plat-
form that truly was responsive to the priority needs 
of low-income communities, but we had something 
that a broad range of stakeholders could grab onto 
and run with.

      RM It’s not just a question of leading with 

equity. You could say: well, if you lead with [the envi-
ronment] or you lead with equity, that’s a major di-
viding point, and I agree, but I think it goes deeper 
than that. I’m thinking of urban renewal and every-
thing since, where it’s so easy to say, “Oh and by the 

way, this is great for disadvantaged communities.” 

Whatever policy or project idea you have, it’s going 
to be, “Okay, we’re going to do it.” And then as an 
afterthought, “Oh, this is good for disadvantaged 
communities.” 

So the fundamental question is: who gets to say 
what’s good for disadvantaged communities? When 
you pose that question, the answer is obvious: it has 
to be the people in the communities themselves. So if 
your model is one of coming up with an idea and 
then slapping some wrapping paper on it that says 
‘environmental justice approved’, then once you un-
wrap it, you don’t have anything left. 

I think the fundamental thing here is not so much 
whether you lead with equity, but how you do that 
work of ensuring that your outcomes, your agendas, 
your projects, are in fact driven by an effort to meet 
the real needs of disadvantaged communities. And I 
only know one way to do that, which is to collaborate 
from the outset. 

It’s not only whether we are identifying the right 
needs and the right solutions, but it’s also whether 

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                   .info page 67 

“So, the fundamental question is: 

Who gets to say what’s good for 
disadvantaged communities?” 



we are working together in a way that’s building that 
leadership and that capacity in the community so 
that residents really are committed to moving this 
forward; because the EEJ didn’t just get up and walk 
itself to the finish line. It was carried 
by a lot of hands. That’s because they 
were at the table developing it and 
they saw what went into it. They put 
it there, and then they were commit-
ted to moving it forward. 

So that collaboration plays out in 
terms of coming up with strong pol-
icy solutions and strong campaigns 
and strategies to move them forward, 
and then real political power to start 
getting those adopted and imple-
mented. That’s all one ball of wax. 
Some of the other nonprofit planners 
have planning degrees. I always won-
der about that. I should have gone to 
planning school maybe. It seems to 
me that the fundamental thing about 
planners—in the urban renewal era, 
they were the experts and you had to 
listen to us because we knew what was best for eve-
rybody. And then they saw what a real tragedy that 
was. So they said, “No, we’re not going to do that 
anymore.” What they are left with, their currency 
now, is to shuttle between decision makers and 
stakeholders. That involves either doing real public 
engagement, or doing manipulation and sham public 
engagement, or worse. You would think that they 
would get that real public engagement looks a lot like 
community organizing. It looks a lot like community 
partnerships. So why is that so hard to get?

I really would like it to be clear that something 
happened in the Bay Area that was a success story, 
but to really make it very concrete and dramatic that 
it was a success story because this was community 
planning in its truest sense. This was democratic 
decision-making in its truest sense. That was integral 
to the success. 

This was exactly the discussion we were having 
with a number of the grassroots groups early on, was 
they came out to the retreat in October 2010 where 
everybody said, “We’re in on the Six Wins. Let’s see 
what we can do about this.” 

But then we started having conversations with the 
grassroots leaders, and they were saying: “We’re do-
ing very local work in this community or that com-
munity, or this city or that city. And we’ve really got 

our heads down. We’ve got our local campaigns. And 
we don’t have the capacity to be at all of these meet-
ings at MTC and ABAG. Why would it be a priority 
for us to be involved in this long-range planning 
process that’s going to go on for three years?” 

We struggled with that question for a while, but I 
think what started to make sense to people was when 
we said, “If you had been at this table four years ago 
for the last RTP, maybe you would have an easier 
time winning what you’re trying to win at the local 
level right now.” Because local government is actually 
not the right forum for winning a lot of these critical 
issues, which are regional in scope; and local gov-
ernment doesn’t have the tools to solve a lot of these 
regional problems. And they don’t always have the 
political will to try to use the tools that they do have. 

So we had an early affirmation of that with the 
One Bay Area Grant program (OBAG). I don’t want 
to say that the Six Wins created the idea for OBAG. I 
think that was already a discussion that had been 
going on for some time about other ways to attach 
strings to regional funds for local cities. That was 
part of our EEJ scenario in 2011. When MTC and 
ABAG started doing that, affordable housing people 
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immediately said, “Whoa.” Because now, to get 
OBAG money, cities have to have a certified housing 
element, and the promise of that little bit of money 
suddenly incentivized a bunch of cities to get their 
housing element certified. So that’s one thing. 

The other thing, that we didn’t really know fully 
until later, was that when you’re working on these 
local campaigns, your target is the local city council 
and you’ve got to be meeting with the mayor and the 
council members. And you may have some champi-
ons; then you have other people who are problems. 
As some of these groups were at the table at these 
meetings with the MTC 
and ABAG board mem-
bers, culminating in the 
day of advocacy that 
ACCE and Genesis led, 
they were actually realiz-
ing that—”Hey, this per-
son who’s maybe a prob-
lem for me at the local 
City Council, I can de-
velop a relationship with 
because they feel I’ve got 
their back at the regional 
agency.” 

Or the whole story 
that we’ve heard from 
Genesis about MTC Chair 
Amy Worth, the Mayor of 
Orinda, is another version 
of that. 

On the one hand, it’s a 
real nightmare that our 
regional agencies are gov-
erned by locally elected 
officials, but there’s a silver lining in this sense that 
there’s a twofer that goes both ways. Those were ac-
tual real discussions that happened along the way in 
the Six Wins. So now we have a lot more we can say 
to somebody who asks, “Should I be involved in 
that?” Or in another region, saying, “How can we 
learn from that?”

I was in Napa [during the day of advocacy] with 
Mary Lim-Lampe and Marybelle was in Solano, 
meeting with Sperring and some other people. These 

Napa and Solano officials had nothing in common 
with our agenda. But when you actually get to know 
them and they get to know you, then the distrust 
begins to evaporate. I think that actually was a pri-
mary reason why we got almost unanimous votes in 
favor of our amendment. 

So it was one thing for the board champions to 
bring forward those motions for us, but that they 
passed with overwhelming majorities, I think, was 
due to the fact that there was a sense of trust like, 
“Yeah, we know those people. They’re not out to get 
us. They’re trying to help us.”

I think one of the ques-
tions is what’s unique 
about Six Wins, and there 
are different answers to 
that, but I think they all 
come together in a pack-
age. One, that from the 
very beginning, the Six 
Wins was conceived em-
phatically as an equity-led 
formation. That ’s not 
unique, but that’s defi-
nitely the first thing to say. 
But then, two, what be-
comes unique about this 
particular equity-led for-
mation is that we’re at-
tempting to reach across 
the entirety of a Nine-
county region that I just 
realized has a population 
that’s pretty close to that 
of the state of New Jer-
sey—an enormous region 
geographically. 

On top of that, we’re doing this across issue silos. 
That was the amazing thing to me at the retreat in 
October 2010 where our host committee, that had 
spent the summer trying to plan this, brought this 
idea to all these groups, and we said we think that 
what we can really win on the ground for disadvan-
taged communities in this planning process are these 
six things. And we invited people from each of those 
six issue silos to that meeting. We presented this 
chart that I guess was the chart that you did, Paloma, 
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of the six issue areas. 
And the affordable 
housing people said, 
“Our work is on af-
fordable housing, but 
we see the connec-
tions to the other 
issues, and we’re in.” 
And the transporta-
tion justice people 
said something like 
that too. 

And then the public 
health people said: “Oh, you guys don’t really get it. 
All of your issues are public health disparity issues, 
and we’re in.” Working across silos like that became 
really powerful, not just because it brought us to-
gether, and not just because it meant that we weren’t 
working at cross purposes. But also because we saw 
the connections and we trained each other on our 
issues. That capacity-building was really important. 

The next thing that made the Six Wins unique, in 
my view is that it was community organizing groups 
and policy groups coming together to have a collabo-
rative discussion for developing policy priorities, and 
developing and executing strategies to win. And we 
had the support of data and mapping people. We had 
other capacities come in, but fundamentally, it was 
that collaboration in the development of the vision, 
the priority needs, the priority solutions, and then 
carrying that all out that I really think made the 
whole thing unique.

The overarching point about the EEJ, again, is 
how it was developed. Here’s how I remember it. I 
remember that in late 2010, the coordinating com-

mittee said, “Okay, we’ve brought everybody to-
gether. Now let’s have each Win Network go back 
and have a discussion about what their priorities are, 
because we’ve got to start building for the endgame. 
We’ve got to know whether we can reach a set of 
shared priorities in this process. 

And the Win Networks had different conversa-
tions and that came back then to a full Six Wins 
meeting. And surprisingly to me, there was a very 
high level of consensus around what the priorities 
were. And then a month or so later when the (agen-
cies’) staff issued their five scenarios that they put 
together in a dark basement room at MTC [June 
2011].

We were ready with the EEJ scenario. That’s how I 
remember the overall process. 

At the moment, here’s what was going through 
my mind. They had been saying for months: “Don’t 
worry. We’re not just going to adopt a plan based on 
whatever we come up with; we’re going to have ‘sce-
narios,’ we’re going to analyze them and compare 
them and mix and match them.” And as you recall, 
we were saying over and over again: “That’s great. 
Tell us when we can sit down and be part of that 
conversation. And they said, “Okay, don’t worry. 
We’ll let you know.” I didn’t know what a scenario 
was going to look like. I had no clue… And then they 
came out with these things that were each a page of 
bullet points. And this was early June, and I looked at 
it and said, “Well we can do that!” 

But then I went back. A few months later, we had 
to do a report to the Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation on our grant. So I went back to look at 
our grant proposal. And it said, “We’re going to come 
up with an Equity, Environment and Jobs scenario.”

Part 2
November 25 2013

What I am most excited about in the work of the 
Six Wins is that community and grassroots groups 
were actively engaged in the process of identifying 
our priorities. It was fundamental to the develop-
ment of an alternative proposal, the Equity Environ-
ment and Jobs (EEJ) scenario. The Six Wins brought 
the EEJ forward to MTC and ABAG in June of 2011, 

and there was advocacy around it for a year before 
the agencies agreed to actually analyze it. When that 
happened, it wasn’t the same thing as some policy 
experts or lawyers sitting in a room by themselves, 
coming up with a great idea and then calling up the 
grassroots people and saying “hey can you turn out 
some people for this meeting at MTC?” “Hey, can 
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you come with us to meet with your local elected 
who sits on MTC?” This was completely different. 

This was a process of grassroots community 
members, living in underserved communities, who 
knew their communities, knew their local politics, 
knew the issues, knew the needs and knew the solu-
tions oftentimes. They decided on the priorities. 
Then, working with policy advocates, we came up 
with regional policies and investments that actually 
could meet up with those needs and priorities in a 
meaningful way. That’s a very different model. Too 
often what you have, whether it’s in Sacramento or in 
Washington D.C., is people who are at such a remove 
from the reality of what’s happening on-the-ground 
in actual communities that their solutions are either 
blind to real equity issues, or else fall short of really 
meeting up with them. 

One of the grassroots organizers calls this a mar-
riage of organizing and policy expertise, and that’s 
exactly what this whole thing was based on. One 
thing we kept on hearing from MTC was “don’t 
worry; we’re not going to rush to come up with a 
plan and then adopt it. We’re going to have a range of 
scenarios, and then we’re going to mix and match the 
scenarios to come up with the best plan.” None of us 
knew what a scenario meant, but we liked the fact 
that they were talking about considering different 
alternatives, an important step that is often skipped, 
so that the community that wants to participate in a 
planning process doesn’t get to help shape the range 
of options. They just get to see what the option is 
that the staff wants them to see, and that they’ve put 
a lot of work into selling and then they’ll say “what do 
you think of this option?” 

That’s not what the Six Wins model is about, ob-
viously. The Six Wins model is about power from the 
grassroots, about communities being able to engage 
in those discussions in a very deep way. What the Six 
Wins wanted, and we said this over and over again 
from the very beginning, was to be involved in the 
development of the alternatives. We said “we want to 
be involved in the development of the scenarios. 
When does that happen? Tell us when we can show 
up and have that discussion” and they said “don’t 
worry, we’ll be in touch.” 

The next time staff were in touch was 9 months 
later in June of 2011 and we opened the email and it 
said “here’s the 5 staff-developed scenarios” and let’s 
just say they were business as usual, and slightly 
worse, and much worse—that was the range of sce-
narios. By that point, the Six Wins had been through 
this process of individually asking “what do we really 
want to get out of this plan?” then coming together 
with all of the Win Networks to ask “what do we all 
going to prioritize together? What are the bottom 
lines for what we want?”

We thought a scenario must be something pretty 
complicated. The funny thing was when we saw the 
scenarios that MTC and ABAG staff put together, 
each of them took up less than a page of bullet points 
and we said “we can do that. We know what our bul-
let points are.” We wanted more affordable housing 
not just in Oakland but in the affluent suburbs that 
have so many low wage jobs. We had already quanti-
fied that for ABAG. We wanted more funding to go 
to run more local transit service and to reduce fares, 
like having a regional youth bus pass. And when re-
gional dollars are being offered to local governments 
to develop around transit, we wanted to be sure that 
there are strings on those funds that require cities to 
promote affordable housing and to prevent against 
displacement. Those 3 bullets were effectively the 
Equity, Environment and Jobs scenario. A year later, 
MTC and ABAG agreed to analyze it, and it then 
went into the draft environmental impact report 
(EIR). And viola! It was the environmentally superior 
alternative of everything that was considered, includ-
ing the staff-preferred alternative. And the EEJ did 
better on a whole range of performance measures 
and targets that we have participated in developing 
with MTC and ABAG at the front end of the process. 
The EEJ alternative outperformed the preferred al-
ternative. 

I was a legal aid lawyer before I came to Public 
Advocates and most of my work was defending evic-
tions and every month there were 50 clients in Marin 
and Napa County who were being evicted. So I 
started to wonder is there a better way than putting 
our time into defending all of these evictions? Is 
there something that we can do to have a bigger im-
pact? What we started doing was representing tenant 
associations and we actually got injunctions against 
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slum lords, I’m remembering 3 cases including one in 
Napa that involved 500 apartments, 500 families 
where we got an injunction that said “you can’t even 
file an eviction without first coming to the court and 
getting a pre-approval” and not once did they try to 
evict anybody during the effectiveness of those in-
junctions.

That was in mid to late 90s, early 2000s maybe, 
before I came to Public Advocates in 2003. From 
there, the next thing we did at legal aid is ask “what 
about affordable housing getting built?” and we 
learned about the housing element law. We sued the 
town of Corte Madera in Marin County, which had 
not zoned any of its land for affordable housing in 
many years, and actually had done some actions that 
were pretty antipathetic to affordable housing. As a 
result of the settlement of that suit we actually got 
about 60 units of lower-income units built by Ecu-
menical Association for Housing, a non-profit devel-
oper.

One of the most inspirational moments in this 
whole journey for me was, here we are at the Califor-
nia Endowment, right? In October of 2010, the Six 
Big Wins effectively was born in the next room over. 
What happened was, Carl Anthony and Paloma Pavel 
of Breakthrough Communities were at the table with 

us and Mary Gonzales from Genesis, and at that time 
Connie from Urban Habitat, and a few other groups. 
We were asking “what are we going to do with this 
opportunity around SB  375?” After the summer, I 
think we met every week for 3 months. We realized 
there were a lot of issues and processes and wonky 
things, but really it all came down to “how is this go-
ing to change people’s lives on the ground in their 
communities?” and that’s what the Six Wins were. 
That was our vision for what would bring together 
community organizing groups and their members, 
and policy groups, and people around the region, this 
massive 9 county region, and people working in dif-
ferent issue silos, from affordable housing and trans-
portation justice, to displacement struggles, and 
healthy and safe communities, and job issues. 

We got together in that room and we had the Six 
Wins up on the board and we did our presentation to 
a crowd of about 40 people from all different organi-
zations. A lot of organizing groups were there, and 
then we stepped back and we said “so what do you 
think? You guys want to try this?” Nobody really 
knew what we were getting ourselves into. This was a 
very murky process at best at this point. The afford-
able housing people got up and they said “I work on 
affordable housing but all these other issues you’ve 
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got up there, I’m totally with you. I want to work to-
gether” and people would say things like that and I 
was like, “okay, that sounds pretty good.” But then the 
public health people got up and they said “you guys 
don’t get it. All of your issues are public health issues 
and we’re totally in” and that was very moving for 
me. To see that we could rise above these very nar-
row issue silos that we all had been working on so 
hard for so long. We each knew so much about those 
narrow issues and we were trying to move the needle 
but we weren’t getting as far as we would like. And 
suddenly we were able to broaden the lens, broaden 
the picture, bring in these other issues that other 
people can teach us about, and we can teach them 
about our issues. That was the beginning of it, was 
everybody saying “we really want to come around the 
table”, as Mary Gonzales said “we’re much stronger 
working together” and that was very inspiring. 

I’m going to brag about Public Advocates for a 
minute, because I probably don’t do that enough. We 
have a 2-pronged mission statement. We want to win 
concrete policy and investment changes that improve 
the lives of low income communities and communi-
ties of color across California, but we also want to 
work with communities in what we call a community 
partnership that helps them build their power and 
capacity to act, to win those changes, to implement 
those changes and to move forward from there. 

This is very important to me because as a public 
interest lawyer I’m painfully aware that there’s a 
whole history of well-intentioned lawyers parachut-
ing in and the community members say “the lawyers 
are here, we can go home” and then maybe you win 
in court, maybe you don’t win in court but there’s 
nobody who has a stake in it, who’s actually been 
involved in it. And maybe it’s not even helpful to 
them or if it is, they’re not engaged and knowledge-
able and they don’t have the capacity to carry it for-
ward. There’s a lot of good work that happens that 
way, but our aspiration is different. Our aspiration is 
really to figure out how we can win those policy and 
investment changes in a deep partnership with 
community groups. Let’s face it, we may have par-
ticular capacities and expertise, but so do the com-
munity groups and their members.

Here’s a perfect example. When the stimulus 
money came, Obama was elected in 2008 and he’s 

already talking about stimulus and in fact Public Ad-
vocates had already sent a white paper to the transi-
tion team, saying “you got to put money into transit 
operations as part of that stimulus because it’s going 
to create lots of jobs, more jobs than transit capital.” 
We’re already trying to carry our learning. We had 
just came out of the Darensburg trial, which empha-
sized the need for money to operate transit. And that 
happened in the context of many community mem-
bers and groups advocating for improved bus service 
and lower fares. Genesis and ACE and other grass-
roots groups were coming up to MTC saying “our 
bus service is getting cut. We need more operating 
funding. What are you going to do about that?” 
When the stimulus money came, there was already a 
coalition of group that knew, they didn’t have to be 
policy wonks, they knew that this was money that 
could be used to either run more bus service or build 
more miles of BART track, and they had an opinion 
about which way it should be spent. In early 2009 
this issue came before MTC and we were there with 
all these groups saying first of all, you need to put 
this money into operating uses. But MTC wanted to 
put $70 million of that money into this link from one 
of the most heavily minority and low income com-
munities in the region, in East Oakland, to the Oak-
land Airport, and by the way, it’s not going to stop 
along the way so people can get to jobs along the 
Hegenberger corridor at the hotels and the Big Box 
stores and so forth.

They just steamrolled, this was the process at 
MTC, and they rubber stamped the staff recommen-
dation to siphon off money for capital expansion for 
this BART project that wasn’t going to benefit East 
Oakland transit riders. Rev. Scott Denman from 
Genesis said “people who are rich enough to afford 
an airline ticket, that’s who’s going to benefit from 
this.” My colleague Guillermo Mayer did some dig-
ging and found out that BART had not done an eq-
uity analysis of this project, as required by the Fed-
eral Transit Administration, and we also found out 
that MTC had certified to the feds that they were 
allocating the stimulus money in accordance with the 
Civil Rights Laws, and we said that’s a false state-
ment, because we knew it was not in accord with the 
Civil Rights Laws; it was in violation of the Civil 
Rights Laws. 
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What I’m trying to say is, by the time we filed the 
administrative complaint with FTA against BART 
and MTC, there was already a coalition that was 
working together around these issues. It included the 
lawyers, it included other policy people and it in-
cluded the bus riders and the organizations that they 
were organizing with. And of course the outcome of 
that, as you recall, was that the administrator of the 
Federal Transit Administration, Peter Rogoff, per-
sonally sent the letter to MTC and said “if you don’t 
reprogram that money for transit operations, we’re 
going to take it away from you” and that actually is 
what happened. They took it away from the BART 
project and put it into operating support for all the 
region’s transit agencies, which means primarily bus 
service.

In one sense, one of the high points is also one of 
the low points in this campaign and that’s a little 
paradoxical, but let me tell you why. One of the high 
points is that, we wanted more affordable housing 
allocated to the job-rich suburban communities that 
are transit connected but are not stepping up for af-
fordable housing. Soon after, Six Wins introduced 
the Equity, Environment and Jobs scenario. A month 
later, the ABAG board met and the chair of ABAG, 
Supervisor Mark Luz from Napa, actually took the 
Six Wins paper, held it up and said “I move that we 
adopt this” and they adopted it. The ABAG board 
approved what we said should happen with regards 
to affordable housing, unanimously. But ABAG staff 

had a different idea. They wanted to allocate the 
housing in an uncontroversial way and the least con-
troversial way to do that was to let cities volunteer 
for how much housing they wanted and then give 
them that housing and not give it to the places that 
didn’t volunteer. We had done the analysis on what a 
skewed housing distribution that gave you, and it 
actually highlighted the suburban places like Pleasan-
ton or Palo Alto, tons and tons of low wage workers 
in these cities and they can’t live there because there’s 
not the housing that they can afford there.

The low point is that actually ABAG staff went 
ahead and created a methodology for allocating the 
regional housing need for the Bay Area that made it 
look like they were making it a priority to put more 
housing in places with low wage workers but actually, 
when you looked at how the mathematics of their 
spreadsheet worked, it gave virtually no weight to 
that factor. That was the low point. This is exactly an 
example of what happens when you have regional 
governance, controlled by one jurisdiction, one vote 
governance. There’s 9 counties; there’s 5 big ones and 
4 little ones. It’s very rough. There’s nothing propor-
tional about it. If you’re a big county like Santa Clara, 
you get 2 votes, and then there was a legislation that 
gave San Jose its own vote, but that didn’t really 
change the balance of power because Napa still got 
one vote. If you’re a resident of Napa, you effectively 
have twice the voting power at MTC than if you’re a 
resident of Santa Clara.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Win Networks

Affordable Housing
Community Power

Investment Without Displacement

Local Transit

Health and Safety

Economic Opportunity
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Affordable Housing

Introduction To Affordable Housing In 
Opportunity-Rich Neighborhoods

Preview

The Affordable Housing network of the Six Big Wins coalition focuses on bringing 
affordable housing to areas that already have a strong tax base, quality jobs and 

education, and amenities like healthy grocery stores, natural beauty, clean air, and 
safe, walkable neighborhoods. Achievement of these goals would create more 

equitable health, education and job opportunities, and quality of life, while also 
reducing greenhouse gases. Many opportunity-rich areas rely on service industry 

labor from folks who cannot afford to live in them. The Affordable Housing network 
argues that a region should aim to house 100% of its population at every income level, 

and that GHG emissions will be reduced and quality of life increased if people can 
afford to live in the city where they work.

Saying No
• De facto segregation, spatial apartheid.

• Concentrated, isolated poverty with little access to 
amenities and opportunities.

Saying Yes
• Affordable housing in opportunity-rich areas that 

have a strong tax base, good schools, quality jobs, 
healthy grocery stores, green space, clean air, safe 
and walkable neighborhoods, and access to public 
transit.

• Retain housing affordability in rapidly gentrifying 
urban areas.

• Housing options available across the full economic 
spectrum. 
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Background of Affordable 
Housing Win

Current metropolitan patterns in the United 
States have created a highly economically and racially 
polarized society. California’s affordable housing 
stock has typically been located in inner city neigh-
borhoods, while jobs, good schools, and other re-
gional assets have been built in the suburbs where 
wealthy populations live. This Win of developing af-
fordable housing in opportunity-rich neighborhoods 
suggests the importance of creating mixed-income 
neighborhoods and integrating populations across 
lines of class and race. Implementation of this strat-
egy means promoting construction of affordable 
housing with access to good jobs, schools, parks and 
open spaces, thereby creating integrated communi-
ties of people with varying economic backgrounds 
and vocations. New affordable housing should be 
constructed in opportunity-rich neighborhoods so 
that poor and currently marginalized populations 
can live in them.

How Does This Win Relate to 
SB 375?

By creating affordable housing in opportunity-
rich neighborhoods and jurisdictions, the amount of 
driving required to get to work, school, and busi-
nesses can be reduced. Affordable housing should be 
created for the populations that serve current resi-
dents of wealthy neighborhoods (such as maids, 
clerks, and gardeners) that enable them to live where 
they work. Under existing circumstances, average 
VMT is very high because of the distance people 
must travel to get to work. Construction of affordable 
housing close to where people work would reduce 
VMT and therefore reduce CO2 tailpipe emissions.

How Does This Win Promote 
Healthy, Just, and Sustainable 

Communities?
Studies have documented that racial and eco-

nomic segregation leads to health inequities. Two 
such manifestations include high levels of stress in 
poor neighborhoods and a lack of access to medical 
facilities. In Racial Residential Segregation: A Fun-
damental Cause of Racial Disparities in Health, 
David R. Williams and Chiquita Collins explain, “Ra-
cial residential segregation is a fundamental cause of 
racial disparities in health. The physical separation of 
the races by enforced residence in certain areas is an 
institutional mechanism of racism that was designed 
to protect whites from social interaction with blacks. 
Despite the absence of supportive legal statutes, the 
degree of residential segregation remains extremely 
high for most African Americans in the United 
States. The authors review evidence that suggests 
that segregation is a primary cause of racial differ-
ences in socioeconomic status (SES) by determining 
access to education and employment opportunities. 
SES in turn remains a fundamental cause of racial 
differences in health. Segregation also creates condi-
tions inimical to health in the social and physical 
environment. The authors conclude that effective 
efforts to eliminate racial disparities in health must 
seriously confront segregation and its pervasive con-
sequences.”

Through adoption of this strategy, lower income 
populations share in the benefits of more privileged 
communities, including access to well-funded 
schools, libraries, parks, and recreational opportuni-
ties. This strategy is a counterpart (and works in con-
junction with) re-investing in inner-city communities 
and reintegration of more wealthy communities into 
our cities.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Affordable Housing 

Gloria Bruce
East Bay Housing Organizations

As the Deputy Director of EBHO, Gloria manages 
policy, educational and communications 
campaigns, including Affordable Housing Week 
and the Affordable Housing Guidebook. She 
assists with organizational development and co-
leads policy campaigns including foreclosure 
response and regional planning efforts. Prior to 
joining EBHO in 2010, Gloria worked at The San 
Francisco Foundation, managing grants for 
affordable housing, safety net services, workforce 
development, and neighborhood revitalization. 
For twelve years, Gloria has been a nonprofit 
professional and educator in her native 
Washington, D.C. area, Boston, China, and the Bay 
Area. Gloria has a master’s degree in City and 
Regional Planning from the University of 
California, Berkeley and a B.A. in history from 
Harvard University. An Oakland resident, she has served as chair of the board of Walk Oakland Bike Oakland, and was 
recently appointed to the Alameda County Housing and Community Development Advisory Committee and the 
EveryOne Home Leadership Board.

Preview

“There’s still a homelessness crisis. And there are still far too many people who don’t 
view the right to shelter, the right to a decent home, as a human right that should be 

provided in some way to everybody on some basic level.”

“We have always looked at the intersection of housing policy and land use. We have 
a lot of planners in our network and on our staff but we hadn’t really talked to 

people involved transportation as much before.”

“Let’s make it a Bay Area for everybody. Let’s make it a Bay Area where people have 
choices about where to live and where to work and where all of our communities 

could be as healthy as possible.”

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                   .info page 78 



       GB My name’s Gloria Bruce and I work as 
deputy director at East Bay Housing Organizations 
so I do housing policy and advocacy work. So I con-
sider myself a professional advocate for social justice. 
And I live in Oakland and I love it there despite all of 

its challenges. So I’m very excited to be part of trying 
to make the bay area a better place.

       BC Can you name or think 
of some core values that are ex-
pressed in your social action work? 

       GB Before I used the word 
equity all the time, I knew what it 
meant. It was just fairness. That it’s 
not fair that some people have easier, 
more prosperous lives than other 
people just because of where they 
were born or who they were born to. 
And so I just have always thought it’s 
just really important to see, you know, what’s unfair 
or what’s unjust and how can we do something to fix 
that. I think that’s always really driven me. And I 
think just compassion and care for other people. I’m 
always so struck when I see just little signs of kind-
ness or friendliness between people, between strang-
ers. And we just need so much more of that because 
there’s so much ugliness and violence. So I think, you 

know, just anytime you’re reaching out to someone 
from a different walk of life, you can really learn a lot 
from that as well as hopefully help somebody else out 
as well. So I think I was just raised with the idea that 
you’re kind to people, you help people out, and that 

could be an everyday kindness or as 
a I’ve grown and learned more about 
social justice work, there are bigger 
policy ways and structural ways that 
you do that but all those comes from 
that, that base of you just want to be 
kind to your fellow humans. So I 
think that’s the big thing. And I 
think I was also just raised with the 
idea that if you are privileged in any 
way, and there’s so many different 
ways that you can live in privilege 
whether it’s because you’re able-
bodied or whether it’s because you 
have a big and loving and supportive 
family whether or not that’s a family 
with a lot of money or, you know, 
status. Those are all types of privi-
lege and it is incumbent on you to 
share that privilege or to do some-
thing with it and not take it for 

granted for those who aren’t lucky enough to have 
that good fortune in that area of their lives. So I think 

that that’s something that’s also has 
really motivated me.

BC Do you trace any formative 
experiences in your life that brought 
you to have those values or brought 
you into this work?

GB Yeah. I think it’s not some-
thing that was very conscious for me 
but the fact that my parents were an 
interracial couple really influenced 

their view on the world, and mine as well—I mean, 
they got married in the 70s when it was still a pretty 
big deal for a black man and a white woman to get 
married and have a kid. And so I think that said a lot 
about their families that they were more or less ac-
cepting of that. And then they just raised me to not 
be assessing people by their race, by the color of their 
skin, to question assumptions, to be very open and 
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loving. So I think that that was just hugely, hugely 
influential, the example that my Mom and my Dad 
gave. And also the fact that they both came from 
working-class families that were interested in giving 
back, and they were both raised Catholic and I’m not 
Catholic anymore, I have a lot of problems with the 
Catholic Church but I will say that the Catholic 
Church has a very strong social justice tradition and 
social action tradition. And I went to a Catholic mid-
dle school and high school where social action was 
embedded in the curriculum and so every Wednes-
day, instead of classes, we had community service 
day, every Wednesday afternoon. And so I was actu-
ally doing community service as part of my schooling 
the time I was a high schooler. So many, many things 
since then but I think all of that stuff set me up to just 
be open and thinking about how I could contribute.

       BC What events 
precipitated your joining 
EBHO what is EBHO’s 
mission?

       GB E a s t B a y 
Housing Organizations is 
a coalition, essentially, of 
organizations and indi-
viduals who are devoted 
to making sure everyone 
has a safe, affordable place 
to live. And we’re a mem-
bership organization. All 
of our members approach 
that slightly differently 
but, essentially, our mission is to preserve, create, 
and promote affordable housing opportunities in 
Alameda and Contra Costa counties. And we do that 
with our members through organizing advocacy 
through education and coalition building. And the 
reason why we got started almost 30 years ago was, 
at first, we started in Oakland where there were or-
ganizations who were developing housing or provid-
ing housing and realized they needed to come to-
gether to have more of an impact in City Hall or to 
show the worth of what they were doing as they just 
started having some informal brown bag lunches and 
then, eventually, that grew over the years. And we’re 
very proud to say in the Bay area, we have a really 
strong network of people who build and provide 

housing or who advocate on housing issues but for 
whatever reason, there is still a huge housing crisis. 
There’s still a homelessness crisis. And there are still 
far too many people who don’t view the right to shel-
ter, the right to a decent home, as a human right that 
should be provided in some way to everybody on 
some basic level. 

So, we were founded to work on the issue of edu-
cating people around that idea and that’s what we 
still do. We still sort of go out and say “There needs 
to be more affordable housing in your community 
and don’t be afraid of it. It’s actually something that 
you should welcome and it’s something that will 
benefit everybody.” So that’s sort of what we’ve done 
as we were founded because the folks doing this 
work needed a voice. And that’s who we are.

BC How did EBHO 
first had become aware of 
SB  375 and Plan Bay 
Area?

GB I t h i n k t h a t 
through our members, we 
always have folks who are 
very connected to what’s 
happening in policy at the 
state level as well as at the 
local level though we 
work closely with some 
local governments and 
some of our local part-
ners, be they public em-

ployees or other folks who were actually involved in 
some of the initial advocacy. I think one of our mem-
bers was even involved in maybe some of the advi-
sory around the drafting of SB 375. So by being con-
nected with our member organizations and partners 
in Sacramento, we knew that this bill was coming 
around. After the legislation was passed, we actually 
partnered with a couple of other groups to do a train-
ing boot camp on 375, “This is what it is. This is what 
it means.” So we partnered with CCHO on that and 
Housing California and a couple of other groups.

That must have been late in 2010 and I can find 
the date of that and give you some information from 
it if you need it. But it was not long after I started at 
EBHO. I started in October 2010 and I think it was 
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not long after I started here. So yeah, that’s how we 
got involved with that. And then through Six Wins, I 
mean we had worked with some of the other organi-
zations in the Six Wins for a while so there was some 
relationship with Urban Habitat, with Council 
Community Housing Organizations. Public Advo-
cates we had worked with quite a bit actually on a 
previous campaign on the City of Concord. So I think 
when the Six Wins was forming and they needed 
some other folks who worked on affordable housing 
issues, I think that’s how we got tapped. But some of 
this also predates me a little bit. That’s what I think. 
[Laughs]

       BC What were you saying no to in Plan Bay 
Area?

       GB A couple things: For too long, we had 
seen certain cities fail to build their fair share of 
housing for all income 
groups. That has a long his-
tory in California and we 
were afraid that this plan 
would just be another way 
for people to “horse trade” 
and get out of their housing 
fair share allocations. And 
we really thought this plan 
was at a regional level and 
had a different sort of public 
feasibility in all these local 

fights over housing elements. So part of the city’s 
plans that addresses housing, we worked on those a 
lot but this was at a regional level and we wanted to 
say, “Okay, there needs to be more fair distribution of 
housing.” So we really wanted to make sure that this 
didn’t end up with the plan saying “Hey Oakland and 
San Francisco, and San Jose. You cities build all the 
low-income housing and all of these other suburban 
communities with job centers, you guys don’t really 
have to build much at all.” We thought that was com-
pletely unfair and also not a fit for the workforce and 
the demographics of the Bay Area. 

There are tons of low-income workers who com-
mute out to Pleasanton and they need to have some 
place to live. It doesn’t make sense to concentrate 
them all in Oakland for example. So we wanted to 
block that for sure. And we also, like many of the Six 
Wins partners, are very concerned about displace-

ment. There’s enough of 
a shortage of affordable 
housing that when you 
concentrate develop-
ment near transport 
hubs, that’s good from 
an environmental and 
carbon-emissions per-
spective but it can really 
become a problem once 
people realize “Oh wow! 

This area near the MacArthur BART 
station in Oakland, that’s actually a de-
sirable place to live because I can hop on 
the train and I can be in San Francisco in 
18 minutes.” All of a sudden, lots of 
higher income people who have very 
high-paying jobs in downtown San Fran-
cisco want to move in there the people 
who have lived there forever all a sudden 
forced out by rising rents. So we know 
that that happens, we see it happening 
all the time, we want to make sure the 
plan didn’t become more of a vehicle to 
advance that. So I think those are proba-
bly two of the biggest things that we 
want to avoid with this plan.

BC Did your work function as 
part of the housing network?
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       GB We were mostly involved as part of the 
housing network and then also the investment with-
out displacement network. And those two eventually 
merged. So we really initially put ourselves in the 
housing network because a lot of our core work has 
been associated with creating more affordable hous-
ing because many of our members are non-profit 
developers of affordable housing. So what they do is 
either rehab or build affordable homes. That’s impor-
tant and it’s core to what we do. But over the years, as 
we’ve grown, gotten more involved in different is-
sues , and grown our 
membership, we know 
that stopping displace-
ment is at least as impor-
tant to solving the hous-
ing crisis as building new 
affordable homes. We also 
needed to make sure that 
if there’s new housing 
built around these transit hubs, that a percentage of 
it be affordable too because that’s one way to avoid, 
to mitigate I should say, displacements. Maybe peo-
ple’s rents are going to go up in their old buildings 
but maybe there’s some affordable housing being 
built at the bus stop. And so maybe some of those 
people have an opportunity to get into that.

       BC Did EBHO draw its sense of purpose 
from a particular community or constituency?

       GB I think we have a lot of constituencies. 
Our members are kind of the constituency that we 
deal with on the most daily basis so folks are out 
there building housing, providing housing, working 
to set the policies. I think they were really inspiring 
and that they knew how things worked on the 
ground and they could like help us out with policy 
stuff, so that’s important. But I think a lot of what 
drives us is just seeing the continued need and the 
people who really need affordable housing. And 
we’re not a service provider so it’s not like we have 
tons of people coming through our doors every day 
looking for affordable places to live because we don’t 
do that. We don’t own and manage housing our-
selves. Many of our members do. However, because 
we have housing in our name, people will Google us. 

People will find us and they’ll call us and we get 
stories, you know, just people being like “I’m going to 
be displaced” or “My elderly mother needs a place to 
live that’s safe, that’s accessible.” We get a lot of those 
calls and it’s just a good reminder of who we’re fight-
ing for. And we also have a program that organizes 
residents who are in affordable housing who’ve been 
lucky enough to find places and affordable housing 
management, non-profit developers, or housing 
authorities. And they’re just amazingly inspirational 
to us and we’ve started working very directly with 

them to empower them as 
speakers, as policy advo-
cates. And they just tell us 
these stories like, we had 
one who spoke at training 
and she said “I used to get 
pneumonia every single 
winter in my old apart-
ment. It wasn’t well main-

tained. It wasn’t healthy.” And she’s like “And then I 
moved to this affordable senior home and for the first 
winter, I wasn’t hospitalized. I didn’t get sick. I just 
didn’t get sick.” And you just hear that and you’re like 
“Oh my God! That’s amazing for this woman.” 

That’s an amazing story for the healthcare system. 
You know, what are we saving? I mean that’s not the 
main point but sometimes you make the argument 
on that case like “What are we saving on the fact that 
this woman didn’t have to be hospitalized for her 
pneumonia because she wasn’t dealing with mold 
and drafts in her home. So it’s stories like that that 
really keep us going, I would say.

       BC Who were your unexpected allies, and 
what did these alliances make possible?

       GB I think it did frankly take us a while to 
sort of figure out our role in the Six Wins and figure 
out what the Six Wins would sort of help us advance 
in terms of our mission and also in terms of collec-
tive mission. It kind of took a while and we were sort 
of figuring out who would staff it, what do we really 
have a capacity to do but I think eventually, what I 
found is that it just allowed us to really give a frame-
work to all of the local work that we were doing to 
understand how it connected to something bigger. 
And that was really useful in some of the places. You 
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know, we had a campaign in Pleasanton at the time, 
we were also working in Concord and Walnut Creek 
and so I think working with the Six Wins made us 
understand how it all came together and gave us 
some common language to use in those places, and 
also us meet some elected officials, in some cases, 
who we had known before and other cases who we 
hadn’t built a relationship with, and I think to work 
with some of the other groups who, you know, some-
times we had relationships that they didn’t have, 
sometimes they had relationships that we didn’t have, 
and so to be able to build on those was really, really 
useful. Also just to be able to learn and talk about 
transportation issues a lot more, I think has been 
very crucial in our work. 

We have always looked at the intersection of 
housing policy and land use. We have a lot of plan-
ners in our network and on our staff but we hadn’t 
really talked to people involved transportation as 
much before. So working with some of the transpor-
tation justice partners in the Six Wins, we can sort of 
learn about the issues which are incredibly important 
to the low-income people that we’re advocating for in 
transportation as well as housing. And I think that 
allowed us to be more sophisticated in reaching out, 
knowing what the issues were, reaching out in some 
of these local areas. So I think some of those, maybe 
not unexpected alliances but really great alliances to 
work with urban habitat’s transportation justice 
team, for example, to work with ACCE on their , find 
out what they were finding out from their transit 
riders. So I think that’s all been really powerful and it 
lead us to do things like we had a cross-training we 
called it where we had a training about housing for 

people who worked in the transportation sector. And 
then we had training about transportation for people 
who worked in the housing sector. And that was just 
really useful to have people try to speak the same 
language. 

And I think that that was all a part of this integra-
tion that’s happening through SB  375 and through 
Six Wins. So that was huge. And I think too, just in 
the final days of the Plan Bay Area adoption, we real-
ized that we do have some local officials who also sit 
on the regional bodies who are allies on some of our 
issues. So that was really good to know that we could 
develop a different kind of relationship with folks 
that we had worked with on the city level, but in their 
regional capacity. Obviously, they’re always thinking 
of how it comes back to their city but we can also talk 
to them about kind of regional issues like displace-
ment and find out some different things about them 
and what motivates them.

       GB We called it a cross-training because we 
did these two paired trainings and they were in the 
same week. And I think we just called it like Afford-
able Housing 101 and Transportation 101.

We did the SB 375 workshop, I think, in 2010 and 
then the cross-trainings were in 2012.

       BC What EBHO’s vision in the Six Wins, 
and how did it change over time?

       GB I think we shared a similar vision with a 
lot of the other Six Wins partners which is that we 
live in this amazing area, the Bay Area, I mean the 
assets of this place has in terms of its natural climate, 
its beauty, its food, its history of innovation of being 
on the leading edge, all of that stuff. It’s all very excit-
ing and it means that there’s a lot of bounty and 
there’s a lot of wealth here and accompanied, of 
course, with a lot of challenges and a lot of problems 
but I think our vision was “Let’s make sure that that 
prosperity, all those assets that come along growth 
are shared by everybody fairly. And let’s make sure 
that the people who are lower income, the people 
who are communities of color, they’re not left be-
hind.” There’s just so much wealth in this area that it’s 
really criminal that we have people who are sleeping 
on the streets or people who are working three jobs 
and still not making ends meet. And there’s no rea-
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son it should be that way so I think just trying to level 
the playing field and also trying to even out the 
voices. I think a lot of what all the Six Wins partners 
are trying to do is trying to make sure that the voices 
reflected in these public processes are reflective of 
who’s actually living in the Bay Area and not only one 
segment. 

So, there’s certain elected officials, certain juris-
dictions that are often heard very loudly. And a lot of 
the people who are going to be affected most by 
changes in traffic or cuts to their bus routes or new 
luxury apartment buildings going up in their neigh-
borhoods. Those people often have no idea that these 
things are happening and they’re not heard. So our 
vision is like let’s make this really participatory. Let’s 
make it a bay area for everybody. Let’s make it a bay 
area where people have choices about where to live 
and where to work and where all of our communities 
could be as healthy as possible so that someone’s not 
feeling like “Wow! I really want to stay in Oakland 
because it’s where my family is, my church, my home 
but it’s also really dangerous because of crime and 
the asthma rates are really high here and I don’t 
know what to do.” That’s not a real choice so I think 
we have a vision where everybody has real choice. 
Where it’s closer to: “If I want to stay in Oakland it’s 
because I want to be here and it’s also a great place to 
be. And if I want to move to Oakley, or I want to 
move to Richmond, or I want to move to Concord, or 
I want to move to Santa Clara or wherever, I can do 
that. I can actually have that choice and I can have a 

way to live there and 
not commute for 
three hours. I can 
have a way to afford 
an apartment that 
doesn’t totally break 
the bank. So yeah, I 
think it’s about in-
creasing choice for 
everybody is our vi-
sion.

BC W h a t 
kind of activities were 
involved in being part 
of the Housing and 
IWD network?

GB Ye a h , I 
mean we mostly had meetings of the networks first 
separately and then they were combined because we 
realized we were just talking about so many of the 
same things. So I think we had meetings to talk about 
our strategy and we would really actually get into 
some of the very technical details of the things pro-
posed in the plan. So we would sit there and say 
“Does this methodology that they’re using to allocate 
housing to the different jurisdictions— Does this 
methodology make sense? And if not, how can we 
convey that to staff? And what resources can we get 
to make our case?” 

So, there was a lot of that kind of thinking about 
research and thinking about technical issues that 
happened in those meetings. And then there were a 
lot of meetings that happened with staff of Metro-
politan Transportation Commission and the Associa-
tion of Bay Area Governments, to sort of sit down 
and say “We knew you guys have this huge job. We 
appreciate what you’re trying to do but let us show 
you how we think that this methodology can be im-
proved or these targets can be improved.” So there 
was a lot of that behind the scenes kind of work that 
happened through the networks, I would say. And 
also just brainstorming with the other people in the 
networks and finding out who made sense to talk to 
whom. It’s such a big regional body that, you know, 
we can say “Okay, who can call the San Francisco 
people? Who can call the Oakland commissioners? 
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Who can call the county, Alameda county or Contra 
Costa commissioners and kind of dividing that up. So 
yes, those are some of the things we did with net-
works.

       BC What were the key phases of the work? 
How did you start and what’s the most recent thing 
you’ve done?

       GB I don’t know 
that there were really 
s u p e r c l e a r d e fi n e d 
phases. I mean I think 
there was a lot of ramp-
ing up and learning in 
the beginning and, you 
know, that involved the 
SB  375 training, starting 
to have conversations 
with other people, the 
other Win networks. I think we also spent a lot of 
time talking with our members in sort of the long 
kind of middle period of forming the plan, talking 
about these really technical issues of like about the 
Regional Housing Needs Allocation or talking about 
other issues like that, really trying to dig in on those. 
There was a long period where we had some of our 
members attending meetings like that with ABAG or 
with MTC being on working group for a long time 
trying to shape the methodology that was used for 
the RHNA allocation. So that was kind of like a mid-
dle phase. And I wasn’t saying there was a lot of or-
ganizing happening during that phase. Then as things 
got closer to the adoption of the final plan, then there 
was more sort of advocacy and organizing that came 
into play. So more contacting of the commissioners 
and sitting down and talking to them about our is-
sues. 

We, of course, took part in the Sustainable Com-
munity Strategy Advocacy Day that Six Wins part-
ners organized. So we went out and met with elected 
officials and briefed them on what we were trying to 
accomplish. And then as we got closer to the adop-
tion of the final plan, EBHO contacted our members 
to let them know what was happening. We had done 
this a couple of times with previous hearings as well 
but I would say that the final adoption hearing was 
definitely the biggest moment where we told our 

members “Hey, come on out” or like “If you can’t 
come out, call or email the commissioner on this 
specific affordable housing issue in advance. We also 
organized a couple of our affordable housing resident 
leaders to come out so people who we had been 
working with in our organizing program, we had a 
couple of them come out to some of the final hear-
ings partly just to be there and also to be able to say 

“Hey, I live in affordable housing and it’s important 
to me.” So I think there was a building phase and a lot 
of technical work and then in the end really kind of a 
flurry of last-minute advocacy and organizing. And I 
think that that final hearing was the big high point 
because there was a lot of opposition there in the 
room. Obviously, we were kind of outnumbered by 
folks who were advocating for things that we don’t 
believe in but I think we made a really good showing 
and I think we were really able to have a serious voice 
in the debate and be very heard by the commission-
ers. And I think that felt really good. And also come 
across as a united front even though we came from 
so many different organizations. So I think that was 
really cool.

       BC What are you most proud of in this 
process?

       GB I’m really proud of that we have become 
regional players and regionally aware. And I’m very 
proud of the partnerships that have come across or 
come about as a result of Six Wins how I think there 
was a lot of this before but I guess strengthened it 
that people were like “Oh, I need to talk to somebody 
who’s an expert on this issue.” And now they know 
who to call and we have this great personal relation-
ships with people who worked on this different 
things. Yeah, I’m just really proud that this network 
was able to be heard in this sort of vast kind of ob-
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scure, really long regional planning process that was 
at a pretty high level and, you know, there’s some 
pretty powerful people involved on these commis-
sions of these regional bodies who we were able to 
speak to and, to some extent, be heard by, and that 
we weren’t completely drowned out the by the sort of 
anti-planning, local control, anti-affordable housing 
voices that were really loud and dominated a lot of 
this conversation. And I think there were certain 
times when I was like “Oh man! There’s no point like 
these people are owning the conversation. There’s so 
many of them.” I don’t 
even know if there are 
t h a t m a n y o f t h e m . 
They’re just really loud. 
And there were lots of 
times like I post online 
and go to these meeting 
and be really disruptive 
and how can we even be 
heard. 

And I think there were 
times when it really felt 
like that, and there were 
so many public workshops 
where Six Wins didn’t 
have a huge showing but I 
think towards the end 
game, that really shifted 
and those people did 
show up and then they were hearings too where they 
showed up and we had just as many people. And we 
started realizing that when we spoke, the commis-
sioners didn’t shut down because they knew that, yes, 
we were coming from a place of passion and convic-
tion like the other side but we were actually backing 
it up with real stories of real people, we’re backing it 
up with data, and analysis, and sound policy. We 
were informed and civil, as well as passionate. And I 
think that made a huge difference. And I think that 
really showed it in the end, we were able to have, you 
know, some influence along with like the business 
groups and the cities that we were, maybe not the 
biggest player but were a serious player at the table 
with all those other constituencies so I’m very proud 
of that.

       BC What have you learned that you can 
offer as advice?

       GB I think a couple things, one being I 
think Six Wins’ power comes from its combina-
tion—you’ll probably hear this from other peo-
ple—it’s a combination of organizing and policy. And 
I think that’s so key. And to have them as equal and 
to have the groups doing both as respectful partners 
because you really do need both strategies, and to 
make sure that your policy’s super, super solid but 

make sure you have people 
who are engaged through-
out and be able to break 
down that policy into sim-
ple messages. That’s really 
difficult on this kind of 
stuff. And I think Six Wins 
did a pretty good job. 

We can always do better. 
There are times when I 
was like “That’s still really 
wonky,” but I think that’s a 
really key thing. It’s learn-
ing how to get these policy 
concepts down to their 
essence and how it affects 
people in their daily lives. 
That’s one thing. And I 
think just like the power of 
partnership, and trusting 

partners, and working with other organizations, 
knowing that there’s a ton of power to be gained 
from that and it’s not about competing for funds. It’s 
really interesting. This was not a very highly funded 
effort but we all took part in it anyway and so I think 
that took out some of the—not always, these mo-
ments happen—but it took out some of the jockeying 
to be like “We did the best” or “We did this. Our 
group is really special for this reason” because we 
weren’t being funded to be a part of the Six Wins and 
so we didn’t have that impetus. So I think we were 
like “We want to win” and “We’re just going to win 
together.” So I think cooperation. It’s kind of cliché, 
but cooperation rather than competition was really 
key in all of this so I would say that that was the big 
takeaway.
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       GB I think a big part of what 
influenced me is that fact that I come 
from a mixed race family and just the fact 
that, you know, having a mom and dad 
who married in the 70s when it was still 
not many years after the Loving supreme 
court decision. You know, so kind of big 
deal for black man and a white man to get 
married. A black man and a? That would 
have been a bigger deal. A black man and 
a white woman. That would have been a 
much bigger deal, still is a big deal.

For them to get married in 1974 was a 
big deal and I think that both their expe-
riences as a mixed race couple but just as 
much their experiences having come 
from Catholic working-class Labor Democrat homes 
really influenced them and then in turn influenced 
me. 

My mom is from rural Pennsylvania, sort of coal 
country so she grew up, you know, miners were my 
grandfather was a miner before he was an attorney. 
[Laughing] And my dad is from the Washington DC 
area. That’s where they met and that’s where I grew 
up, actually, so I see a lot of parallels. The Bay Area is 
completely different from the Washington DC area. 
However, I see some parallels between DC and Oak-
land in certain ways in terms of the diversity, in 
terms of the challenges, in terms of the grey assets 
that are there, that are unfortunately often obscured 
too often by crime and other issues like that. So I’m 
glad to be here working. 

So yes, I was just raised with a social action men-
tality and the mentality of giving back. And my mom 
would often get really worked up about things like, at 
the time I didn’t—now I very much connect it to the 
city planning and equity work that I do. I didn’t think 
of it that way but she’d get really mad and she’d be 
like “Why are there no decent grocery stores near we 
live?” or like “Why are they opening a Starbucks near 
your high school and they won’t open one near—be-
cause I went to a high school in a different county 
where I grew up—why won’t they open a Starbucks 
near our house?” Not because we want to drink Star-
bucks but because we knew that we lived in a major-
ity African-American community and not a poor 
community, actually, but like a middle and middle 

upper class African-American community but peo-
ple wouldn’t invest there because of the perceptions 
and just like the lack of equity and sort of how re-
sources and assets were divvied up and then always 
used to make her really mad. And it wasn’t until years 
later that I sort of understood kind of the racist and 
economic structures that led to that stuff happening 
and so it’s part of what led me to this work but also I 
did youth development work in college, I did a lot of 
volunteering.

       BC Where did you go to high school?

       GB There’s a place called Stone Ridge and 
it’s Bethesda, Maryland so just outside of DC. But I 
grew up in Prince George’s county, Maryland. And 
that’s where I identified myself with. Not as tony a 
neighborhood as where I went to high school. And I 
went on to do my undergrad at Harvard and that’s 
where I spent my major extracurricular was doing 
work with low-income youth of color in Boston. So I 
did spend a lot of time running an after-school pro-
gram for them, helping to run a day camp for them 
during the summer, one summer, and just learned so 
much from doing that. I mean like what I taught 
them is nothing compared to what they taught me. 
That’s really cliché but it’s so, so true. 

So, I think that really convinced me “Okay, I have 
to be doing something in urban settings of concen-
trated poverty. I have to be doing something to ad-
dress that issue. I thought I would originally address 
it from the youth work or teaching angle. And I did 
actually teach high school for a couple of years after I 

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                   .info page 87 



graduated from college. But I was teaching—it’s my 
dirty little secret—I actually went back and taught at 
my own high school which was fun but weird. 
[Laughs] And I realized that it was a private school, a 
pretty generally affluent student body and I felt like I 
had things to say in particular to students of color 
there who were in the minority by a long shot but I 
was too constrained to do the kind of mission work 
that I wanted to do there so I just was like “I want to 
go into the non-profit field. I have no idea what I’m 
going to do.” I’m just going to start like looking for 
jobs. And I found a job at an environmental organi-
zation in DC and I worked there for a little while, 
while I learned about things like city planning and 
sustainability and the history of urban segregation 
and I kind of was doing some learning on my own 
time. And then I went to China for a little bit [laughs] 
and then came back to the States and decided I 
wanted to get my degree in city planning, wanted a 
new setting so I applied to Berkley and got in, and 
came out here and the rest is kind of history. I mean I 
basically came out to Berkley and I was in the city 
planning program but I needed to pay my tuition 
because Berkley’s too strapped to have much finan-
cial aid especially for out of state students. And there 
was an internship or actually fellowship available for 
students of color and my fellowship actually led me 
to work as a fellow at EBHO [laughing] when I was in 
grad school. And that’s how I learned about housing 
issues which I had known about all along but just 
hadn’t phrased them that way. So that’s how I got 
into that work and couple jobs, and years later, here I 
am back here so yeah. That’s me. 

       GB Instead of a traditional thesis, I did 
what’s called in that program a professional report. 
So it’s much more sort of a practitioner based, not 
really theoretical. What I did was actually do some 
post occupancy evaluations of affordable housing 
properties. So I worked with a non-profit developer 
and I went to their properties and really talked to 
residents to really learn about the design of those 
buildings, who was living there, and it’s very unusual 
that the folks who actually build housing talk to or 
hear from the residents once that’s done because it’s 
often a completely different staff. There’s like the staff 
who builds the housing and there’s the staff who 
manages the housing. And even though they’re in the 
same organizations, they don’t really interact very 

much. So they—I hope—found it really useful to be 
able to say, “Oh wow! Like all these things we thought 
were so cool in design, some of them worked really 
well, and some of them actually didn’t work so great. 
And so that was my master’s thesis. It was kind of 
going in identifying some of those issues for them.

       BC How has the Six Wins built community 
power? 

       GB How do we build power? I think we 
talked about this a little bit before but the kinds of 
voices that were heard in this process had not been 
heard in these planning processes before or at least 
in any significant way. So to have like low-income 
people who are riding the bus, have youth come out 
and talk about why this stuff matters to these elected 
officials. I think it kind of blew their minds. And it 
kind of blew my mind too that you can have a high 
school student who can understand this stuff and 
speak to it so eloquently. I mean that’s some amazing 
power built there and I think we built a network that 
can get a meeting with these officials, come to them 
with some serious chops as well as some people who 
can tell them their stories—and often one and the 
same people—and be taken seriously and have our 
asks heard and responded to in this very technical, 
very obscure huge process. I mean there’s a lot of 
policy power that was built there. There’s a lot of per-
sonal power. And I know I really benefit from having 
worked with some of these other folks and, you 
know, I never worked with people from Genesis be-
fore. You know, I only worked a little bit with ACCe. 

Some people I had worked with quite a bit and 
others were totally new to me. So to now know these 
people, these wonderful committed people who are 
so diverse and so smart, and to be able to see them 
and give them a hug or give them a call, I mean that’s 
power right there, those relationships for sure. And, 
you know, how has it transformed me? I think that’s a 
good question. I’m probably still figuring that out. I 
will say a moment that was very interesting or galva-
nizing for me was at one of the end game hearings, 
not one of the really big ones but it was probably a 
month or so before the final adoption of the plan. 

And I went and testified, I think it was a joint 
MTC and ABAC meeting, so I went with a whole 
bunch of other Six Wins people and I went and testi-
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fied and I went right after one of the… however we 
want to label them… one of the opposition anti-
planning folks came up and said all this stuff about 
how like “We are the faces of the Republic and we 
don’t want this stuff…” and it just really made me 
angry and I got up right after her and I spoke defi-
nitely passionately in response to what she had said 
but I started out passionately but then I still made all 
my policy points. And I thought I’d done a good job 
speaking and didn’t think much of it [chuckles] and 
then later, realized that somebody, one of the Tea 
Party folks in the room had filmed me without my 
knowledge, put it on Youtube and then sent in one of 
their email action alerts to their groups had a link to 
this video of me, saying “Look at what we’re up 
against.” [Laughs] And so unaware, I took it as a 
badge of honor, I guess. I was actually sort of sur-
prised that they used that as a rallying tool. I didn’t 
actually think it was that interesting from their per-
spective and they just didn’t have anything better, I 
don’t know but I was like “Wow!” These people have 
some interesting tactics and then there were some 
really nasty comments posted on the Youtube page. 
And I didn’t actually get super upset about them or 
take them personally. They weren’t personal. 

They were just random xenophobic racist crazy 
rants. It had nothing to do with me or what I said at 
all. I don’t know if these people even watched the 
video but I thought “Okay. Like so now, I understand 
what we’re up against.” And that really just puts a 
different spin on it to me and makes me realize that 
there’s actually some degree of courage of us showing 
up and speaking up at these meetings because these 
are not nice friendly people and they’re a little 
threatening [chuckling] not really in person actually 
in the end, just on the internet. I just realized this is a 
microcosm of the battle we’re having throughout the 
country where we have these hyper-conservative 
voices starting to dominate the conversation and you 
wouldn’t expect that in the Bay Area and we’re seeing 
it and we need to just be unafraid and speak out 
against it. So I think that was just a transforming 
moment for me just thinking about how to respond 
to, or in some cases not respond to, that type of 
rhetoric and rise above it, so yeah.

       BC If you were speaking to a younger you, 
or to a group of students learning community devel-

opment, what would you tell them about linking 
policy to action?

       GB I think just to really go into this work 
with the heart and the passion for it which I think we 
all have but I think that’s where the authenticity 
comes from. That’s where the drive comes from. 
That’s where the patience to pore through this really 
technical stuff comes from. It’s very easy sometimes 
to get lost in the technical details. So I think to pull 
back and check and be like “Why do I do this work? 
What are these experiences I had that remind me 
why this is important because it does like “Oh yeah. I 
remember. It did really suck when I was at this pri-
vate elite high school that some of my friends, not my 
friends, some of my classmates wouldn’t go and visit 
the town where I grew up because they thought that 
it was scary. And that’s because brown people lived 
there.” And that makes me really mad. So I don’t want 
to say “be motivated through anger” but motivate 
through what is it that got you to this work and then 
how do you translate into that? Okay, I’m going to 
look at like regional housing needs assessment num-
bers. You know? 

So I think it’s really important to check in with 
your values and your drive and also not to be afraid 
to make that link between the policy and the action. 
If you’re on the organizing side, go talk to the policy 
people. Ask them your questions that you think are 
dumb questions because they’re probably really not 
dumb questions. It probably just means that this stuff 
hasn’t been translated in a way that normal people 
can understand and like, go push them on how that 
policy is going to affect normal people’s lives do that. 
And if you are more comfortable on the policy side, 
where I tend to be, don’t feel like you can’t or 
shouldn’t be an organizer or talk to the folks who 
don’t do this as a day job or think that there should 
be some bifurcation and just break down all those 
bifurcations. Be like “We’re all here Six Wins to-
gether in this room. We’re all going to talk to each 
other and whether one person’s in a tie, and is used 
to meeting with these commissioners for their day 
job and another person’s in a T-shirt and is riding the 
bus every day.” 

First of all, that’s a simplistic polarization because 
a lot of times, those people really interact or are the 
same people but secondly we should all be talking 
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and we’re all in the same boat. And we do, and I 
think that’s what Six Wins helped us to do. So I think 
just like not be afraid to make those connections, not 
be afraid to step outside of your comfort zone while 
also being okay with who you are and okay with 
where you come from and not try to pretend to be 
someone you’re not whatever that may be. And just 

know that we make tiny little chips of incremental 
change, it doesn’t always feel like a lot but it’s the fact 
that we’re being heard. It does eventually make a dif-
ference. We’re going to look back years from now 
and see how we made a difference. So yeah, just have 
that perspective.
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Housing Organizations. He is an urban geographer by training 
who has been involved in a variety of land use, housing policy 
and planning initiatives in San Francisco and other parts of the 
Bay Area. He has served on the boards of the San Francisco 
Community Land Trust and the Bay Area Greenbelt Alliance, and 
has been appointed to several policy task forces by the San 
Francisco Board of Supervisors. Peter has a master’s degree from 
San Francisco State University where he has also occasionally 
lectured in the geography and urban studies departments.

Preview

The idea of in-fill, compact development, transit oriented development, new 
urbanism, whatever you want to call it, has been around since the mid to late 1980s 

and it’s been refined each chapter of the way into something that becomes real, 
implementable policy. And I always had a very strong concern that the biggest blind 

spot for this kind of vision is not understanding how real estate economics works.

The basic idea of tying together transportation and housing affordability is one of the 
key nuts to crack for smart growth. Which takes me all the way back to my concerns 
from the years past leading up to SB 375, that it was never really acknowledged or 

understood that you can’t trade off transportation and infill against affordability and 
equity.

If we’re to take smart growth and TOD seriously, it’s supposed to be a win-win, and 
there’s an inherent benefit from transit oriented development. But we have to make it 
real, and one of the ways you make it real is to say transportation investments in the 

tens of millions and billions of dollars have to link accountability to equity.
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       PC I’m Peter Cohen and I’m the co-director 
of the Council of Community Housing organizations. 
We’re based in San Francisco. It’s a member coalition 
of San Francisco organizations that that are in the 
affordable housing movement work, including af-
fordable housing development, service provid-
ers,policy advocates, and organizers. There are a total 
of 22 organizations in the coalition and my co-
director colleague and I are the staff.

       BC Where you were born, and how did you 
found your way into this work?

       PC I was actually born in Berkeley, Califor-
nia back in the heady days of the early ‘60s but I only 
lived in California for the very early part of my youth, 
and I spent most of my young years in western Mas-
sachusetts in a small New England town, in kind of 
an academic environment. But at the same time I was 
also on the other side of the tracks, if you will. I was 
very influenced by the kind of old New England style 
working class communities of that area even though I 
was a transplant from the West Coast. At some kind 
of subconscious level, at an early time in my life I 
became aware of the class differences that there are 
around us, which many times in an academic setting 
in particular we can be either very unaware of, or we 
can overly abstract. There was a bit of real gristle to 
that experience. 

When I moved back to California I had the privi-
lege of being able to go to college and then grad 
school. I have always been interested in that kind of 
dynamic between the working class reality of people 
who have to struggle for some of the things that oth-
ers take for granted. How to apply that was always 
something that I was fishing around for. I took 
classes in planning and environmental resource 
management. I ended up getting degrees in geogra-
phy and I was particularly interested in social geog-
raphy, culture geography, historical geography, what-
ever it was. It was the human side of geography as 
opposed to the physical side, and I got very inter-
ested in studying cities and how cities change. Not so 
much the physical change but the underlying eco-
nomic and political and social changes that drive 
physical change. And then ultimately that got me 

very involved in the gentrification struggles in San 
Francisco in the mid-’90s during what’s called the 
dotcom boom, and the social movement work that 
was happening in some of the front line neighbor-
hoods, we liked to call them, that were confronting 
gentrification in a kind of post-industrial economy. 
And bit by bit that led me through land use policy to 
affordable housing, which is kind of the anchor point 
for community stability, and here I am, 25 or 30 years 
later, kind of migrating my way into affordable hous-
ing advocacy and policy work. So that’s my long and 
winding path.

       BC You’re in housing and this is a transpor-
tation bill. How has SB  375 been a vehicle for the 
things you’re passionate about?

       PC Well, I’ve been involved in smart growth 
policy for a long time. I was actually on one of the 
main Bay Area environmental and planning organi-
zations’ board for a long time, so I’ve seen all the an-
tecedents to SB  375. In many respects I think all 
SB 375 did was make smart growth official State pol-
icy. But the idea of in-fill, compact development, 
transit oriented development, new urbanism, what-
ever you want to call it, has been around since the 
mid to late 1980s and it’s been refined each chapter 
of the way into something that becomes real, imple-
mentable policy. And I always had a very strong con-
cern that the biggest blind spot for this kind of vision 
is not understanding how real estate economics 
works. At the end of the day our communities are 
shaped as much by the forces of real estate capital as 
by planners and aspiring environmentalists and well-
intended urbanists. If we don’t understand that, and 
if we’re not ahead of that in controlling the machina-
tions of the market, we could end up opening a Pan-
dora’s box of negative consequences unintentionally. 
And it’s troubled me that this blind spot I’ve paid 
attention to for more than a decade was still there 
when SB 375 was passed. While there are, I assume, 
good intentions of good environmental policy, good 
transportation policy, good housing policy, there 
remains a lack of understanding of what that means 
when it comes to implementation and the effect of 
market forces. At an intellectual level it was a great 
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opportunity to see that there’s going to be this whole 
new chapter in land use history from suburbaniza-
tion to re-urbanization. On the other hand, it was a 
big red flag that we’re totally unprepared for what 
we’re getting into and there are going to be a lot of 
ground level struggles to make sure that it’s done 
right and that it doesn’t have a perverse outcome.Fair 
to say?

BC           How did you get involved with the Six 
Big Wins? 

       PC Well, I remember there were a couple of 
gatherings of folks, pulled together by some of the 
local foundations, to talk about how organizations 
could participate in a substantive way in shaping the 
sustainable community strategy and basically influ-
encing regional policy around land use and transpor-
tation. And it was a very inspiring opportunity just 
literally to sit in the room with other folks who were 
from different parts of the region or working on dif-
ferent issues, whether housing or transportation and 
health or whatnot. On the other hand it was frustrat-
ing for a lot of people that there were literally no re-
sources to do anything. And the fact is that there are 
a lot of resources. I mean there’s foundation money 
that’s being poured into organizations that basically 
come at smart growth strictly from an environmental 
and transportation standpoint, but there was no 
money being put into the equity side of it, or eco-
nomic development, or anti-gentrification work. So 
you had so much capacity to work with. At the same 
time there was no funding to support that from an 
infrastructure standpoint. There was such a clear 
need and a desire that I think Six Wins kind of grew 
out of a sense of urgency and opportunity rather than 
waiting for the funding to come. There was some 
support for some of the core organizations, which 
was great. It wouldn’t have been able to even hold 
together at a basic level had it not been for those few 
organizations playing a coordinating role. But most 
of the capacity was built without direct funding and I 
think that says a lot about the willingness of organi-
zations to commit to the common cause, even when 
nobody’s handing out the dollars to do it. Over the 
course of the two or three years that Six Wins started 
to develop and articulate its mission and advocacy 
under that brand, I think a lot of people learned from 
each other, which is arguably one of the most impor-

tant things to reflect upon. It’s not so much what 
kind of policy outcomes there were, because honestly 
I think they were extremely modest, but more so the 
kind of relationships that were developed amongst 
different stripes of advocates and across different 
parts of the region. Those are the building blocks of 
something that has a longer term potential.

       BC What were the key activities that you 
undertook as part of the Six Wins?

       PC I would say that CCHO’s role—and our 
nickname for the Council of Community Housing 
Organizations is CCHO [pronounced “choo choo”]. 
CCHO’s role, and that goes for the base organiza-
tions that are part of the coalition, was much less 
around organizing and more being part of the inside 
game. We played a role in helping build the infra-
structure for Six Wins, defining what it is, how it’s 
organized, and keeping some of the momentum go-
ing. For example we played a pretty consistent role in 
trying to anchor two of the so-called Win networks. 
One was the affordable housing Win network. Be-
tween CCHO and our two sister organizations 
EBHO (East Bay Housing Organizations) and HLC 
(Housing Leadership Council of San Mateo County), 
we tried to play a key role in driving the affordable 
housing Win network along with other organizations 
that participated. The second Win network was what 
we ultimately called Investment Without Displace-
ment, which was interesting in and of itself, just 
noodling around with what do we call this other 
piece of the puzzle? It’s not the same kind of sector 
like transportation or housing or health or even eco-
nomic development, but we had this idea that some-
how it got down to how do you put capital into 
places in a way that has a positive benefit and doesn’t 
have a perverse outcome of displacing folks? And so 
we ended up with Investment Without Displacement 
as its own Win network complimentary to all the 
others, but independent in and of itself. So again, 
CCHO played a very central role in both of those 
Win networks and we did a lot of work to shape very 
simple principles and platform statements that help 
to create some consistency to the message and the 
mission that came out of those little pods of thinking.

The second way we participated was in the hear-
ing processes around the plan adoption, and both 
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showing up at the hearings and being part of a very 
coordinated presence, which I thought was very ef-
fective because the regional agencies are not used to 
such advocacy, with a very coordinated message and 
coordinated presence. We also participated in lining 
up the amendments to the actual plan, working with 
staff in trying to get modifications to their recom-
mendations and then in turn working through the 
commissions and the boards of ABAG and MTC to 
try to get little nips and tucks here and there, and 
also some substantive changes. We again played that 
kind of inside game of trying to help modify the out-
comes and then participating in the big public pres-
ence at the hearings. It was interesting to see the re-
action on the part of these public bodies at the re-
gional level to such a well-coordinated presence. 
Again, I say that with the caveat that the actual policy 
outcomes were very, very modest, but I think the 
presence was quite impressive.

       BC What were the gains made from your 
standpoint,, and where would you like to see it go 
from here?

       PC The things we worked on that I think 
have the most potential have to do with the recogni-
tion at some level that Plan Bay Area could have a 
potential negative impact, that it could have a dis-
placement effect, and to not try to hide that but to 
acknowledge it and acknowledge it as unfinished 
business. It’s a little abstract perhaps but there were 
some really terrible analysis and conclusions in the 
Plan Bay Area and some of the supporting docu-
ments that tried to water down the displacement 
impacts. I think we were able to modify the actual 
language itself and raise the issue in the course of the 
adoption process, at least create some pause to this 
otherwise rather dismissive attitude that had been 
there before, and leave open the question about what 
more can be done proactively to intervene and pre-
vent some of those negative consequences of the 
market. That gives us something to work with, be-
cause we have to raise this up and make sure that it’s 
part of the goal of regional planning and Plan Bay 
Area, and not just an afterthought. The second major 
area of work is linking transportation funding to af-
fordable housing performance, and again, anti-
displacement interventions. We put a lot of energy 
into the One Bay Area grant program, which was a 

relatively small amount of money. We knew full well 
that if we’re able at that scale of funding to put in 
place a set of metrics or at least policy objectives, 
there is a direct, hard wired relationship between 
getting transportation funding for investments and 
expectations to create affordability for folks while 
preventing displacement. That would be a precedent 
setting move, and it was successful at some level. The 
final Plan Bay Area has squishy language about tying 
so-called OBAG funds to affordable housing per-
formance, but it’s in there, and that took a lot of 
work. A huge amount of work. But it established on 
paper that there should be and now there is some 
kind of accountability to ensuring that transportation 
investments don’t actually just become investment 
with displacement, that they actually become in-
vestment without displacement. That was the whole 
notion. In many respects the basic idea of tying to-
gether transportation and housing affordability is one 
of the key nuts to crack for smart growth. Which 
takes me all the way back to my concerns from the 
years past leading up to SB  375, that it was never 
really acknowledged or understood that you can’t 
trade off transportation and infill against affordability 
and equity. They have to be linked and married to-
gether and that creates a lot of tension because folks 
don’t want to be accountable for those kinds of 
things. So that was a small win, or a small amend-
ment with great significance. Now we have to work 
very, very hard to turn it into something with greater 
significance.

       BC What advice would you give to a young 
advocate starting out now, knowing what you’ve 
learned?

       PC One of the most important things is to 
build coalitions across sectors as quickly as possible, 
and make sure that there is a common agenda, even 
at a 20,000 foot level, around equitable smart growth. 
And always be cognizant of not allowing your issues 
to get pitted against each other and be played off 
each other. In our work locally for CCHO over 35 
years of housing work, it always starts with building 
coalition. There’s an old saying, if you need a friend 
it’s too late to make a friend. First, within the advo-
cacy community, transportation folks need to be 
reaching out to the affordable housing folks, they 
need to be reaching out to the base building folks, 
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economic development, health, all those equity sec-
tors, and not coming in with a presumption that 
smart growth is simply going to deliver on my issue. 
How is it going to deliver on the whole range of equi-
table development issues? And it means moving 
more slowly. It means bringing down expectations, 
but that also means working in solidarity, and not 
ending up essentially throwing anyone or anyone 
else’s issues under the bus. So that’s what I would 
recommend at the advocacy level.

Then at the public agency level, with folks who 
are the practitioners, the planners, both within agen-
cies and with their consultants, there is need to un-
derstand the social and economic impacts of land use 
policy. Not just physical planning or transportation 
planning or environmental planning, but really trying 
to understand what those real estate economics have 
in store from a community stability standpoint. It’s 
much more difficult because we don’t have the same 
kind of methodologies and metrics for those things 
and it makes everything quite messy, but rather than 
seeing those as secondary issues, really trying to un-
derstand them as part of the analytical work and the 
planning work. As in the field of best practices, I 
think we’ll need to step up to a higher level.

       BC How were you and CCHO successful in 
getting these issues out to the practitioners and plan-
ners in the agencies? 

       PC Well, I think we tried to have folks be 
comfortable with how complicated it is because there 
is a tendency amongst advocates and professional 
practitioners, particularly young ones, to want to 
believe that there are easy or simple or quick solu-
tions. And this is something that’s promoted through 
the media. They want solutions. Always that solution, 
solution, solution. I was on a radio show the other 
day and within ten minutes the interviewer wants to 
ask about solutions. And so I said, well, you know, 
you really have to understand the problem first and 
the problem can be extremely complicated and you 
need to be comfortable with that. There’s nothing 
wrong with taking time to understand the complexity 
of a problem so you really know what you’re aiming 
at, and all the dimensions of the problem, before you 
start immediately talking about solutions. And I 
think that introducing this notion of investment 

without displacement is abstract and so it requires 
purposely making the conversation more compli-
cated and taking time to think it through. We argued 
about this even in our affordable housing Win net-
work. It’s not just getting more money for affordable 
housing and going out and building more bricks and 
mortar, that’s not the same thing as investment with-
out displacement. Yes, that’s very important, building 
affordable housing as much as we can obvious has a 
positive impact; it obviously is a sort of a mitigator 
against gentrification. That’s what we do in our own 
advocacy work, but we know that’s not the silver bul-
let. 

It’s a broader community development, commu-
nity stabilization vision that we have to be advocating 
for, which is more complex than housing. How to 
steer private capital and public investment towards 
communities, particularly, that have been under-
invested in for years and disempowered, and ensure 
that doesn’t have a negative consequence, and in fact 
that it has a positive community building outcome? 
That’s not just a housing solution set or a transporta-
tion solution set or something where you can just 
check off the box. We tried to bring this whole 
framework into the conversation and press advocates 
as well as the planning professionals to think about 
smart growth and infill and TOD through that kind 
of a framework, and I think we had some success.

       BC What are the similarities and differences 
between the affordable housing network and invest-
ment without displacement network?

       PC They are two complementary tracks, 
just like all of the Win networks You could have six 
or eight or seventeen or eleven, it doesn’t really mat-
ter. The idea was to have complementary tracks: per-
spectives on equity and investment without dis-
placement and affordable housing are very comple-
mentary, which is why we (CCHO) played a strong 
role in both of them. In a conventional way, afford-
able housing would be getting more money by, 
maybe, preserving existing tax credit housing that 
might be expiring. It could even be acquisition and 
rehab of existing housing stock and turning it into 
permanent affordable housing. So there are some 
relatively straightforward tools for creating more 
housing affordability and more housing production 
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that were the focus for the affordable housing Win 
network. Where that crossed over into the invest-
ment without displacement was in two ways. One is 
that we know that housing development in commu-
nities is not going to be all affordable housing. I there 
isn’t an appropriate balance you could end up with a 
community that’s in very rapid transformation, gen-
trification, destabilization, even though you might be 
building affordable housing at the same time. That 
suggests that affordable housing and investment 
without displacement are not necessarily one and the 
same thing. We have to look at the whole develop-
ment, the whole investment picture. That’s one way 
investment without displacement was complemen-
tary to, or maybe contextualizes affordable housing. 

The second was an important notion that we 
need to be stabilizing communities first. Existing 
residents and existing housing need to be seen as the 
starting point for building community. If we’re sim-
ply investing in affordable housing but simultane-
ously losing existing housing or losing existing resi-
dents, we’re sort of spinning in place. So we wanted 
to have a very strong community preservation and 
tenant protection part of our platform. That’s kind of 
outside of a typical affordable housing narrow 
agenda, so the investment without displacement 
network was able to push that more strongly. The 
two platforms of those Win groups were comple-
mentary to each other, but they’re in various ways 
also distinct from each other.

       BC Who were some of your colleagues in this 
campaign?

       PC Well, we have a lot of affinity at a re-
gional scale with the other affordable housing coali-
tions. East Bay Housing Organizations, Housing 
Leadership Council of San Mateo County, and 
CCHO, our organization, are three key subregional 
groups. Urban Habitat, Public Advocates, these are 
some organizations that were very central to the 
whole Six Wins work but who also have a very strong 
focus around investment without displacement and 
affordable housing. Causa Justa, ACCE, many of the 
base building organizations, they get these issues at a 
very core level and we work with base building or-
ganizations like theirs in San Francisco, but it was 
great to have them in the conversation at a regional 

level too, along with lots of other folks. It is interest-
ing how fluid Six Wins is, with people being able to 
engage with the campaign work at any point in time. 
There was no formal membership requirement, there 
wasn’t even an organizational association you had to 
have, so it provided a very easy entry point for folks 
to basically act on their passion and their commit-
ment as opposed to having some formality to be part 
of the club. 

       BC If we could really reach farther together, 
what would it look like? 

       PC We create coalition and that becomes 
the basis for our effective advocacy. We continually 
work to strengthen that coalition, working across 
sectors, and in so doing we also are able to create 
some political power that then starts to change the 
regional agencies themselves. That then creates an 
opportunity to start shifting the conversation at the 
regional agency level. We saw how fairly rigid the 
conversation is at the regional agency level and if we 
really want to have the Bay Area become this pio-
neering example of future smart, equitable land use 
and development and this utopian vision that every-
body talks about, I think that also means we want a 
really pioneering and creative leadership. When ad-
vocates bring their messages to these planning proc-
esses and to the policy makers in that regional envi-
ronment, there are some people there who get the 
issues and who are champions for really progressive 
change. But we also saw a lot of defensive response to 
what were seen as radical ideas. This is not just about 
protecting home turf. This is about actually using 
regional policy making and planning to advance 
good ideas. You actually get things to happen by 
strong advocacy movements and in turn strong lead-
ership that carries the torch. So that would be my 
vision, we build political leadership from the devel-
opment of strong coalition, which comes out of the 
advocacy movement, and figure out how to work 
together at the regional scale.

       BC What was the biggest idea that you 
wanted to see happen? 

       PC Well, again, I think it was connecting 
transportation funding to accountability for afford-
able housing and preventing gentrification. If we’re to 
take smart growth and TOD seriously, it’s supposed 
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to be a win-win, and there’s an inherent benefit from 
transit oriented development. But we have to make it 
real, and one of the ways you make it real is to say 
transportation investments in the tens of millions 
and billions of dollars have to link accountability to 
equity. We have to make it real by tying that account-
ability to funding. And we nibbled away at it but I 

think for me that’s the big idea. And you know, 
maybe in Plan Bay Area round two or Plan Bay Area 
round three, it becomes a much more fundamental 
part of the way the funding is structured and the way 
the plans are put together and the performance met-
rics determined. But I think that’s the big idea, the 
nut.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Win Networks

Affordable Housing

Community Power
Investment Without Displacement

Local Transit

Health and Safety

Economic Opportunity
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Community Power

Introduction to Community Power

The Community Power network of the Six Big Wins coalition brings the voices of low 
income communities and communities of color into local and regional decision-

making processes, as these communities are the most vulnerable to the impacts of 
those decisions. The Community Power network not only mobilizes community 

groups to influence regional agencies, but also brings community voices into Six Wins’ 
priority-setting processes to ensure that Six Wins actions reflect community needs. 

The Community Power network does not meet separately, rather, its members attend 
all five other Win network meetings to keep Six Wins’ actions and policy 

recommendations grounded in community, and to build collaboration and cohesion 
between Win networks.

Saying No
• Decision-making that does not listen to the most 

vulnerable stakeholders

• Ad hoc community mobilization in service of pro-
jects formulated entirely by professional advocates

• Fragmented, siloed activism

• Equity issues framed as competing interests

Saying Yes
• Transparent, inclusive decision-making processes 

with extensive community participation

• Truly inclusive social justice projects steered by 
democratic processes that engage community 
stakeholders

• Collaboration across issue silos around common 
goals

• Background of Community Power Win

Background of Community 
Power Win

This Win aims to create an alignment between a 
broad cross-section of stakeholders, within regions 
and between regions, throughout California.
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How Does This Win Relate to 
SB 375?

This Win strengthens the social cohesion of 
population groups across lines of race, class, gender, 
and occupation, enabling us to build the political 
support needed to make the transition from unsus-
tainable to more sustainable patterns of livelihood, 
from high rates to lower rates of CO2 emissions, and 
from over-use of automobiles to building a more reli-
able public transportation system.

How Does This Win Promote 
Healthy, Just, and Sustainable 

Communities?
Studies of public health have documented that 

community empowerment leads to positive health 
outcomes, enhancing the capacity of all population 
groups to achieve health outcomes. Nina Wallerstein, 
a prominent academic and advocate for community 
empowerment, has found “distinct links between 
empowerment and health outcomes”. She found that 
“empowerment strategies are promising in their abil-
ity to produce both empowerment and health im-
pacts.” According to a study conducted in 2006 by the 
World Health Organization, “Research on the effec-
tiveness of empowerment strategies has identified 
two major pathways: the processes by which it is 
generated and its effects in improving health and 
reducing health disparities. Empowerment is recog-
nized both as an outcome by itself, and as an inter-

mediate step to long-term health status and disparity 
outcomes. Within the first pathway, a range of out-
comes have been identified on multiple levels and 
domains: psychological, organizational, and 
community-levels; and within household/family, 
economic, political, programs and services (such as 
health, water systems, education), and legal spheres. 
Only a few researchers have used designs resulting in 
evidence ranked as strong in the traditional evidence 
grading systems. Yet there is evidence based on 
multi-level research designs that empowering initia-
tives can lead to health outcomes and that empow-
erment is a viable public health strategy.”

Building institutional power to overcome geo-
graphic, racial, class, gender, and inter-generational 
isolation and fragmentation promotes social equity. 
A strong community consensus is an important as-
pect of the implementation of SB 375. The theory of 
strategic urbanism provides a framework for our 
conversations with city builders and public officials 
including the real-estate industry, banks and other 
financial institutions, and developers. In Welcome to 
the Urban Revolution: How Cities Are Changing the 
World, Jeb Brugmann contends that residents, users, 
builders, developers, bankers, and public officials 
should collaborate in order to increase their collec-
tive advantage. Such a process clearly runs counter to 
current urban development in the U.S., where many 
decisions are made by large-scale developers con-
cerned with maximizing profit. Transformative lead-
ership and community empowerment help us create 
opportunities for historically marginalized popula-
tions in building the next American metropolis.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Community Power

Mary Gonzales
The Gamaliel Foundation

Mary Gonzales is a Chicago native. She is a bilingual and 
bicultural professional organizer who, over 35 years, co-founded 
the Gamaliel Foundation; founded a national training program for 
women (NTOSAKE); and, founded Gamaliel of California, a 
statewide organization with four countywide member 
organizations and The Arc of California, a statewide network of 23 
agencies serving people with disabilities.

Preview

“What drives me is creating opportunities for people to figure out how incredible they 
really are and to figure how to live in the public arena and win the things they care 

about and they want to do. “

“If you were a young person in the ‘60s you didn’t have to do anything to become 
politicized, you just had to wake up. That’s not true anymore, people have to be 

politicized now and so the question is how do you do that?”

“Do you understand that there are people making decisions about what is going to 
happen to you and you don’t have a voice in it? And some of those decisions are not 

going to be good. Is that all right with you? And I think that’s the waking up, and that 
waking up has to be agitational.”
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      MG I’m Mary Gonzales, born and raised in 
Chicago. I’m a community organizer. I’m 72 years 
old. I retired a year and a half ago. I entered the 
community organizing as a pretty young person, a 
young mother, and as a leader. And I did it for many 
years as a leader. In 1980 I entered professionally and 
became an organizer. And my husband and I created 
the Gamaliel Foundation, which is now a pretty ex-
tensive network of organizations all over the country 
and in South Africa and Great Britain. So I’ve spent 
my life in community organizing.

      MG It’s important to know that I’m retired, 
so I don’t have any formal role in the organization. 
What I do now I do on my own time, just to continue 
to support the work. Because Greg and I created it, 
we feel committed to its success even though he’s no 
longer the CEO and I’m no longer the State Director. 
So we don’t participate in staff meetings or confer-
ence calls—we just support organizers on the 
ground. So that’s what we’re doing.

       BC What brought you into this work?

      MG Well, I’m Mexican American, first gen-
eration. My mother was accidentally born on this 
side of the border just because her family would 
come in to do migrant work in the fields, and when 
her mother was here on this side of the border she 
was born. Otherwise she would have been born on 
that side of the border. My father was born in Mi-
choacán, Mexico. And so both of them were very 
poor people who lived primarily doing migrant work 
in the fields. My mother came to Chicago as a young 
woman with her father who was exploring possible 
job opportunities in Chicago and met my father, 
whom she had met when she was a child in the fields. 
And she recognized him and they began to date and 
they married. 

They had eleven children, and I’m the eldest. And 
I think that what ultimately led me to the work is 
watching them. They had eleven children so you can 
imagine there had to be a lot of stress but there really 
wasn’t. They were deeply in love with one another, 
they enjoyed each other, and so we lived in a really 
happy home. We were very limited in terms of what 
we had but, until someone tells you, you don’t know 

you’re limited. As long as you’re eating every day, 
and, we did things like eight children sleeping in one 
bedroom, but we thought everybody did that so we 
had a pretty decent upbringing. 

But I saw how people treated my parents even 
when I was a little kid, and I used to wonder why. 
And I remember when I was twelve it finally hit me. I 
saw two men come to talk to my parents and they 
were trying to tear down that section of the neigh-
borhood and they were negotiating with people 
moving out, and letting people know what was hap-
pening. And I saw them leave, walking down the hall, 
laughing, and I wondered what was so funny. I wasn’t 
in the meeting with my parents but I immediately 
got a sense they were ridiculing them. This was not 
new to me. And so I grew up with a sense that I had 
to somehow make things right for them. 

And at that point, as a young girl, the issue was 
my parents versus a community. But my mother was 
a fighter. She had been raised on the farm and she 
was strong and healthy, and she used to say to me, 
“Don’t let anybody push you around, don’t let any-
body touch you”. When I was about twelve or thir-
teen, I remember my friends were wearing these 
wide leather belts on their blue jeans and I wanted 
one so desperately, but we couldn’t afford it and so I 
never raised it. And one day I got home and my 
mother had one for me and for my sister, and I was 
jumping with joy. I was so happy. And now I thought, 
all I need are the jeans to wear it with, right? 

And she said, “Come. Sit down”. So we sat down, 
and she took the belt and she wrapped it around her 
hand so that only the buckle was sticking out. She 
said, “If anybody touches you this is how you protect 
yourself”. And I never forgot that. She didn’t want 
some girlie-girl. She wanted someone who could 
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defend herself. And so I watched her and worked 
with her to build a facility for people with disabilities 
when I was very young, in my 20s. I had a disabled 
brother and he had nothing available to him except 
institutionalization. So I got into a lot of nasty fights, 
and I think I was angry and I expressed it in the pub-
lic arena, and I didn’t know how to express it so I did 
the best I could. I got exposed to an organizer who 
said, “you can win. You just have to know how”. So 
he’d sit and tell me, do this and this and this—he was 
training me. And slowly but surely, I was able to, 
with my mother, pull together a strategy that ulti-
mately won and we built two programs in the neigh-
borhood that are now very 
large institutions in Chicago. 
Now, they are too institu-
tionalized, but in those days 
they were neighborhood-
based programs for people 
with disabilities. 

I’m a Roman Catholic. I 
began to work with a priest 
in our parish who was raised in Los Angeles and 
spoke Spanish. I think he was angry that the Eastern 
Europeans who lived in our port-of-entry neighbor-
hood were very angry that all these brown skinned 
people were moving in. They were not very kind and 
wouldn’t allow the Spanish speaking to celebrate 
Mass in the Sanctuary. They had to celebrate Mass in 
a basement. And so he began to organize us, and so 
there I was again—getting exposed to organizing. He 
introduced me to a small organization—Pilsen 
Neighbors Community Council. A group of young 
seminarians came into Chicago in 1972 and they 
began to revolutionize this organization, and I was 
part of that revolution. In five years I was a different 
human being. I was no longer who my dad had 
hoped I would be—a mother of eleven children who 
could cook and clean and sew. I knew how to do all 
those things but that was no longer my ambition. I 
became president of the organization and became 
comfortable with confrontation organizing. We were 
in the newspaper constantly. I was terrified but I felt 
a joy I had never experienced in my life, and I think it 
had to do with feeling like maybe I did have some 
control over what was going to happen to me. And 
so I think that’s how I got addicted to organizing. 

I was married. I believe my husband was stunned 
with the changes in me. I didn’t see them but he 
could, and he kept telling me to stop going to church, 
stop going out, cancel the newspaper and disconnect 
the phone. I didn’t take it seriously. I thought we 
were happily married. And one day he left, and I was 
left with three little girls. His mother had just died 
and left two little teenagers so I had five little girls.

Many years later, maybe seven years later one of 
the young organizers that I had met who had come 
in 1972 returned to Chicago. He was a Jesuit priest. 
He left the Jesuits and a year later we married. We 

began organizing together 
and he became the first CEO 
of the Gamaliel Foundation 
that he and I created. So it all 
turned out great. He raised 
all these children and we had 
one more, and they’re all 
women, and it was just great 
raising these strong women. 
So that’s how I got in.

       BC What drives you in the work at the Ga-
maliel Foundation, what is your personal sense of 
mission?

      MG I think I went through a transformation 
that was a very brutal but very exciting in those first 
five years in Pilsen Neighbors. I consider myself an 
ordinary person. I’m a high school graduate. I don’t 
think there’s anything extraordinary about me. Imag-
ine what could happen for other people with more 
skill than I have if they experienced a transformation. 
And so what drives me is creating opportunities for 
people to figure out how incredible they really are 
and to figure how to live in the public arena and win 
the things they care about and they want to do. My 
job is to help them succeed. If they succeed they’ll 
gain some inner confidence that will make them try 
again. So that’s what I do, and that’s pretty much all I 
do.

       BC How was that personal sense of mission 
and your back story connected to your particular role 
in the Six Big Wins and SB 375?

      MG Well, there are a couple things. Number 
one, I was in California and I was in the Bay Area 
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and I had to create an organization in the Bay Area, 
so I was in the process of creating something called 
Genesis. And it had to be institutionally based, con-
gregations, organizations, labor unions. I had to fig-
ure out how to build a budget for it and how to hire 
an organizer for it. And so I was doing that, and until 
I could raise enough money and identify a person I 
had to play organizer even though I wasn’t here full 
time, I was moving all over the state doing the same 
thing in other places. So that’s one thing that was 
going on. And the first young organizer I hired, who 
was here for about a year and a half, was very skilled 
but he decided to go back to Stanford to get his mas-
ter’s. And he received information from one of his 
leaders about a committee of the MTC that was 
meeting to discuss stimulus dollars that Obama was 
sending into the Bay Area and some of these dollars, 
about $225 million, were for transit and they were 
being diverted for an airport connecter. I suggested 
that Genesis should attend. So, he organized a team 
of 40 people to go. And that began this whole issue 
about transit. 

Genesis already had a team of leaders who 
wanted to do a bus pass for students. One particular 
leader talked about it at every single meeting. He’d 
get up and speak about the importance and what it 
would do for the young people, what it would do for 
transit, what it would do for the environment, and he 
was pretty clear. So I had that in the backdrop. I was 
also looking for an issue and strategy that could help 
build the organization and its leaders.

       BC Who was that leader?

      MG His name is John Claassen. He’s the 
president now of Genesis. He’s a Roman Catholic 
from Corpus Christi church. I also had a relationship 
with Carl Anthony, which dated back to his time at 
the Ford Foundation. Before I came to California I 
had a chance to interact with him at Ford, through 
Gamaliel. So, I knew Carl and I knew he was retiring 
and we connected here. And of course, Paloma—she 
and he were working together. And so all of that be-
gan to come together. The campaign to win back the 
$225 million for transit was the pathway to get into 
the MTC, into the airport connector, into the stu-
dent bus pass and into relationships with research 
and policy groups. That process introduced us to 

SB 375. Carl began to talk about SB 375. I saw it all 
connected. It was all one piece to me, and so I kept 
thinking about how to help move this young, kind of 
fragile organization into a campaign. 

Well, I was going to all the transportation meet-
ings that Urban Habitat was holding. I was also in 
constant dialogue with Public Advocates. I really 
appreciated them. They proposed that Genesis file a 
formal complaint against the MTC with the FTA. 
And I didn’t know what it meant but I trusted Rich-
ard Marcantonio. We joined two other organizations 
in filing the complaint and Public Advocates repre-
sented us all. Well, we won, and became the first 
group of community-based organizations that had 
ever won this kind of a complaint. 

Of course it created havoc in the political struc-
ture here. The next meeting of the MTC had 500 
people there. More than 300 of them were Genesis 
and allies people. The Mayor was speaking against 
us. It created all this tremendous controversy. But it 
also created some unity among us—Urban Habitat, 
Public Advocates, Earth House, Breakthrough 
Communities, and Genesis… We suddenly became 
the trouble and the opportunity, depending on what 
side of the fence you are on. 

After that we began to talk about how to move 
this to another level. What could we do? And we 
began to talk about other groups who should be at 
the table. And there were other groups that were 
plugging in with us but that weren’t necessarily solid 
with us and there were only five or six of us, and we 
wanted more. So we held a big event. We got about 
70 people in the room and we designed this agenda, 
and Carl had a lot to do with designing what might 
be the six major areas we should be looking at. And 
that was the beginning of what became the Six Wins 
Coalition. And so everybody walked out feeling that 
we were on the right path and could build a greater 
momentum. 

       BC What day was that?

      MG This was the first convening of the Six 
Wins Coalition about three years ago. And it was a 
great day. We held the event at the California En-
dowment Foundation Center. We had about 70 peo-
ple there. Everyone had a role. We broke down into 
teams around the six areas and everybody came up 
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with strategies and what could be done, and some of 
those folks in those six tables really hung in and did 
their work. And some didn’t, but I think it was Urban 
Habitat and Carl Anthony, Paloma, and Public Ad-
vocates who really stayed on top of the next steps. I 
didn’t understand all of the policy discussions but 
what I could do was pull people to the discussion. 
And so for me it was getting people engaged in the 
dialog and getting them into action. 

I often felt lost sitting in the policy discussions. 
My job was to come up with a strategy to move 
Genesis’ strategy forward. And so we were the base 
building arm of that coalition, which in and of itself, 
is very significant because across America you see a 
lot of groups like Genesis that do direct action work, 
and you see a lot of groups like Urban Habitat, who 
do policy research—who can come up with nice 
magazines and beautiful graphs, and they tell the 
story but they can’t do anything about it. We, groups 
like Genesis, can do something about it but we don’t 
have the resources to tell the story as eloquently with 
film and booklets and presentations. It is the policy 
and research groups that get invited to meet with 
funders to tell the story. They don’t invite organizers 
or leaders from our type of organizations. So, work-
ing together made sense.

So, for these two different types of groups to 
marry and find some self-interest in working collec-
tively I think is the beauty of the Six Wins Coalition. 
I think that’s probably the most attractive aspect be-
yond just the victories that they’ve had, but the most 
attractive aspect is the diversity in the crowd and 
who they are as a coalition. Not a group of just policy 
wonks. And not a group of crazy activists. So it’s that 
gathering of unusual suspects that I think makes the 
Six Wins attractive. So anyway, that’s how I got in. 
And my thought was, “If I bring Genesis in, maybe 
we can come up with a strategy to win the bus pass. 
Genesis might have a chance”. Well, they came 
within a few hundred votes of winning the bus pass. 
But they’re going to go after it again. This issue 
aligned Genesis with the transit union because the 
transit union suddenly saw that we are fighting for 
them too. We were fighting harder for them than 
they were fighting for themselves. So I think it has 
the potential. It has the potential to bring together a 
very powerful body of humanity that can I think 

overtake the political structures. It might take five 
years but I think it can be done.

       BC How did you and your organization be-
come aware of the opportunities in SB 375?

      MG Okay. Well, if you were a young person 
in the ‘60s you didn’t have to do anything to become 
politicized, you just had to wake up. That’s not true 
anymore, people have to be politicized now and so 
the question is how do you do that? 

So some of what we did about awakening was 
that Carl and Paloma and I did a series of meetings 
in three different regions that the California En-
dowment, in particular, was interested in those re-
gions. We did workshops on SB 375. So my job was 
to put together the venue and the people and Carl 
and Paloma’s job was to come in with the actual 
presentation, the dialogue, and framing how we were 
going to get feedback from them on what they were 
understanding and wanting to do about SB 375. So 
we did that. It was very interesting, each of the three 
sessions we did, and every session we had anywhere 
from 55 to 100 people. And every session taught us 
something about what to do in the next session. But 
we came out of there with very rich material about 
what people needed, what they believed and under-
stood and what they wanted to do.

The difficulty with SB 375, it’s just a number and 
people don’t know what it means. And if you say, “I 
want to explain it to you”; their eyes begin to roll up 
into their heads. And so, how do we make SB  375 
real to people? And that’s very challenging. But the 
waking up is much more profound than just SB 375. 
It’s like grabbing someone and shaking them and 
saying, “Do you understand that there are people 
making decisions about what is going to happen to 
you and you don’t have a voice in it? And some of 
those decisions are not going to be good. Is that all 
right with you?” And I think that’s the waking up, 
and that waking up has to be agitational. I do that. 
Nice people like Carl and Paloma don’t do that but 
that is what I was trained to do. It is my job to get in 
someone’s face and say, “wake up”. Many of us are 
afraid to wake up because we are afraid to face truth. 
We fear that we might have to do something about it. 
We won’t know what to do about it and fail. And so 
people say to themselves, “better that I don’t under-
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stand and leave it to the elected officials or to Carl 
Anthony who’s brilliant, or to Urban Habitat”. That’s 
the waking up that we’re having trouble doing be-
cause there’s not enough people willing to agitate 
one another. 

This is not about creating a situation in which the 
person you agitate will never talk to you again. You 
have to do it in a way that is going to be so excited 
they will want to talk to you again. We have a long 
way to go to wake up people about SB  375. We’ve 
done a lot but it is not enough. SB 375 is a hammer 
that can be used. It’s a law. So you can say, “you are 
breaking the law and we’re going to hold you ac-
countable”. Let’s tell people that there are nails and if 

you have a hammer, you can hammer the community 
you want into existence. SB 375 calls for the reduc-
tion of vehicle miles traveled. It also can be used to 
create transit-supported development, walkable 
communities, healthier neighborhoods void of dan-
gerous emissions, affordable housing—and it goes on 
and on. These are the issues people want to talk 
about. So, let’s use this hammer to demand these 
things. We are not where we need to be. 

       BC What was Gamaliel trying to stop?

      MG Well, one of the things we were trying 
to stop is to have people believe that a bureaucratic 
structure can make decisions in isolation without 
talking to them. So that is one key thing that we try 
to stop and the beginning of saying no.

Secondly, we want to stop the belief and accep-
tance that political structures can ignore the people 
when they do speak up. Political structures think first 
of taking care of their own self-interest, and if they 

had anything left over, the interests of the people. In 
Sacramento, as in many cities, they are building a 
sports arena. They don’t need a sports arena and they 
will have to divert funds away from schools, parks, 
streets and services to build it. There are so many 
low-income communities in the region to invest in 
but instead they are going to invest in the sports 
arena because some billionaire sports owner wants it 
done. And so I ask, “What can we do to stop this, to 
turn this around?” It requires a significant level of 
power to change. So, the people do not say “no”, in 
great part, because they believe they do not have the 
power to support their position. 

So, how do we make sure that the people seek to 
be included and the political structures understand 
they have to include people other than just each 
other and how do we stop this attitude that low-
income people, working class people, people of color 
don’t count? 

So, when a leader calls an organizer and reports 
that the MTC wants to spend $225 million of transit 
stimulus money on another project, that leader was 
saying “No”. Now it took us two years, but we got 
every single nickel of that $225 million back into 
transit because the people said “No”. It was a long, 
drawn out process but what was beautiful was how 
educated this team of leaders got about how deci-
sions are made and how confident they became 
about saying “no, you will not take our transit money 
to further your interests instead of ours”. To make 
sure that power structures don’t act alone in making 
decisions absent the people requires that the people 
have the capacity to say yes or no. 

Two Genesis leaders were sent to the national 
Gamaliel meeting to report on their work. They re-
ceived a standing ovation. They were stunned. They 
came back and said, “We didn’t expect that. I asked, 
“Why did you get a standing ovation?” They said, 
“Because no community groups until now have ever 
been successful in challenging an MPO”. It had never 
been done and our coalition was the first one to do 
it. What a great experience for these ordinary—yet 
extraordinary—people who often feel like they’re 
nobodies in the world, and suddenly they get a 
standing ovation nationally. These experiences are 
transformational. 
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       BC How does your organization draw its 
strength and its goals from the community?

      MG We do it through institutions so we 
bring in congregations, so not only the pastor has to 
come but also the pastor has to get his congregation 
to agree they’re going to join. The congregation 
forms a team. The team then keeps the congregation 
alerted about what’s going on. All congregants don’t 
want to join this kind of work but I just tell the con-
gregation it’s one ministry. Not everybody has to play 
the game. 

Two, we want labor unions. We just met with the 
Amalgamated Transit Union. And they’re really great 
people and we want them to operate out of their own 
self-interest and we believe that means a deeper 
connection to our organization and the world out-
side of themselves. Americans work against them-
selves all the time when they work in isolation. So 
our message to those groups is, “You’ve got to be 
insiders, you’ve got to be members, you’ve got to 
have your people trained, you’ve got to agitate peo-
ple, you’ve got to inspire your members to be active 
and not just to be passive—and, we will do it to-
gether”. 

Unions, like so many institutions, are struggling. 
They have a membership base that believes that if 
they pay their dues someone else has to organize for 
them, that they shouldn’t have to do anything. And 
so, and that’s not a new phenomenon, it’s been going 
on for about 35 years, and it’s been building. And 
that’s why unions have been attacked so successfully 
across America. Most Americans do not understand 
that working conditions have improved over the past 
100 years primarily because working people organ-
ized. They want to believe that it is out of the good-
ness of corporations’ hearts that they give a 40-hour 
week and vacation pay and all that. They think that 
it’s just the goodness of government and the good-
ness of corporations. They don’t understand that all 
of that was fought for, and bloody fights. I mean 
people lost their lives over those fights. 

All institutions—congregations, labor unions, 
organizations and others have experienced a falling 
away. An attitude of individualism lends to commu-
nities losing. So, bring in labor unions, large organi-
zations, congregations and other institutions impor-

tant to a community and work to strengthen their 
base so that each can deliver 200 people to an action. 
If you have ten institutions that agree and they really 
work hard and they’ve got teams, they can bring 
1,000, 2,000 or 5,000 people to an action. To get to 
this point requires patience, a strong plan and a team 
of confident organizers and leaders. It took seven 
years in Chicago to get to a meeting of 5,000 people, 
but we got there and every Congressional leader in 
Illinois was there to respond to the list of demands. 

To congregations, I say, “Because you are a com-
munity of faith, you are called to be kingdom build-
ers; to be people who care about people in your soci-
ety; to be in community, not individuals but in com-
munity; and we want to do it with you. So that’s why 
you can challenge your people, you can use Scripture 
to challenge your people”. Some pastors do it effec-
tively, some less so but all want to get there. A base 
of leaders is built and then invested in—the first step 
being leadership training. Gamaliel organizes six-day 
trainings. It is very intense but very exciting. People 
come out of there feeling like it’s a whole new world. 
Each congregation sends 20 people so those 20 peo-
ple are going to return on fire, ready to go, and they 
help the other hundred or whatever people, push 
them a little bit. 

I went to that training. It wasn’t ours. It was an-
other group that’s older than we are who’ve done this 
type of work and they had a fabulous training and I 
wanted to go so bad. And a friend of mine who had 
worked for the organization helped me get in. I went 
to Staten Island in 1984. I had an experience that for 
the first time validated how I felt. I was not crazy 
after all. I felt as though everything I had ever felt in 
my life was legitimized. There was a career that sup-
ported what I wanted to do, there was a real lan-
guage that was acceptable and that supported what I 
believed; I had something to offer and I had been an 
organizer already for about two years. That day, I 
vowed that I would be an organizer all of my life. It 
wasn’t until much later that I reflected upon it and I 
thought, I always thought I was just a crazy inner city 
person, angry about many things that I didn’t under-
stand, feeling bad that I was angry, feeling like I had 
to be silent, feeling just inept, inadequate, all kinds of 
nasty feelings about myself, and I went to this train-
ing and everything that I had experienced was held 
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up. So I walked out of that training and felt like a 
champion. And so that’s why and how I have stayed. 
It was fabulous. 

       BC Who were some of your unexpected al-
lies?

      MG Well, certainly like I said to you, just 
being with research and policy groups I think was 
fabulous. Gamaliel Foundation supported the crea-
tion of Genesis and Genesis created the opportunity 
to enter Sonoma. So I went to Sonoma and there’s a 
very vibrant organization now in Sonoma. They’re 
doing incredible work. And that kind of instigated 
our entry into Sacramento. And so I can go to Sac-
ramento and share the story of the Bay Area and the 
Six Wins Coalition. They could do the same thing. 
Sonoma is part of the metropolitan region of the 
MTC and the Six Wins Coalition and they must be in 
the Six Wins Coalition. The smart train is being built 
in Sonoma and they are in serious need of some de-
cent transit, transit oriented development, affordable 
housing, livable communities, etc. So I think that 
anything I began here, and I haven’t been the lead 
anymore for a couple years because Mary Lim 
Lampe is here and doing a great job. But my job 
when I arrived in California ten years ago was to cre-
ate five organizations that would be part of the Ga-
maliel Foundation. I believe I have done that. The 
work now lies in the hands of talented Gamaliel or-
ganizers who will take each project to a new and 
more powerful level. We have a project slowly brew-
ing in Bakersfield. We’ve got Sacramento moving 
forward. Sonoma is already there. J.O.B. in San Diego 
is present and Genesis. So, you know. It’s paid off. 
Painfully slow, but ten years of my life.

       BC What was your vision for the Six Wins?

      MG Well, first of all I wanted some recogni-
tion for Genesis and for its people. You know, I 
wanted them to get on the map. But, I must say that 
often I feel as though organizations like ours are 
pulling up the back end. Sometimes, I feel like the 
guy walking behind the elephant. And I feel we are 
often at the back end in terms of recognition and 
funding. But, it comes with the territory and we 
must invest more in educating those who can be 
partners—like foundations. 

I am pleased about the path I was placed on in 
this life. I am a person of faith and acknowledge the 
presence of something much greater than I and am 
grateful and humbled by the opportunities I have 
had.

So we want to create a world where there’s de-
mocracy; where people can have dreams and have 
the opportunity to realize them; where there’s citi-
zenship; where people shape communities; where 
people respect communities, and where people are 
connected to one another and will fight to protect 
their communities. That they’re not just going to 
allow a community to be taken down because a de-
veloper wants to build something or an arena has to 
be built, or whatever it might be. That they’re going 
to have a lot to say about it. So we’re looking for the 
development of great confident and competent and 
connected leaders, we’re looking for viable commu-
nities.

We’re looking for a lot of tremendous leaders in 
every town. In every city in America we have hun-
dreds and hundreds of leaders who are vocal, who 
are clear, who are connected to many other people, 
who are capable of negotiating, capable of compro-
mise, who listen well, who speak well, and that’s what 
you want in every neighborhood. And so that’s what 
we fight for.

For more information on the Gamaliel Foundation, visit www.gamaliel.org. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Community Power

Mary Lim Lampe
Genesis

Mary Lim Lampe is the Lead Organizer of Genesis, the 
Bay Area affiliate of the Gamaliel Network. Gamaliel is the 
organizing institute that hired and trained President 
Obama to organize in the south-side of Chicago. Ms. Lim 
Lampe has organized on regional issues for 7 years. As 
former Executive Director of the Gamaliel affiliate in 
Kansas City, Missouri, Mary brings a long history in 
working with a broad base of community members in 
finding policy solutions.

Preview

“First, everyone has the right to contribute and participate in decisions that affect 
them; resources don’t need to be distributed equally, but they should be equitable. 

Many people in our community are born behind the eight ball— institutional racism 
prevents them from contributing and from having meaningful lives. Genesis’ work 

utilizes our different faith/values backgrounds as a clarion call to change this 
equation.”

“Our model of organizing uses relationships and stories to try to change this. I think 
that at the end of the day, people connect with human stories, and so part of our 
training and our methodology is to connect with a broad base of people. So for 

example, you have wealthy business owners that are connecting with Ethiopian youth 
who are undocumented. That’s a real challenge.”

“So it’s better that we build relationships now, and find ways to know each other now 
and not wait until the last minute, because that’s what happens to a lot of activists. 
They all say we need twenty-five people to show up in some location, and can only 

hope people do it. We have to build relationships that are sustainable, so that’s how 
we use this work; it’s in our self-interest.”
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    MLL I am Mary Lim Lampe. I am the lead 
organizer with Genesis, and we are the Gamaliel 
network affiliate for Oakland. 

       BC What are the core values of Genesis? 

    MLL First, everyone has the right to contrib-
ute and participate in decisions that affect them; re-
sources don’t need to be distributed equally but they 
should be equitable. Many people in our community 
are born behind the eight ball— institutional racism 
prevents them from contributing and from having 
meaningful lives. Genesis’ work utilizes our different 
faith/values backgrounds as a clarion call to change 
this equation. 

       BC What is your own background? 

    MLL I was brought up by immigrant par-
ents—my father was very, very poor growing up, so I 
always knew that I had to take advantage of the op-
portunities in front of me to help change things for 
the better. My own faith and beliefs are what really 
drives me into this work. Gamaliel organizers are 
pushed and trained to draw on our own stories. In-
evitably, many of us are called to this work by our 
faith. 

       BC How does it drive you? 

    MLL I think many in Genesis have a hunger 
for justice—a hunger for our congregations/ institu-
tions to do some kind of action. I think there is, at 
times, a frustration because many in our communi-
ties have lost hope and do not act. Our model of or-
ganizing uses relationships and stories to try to 
change this. I think that at the end of the day, people 
connect with human stories, and so part of our train-
ing and our methodology is to connect with a broad 
base of people. So for example, you have wealthy 
business owners that are connecting with Ethiopian 
youth who are undocumented. That’s a real chal-
lenge. There are times that I think we are all just 
really hungry to tell our story more and testify to 
people and it can be really frustrating when there are 
not a lot of people who are motivated to act, who 
have the courage to act. 

       BC What precipitated your joining Genesis?

    MLL I worked in social services for about 
twelve years. I was part of a team of people who had 
a caseload of homeless people and they were mostly 
men who struggled with mental illness or addiction, 
or both. They had all been homeless for a really long 
time. I loved that work, it was great. We got a really 
large grant to house people and at around year eight 
or so into my time with this group, we were trying to 
house people and I realized that a lot of the clients 
we were serving could never get into housing pro-
grams, because housing programs would say “we 
need thirty days clean, we need someone with thirty 
days of medication compliance” and a lot of our guys 
had gotten into a lot of trouble—I mean the deck was 
stacked against them. I had proposed to my boss that 
I wanted to do some kind of action, like maybe a 
housing forum to expose this, and it didn’t go well in 
my organization. It was not in their mission to advo-
cate for the people. This was the signal to me that I 
needed to look for something different, and that’s 
when I started looking for organizing. It just sort of 
worked out. I found an affiliate in the Midwest who 
was looking for a lead organizer and so I applied for 
that job and that’s what got in me into organizing. 

       BC So where were you inspired to create the 
kind organizing that you wanted to do? 

    MLL It was a long process. I met the Ga-
maliel organizer who interviewed me for the job and 
I wasn’t totally sure that I wanted to do this. This is a 
very slow change process and I had to make a deci-
sion if this was going to be my lifestyle. There are 
also lots of challenges. I have to raise my own salary, 
I have to raise the budget of the organization, I have 
to raise money from the minute I start organizing. 

       BC How did you and Genesis become aware 
of Plan Bay Area, and how did you get involved with 
it? 

    MLL I inherited this campaign, it wasn’t like I 
sought it out. I was hired eighteen months ago and 
Genesis was already involved. 

       BC What community did Genesis represent 
in the Six Wins? 
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    MLL Six Wins is a coalition; everyone brings 
different guests. Our biggest job in Genesis is to 
build a base of people and have it be broad. Our goal 
is to bring people from different economic situa-
tions, different denominations, different races, and 
different parts of the geography together. We figured 
out that engaging in Regional Transportation plan-
ning worked for our people, but it was very hard for 
others to understand what we were about. One of the 
things we brought was a broad base and the second 
thing was, we were one of the grassroots groups that 
had a testing field for messaging. There were some 
things that just did not work, like giving out a bunch 
of written material. It does not work with some peo-
ple in the mix, but stories do work. At the end of the 
day, we knew that we had to make sure there was a 
story for every policy we were pushing. The story 
had to be about a human being, not just policy advis-
ing the public 
officials. It had to 
be a bus rider, a 
h u m a n b e i n g 
connected to the 
issue. We kept 
trying to bring 
t h i s R e g i o n a l 
Transportation 
planning to our 
own regular peo-
ple with human 
stories. 

       BC Who are some of your unexpected allies 
in this coalition, and what did these alliances make 
possible? 

    MLL Working with policy groups is definitely 
challenging, but it was unexpected how fruitful that 
would be. You know, organizations like Break-
through Communities. I don’t think that Genesis 
leaders could say what Breakthrough Communities 
does. It was a bit awkward in the beginning. We had 
to search for ways that we could partner together 
and I think that was really fruitful for us. 

       BC What were the things in the process that 
you were most proud of? 

    MLL It’s one thing to organize a congrega-
tion, or a union, or an institution because there is a 
self-interest of people trying to do things to affect 
social justice in their community. It’s totally different 
to organize within a coalition. There’s a different kind 
of relationship building that has to happen. There’s a 
different kind of accountability that has to happen. 
I’m proud that we were able to figure that out as a 
group. There was a ton of learning along the way, so I 
was really proud that we took moments to work 
things out in community. There weren’t any little side 
decisions made or backdoor deals made by members 
concocting a plan without the whole community 
knowing about it. In fact there wasn’t anyone who 
had the job of facilitating, except people who facili-
tated the convening. For the most part everybody 
was responsible for making sure that their voice was 
going to be heard, and that there weren’t any secret 

deals happening. 

BC Any key 
events that you 
w o u l d l i k e t o 
s h a r e s t o r i e s 
about? 

MLL E d u c a-
tion and Advo-
cacy Day, after the 
coalition conven-
ing was definitely 

a peak for me because it was the time we could do 
what we had wanted to do, which was to attach sto-
ries to the policy and make sure that the commis-
sioners and superintendents knew what we were 
talking about, and bring it to our base. Genesis had 
about a dozen people there, and we had people from 
different parts of the region. Our leaders loved it, 
they loved going to nine different counties and com-
ing back and sharing stories. I think that there was 
lots of learning about partnering up with policy 
groups. One of the policy people tried to over-
educate and dominate the visit and it was great for 
the regular people to get in there and say “you know 
this is not just about xyz policy, this is not just about 
the technicalities, this is about how it affects real 
people, and what real people think about this”. It was 
really empowering for Genesis leaders. 
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I think that it was good for the coalition itself 
to hear how we talk about our feelings about the 
issues. I think it was good all-around for us inter-
nally as well, because in building the coalition and 
in the continuing work from now into the future, 
we realized that if a policy group is able to give us 
a lot of technical feedback, that’s a gift and it’s 
really helpful, but we also need to value the work 
that it takes to bring grassroots leaders to these 
meetings. They’re usually not being paid, and 
they’re usually volunteering and some of our 
leaders take off work for these things. We need to 
honor that. 

       BC Is access to the meetings a challenge 
for your members? 

    MLL Many people, including our youth 
are unable to go to these meetings during the day. 
We as a coalition need to make sure that we are 
finding ways to make sure that the stories of our 
marginalized people, our poor youth, our under-
employed people, our immigrant people, our 
non-English speaking people, are being heard. 
And we at the coalition absolutely have to make sure 
that those with more capacity don’t get a bigger 
voice. 

       BC What challenges occurred in being part 
of a community power network? 

    MLL One of the commitments was that 
community power needed to be part of every Win. 
We built a regional leadership body, so that means 
that I was looking for clergy and community leaders 
throughout the region, and I’m talking to them about 
regional issues. How could I spend time on regional 
issues when we have so many local concerns? Now 
we have a clergy and community table that meets 
every month. It’s taken almost a year to get there. 

We found ways to go wide and deep in each insti-
tution. I have one Catholic Church that’s sponsoring 
a listening campaign where they’re doing one-on-
ones with a wide net of people. They are trying really 
hard to talk to people who have been there for fifty 
years and people who have been there for two years. 
They’re trying to do a poll of the community, about 
what issues they’re passionate about, and that takes a 
really long time. It’s a lot of really intense work. In 

general, people are really scared of that kind of work. 
We built a really cool crew of fifteen people who are 
the listeners, but others were unwilling. It’s a con-
stant pushing of people to do what they say they 
want to do, which is build community, listen to 
community, and move forward. In the midst of 
building a region-wide community and clergy leader 
table, we focus on how organizing can enhance an 
institution. It becomes sustainable and keeps going 
because it becomes part of the cultural model of the 
church or synagogue or mosque. 

       BC Did you organize anyone for getting the 
word out about Six Wins? 

    MLL I looked at the denominational relation-
ships, and I met with clergy and asked them to find 
other clergy that we didn’t know in Contra Costa 
County, in Pleasanton, in Hayward, and all over the 
region. Whenever we talk about our work, we talk 
about it as region- wide and so that was the way we 
found clergy that really get it, and leaders that get 
why a regional approach is really important. A lot of 
environmental focus leaders understand why re-
gional planning is really important, so we selected 
clergy who were already doing environmental work 
because it was like a natural fit. Public transportation 
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is an easy issue to bring to people who wanted a 
youth bus pass region-wide, and so focusing on that 
was a no-brainer. 

       BC So you approached clergy with the youth 
bus pass idea? 

    MLL We had our clergy and community 
leaders table meetings. Then we had one-on-ones 
with MPC commissioners, which happened in the 
first half of this year. We started inviting a few clergy 
to those meetings so they could meet their own 
MPC commissioner. We in-
vited them to education advo-
cacy day as well. We’re just 
looking for ways to plug peo-
ple in. These are issues are a 
little bit technical and people 
understand the youth bus 
pass, but they don’t under-
stand the funding streams 
from transportation planning, 
so I think we’re just getting 
started. 

       BC I remember when 
riding the bus was 60 cents for 
the youth, and now it’s $2.10. 
Is there a discount for youth 
now? 

    MLL Th e r e i s . We 
want it to be free. We wanted it to be easier to access 
because one of things we are learning is that it’s a 
little hard to understand how to access the youth bus 
pass. Now you have to have to register your child, 
because they want to put that in the system. When 
your child turns eighteen, they will cancel the pass. 
That’s a hurdle right there. There are some families 
who can’t do it. 

       BC Most youth don’t have an ID. 

    MLL Exactly, so they have to use a birth cer-
tificate or something else that proves birth. If you are 
an undocumented person, you just don’t have a birth 
certificate. A lot of people don’t get birth certificates. 
And then one of the moms started to ask me “what is 
the office that you go to?” Because there are not a lot 
of offices where you can get youth bus passes. There’s 

a lot for disabled and elderly, but for some reason 
there are fewer for student bus passes. If we get a 
free bus pass, the implementation is easier. 

       BC So what are the next steps for that mov-
ing forward? 

    MLL In 2014, Measure B, which is a transit 
tax, will be voted on. It lost in 2012 by about 700 
votes. We’re hopeful that it will be successful and 
that it will fund the bus pass program. I think the 
leadership of Genesis understands that we can’t just 

depend on things like that. We 
have to find funding, private, 
public, anyway we can. It’s a 
huge equity issue. We have a 
lot of clergy that are finding 
out that in their municipality 
there are big fights about in-
cluding affordable housing in 
the housing elements. Focus-
ing on the affordable housing 
element is also a next step. The 
talk around it is just really rac-
ist and really discriminatory 
against low-income people. 
Who better to fight against 
that than people of faith? 

BC How did you use 
the work with Six Wins and 
with SB 375 to build leaders in 

your own organization? 

    MLL There were four or five leaders who 
were going to Six Wins meetings before I came on. 
They were going to meetings and a lot of times they 
weren’t totally sure what they should be doing, but 
they knew there needed to be a Genesis presence 
there. We then made a decision that organizing staff 
would go to the Six Wins community meetings. We 
had leaders going and then we stopped that, we had 
staff going, and then we started talking about it as 
leaders, what it means to be part of a coalition, who 
the “we” is, who the “us” is. We asked “what do we 
really want to make sure we get out of this coalition?” 
We did a lot of development around strategy with 
allies. What is an ally? There’s a whole training on 
protocol analysis that we do, and there are many al-
lies that are actually intermediaries, they’re not 
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grassroots, they’re intermediaries. They have their 
foot in the door of the people who make decisions. 
This is a public arena and we need to be clear walk-
ing in, to preserve our own self-interest. On educa-
tion advocacy day, one of our allies used one of our 
leaders’ stories without permission and it was just in 
a blog, it was very minor. Our leadership learned that 
they needed to speak up and say that wasn’t actually 
okay. This is how we respect each other, like you not 
running past us. 

That was a really good experience for our leaders 
to get to the point where they’re clear about who our 
allies are, and how these can be mutually productive 
relationships. The last thing is recruitment, because 
we want to go to a regional table. I want a clergy 
member who has no bus stop in front of his church, 
is not connected to easy transit, so it’s a huge access 
problem, and he totally gets that the regional aspect 
of our work is what speaks to him. The training ses-
sions produced recruitment. 

       BC How is working regionally with SB  375 
part of your own mission? 

    MLL As the SB  375 work developed, we 
started getting really hungry to make sure that we’re 
talking to low income youth in our congregations 
and beyond, because we knew that there would be 
this big opportunity to make sure that a bunch of 

voices were at the table. And it wasn’t just the usual 
suspects. So that’s how we pursued that in our narra-
tive, we’re talking to low income youth about the bus 
pass but also about all the environmental issues, and 
the regional aspect of our work. You can’t compart-
mentalize what we do in Oakland and separate it 
from Richmond. We have to find ways to know each 
other because the work is going to demand that we 
would all have to go to Richmond City Hall for some 
reason. So it’s better that we build relationships now, 

and find ways to know 
each other now and not 
wait until the last minute, 
because that’s what hap-
pens to a lot of activists. 
They all say we need 
twenty-five people to show 
up in some location, and 
can only hope people do it. 
We have to build relation-
ships that are sustainable, 
so that’s how we use this 
work; it’s in our self-
interest. 

BC Do you feel like 
your core values are sup-
ported by your work with 
Genesis and SB 375? 

MLL One of my core 
values, common to Genesis and Gamaliel, is that 
everyone has the right to participate in decisions that 
affect our lives. A lot environmental, urban, and 
housing planning occurs during the work day, at 
times that people who make $11 an hour on the 
three to eleven shift cannot go to, right? So we want 
to make sure that we find ways to carry those voices 
in and also to push leaders to be at the table to pay 
attention to this. One of our allies, New Voices are 
Rising, did a training for me, and one of the stories 
that really stuck with me was a high school student 
whose sister has asthma and it has to do with pollu-
tion, the way it is concentrated especially in the poor 
areas of Oakland. You can see that in her mind it’s 
just dawning on her that this is actually happening 
and that she should and could be someone who did 
something about it, and so, for us, that is what this is 
about, making sure that we find the youth within our 
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institutions and train them and make sure they have 
powerful experiences being at the table. 

       BC If you were to give advice to somebody 
who is wanting to get involved, what would you say to 
inspire them? 

    MLL They don’t have a choice. It’s not really 
about inspiration. It’s because of the way highway 
construction is, the way that housing is built, the way 
that environmental concerns are ignored. We have to 
find ways to come together and participate in this 
work together in a meaningful way. If we don’t do it 
together, we’re working against each other. There 
really isn’t any choice in my head. 

       BC So your advice would be to find a way? 

    MLL Find a way. You don’t have a choice. 

       BC How can Breakthrough Communities be 
a stronger partner for you in the next steps? 

    MLL I want to give Carl Anthony a lot of 
credit. Carl contributed tremendously to the narra-
tive that Genesis uses, and that is an integral part of 
our mission. I’m not really sure what Breakthrough 
Communities does--I know that it’s a place where 
Carl has a vehicle and space. I know that it’s helpful 
to our leadership, reading about what Carl has said 
and hearing him speak. Our leaders know that 
they’re sure on the right track with interconnected-
ness and why we need to see with a regional focus, 
even if it’s really hard. There are times when I think 
our leaders are tempted to stay in this one neighbor-
hood, because then everyone would just come to this 
one church and we can focus in this one thing, but 
whenever they hear Carl, we know we’ve got to keep 
going. We have to find ways with technology to stay 
connected. I would say that in general, strong part-
ners do as much as we can in community, we make 
sure that we are honest with each other and talk in 
community when we’re making decisions with each 
other. And I think that’s the strength of Six Wins, 
just making space for that.
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Preview

But displacement concerns were the most important issues for a number of students, 
especially the older students who had personally experienced the impacts of 

displacement pressure.  Those students were very eloquent speakers at a number of 
meetings, with some real impact, I think.   For instance, Mark Luce, the President of the 
Association of Bay Area Governments was in the audience at the hearing on the draft 
EIR – the draft environmental impact report – on Plan Bay Area  -- when some of our 
students spoke about displacement.   He commented to one of the folks from Urban 

Habitat, that the students’ testimony had really caused him to see the issue in a 
different light than he had seen it before.

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                .info page 116 



BC         How did you get started in social justice 
work.

JR           As I grew up in Chicago during the 60’s 
and 70’s, there was a sense that it really was possible 
to have a more just, a more equal society, and things 
were moving in that direction. And then things just 
kind of stalled out. What we’ve seen over the past 
forty-five years is growing inequality in this country. 
There has been progress toward racial equality in 
some ways, yet we have come to a time when we have 
President Barack Obama, and at the same time we 
have Trayvon Martin shot dead in Florida. When it 
comes to clean air, safety, access to good schools, and 
all kinds of public amenities, I grew up believing 
these were just part of what you got if you grew up in 
the United States. I realize today that that was not 
true when I grew up, but sadly, I think it’s even less 
true now for a lot of people. 

Hope for a better, fairer world has shaped my 
personal back-story and pointed me toward the heart 
of the Six Wins effort, which is to really an effort to 
create beautiful, healthy, sustainable, resilient com-
munities where everybody has access to the things 
that everybody needs. I particularly admire Carl An-
thony for staying true to that vision and for crafting 
the Six Big Wins. Through decades of work, Carl has 
been a central person, in the Bay Area environmental 
justice movement and really across the country. He 
has looked thoughtfully at what kinds of communi-
ties people really want, what kind of society we all 
want and then asked: how do we make that possible 
for everyone? 

JR           We got New Voices Are Rising started 
here at Rose Foundation in 2004 as a voter registra-
tion effort. We started by getting high school stu-
dents involved in registering voters in their commu-
nities. Some of the students we worked with were 
part of a youth group at a church in northwest Oak-
land; they didn’t necessarily live in the area but they 
had strong ties to the church and through that to the 
neighborhood—which was right in the middle of a 
zip code with some of the highest asthma rates in 
California. That church and its families also had 
strong ties to the civil rights movement and were 
interested in changing the face of California’s elec-

torate. The students understood that the people who 
were voting in California did not really reflect the 
makeup of Californians as a whole and, maybe more 
important, did not understand or share a lot of their 
concerns. In California, voters tend to be older, and 
whiter, and wealthier than the average resident. And 
so for those students, the motivation was something 
like “hey I want to find people out there who under-
stand where I’m coming from, at least a little bit,” 
right? 

So that was the start of New Voices, but it very 
quickly focused on some of the other problems that 
our students face, particularly problems related to 
environmental health and justice. In 2005 we started 
the New Voices Are Rising summer program, and 
since that time, we’ve really worked with high school 
students to help them get an understanding of some 
of the health and environmental disparities that we 
see in Oakland and nearby cities, and how those dis-
parities are tied to place and community. 

If you take a look at some of the great work that 
has come out of organizations and agencies dedi-
cated to community health, you can see the impact 
that poverty and its consequences have on people. 
The California Foundation’s Dr. Anthony Iton sees a 
fifteen year disparity in life expectancy between 
neighborhoods that are very close geographically but 
are very far apart economically. New Voices Are Ris-
ing began working with students to explore a lot of 
issues that tied into those disparities, in particular 
focusing on air quality issues. Because our students 
live in neighborhoods that are heavily impacted by 
truck routes, we worked first with the students to 
support the adoption of diesel risk reduction rules 
from the California Air Resources Board and then to 
support getting those rules implemented in a timely 
way. 

When we saw the SB 375 Sustainable Communi-
ties Strategies planning process starting, it seemed 
like an opportunity for a reassessment. Instead of just 
asking: “How can we regulate things so that the pol-
lution doesn’t have such terrible consequences for 
whole communities” it seemed like here might be an 
opportunity to ask: “What are sustainable communi-
ties? And what strategies can be employed to get us 
to more sustainable, healthier, more equitable com-
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munities?” And that’s really what led us to the Six 
Wins network.

BC         What role did New Voices Are Rising 
play in the Six Wins network?

JR           Initially we worked with the students to 
help them develop their own visions for healthy sus-
tainable neighborhoods, and to help students share 
that vision with policy makers. On that front we’ve 
had limited success. Students came to meetings and 
sent in comments on some of the initial vision sce-
narios for Plan Bay Area, talking about their own 
visions for a healthy sustainable community. 

As the institutional process moved along, the 
students increasingly spoke up at public meetings 
about the holes that they saw in the plans as they 
were developing. And for our students, the biggest 
holes had to do with the lack of anti-displacement 
measures and inadequate funding for transit opera-
tions, and particularly, inadequate funding for bus 
transit—because for a lot of our students the bus is 
their primary way of getting around.

As students have gotten older, and have to travel 
farther, more of them are using BART, but it’s expen-
sive, so much so that for a lot of students it’s really 
out of their price range. And honestly, if bus fares 
keep going up and move out of their price range, a lot 
of kids are just going to be stuck. 

In addition to their concern about whether transit 
will remain affordable, our students have really felt 
the brunt of multiple rounds of transit service cuts 
that began in 2006, and then just got worse in 2010. 
The students spoke up to ask that the service cuts be 
restored. Their concerns have included making sure 
that there are enough buses so that the buses won’t 
pass them by in the morning when they’re trying to 
take the bus to school. Besides raising those issues at 
public hearings, a group of students participated in a 
focus group sponsored by the Alameda County Pub-
lic Health Department as part of a study on bus tran-
sit service. Our students really enjoyed being part of 
that study, and helped develop important informa-
tion about the impact of service cuts on transit-
dependent youth. 

But displacement concerns were the most impor-
tant issues for a number of students, especially the 

older students who had personally experienced the 
impacts of displacement pressure. Those students 
were very eloquent speakers at a number of meet-
ings, with some real impact, I think. For instance, 
Mark Luce, the President of the Association of Bay 
Area Governments was in the audience at the hear-
ing on the draft EIR—the draft environmental impact 
report—on Plan Bay Area—when some of our stu-
dents spoke about displacement. He commented to 
one of the folks from Urban Habitat, that the stu-
dents’ testimony had really caused him to see the 
issue in a different light than he had seen it before.

One of the students who spoke that evening, 
Pamela Tapia, had started working with us when she 
was a sophomore. At that time we were working on 
the rail yard issue. When she moved to West Oak-
land, not too far from where the Oakland railyard is 
located, her asthma really started flaring up and she 
missed a lot of school. So she got very involved with 
New Voices around the diesel pollution issue and 
worked with us throughout high school. 

After high school Pamela started community col-
lege and was going to school when, all of a sudden, 
her mom lost her job. It was a minimum wage job; 
they didn’t have any money so they lost their apart-
ment close to the BART station, in an area that was 
very rapidly gentrifying. And so Pamela’s mom de-
cided that the only alternative she could see was 
move to 65 miles out to Manteca where she could get 
a two-bedroom apartment for about half of what she 
was paying for a studio. Pamela was left with the 
choice of staying with her mom—moving in the mid-
dle of the semester and leaving her familiar schoool, 
or trying to figure out some way to stay here, where, 
she was essentially homeless, with no resources. 
While she was contemplating couch surfing, one of 
her high school teachers said, “hey, you can stay with 
us”, so she did. 

Pamela’s mom and her sister moved into Man-
teca. Her mom couldn’t find work in Manteca, and 
eventually found a job in Hayward. It was another 
minimum wage job, and the amount of money that 
she would have had to pay to commute would have 
been more than her paycheck. So she didn’t com-
mute. She went to work on Monday and she slept on 
the trains, she slept on the floor of the cafeteria at 
work, she slept on friends’ couches. And maybe she 
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commuted home once in the middle of the week. 
Pamela’s sister—who was in high school—was basi-
cally raising herself. At that point, her mom really felt 
she had no choice; she couldn’t afford to move back, 
she couldn’t really afford to commute, and she 
couldn’t get a job where she was living. That was the 
story that Pamela told at that meeting. And I think it 
really did bring home that these are real choices that 
people face. 

So that was one of the stories that had an impact 
on ABAG, the agency responsible for Plan Bay Area. 
Another story was told by Devilla Ervin, who has 
been working with us since he was a freshman. He’s 
now 23, and has a job at as a mentor and tutor at a 
local middle school. He told us that when he was in 
high school his foster mom ended up deciding that 
she really couldn’t afford to rent an apartment big 
enough for her family in Oakland, so she moved to 
Sacramento. She was making more money than 
Pamela’s mom but she ended up driving back and 
forth between Oakland and Sacramento for about 
two and a half years. She had a job in the bay Area 
but she couldn’t afford to live here. I think these sto-
ries were really important for the policy makers to 
hear

BC         Some of your students sent statements 
prior to the hearings?

JR           The challenge was to be heard above the 
climate change deniers who claimed the whole proc-
ess was a hoax, an effort to take away their private 
property rights, even though nothing about the 
SB 375 process addressed that possibility. Sometimes 
it just seemed like some of those folks were acting 
out of a gut level fear. It really felt like some of the 
people talking about property rights were just afraid 
that people who weren’t like them—especially people 
of color who weren’t like them—might move into 
their neighborhoods. 

All in all, I think there were ways in which the Six 
Wins network contributed to better outcomes for the 
Plan Bay Area process, and the SB 375 process over 
all. Looking forward, I feel like that one challenge is 
to start working now to structure a process that will 
really let people be heard and somehow help people 
address the different questions that they are really 
concerned about. And if part of what some people 

are really concerned about is “oh my god I don’t like 
black people” somehow that may have to come out 
and be talked about even if the response boils down 
to: “I’m sorry that bothers you. But you know, that 
just can’t affect the way that we do things around 
here. “ But if we can get past the racism and look at 
the other fears that people have, fears like “oh my 
god, we’re going to have gangs here, oh my god we’re 
going to have drugs here, oh my god, we’re going to 
have crime and all these things and more…” We ab-
solutely have to figure out a way to address those 
fears because everybody should be able to live in a 
community where they can be safe from crime and 
gangs and drugs. Everybody.

One of the things that the Six Big Wins Network 
has talked about is the suburbanization of poverty. 
We forget that what some of the Plan’s opponents 
may have feared is the suburbanization of all of the 
problems that have been associated with poverty. 
Somehow we have to REALLY focus on how we can 
build healthy sustainable, safe, fair communities for 
everybody regardless if whether the communities are 
in Oakland, or in Pleasanton, or in Marin. How do 
we really make that possible? 

BC         Do you have a timeline for SB 375 im-
plementation from the perspective of your organiza-
tion?

JR           The first thing we did, in early 2011, was 
to take a series of lessons into high schools to talk 
about the goals of the Sustainable Communities 
Strategies planning process and get students involved 
in commenting on an initial vision scenario for Plan 
Bay Area which had just been released. Among other 
things, we were asking students to think about what 
it might mean to have so much growth slated for the 
Priority Development Areas.  In Oakland, most of 
those areas were lower income neighborhoods and 
middle income neighborhoods. We also asked stu-
dents if there could be places that the plan wasn’t 
looking at, that might be good places to plan for 
more people in the Bay Area. Would it make more 
sense to build more housing for people out in the 
communities along the BART lines? What would that 
look like? Will we create more displacement pressure 
in Oakland by targeting so much growth in low-
income neighborhoods? Those were questions about 
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which students had an opinion. And, after working 
for years on the health impacts of diesel pollution, 
the other question we had to ask students was: 
“Given that our transit system was built on top of our 
freight system, and that they overlap so heavily, is 
there a way to accommodate transit-oriented devel-
opment without exposing people to pollution from 
freight?” The students from Oakland Tech and Oak-
land High wrote many letters about those questions, 
and it was kind of fun. Then the following summer 
our New Voices youth leadership-training institute 
focused on helping students develop their own vision 
for healthy sustainable neighborhoods. During that 
summer, some of the kids wrote absolutely great stuff 
about their ideal communities. Later that year we 
were able to submit some of those papers as com-
ments on the Plan Bay Area vision scenarios, and 
then we started inviting students to the public work-
shops.

BC         Who was organizing the public work-
shops?

JR           Most of them were MTC/ABAG public 
workshops. Unfortunately, bad behavior from the 
Plan’s opponents left more than one kid saying “if I 
acted like that, I’d get thrown out of school” or “if I 
acted like that, I’d get arrested”. And the fact is they 
probably were right. There were a lot of adults who 
were getting away with behavior that wouldn’t have 
been tolerated in a classroom or in most public set-
tings. I was impressed by the personal resilience that 
our students showed, by the fact that our students 
came back for more and more despite the fact that 
they were really scared by the adults who seemed so 
out of control. Fortunately, for the most part, the 
most hateful people in the audience did shut up 
when the students spoke, although the first time I got 
up to speak, I got called both a communist and a 
Nazi because I supported public planning. At least 
they didn’t do that to the students. 

We also led a series of high school workshops 
using the online workshops that MTC and ABAG 
staff developed to get input on density. Those online 
workshops were pretty interesting, even though they 
didn’t really address a lot of the other things that 
people were concerned about. They were helpful, 
though, in getting students to think about “What are 

the trade-offs with density? What are the benefits? 
What do I care about more—do I want to live where I 
can walk to the movies or do I want to live in a place 
where there are big yards and single family homes?” 
Of course, pretty much any high school student 
wants to live in a place with big yards and single fam-
ily homes when they start thinking about priorities. 
We just kept looking for opportunities for students to 
become involved and to present their visions. After a 
while, of course, our focus was increasingly “What’s 
missing in the planning documents? What isn’t being 
addressed? What are the big holes here?” Sadly, the 
plans didn’t even touch on a lot of the things that 
students had been really interested in at first, for in-
stance, the question of food security, which for them 
meant growing your own food, or having access to 
healthy, sustainably, locally produced food. Those 
kinds of questions just weren’t part of the discussion 
toward the end, and it seemed more important to 
make sure that students had input on issues where 
there was a chance to change the plan.

JR           I know that we’ll stay involved with the 
effort to shape the next iteration of Plan Bay Area. 
We would love to find a way to create a more open 
conversation that students can participate in.

BC         How has this work been part of your own 
personal journey?

JR           There are a lot of ways that this con-
nects to my personal journey. I think we are in a very 
scary moment in history right now because there’s 
more carbon in the atmosphere than there has ever 
been in human history. We are doing something to 
the planet, and we haven’t any idea how it’s going to 
turn out. That’s pretty scary. We may not have 
enough time to figure it out and change things and 
do something about it, but people have been surpris-
ingly able to do that kind of thing in the past. I grew 
up in the era of the Cuban missile crisis; I remember 
watching the anti-aircraft missiles next to Lake 
Michigan being raised to firing position and not 
knowing whether it was just another periodic test of 
the missiles’ readiness, or the world going to end 
right then and there before my eyes. So, I think we’ve 
shown that we can ourselves back from the brink. 
But I think it’s challenging. And I don’t think it can 
happen if people only think about sustainability in 
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terms of giving things up. I think that it’s terribly 
important to figure not just what we have to give up, 
but also what we want to see in its place. That’s 
what’s so hopeful about this work. It really is our op-
portunity to say: “if we could just wave our magic 
wands and have the kind of world we want in a very 
local way, what would that world become?” And if we 
work for that, maybe we can start addressing the 
things that threaten the survival of all of us. We all 
have a vision of how we would like to be able live in 

the world and how we would like our kids to be able 
to live in the world. My daughter asked me recently, 
what keeps you from despair? My response was” I get 
to work with young people. And that’s very hopeful.” 
She said, “The problem is—I’m one of those young 
people and you guys just think we’re going to fix it”. 

I don’t mean to put that on you—or on her, either. 
We’ve all just got to keep inching closer to that vi-
sion. 
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Marybelle Nzegwu
Public Advocates

Marybelle Nzegwu is a Staff Attorney on Public Advocates’ 
Housing, Transit and Climate Justice team. Prior to joining 
PA, Marybelle directed the Civil Rights Project at the Center 
on Race, Poverty & the Environment, using environmental 
and civil rights law in communities overburdened with 
pollution. Marybelle is also on the faculty of the 
International University College of Turin, where she has 
taught a course entitled “Race, Labor and the Environment” 
to international students. Marybelle Nzegwu received her 
B.A. in Political Science/Political Theory from the University 
of California, San Diego and received her law degree from 
the University of California, Hastings, where she was 
Executive Editor of the “Hastings Constitutional Law 
Quarterly” and a semifinalist in the Evan A. Evans 
Constitutional Law Moot Court Competition. Public 
Advocates has been on the front lines of the struggle for 
social justice for 42 years, focusing our distinctive blend of 
policy, legal advocacy and community partnership on the 
root causes and effects of poverty and discrimination and 
expanding rights and opportunities for low-income people, 
p e o p l e o f c o l o r a n d i m m i g r a n t s .

Preview

“Democracy to me is not just about wealth and access. It’s about everyone having a 
say and everyone being able to impact the decisions that are going to affect their 

lives.”

“Everyone has a right to aesthetics but everyone also has a right to their lungs and the 
fact that some guy’s lungs are really dirty and some other guy’s pocketbook or bank 

account is really full, there’s a correlation there. “

“I really see the Six Wins playing this integral role, leading not just our state, as each of 
the regions within our state adopts a policy for how it’s planning to deal with climate 

change, but leading our nation.”
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       BC What are some core values that are per-
sonal to you, that are expressed in your work with 
Public Advocates?

      MN What really drives me is 
a need to see the right people at the 
decision making table. We live in a 
society where wealth has been 
passed down from generation to 
generation and has access, so poli-
cies are created that reflect those 
who have wealth and access. De-
mocracy to me is not just about 
wealth and access. It’s about eve-
ryone having a say and everyone 
being able to impact the decisions 
that are going to affect their lives. I 
grew up in a neighborhood in Los 
Angeles called South Central and it’s in the center of 
L.A. Almost every major freeway crisscrosses it, 
people have to drive through it but they don’t have to 
think about it because it’s not on their agenda and 
the people who live there don’t have access to the 
tables where decisions are being made that affect 
them. I think just that lived experience made me cu-
rious to know exactly what was going on and why my 
community wasn’t able to participate. 

I think it was very personal because it also hap-
pens to be an area of high pollution and my younger 
brother had asthma. We all had asthma, but my 

younger brother got asthma pretty bad and the 
summer that I left for law school, he actually had an 
asthma attack and flipped his car and totaled his car 

and ended up in a hospital because 
he just had an asthma attack while he 
was driving. It was the first time that 
I really thought “oh my gosh,” asthma 
isn’t something that you just live 
with, it’s something that really im-
pacts your life and could have a ma-
jor impact on your quality of life and 
the ability to continue living. 

I want to know who’s making deci-
sions that impact the environment 
and I want my community to be at 
the table and that’s what brought 
me here to Public Advocates. We 
are committed to working with 

communities and doing policy advocacy that isn’t 
just a lot of high level wonks in a back room with 
politicians, but actually reaches out and says “this is 
the community. If we’re going to be in this room, 
they have to be here too.” That value is really core to 
how I think the next iteration of what policy should 
be, and it’s just great to be in an organization that 
really lives that experience even when it’s difficult. It 
might be easier to just get all the good old guys in a 
backroom and hammer something up, but when you 
really have to go into the community and talk to the 

regular folks and bring 
them up to speed, that 
seems like a lot of work to 
people but it’s work that 
we do happily because it’s 
the gap that needs to be 
filled. I think those are 
some of my values. I really 
think that the environment 
is not just aesthetic. Eve-
ryone has a right to aes-
thetics but everyone also 
has a right to their lungs 
and the fact that some 
guy’s lungs are really 
dirty and some other 
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guy’s pocketbook or bank account is really full, 
there’s a correlation there. 

       BC Could you tell us how you first learned 
about the Six Big Wins and what your role has been 
and what you hope will happen going forward?

      MN Public Advocates has been a core mem-
ber of the Six Wins since its inception and was in fact 
one of the organizations that helped bring the coali-
tion together, helped host the founding retreat, and 
worked closely with Carl Anthony of Breakthrough 
Communities at that time to envision what a process 
around regional planning could really look like. The 
idea of the Six Wins was formulated, to the best of 
my understanding, as a way to enter the (public pol-
icy) conversation with “we want this” and to really 
give community members a stake in 
that process, as supposed to just say-
ing “no” all the bad things. They have 
some clarity on what it is that they’re 
advocating as that’s connected to 
their daily lives. It’s taking policy 
down from an unreachable level 
where it’s focused on a lot of num-
bers and arcane rules and bringing it 
down to the level of community 
needs. And the Six Wins was really 
successful with developing that 
model here in our region because 
when the agencies studied the Equity 
Environment and Jobs model that 
the Six Wins put forward, they de-
termined that it was the environ-
mentally superior choice for the 
planning process. 

It’s clear from our perspective that bringing 
communities into the policy process from the begin-
ning is very essential to creating positive outcomes in 
planning and that the negative outcomes that we 
often see are a result of community not being a part 
of the process. 

My role at Public Advocates’ is helping to coordi-
nate the Six Wins coalition inside the network. I’ve 
been involved in the coordinating community and 
just helping to move forward the conversations that 
need to be had about planning and how to keep the 
network together and how to bring everyone’s inter-

est to the forefront of the work. My background is in 
environmental justice. I’ve been able to bring that 
perspective here to Public Advocates and argue for 
some additional protections for disadvantaged com-
munities and some additional pollution reduction 
measures. Our intent is to really have a holistic plat-
form and as a coordinator of that network, it’s my 
role to hear what everyone’s issues are and to help 
bring them together so that all of the different policy 
platforms are being integrated. I’m not the sole per-
son doing that work but that is one of the roles that I 
help play. 

       BC As you see this network coalition going 
forward, what’s your hope? 

      MN I have big hopes for the Six Wins. I 
think that this network has been able 
to accomplish a lot. One of our key 
goals is to use climate change as a 
catalyst for transforming society in 
all of the right ways. The Six Wins 
has been able to get in on a local 
level, on a regional level, on a state-
wide level and hopefully, someday, 
will influence national policy around 
how our nation addresses climate 
change because it’s so key that our 
climate change policy address the 
needs of disadvantaged communities 
and actually put those needs first. 

I really see the Six Wins playing this 
integral role, leading not just our 
state, as each of the regions within 

our state adopts a policy for how it’s planning to deal 
with climate change, but leading our nation. Of equal 
importance is the impact that we can play on local 
decisions, using our regional and statewide influence 
to bear on local land use decision making processes, 
how can we get jurisdictions to actually zone for af-
fordable housing and implement these policies. I be-
lieve that climate change is a platform that has the 
capacity within it to encompass all the necessary 
changes that we want to advocate for, and so I see the 
Six Wins as a very effective vehicle for bringing all of 
those policy points or issues together and advocating 
for them as a holistic package. This is very important 
to the rest of the nation and to the world because we 
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are at this transformational moment in how we’re 
planning to deal with climate change, and Six Wins, 
that’s a big, big dream but I think we’re on the path to 
that. We’re already providing a model for other re-
gions in the state and it’s just a mat-
ter of time before our impact will 
continue to grow.

       BC If you were speaking to 
the other regions in the state directly, 
how would you encourage them from 
what you’ve been learning here?

      MN I think some lessons for 
other regions would be to follow the 
model of the Six Wins coalition, 
which isn’t based on just one issue. 
We’re reaching out to include all of 
the issues that are impacted. You 
could be an affordable housing advo-
cate, but have you ever thought 
about sitting down at the table with 
an environmental advocate and trying to synthesize 
your policies and trying to advocate a solution that 
actually works well for both issue areas? Too often, 
we’re stuck in our own issue silos and we speak our 
own languages and we don’t understand each other. 
Another successful approach is “Health in All Poli-
cies”. They’ve been advocating the need that all policy 
making decisions include public health. And I think 
the Six Wins is articulating that all of these decision 
making processes are linked. We can have a greater 
impact by synthesizing our work and creating this 
synergy of lifting up base building and policy work 
across different issue areas to really create a move-
ment. And it’s not based on any one organization’s 
mission but on a broader mission, to create equity 
and to create equitable policies. All policies can be 
equitable. How do we bring equity to all policies? I 
think we really do it by modeling what equitable out-
comes look like, which is having all impacted people 
at the table and having a say. I would like to see more 
coalition building and more movement building and 
more organizations that don’t see themselves just in 
silos, but reach out and try to work with other or-
ganizations to achieve equity.

BC Would you say something to address concerns 
that community groups have about “if I let go of 

standing up for my street or my neighborhood or my 
street corner and think about the region, we’re going 
to get lost, or if I do multi-racial coalition building, 
my community will get watered down in their im-

pact”? 

MN When scaling up, one of 
the fears that has been articulated is 
if we aren’t focused on our local is-
sue, then we lack legitimacy or our 
issues are going to get lost in the 
broader tent that’s set up. As long as 
we’re divided, the predominating 
interest will win. We need to look at 
it not as our need to stand up for our 
specific thing, but we need to stand 
up for our specific thing by linking 
arms with other people who are 
standing up for similar and related 
issues and show that we support 
them and they support us and you 
can’t divide us and you can’t beat us. I 

really do think it’s the next era of coalition building— 
for more organizations to begin to operate in this 
way that the Six Wins has been pioneering, that 
doesn’t leave out base-building groups, that says 
“we’re a statewide coalition but we’ll show up at your 
local hearing and advocate for your local issue be-
cause it’s important to us that at every level these 
decisions get made equitably. Local/statewide, I think 
it’s of equal importance, but we can’t be divided. 
That’s what the Six Wins has really taught me.

       BC Would you tell us about speaking at the 
MTC public input meeting?

      MN I joined Public Advocates about a 
month before the final hearing on Plan Bay Area and 
that was a very frenetic and intense moment in time. 
I was just finding my legs in the coalition and figur-
ing out what work was being done, when I was asked 
to testify at the final hearing. If I can just briefly paint 
a picture of the final hearing—it was a large room in 
downtown Oakland. The Marin tea party group has 
just bussed in about 400 grassroots people from Ma-
rin and surrounding areas and their entire message is 
“no Plan Bay Area. We don’t want to have this plan. 
We think it’s totalitarian and unconstitutional.” And 
you would think from the numbers in the room and 
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the energy that they were creating, that they would 
have had a coherent message, but unfortunately it 
was not coherent. It was just a lot of fear being ex-
pressed, and what was amazing was that we were 
probably 25% of the people in the 
room, but as the night went on our 
comments were cogent, cohesive, 
persuasive and we just had a broad 
array of advocates in the room as 
we’ve been discussing from different 
perspectives—affordable housing 
advocates, transportation advocates. 
Our perspective was being portrayed 
very well. We work a lot with base-
building groups, including Genesis, 
and the organizer from Genesis, 
Mary Lim Lampe, came to me and 
she said “will you be willing to use your time at the 
podium to call all of the EEJ supporters to the stand 
with you” and I said “well, okay”. I’ve never used my 
time at the podium for that kind of a thing, but I 
think that it was very fitting with the night and so 
when my name was called, I went up to the podium 
and I had to discard my previously prepared notes 
and as I began speaking I said “I’d like to use my time 
at the podium to call the EEJ supporters forward” 

and as I was speaking, I could just hear the crowd 
growing behind me but I had no idea of the extent of 
how many people were actually there. I paused to 
gather my thoughts and I just felt this outpouring of 

support from the community behind 
me. They were saying “just keep talk-
ing, we’re right here with you” and so 
I just kept talking and when I was 
done, I turned around and was just 
enveloped in this huge crowd of sup-
porters. It was one of the most pow-
erful moments that I’d experienced as 
an advocate. We say this is why we do 
this work but I think that was one of 
the few times when it’s perfectly 
crystallized in a moment that’s so 
tangible, you can almost chew, you 

can bite into it and give it a hug and say “this is why 
we do this work, so that the community feels sup-
ported, that the community feels that it has a 
voice, that it is supported, that it is lifted up.” That 
was the final Plan Bay Area public comment meeting 
and I think it just gave us a high for the work ahead 
to implement the plan and make sure that all of the 
principles that we’ve fought so hard to get included 
will be implemented adequately.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Community Power

Myesha Williams
New Voices are Rising Project

Myesha Williams is the program associate of the New Voices are Rising Project. 
She was born and raised in Oakland, where she returned after studying and 
organizing in Southern California and Seattle, Washington. She has a B.A. and a 
Masters of Social Work in Social Welfare, with a focus on community organizing 
and public policy. Before joining the Rose Foundation, she worked with Critical 
Resistance Oakland and Californians United for a Responsible Budget (CURB) 
on issue such as community centered policy advocacy, the state budget, 
coalition building, and trying to end the prison industrial complex. Her recent 
coalition building work is where her interest in Environmental Justice was born. 
She is excited about teaching, learning, organizing and advocating for policy 
with Bay Area youth in the place that she loves.

Preview

“Anytime you equip people with information and give them an opportunity to act on 
something that’s impacting them, it’s powerful. Once people get in the habit of 

becoming aware of what’s going on and get that habit of feeling like they have the 
right and responsibility to act on it, it’s incredibly powerful.”

“We emphasized the value of public transportation, affordable housing and anti-
displacement strategies through personal storytelling by our youth. That’s what we 

wanted to really lift up, their personal relationship with public transportation and how 
important it is for them to have an affordable, reliable public transportation system to 

meet their daily needs for education, jobs, medical care, and after school activities.” 

“By focusing on strategies that reduce greenhouse gases, there are a lot of things that 
you can focus on that can help create the kind of community that we were working to 

create all along.”

“We were saying yes to a regional transportation plan that really took into account our 
struggling communities, and we were saying yes to building communities and 

developments with the environment in mind, and how we can make decisions that 
promote public health without displacing people. “
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       BC What is the back story that brought you 
into this work?

     MW I’m a social worker. I earned my Bache-
lors and Masters in social work and as I was going 
through the graduate program, I realized that I have 
a passion for organizing and policy and building 
community power in low income communities. This 
is how I spent the majority of my practicum time, 
like an internship, in Seattle. I started getting my feet 
wet organizing in low income communities and 
building power, and realized that I have a real pas-
sion for it and that I wanted to come back home to 
Oakland, where I was born and raised, to do this 
work. This job actually combines my love of organiz-
ing, education and policy. 

       BC What got you into social work?

     MW I fell in love with sociology first and 
then I realized that sociology and social work classes 
were the only times when I felt the desire to partici-
pate in class. That was a good sign. With just a 
Bachelors degree, I would have to be pushing papers 
and be delegated to being a case manager, which 
drove me crazy, so I decided to go back to school. In 
my research I found that the University of Washing-
ton in Seattle had a really huge social justice frame-
work and a lot of macro social work options, like 
organizing and policy advocacy. I applied, got ac-
cepted and moved from the Los Angeles area to Se-
attle. When I was in 
undergrad school I 
wanted to have more 
opportunity within my 
career and within my 
training to really work 
on and address the 
root causes of systemic 
issues rather than just 
push people through 
the system. 

       BC What core values drive your work with 
New Voices? 

     MW A real core belief in young people, the 
power of young people, making sure that young peo-
ple are aware of things that are coming down, going 

on in their communities or that will be affecting 
them directly. Doing what we can to make sure that 
they’re equipped with information and skills so that 
they can act on and speak out on those issues that 
resonate with them. 

       BC Does that core belief come from personal 
experience, or from your educational background?

     MW Probably both. When I was young I 
didn’t participate in a lot of community events. I did 
have classes in high school where we had to be up on 
what was happening with policy and political issues 
but I didn’t really have much opportunity to speak 
out on or to act upon things that were going on in 
my community, or to have an impact. I also didn’t 
really know that I could make a difference in my 
community. I think it’s important to make sure 
that we help our young people realize how valued 
and how powerful they really are.

       BC How does building community power 
meet the needs of the most vulnerable populations?

     MW Anytime you equip people with in-
formation and give them an opportunity to act on 
something that’s impacting them, it’s powerful. 
Once people get in the habit of becoming aware of 
what’s going on and get that habit of feeling like 
they have the right and responsibility to act on it, 
it’s incredibly powerful. 

BC What are some of 
the key phases of New 
Voices are Rising’s work 
in SB 375?

MW It has been such a 
long process. Starting in 
2008, we worked with 
students to understand 
what the law meant. 
Once we realized there 

were going to be a lot of opportunities attached to 
the law, we just made sure that we had a steady 
stream of youth who were up to date with the proc-
ess and what was happening, ready to share their 
stories and have their say. Whenever we needed to 
show up and speak out or whenever the opportunity 
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arose, we had students who were ready and eager to 
help shape this process and the outcomes.

       BC Were New Voices are Rising youth pre-
sent at all of the Plan Bay Area hearings?

     MW We showed up at most of the meetings 
where they were looking for public comment. 

Our core strategy changed when we realized how 
much opposition there was to some of the things we 
were advocating for, and how the opposition was 
getting organized. We really felt we had to make a 
strong presence, a strong argument and a strong case 
for things like fully funding public transportation 
operations, its relationship to reducing greenhouse 
gases and its importance to our communities. We 
emphasized the value of public transportation, 
affordable housing and anti-displacement strate-
gies through personal storytelling by our youth. 
That’s what we wanted to really lift up, their per-
sonal relationship with public transportation and 
how important it is for them to have an afford-
able, reliable public transportation system to 
meet their daily needs for education, jobs, medi-
cal care, and after school activities. 

       BC What do you feel most proud of in the 
SB 375 process?

     MW I’m most proud of how many youth 
have participated in this process. We had at least a 
group of 5 or 6 that participated throughout the en-
tire process. They were there at the beginning, par-
ticipating in a hearing and also they were there at the 
end. They were able to see a process from beginning 
to end, and they were able to see how their participa-
tion impacted the process. I’m also really proud of 
our alumni. One in particular, Devilla Ervin, spoke at 
one of the press conferences at the beginning of one 
of the Plan Bay Area meetings. He was so passionate, 
I had goose bumps. Another student, Pamela, was 
there throughout the process. When we first met her 
she was super quiet, very timid. We had a hard time 
getting her to speak up in class at first. Now, the way 
she speaks about her experiences, she’s a different 
person. She has grown into herself in such a beauti-
ful way and she speaks with such power and pur-
pose. Her speaking is strong and steady. She knows 
that she’s speaking for a lot of people who can’t speak 

up for themselves. I’m most proud of the students 
throughout the entire process, and how empowered 

they became as a 
result of it. 

BC W h a t 
advice would you 
h a v e f o r o t h e r 
groups?

MW It takes a 
lot of patience. It 
seems like the tar-
get is always mov-
ing. It was really 

frustrating at times because it seemed that our 
participation was just for show, like they weren’t 
really taking our input seriously. It’s also very re-
warding and there is great opportunity to build 
power, to form alliances and coalitions, to grow 
leaders and really advocate for what you care 
about.

       BC Who were some of your allies in this 
work? 

     MW Working with Public Advocates was 
really cool. Just having lawyers who are social justice 
oriented to help frame our messages and amplify 
what we were saying and being on the lookout for 
opportunities was truly beneficial. Also our work 
with the Public Health Department was really re-
warding, and we were actually able to play a huge 
role in the Health Impact Assessment on transporta-
tion and bus access. We were able to use that data as 
extra evidence to support what our students were 
already saying. That was a really rewarding experi-
ence and process for me and for the youth involved 
in the focus group that helped provide data.

       BC In taking part in the Six Wins network, 
what kind of world did you and New Voices are Rising 
hope to bring about? 

     MW SB 375 was a landmark law and we saw 
it as a great opportunity to push our agenda forward 
as far as creating a more environmentally just, sus-
tainable, and resilient California. By focusing on 
strategies that reduce greenhouse gases, there are 
a lot of things that you can focus on that can help 
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create the kind of community that we were 
working to create all along. Especially with this 
Plan Bay Area process going on alongside of it, we 
saw the opportunity to get sustainable, resilient 
strategies into this regional plan that would address 
some of the disproportionate impacts that are a re-
sult of bad or unjust planning, and help create 
healthier neighborhoods for all of the people who 
live in the Bay Area. We saw it as opportunity to 
move environmental justice forward, and also, hope-
fully, protect our communities by decreasing the 
amount of greenhouse gases that are produced in 
California, especially from places like the Port of 
Oakland where a lot of people of color and low in-
come people live.

       BC Did you work with Breakthrough Com-
munities?

     MW Breakthrough Communities came and 
did a presentation last summer for our New Voices 
Summer Institute around the idea of learning what 
to say yes to. I think that 
was a good lesson for our 
youth because for a long 
time, since I’ve been do-
ing this job, we’ve been 
kind of just fighting stuff. 
We know what we say 
no to and how to fight 
stuff but now we had to 
sit down and really 
think about what is it 
that we want to say yes 
to; what is it that we 
want to lift up? It was a 
good reflection for us and 
for our students and it 
was refreshing. Break-
through Communities 
helped us focus and really do innovative work with 
our students about what we want, what kind of 
communities we want to support.

       BC What were you saying no to initially? 

     MW We were saying no to pollution, no to 
entire neighborhoods of people with asthma, and 
just a lot of the pollutants that really impact our 
communities. We were saying no to the dispropor-

tionate environmental burdens that are impacting 
our communities. We were saying no to disempow-
erment. We were saying no to being shut out of pub-
lic processes and not having a say about what’s in our 
communities.

       BC Whose needs were you addressing?

     MW We were addressing the needs of our 
young people, the young people that we work with, 
first and foremost, and then the communities that 
they come from. Disempowered and under-
represented communities in general, in Oakland 
specifically, but we also worked in Richmond. 

       BC How were you transformed by working 
in a coalition?

     MW It opened my thinking to really being 
aware of how diverse our region is in the Bay Area. 
We were at some of the meetings for Plan Bay Area 
and people were living in the same region as us but 
had completely different outlooks and priorities in 

life. It really opened my 
eyes to how diverse our 
region really is. I noticed 
the natural allies and the 
ones that caused some 
tension. I think it’s always 
a good thing to be sur-
rounded by brilliant, pas-
sionate people, and that’s 
what the coalition was for 
me. 

BC What were you 
saying yes to in the proc-
ess?

MW We were saying 
yes to affordable housing, 

yes to public transportation. Yes to an authentic pub-
lic participation process. We were saying yes to a 
regional transportation plan that really took into 
account our struggling communities, and we were 
saying yes to building communities and develop-
ments with the environment in mind, and how we 
can make decisions that promote public health 
without displacing people. 
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 “It takes a lot of patience. It seems like 
the target is always moving. It was 

really frustrating at times because it 
seemed that our participation was just 
for show, like they weren’t really taking 

our input seriously. It’s also very 
rewarding and there is great 

opportunity to build power, to form 
alliances and coalitions, to grow leaders 

and really advocate for what you care 
about.”



       BC How is this work part of who you want 
to be as a person?

     MW Just to be part of the process is really 
important for me, having a say in the planning proc-
ess, and the implementation phase, really making 
sure that equity is at the forefront. Implementation is 
one of the things that I’m most paying attention to, 
helping ensure that equity will be a guiding part of 
the process.

       BC Has working with youth changed you 
personally? 

     MW Yes, substantially! Challenging myself to 
speak out on things that are sometimes unpopular at 
these meetings takes a lot of courage. It is especially 
courageous for the young people to speak in front 
of these crowds that are sometimes hostile and 

ridiculing, and to speak out on things that you 
know are right, even if that’s scary. It’s been a tre-
mendous growth process for me as well as the stu-
dents. They inspire me all the time, every day. 

       BC How can Breakthrough Communities be 
a stronger partner to you moving forward?

     MW I think that collaborating on workshops 
with the lens that Breakthrough Communities uses 
would be really empowering for our young people. 
Just reminding us of what it’s like to say no —and the 
value in it—but also the importance in saying yes to 
something and how important that is in organizing 
and advocacy. New Voices is also always interested in 
skill building workshops for our youth. Incorporating 
the use of media or video into their work would be 
fun and useful for them. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Community Power

Reverend Earl Koteen
350.org

Rev. Earl W. Koteen is a Unitarian Universalist (UU) Environmental Justice 
Minister, serving the UU Ministry for Earth and 350 Bay Area. His objective is 
an interfaith, multicultural, interclass, and intergenerational movement 
addressing environmental degradation and injustice. Before entering the 
ministry, Rev. Koteen was a strategic planner.

Preview

“Unitarians have 7 values that they work from, the first and the seventh are the 
two cornerstones. The seventh is respect for the interconnected web of which we 
are all a part and the first has to do with acknowledging the worth and dignity of 

each individual. “

“Cultural change is often like bowling in the sand. You just don’t move very quickly, 
even with the best intentions but we are facing a moral and religious crisis unlikely 

any we’ve had in human history. “

“There are a lot of things we’re doing that are virtuous, that are important but they 
aren’t proportional to the risk we’re facing. We need to have something that’s 
proportional to the risk we’re facing and the only I see that happen is through 

solidarity. We’re building a people movement to offset the money movement that 
is holding us in place.”
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       EK I’m Reverend Earl Koteen. I’m with Uni-
tarian Universalist Legislative Ministry of California, 
as well as 350 Bay Area and several of the working 
organizations.

       EK Unitarians have 7 values that they work 
from, the first and the seventh are the two corner-
stones. The seventh is respect for the interconnected 
web of which we are all a part and the first has to do 
with acknowledging the worth and dignity of each 
individual. In between those two, we have things 
about the democratic process and 
just world, those sorts of things. Ac-
tually what led me into my current 
work more than anything else was 
just being a father. 

       EK Let me start it a slightly 
different place. Four years ago I 
made the mistake of going to a lec-
ture at the Girbaud Center. The title 
of the lecture was called A Really 
Inconvenient Truth and the lecturer 
Dan Miller is a venture capitalist 
who has helped fund the science guy 
climate lab up there, which came 
later. At that time, he was giving his 
program. He had been trained by Al 
Gore but the most important thing 
Al said are “Things are much worse 
than I portrayed in the film, An In-
convenient Truth and I didn’t want to scare people.” 
Well, Dan had no problem with scaring people and to 
make it even worse, we were at a planetarium setup 
so the slides were not just big and scary, they were 
super big and scary and basically the bottom line of 
the story was I was condemning my children to hell; 
not a metaphorical hell but a literal hell. 

That’s where my interest really started because at 
that time and this was about 4 years ago, we were 
making predictions that anyway from 20 to 50 to 100 
years out, things were going to get really ugly and 
during the 4 years that I’ve been doing this work, that 
timeframe has collapsed, as we have seen things like 
superstorm Sandy and other things like that, indicat-
ing that the pace of change of our environmental 

degradation is actually much faster that the scientist 
predicted.

I likened it to and I know this is not of your gen-
eration but you may have seen it anyway, it was a 
movie called Rebel without a Cause with James Dean 
and it that movie, normally chicken is played by two 
cars going at each other as quickly as possible and 
seeing who turns away first but in Rebel without a 
Cause both are headed off a cliff and the idea is to 
jump out of the car at the very last minute. The 

braver person goes closer to the cliff. 
Only one of the people, he got his 
sleeve caught in the car door and 
goes off the cliff with his car. As a 
culture, not only is the cliff collapsing 
as we’re getting closer to it but we 
seem to be accelerating as we’re in-
creasing the level of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere. 

My question is why are we trying to 
do suicide? We’re not even trying to 
get out of the car particularly and I 
think the best answer to our ques-
tion, one of the best answers is politi-
cal and economic inequality, that 
there’s this big bag of gold on the 
accelerator and none of us seems to 
have the strength to remove it. It’s 
not the only reason because cultural 
change is often like bowling in the 

sand. You just don’t move very quickly, even with the 
best intentions but we are facing a moral and relig-
ious crisis unlikely any we’ve had in human history. 

We’re actually doing something that is likely to 
lead to human extinction and unlike the nuclear 
scares of my childhood and I grew up in a DC suburb 
so I sort of knew that I was going to be toast if there 
ever was a nuclear exchange. I could always dream 
that the Russians and U.S. will have the sense not to 
push the button. Unfortunately what we’re doing 
now has his own built in momentum and so even if 
we finally get inspired enough to pull the bag of gold 
off the accelerator and put our foot on the break, we 
still may skid off the cliff. Of course it isn’t a single 
cliff, it’s multiple cliffs and so I don’t think there’s 
anything more important I could be doing than this. 
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I think this is the most important way and one of the 
reasons why our focus is moving more and more to 
environmental injustice as opposed to just climate 
change, is that one of my Unitarian ancestors, not 
personal but Unitarian was Paul Revere. You can 
imagine if he was out there going “the British are 
coming in 50 years. The British are coming in 20 
years.” Not a lot of patriots will come out of their 
house. When I first started doing this work, it was 
like “the British are coming in 50 years.” A few people 
said “oh my God, what’s this to do with my children 
or grandchildren?” Rather than doing that, you take 
people to or West Oakland or Richmond or anyone 
of the number of places and by the way it’s all over 
the United States. It’s not limited to California. They 
can see the kind of damage that’s happening today to 
families, to jobs and to health and those are things 
that people care about now.

If you succeed in persuading your listeners that 
we are poisoning people now and those poisons are 
going to spread to their neighborhoods because we 
do not have these clear boundaries based on air or 
sometimes drinking water and land, then they’ll start 
to pay attention. 

The problem is still so massive and so daunting 
that a lot of people are not ready to engage. A lot of 
my work becomes helping people identify what skills 
they bring, what people they want to ally with and 
how we can make a difference. While buying a Prius, 
changing your iPods, taking public transit more of-
ten, becoming a vegetarian, all these things are virtu-

ous. I don’t discourage you from doing so but if you 
really want to make a difference, we have to work on 
systems change but otherwise in the end you’ll be 
like this person in this old movie who is sitting there, 
praying just as the building collapses or the ship goes 
down or whatever else. Your prayers…changing the 
racial makeup of the serving staff in the dining room 
on the Titanic is not going to keep the Titanic afloat.

There are a lot of things we’re doing that are vir-
tuous, that are important but they aren’t propor-
tional to the risk we’re facing. We need to have some-
thing that’s proportional to the risk we’re facing and 
the only I see that happen is through solidarity. We’re 
building a people movement to offset the money 
movement that is holding us in place.

       EK Mainly the one I’ve been involved in is 
education so in that video that we just saw, a part of, 
I was one of those who were interviewed for the 
news conference or whatever it’s called and I always 
try to bring focus on what are the moral and religious 
aspects of this event. It doesn’t really matter whether 
you’re a theist, atheist or agnostic, what do you really 
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care about? Who do you really love? What they do 
imagine your future to be? The second part of it is 
can you grieve? Most people in my generation and 
older imagine for their children a better future than 
they themselves have, or their own past, I’m sorry. In 
the same way my grandfather came over from 
Europe, my father imagined a better future for me. I 
imagine a better future for my children and I can’t 
imagine a better future for my children right now. It’s 
beyond my imagination that things are not going to 
get worse. We have a moral obligation, just finding 
the persistence and the solidarity to make things bet-
ter. 

In my SB 375 work, the main thing is I try to draw 
people from privileged communities who for the 
most part have been exempted from a lot of the 
worst damage.

       EK Most Unitarian Churches are in privi-
lege communities like Rancho Palos Verde or other 
places like that, helping them see what’s going on 
nearby, even UU Churches for example, the UU 

church in Oakland while it has more of an urban 
ministry than most, still are not really understanding 
what’s going on in disadvantaged communities. 
There are some UU’s who live in disadvantaged 
communities but locked up. Also we do work with 
350 Bay Area. The predominance of the 350 Bay Area 
people are white. When we did Summer Heat Rich-
mond, most of the marchers were white but we do 
this in partnership with The Asia Pacific Environ-
mental Network, with the Richmond Progressive 
Alliance, with Communities for Better Environment, 
with Urban Habitat, we have a real rainbow in terms 
of what we’re doing.

My objective is to build or continue to build a 
movement that is interfaith, interracial, inter-
generational because your generation knows more 
about this stuff than mine does, which is pretty sad 
for my generation and is also interclass. Increasingly 
I’m working with labor unions and trying to make 
this as the Koch brothers and everyone else try to 
hollow up the middle class, I’m trying to bring it back 
together.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Win Networks

Affordable Housing

Community Power

Investment Without Displacement
Local Transit

Health and Safety

Economic Opportunity
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Investment Without Displacement

Introduction to Investment Without Displacement

The Investment Without Displacement network of the Six Big Wins Coalition argues 
that to effectively decrease greenhouse gas emissions and protect disadvantaged 

communities, urban infill or transit investments must be implemented in such a way 
that does not cause displacement of existing communities. While disadvantaged 
communities can benefit from investments, if their neighborhoods are not kept 

affordable to diverse income levels then community members are forced out by rising 
rents and property taxes as their neighborhood improves. Displacement patterns 

cause more greenhouse gas emissions by replacing low-income urban transit users 
with wealthier car-owners who use transit less frequently, and pushing former transit 

users to regional peripheries where they are forced to buy cars. Displacement also 
causes traumatic disruption of communities that have complex patterns of 

interdependence and threatens extended family support networks, harming our 
society. The Investment Without Displacement network offers a clear understanding 
of how social equity and environmental goals overlap, aiming to keep deeply-rooted 
communities in place as their neighborhoods improve, and getting people to drive 

less. people to drive less.

Saying No 
• Sudden hikes in rent or property taxes that uproot 

and fragment low-income communities and 
communities of color who may have relied on 
support networks and extended family

• Suburbanization of poverty

• Displacement of transit-dependent folks from 
transit-rich urban centers by an influx of wealthier 
folks who are more likely to own and use cars 

• Culturally relevant businesses displaced by fran-
chises 

Saying Yes 
• Investment in disadvantaged communities, at-

tracting a broader tax base and increasing oppor-
tunities, implemented in a gradual and conscious 

way that allows deeply rooted communities to re-
main in place as their neighborhoods improve

• Integrated neighborhoods with rich cultural re-
sources and support networks.
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Background of Investment 
Without Displacement Win

According to Moving Cooler: An Analysis of 
Transportation Strategies for Reducing Greenhouse 
Gas Emissions published by the Urban Land Institute 
(ULI), policies that encourage mass transit use, com-
pact development, and reduced driving can signifi-
cantly curb greenhouse gas emissions. The report 
recommends a combination of land use and trans-
portation strategies to help curb human-induced 
global climate change. ULI Senior Vice President 
Dean Schwanke explains, “To really make a dent in 
carbon emissions, solutions are needed that incentiv-
ize more concentrated and pedestrian-friendly de-
velopment patterns that reduce auto dependency.” 
However, encouragement of pedestrian-friendly 
mixed income infill development in places already 
well-served by public transit may displace low-
income, working-class, and/or communities of color. 
To address these challenges and promote health eq-
uity, new local and regional policies are needed to 
mitigate burdens and secure benefits for existing 
low-income residents in neighborhoods designated 
for infill development.

How Does This Win Relate to 
SB 375?

Sustainable Community Strategies throughout 
California are projected to grow more concentrated 
housing development in places served by public tran-
sit under SB 375.

How Does This Win Promote 
Healthy, Just, and Sustainable 

Communities?
According to the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention, gentrification and displacement are 
health equity issues. Higher rent, mortgages, and 

property taxes resulting from public investment may 
cause displacement of long-time residents and busi-
nesses, undermining vulnerable community’s history 
and social capital. Studies indicate that displaced 
populations often have shorter life expectancies, 
higher rates of cancer, birth defects, infant mortality, 
asthma, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease, as well 
as higher stress levels and risk of injuries, violence 
and crime, mental illness and an unequal share of 
residential exposure to hazardous substances.

Numerous strategies are being developed in Cali-
fornia and around the country to prevent displace-
ment of low-income communities and promote re-
newed access for such communities to urban life. For 
example, The Association of Bay Area Governments 
(ABAG) has developed a “Best Practices for Equita-
ble Development” strategy to increase equity and 
address displacement in San Francisco, Richmond 
and Oakland. Right to the City has emerged as a na-
tional alliance of membership-based organizations to 
build a united response to gentrification and dis-
placement. PolicyLink’s Kalima Rose has written a 
succinct essay, “Beyond Gentrification,” describing 
these issues and strategies for Shelter Force Maga-
zine. Attracting compact, mixed income housing 
development with investment in resilient local 
economies and community services without displac-
ing current low-income residents is a crucial step 
towards ensuring that currently marginalized popu-
lations will not bear a disproportionate burden from 
implementation of SB 375 strategies, and will help us 
transition to a more socially just and equitable soci-
ety. 

Elected officials, environmental justice organiza-
tions, and community health, land-use and transpor-
tation professionals should support compact transit 
oriented development to reduce driving and curb 
GHG emissions. However, they must also advocate 
for public policies, strategies, and resources that in-
sure equal distribution of benefits and prevent ac-
crual of health-consequences in low-income popula-
tions living in neighborhoods designated for infill 
development.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Investment Without Displacement

Devilla Ervin
AmeriCorps

Devilla Ervin is an AmeriCorps member, activist, organizer, educator, 
and mentor. He became a summer intern with the Rose Foundation at 
fourteen years old, and has worked with them for ten years speaking 
on the behalf of the West Oakland community and mentoring other 
young community members to do the same.

Preview

“I was like, well, here’s these kids. I can be present in their lives and let them know that 
they’re not overlooked, let them know that their voice is valuable.”

“So, now you want to beautify Oakland and kick us out? The Rose Foundation can do 
something about it, and the Six Wins made up of all these grassroots organizations, can 
do something about it. And that’s when I decided I have to be involved with this.”

       DE My name is Devilla Ervin and I am an 
AmeriCorps member, activist, organizer, educator, 
and mentor.

       BC What was your role in the Six Big Wins, 
and what was your journey in life that got you to be 
there?

       DE At Six Wins, I was really known for be-
ing a mentor and being like a backbone for the 
younger generation coming up. I was with the Rose 
Foundation for ten years where I was the focal point 
and spoke on behalf of the West Oakland community 
and also on my personal passions and beliefs. Now 
it’s more of grooming and molding the next genera-
tion so I’m not the front person anymore, more be-
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hind the scenes and “You’ve got this, let’s look over 
your speech. Let’s make sure.” I grew up in foster care 
here in Oakland and always felt like a reject. I always 
felt like people overlooked me. I was very reserved, 
and I kept people at a distance. And I was drug de-
pendent and alcohol dependent at fourteen, a fresh-
man in high school. Jill Rattner at the Rose Founda-
tion and Ina Bendich, took a chance on me and they 
both were like “I see something more in him than 
even he sees.” I was a summer intern with the Rose 
Foundation at fourteen and pretty much the rest is 
history. I’ve developed my speaking skills. And they 
always told me it was in me, it was always in me, but 
it wasn’t until I made the correlation that, wait a 
minute, I do have a voice and what I say does matter, 
and what I say can effect change. 

Even though my parents couldn’t raise me or pro-
vide for me the way I wanted them to, I can be some-
one who can take the reins and fill in the gaps where 
it’s missing. That was a big thing for me. That was 
very important for me, especially with having 
younger siblings and not really being present in their 
lives. I was like, well, here’s these kids. I can be pre-
sent in their lives and let them know that they’re not 
overlooked, let them know that their voice is valu-
able. And so I always say I’m like the voice for the 
voiceless, so it’s like if you don’t want to say it, I’ll say 
it for you. Just let me know what your issues and your 
concerns are. And so the Six Wins, it was really cen-
tered around transit oriented development and I 
thought it was ridiculous. How can they just come in 
and say we’re gonna use this plot of land to do x, y, 
and z, without looking at the consequences of dis-
placement and gentrification that are already hap-
pening here in Oakland. It just felt like a constant 
slap in the face.

       BC How did you make it through all that 
alphabet soup to have an impact?

       DE So, my major role in the Six Big Wins 
was making sure that first off, the community knew 
what was going on. That was the big thing, because I 
remember the day Jill walked in and she was like, did 
you hear about TOD’s? And I was like, T...O... what? 
And she was like Transit Oriented Development. She 
was telling me what it was and now it was going to be 
housing and jobs and all this other stuff that was go-

ing to be centered around transportation. And I in-
stantly was like, that sounds good, like I should be 
excited but I’m not. And I was like, why am I not ex-
cited? And so I went home and I talked to my family 
about it and they’re not into politics, they’re not into 
that type of stuff. And I was just like, so what, does it 
sound good to bring in a whole lot of houses and 
apartments and jobs centered around transportation? 
And my aunt said “Yeah, sounds fine as long as I get 
to keep my own house.” And that’s where it clicked. It 
was like, how many people are going to be affected by 
this change, good or bad? And so I just went around 
talking to people in my neighborhood and really just 
wanting to hear what their issue was with it, or if 
they liked it. 

I tried to be objective. I didn’t want to just skew it 
with my views, and I wanted to hear it but the re-
sounding opinion was “no.” It was like “we’ve been 
here” and “we’ve had to suffer through” these condi-
tions through all these years. The air pollution from 
the Port of Oakland and all of the asthma rates and 
cancer rates, and all these different things that we 
had to deal with. So now you want to beautify Oak-
land and kick us out? The Rose Foundation can do 
something about it, and the Six Wins made up of all 
these grass root organizations, can do something 
about it. And that’s when I decided I have to be in-
volved with this.

And we were against the plan. We felt like the 
funding, number one, was going to be geared in di-
rections that weren’t right, and number two, it was 
going to displace the residents that are already here. 
And I have seen it. My foster mom, the lady I call my 
mom, moved to Sacramento and still works in Hay-
ward because it was a lot cheaper to have a four bed-
room home in Sacramento and commute to Hayward 
than to live in Hayward or Oakland and have a two 
or three bedroom house that’s $2000 a month. Right 
now my aunt is on Section 8. That’s who I live with. 
She’s paying $1400 a month on Section 8. And it’s 
only going to get worse with the proposed plan. 

I made it my business to be at every single ABAG 
community meeting, from Fremont to Oakland to 
Walnut Creek, wherever there was a meeting they 
were going to hear me. And they were going to hear 
the kids that were with me, and they were going to 
hear everyone. We got defeated a lot. There was a lot 
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of times where we were just like, why are we doing 
this? Because if you don’t, probably no one else will. 
No one else knew about this issue. Let’s make sure 
public transportation is not stopping at night and we 
have our children walking in the dark in these neigh-
borhoods that, I mean if we’d be honest, aren’t the 
best conditions to be walking in. Let’s make sure 
there’s more weekend service. Let’s make sure our 
youth can get to school with free bus passes. It’s just 
common sense. we always hear our school systems 
suck. I work at a school. Our school system doesn’t 
suck. Our kids don’t suck. Our kids are not stupid. 
They need to get here, and they need to get there and 
they need to be surrounded by people who care 
about them and people who value their voice and 
what they have to contribute. That is what New 
Voices was really, really great at. It’s rallying up kids 
who really have nothing to lose and giving them 
hope, and letting them know that 
they are important. 

So, when we finally got the 
commissioner to say wow, you 
know, without that story we 
probably would’ve voted this way. 
That was a victory. We made sure 
that our goals weren’t so big that 
we had nothing to cheer about. 
Just getting our kids out there and 
speaking was a victory. On a 
school night, you know. Getting 
our kids out there on a Wednesday night to speak 
and challenge the Tea Party was a victory. Getting 
kids who the entire Summer Institute didn’t say any-
thing and finally broke their silence in the face of Tea 
Party heckling them was a victory. I was meeting 
with teachers who do not care about the test scores. 
They care about that child growing, that child pros-
pering, and that child being ready to conquer this 
big, bad world. Because two plus two means nothing 
if I’m hungry. Two plus two means nothing if I can’t 
get to school. Two plus two means nothing if you 
cannot shake off the things that are burdens in your 
life. 

And so it’s just really important for everybody to 
get up and speak if you can’t go to someone who will 
speak for you. And that’s what I do. I go up to my 
neighbors all the time. It’s like hey, have you heard 

about this? No. Okay, what do you think about it? All 
right, write it down, shoot it to Jill, shoot it to who-
ever. And it’s important, and we need more people 
like that who are willing to just talk. Who are willing 
to just get the stories out, who are willing to just do 
whatever it takes to advance our mission. 

       BC Were there moments of transformation 
in this process? 

       DE I remember me and Myesha walking 
into one of these meetings in Fremont, and I think 
we had Pamela, who’s another New Voices alum and 
she’s done great things in the social justice move-
ment. We walked into the meeting and we realized 
we were the only three people of color, and the meet-
ing location was where there was no public transit 
access. I hate having to keep playing the race card but 
it’s so important because the Bay Area is one of the 

most culturally diverse, racially 
diverse places there are and we 
don’t get that representation on 
the MTC board or in the people 
who are speaking for and against 
the plans that were proposed. And 
so that was really a moment of 
defeat for me because it was just 
like we went to the communities, 
we told them we were going to do 
this, and no one showed up. And 
they had busloads of Tea Partiers 

being dropped off right in the front. And it just 
seemed like they were speaking in place of us. It 
didn’t matter what we had to say because their num-
bers were exponentially higher. Like I mean easily 20 
to one, like just coming in busloads. And there was a 
moment when they were like “seniors don’t ride 
buses so we don’t need public transportation,” and 
that infuriated me. And I was like, what did she use 
to get here? You used a (private) bus to get here. So 
yeah, that was a discouraging moment.

The very next meeting that was in Oakland we 
had about twelve youth with us and there were also 
youth from other organizations that came up, and 
when Mary Bell speaks we all agreed to stand in sup-
port of her. Mary Bell does her speech and she was 
like, “I want everyone who supports this to stand up 
at this moment,” and before she even finished up say-
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“We really aren’t as alone 
as we think we are. That 

was the moment of 
transformation for me. “



ing standing up, I got up, 
real apprehensive at first. I 
looked around and I realized 
how many people were 
walking to the front. I liter-
ally got goosebumps. So 
many youth, so many people 
standing in support of what 
this young lady had to say. 
For the first time, we out-
numbered them. For the 
first time what we say mat-
ters. After she finished her 
speech, someone from the 
other side came up and 
spoke, and they tried to have 
that same moment but it 
was not as powerful and as breathtaking as that mo-
ment with Mary Bell. And I was just like, wow. We 
really aren’t as alone as we think we are. That was the 
moment of transformation for me and it was confir-
mation that I was doing the right thing and that peo-
ple thought the same way I did and people believed 
in this plan the same way I did.

And then the vote was that night. So it was like, it 
happened exactly when it needed to, and the vote 
was in our favor. So it didn’t matter what happened 
leading up to that, we got the vote we needed. But 
now I’m glad that it didn’t end there because even the 
plan that was voted on was not a perfect plan. And I 
don’t think we’re gonna get a perfect plan but it 
could’ve been better, an environmentally sound plan 
and a socially-friendly plan. 

       BC Could you share your vision?

       DE My vision is an Oakland that is sustain-
able. An Oakland where the residents know each 
other. An Oakland where you don’t have to be afraid 
to walk your child down the street. I’m very unapolo-
getic about my faith, and so I want an Oakland that 
fears the Lord and that you can be free to be who you 
are, regardless. That is the Oakland I’m fighting for. 
I’m fighting for a green Oakland. I’m fighting for an 
Oakland where if you need food, you don’t necessar-
ily have to buy it because there’s food everywhere. 
Backyard gardens, community gardens. Fresh fruit, 
fresh vegetables, clean water, sustainable energy, low 

rent prices. I want home 
ownership in Oakland. I can 
just go on but those are like 
the main things, safety, secu-
rity, food. And a reliable, 
consistent public transporta-
tion system and a police 
force that is focused on cre-
ating community. I’m look-
ing for togetherness and 
connectedness. That is my 
vision. I know it sounds far 
fetched but it’s one day at a 
time. It’s gonna happen in 
my lifetime and I believe 
that, and I feel like every-
thing that I’ve done these last 

ten years when it comes to my fighting for the envi-
ronmental movement has prepared me for times 
such as this, and that I’m still being groomed, 
molded, to carry out the vision that I have but ulti-
mately that God has. 

       BC If you were talking to the youth of West 
Oakland that may not know about AB-32 or SB 375, 
how would you tell some young people what SB 375 is 
and what it’s going to mean for their future?

       DE The environment around you doesn’t 
have an agenda. So whereas if I have a beef with you, 
I can take a gun out. I can shoot you. The environ-
ment isn’t like that. It only produces what is being 
given to it. And so it’s like, for West Oakland, asthma 
and cancer rates are the highest here and we can 
point the finger at the Port of Oakland, we can point 
the finger at the BNSF rail yard station. If you can’t 
breathe, if you’re starving, if you can’t get the water 
you need, if there’s flooding, all these things is gonna 
be directed at this entire demographic. It’s not going 
to be just this individual person, it’s not a targeted 
attack. And so we all have a part to play when it 
comes to the environment. And I have students ask 
me all the time, well, “What can I do? I know that the 
asthma rates are high here. I don’t have a cure for 
asthma.” Right, you don’t have a cure for asthma. 
They always want to know tangible things that I can 
do as a fourteen-year-old. What can I do today? 
That’s always really cool because when I was fourteen 
that wasn’t my question. When I was fourteen my 
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question was, when is my next meal? So you know, 
it’s a stark difference, but I always tell students your 
first step is your school, your home, and your com-
munity. That’s your first step. So find one thing that 
you can do in your home, find one thing you can do 
in your community, and find one thing you can do in 
your school. That’s real simple, real easy. It’s always 
trying to make sure that the vision isn’t eating them 
alive. Because that’s what happened to me. The vision 
was just so big, it just seemed like it was never gonna 
happen. But we had to really bring it down to scale. 

I’ve seen a model school that I would love to see 
here where they have rainwater collection that then 
turns around and supplies the school with the water 
that they need, but then it also has the capacity to 
water their community garden that feeds 300 families 
in their community. Those are the different themes 
that we need in our community and schools. I know 
when we start talking about the vehicle miles trav-
eled and all this other stuff, it totally goes over their 
head so I try to keep it very basic, very simple. I can 
go into global warming, I can go into how Emeryville 
and the Port of Oakland might flood, but it’s just go-
ing to go over their heads anyway so I always try to 
keep it simple, like the environment doesn’t have an 
agenda. It’s gonna take out who it’s gonna take out, 
based on what we do to it. 

       BC Is there something that you would like 
decision makers, mayors, board of MTC to know 
about the role of youth and of community members in 
guiding their actions?

       DE If you don’t do what we need you to do, 
we will vote you out and we vote people in that are 
gonna do it. We’re always being told that we’re gen-
eration X and we’re gonna destroy this earth. We’re 
only inheriting what you guys gave us, and so we’re 
gonna do the best with what we have, but until then 
we’re gonna put the people in place we need to do it. 
And so across the nation, minorities are voting more. 
Across the nation women are voting more, and 
across the nation youth are voting more. So it’s like 
it’s time to wake up. That’s what I’ll say to them.

       BC Knowing what you know now, what 
would you say to your younger self when you were first 
starting this process?

       DE The first thing is if there’s something 
that you’re passionate about and there’s something 
that you care about, 100 percent of the time there’s 
people out there that have the same vision, the same 
passion as you do. Find those people. Second thing is 
do not be intimidated. You belong and you deserve to 
be heard. So whatever that looks like, whatever you 
need to do, get your voice out there because no one 
can stop you but you. That’s what I would tell a 
younger self.

       BC What have we accomplished here that 
could be shared with communities in other places?

       DE Get your youth involved. Get your 
youth involved because they’re the future and they’re 
going to inherit this world. So let them get a fighting 
chance, let them get a head start. Include them now. 
Have them at the table. Have them making decisions. 
You need your youth, you need your youth. And it’s 
like you need the people around who can take what 
the youth say and then make it practical and make it 
something that everybody can swallow. But the 
youth need to be in every single step of the way. With 
the Rose Foundation, it wasn’t “Devilla, I want you to 
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say this.” No, it was we got the proposition, what do 
we think about it, and what do you want to say? That 
was my process. It was not somebody force feeding 
me what to say, it was me doing my own research. It 
was me having my own vision, my own voice, and my 
own passions, and speaking from that place and not 
from a place of someone force feeding me. 

       BC Can you speak to the choice of using the 
term displacement as opposed to gentrification?

       DE For me, displacement is a deliberate 
attempt to move an entire population from their 
area. So you’re literally picking up a group and you’re 
moving them somewhere else. Whereas when I think 
of gentrification it’s more of a subtle process, so you 
kind of fix up this house and then you bump the 
price of that house, which affects the houses around 
it. Whereas displacement is “You guys all have to 
leave. We’re tearing this down and we’re going to 
build something else, and now you’re not going to be 
able to afford it.” For me, it’s a very deliberate attack, 
whereas gentrification is more of a gradual attack. 

       BC What’s Devilla’s dream? 

       DE Definitely I want to change and restruc-
ture the educational system to reflect the students 
where they are. A quote that really resonates to me, 
that fuels my work is if you judge a fish on its ability 
to climb a tree, it’ll always fail, but if you judge a fish 
based on its ability to swim, it’ll always pass. And so 
we do not really set up our students for success. We 
have this one linear way that we think all students are 
supposed to succeed and you either go above, you 
lead it, or you go under. That’s not fair to the stu-
dents. So I don’t know if that means opening my own 
schools or being a superintendent or going that 
route, but that’s definitely one thing. And you spoke 
prophetically earlier and didn’t even know it. I do 
want to be the mayor of Oakland, that is one of my 
dreams and one of my goals. I don’t know if it’ll be in 
ten years. I’ll only be 34, but we’ll see. 

       BC Could explain what cap and trade is, 
and then what you think some of the dangers are for 
the community, and what some of the opportunities 
are?

       DE So cap and trade is being started here in 
California first. California will put a cap on how 
much emissions or greenhouse gases you can emit. 
Once you hit that cap there’s room to go over that 
cap if you’re willing to pay for it. That’s the cap part. 
So let’s say we put it at 200 parts per million and your 
company hits 300. then it’s, let’s say, $10,000 for 
every part per million that you go over 200. So that’s 
the first part. The second part is the trade part, so 
let’s say for Company A, the standard is still 200. 
Let’s say Company A only hits 150 and Company B 
hits 250. Well, they can trade so that both companies 
can stay at 200 and not be charged. 

There’s a lot of revenue to be made in a cap and 
trade system. So that’s the benefit. But where does 
that money go? Who regulates the money? Who is 
going to be the institution or the organization that’s 
going to keep all these companies accountable? 
There’s companies like Chevron and all these com-
panies that haven’t put in their numbers for the last 
ten years. So now all of a sudden because we imple-
mented cap and trade, we’re going to know what 
Chevron’s emitting? No, we’re not. Chevron’s very 
secretive. So that’s one thing. And the other thing is 
the trading aspects. I already foresee companies that 
are close to residential areas trying to not pay their 
way or pay their share by trading with companies 
that are in areas that don’t have residents living in 
them. So Chevron, surrounded by a lot of residents, 
says okay, we’re gonna emit 100,000 parts per million 
even though the cap is at 200, because we’re just go-
ing to trade with someone in China or Arkansas. So, 
now Chevron is emitting more greenhouse gases but 
not paying anything, which has been their MO. We’re 
going to have flares and we’re going to have all this 
stuff happen and the residents are going to have to 
suffer, and we’ll just give you a $20 check. No, that’s 
not okay anymore. 

So, I mean I do know a lot of people in the envi-
ronmental movement that are happy with the cap 
and trade because of the potential revenue, but I’m 
not—and I and a couple of people at the Rose Foun-
dation have varying views on cap and trade. I per-
sonally for the record do not agree. I do not support 
cap and trade. There’s no way I can pretty that up. 
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       BC Is there anything that you would like to 
say that we haven’t asked you?

       DE I think my biggest fear is as I’m starting 
to do the things that I want to do, that there’s really 
not that next person to do what I’ve been doing while 

I’m trying to move up. Is there that next wave of as-
sault that is going to keep people accountable? You 
need youth to speak because their voices are power-
ful. 

       BC You said that at age fourteen you were 
alcohol dependent and drug dependent. Can you say 
something about how you turned that?

       DE I would have to say, leading up to that 
point I didn’t really have anyone who really believed 
in me or really thought anything of me. And so to 
have people see me for my intelligence, see me for 
who I am, seeing me at my core, that was just like 

okay, there are great people out 
there. There are people who believe 
in me. And for some reason that was 
really, really important, knowing that 
there were people who believed in 
me. Because I didn’t believe in my-
self. I definitely didn’t believe in my-
self. And so it was important some-
one to be that strength for me until I 
could be that strength on my own. 
And as I’ve grown and as I’ve gone 
deeper, I now lean on the Lord. I 
now lean on God for my strength.  I 
definitely leaned on Jill, and now I 
lean on God. So it’s like just having 
that buffer. I think that was the big 
turnaround. If I have to just pinpoint 
it, it was just like she was just like no, 
you’re gonna get the grades you need 
to get. She never gave up on me, and 
she’s still in the picture ten years 

later. She saw me at my absolute worst. And so yeah, 
that was the turning point. And I was super shy. I 
didn’t talk. Very reserved, very just checked out of 
reality, and now it’s just, it’s like that person doesn’t 
even exist anymore. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Investment Without Displacement

Dawn Phillips
Causa Justa

Dawn has almost two decades of organizing work in the Bay Area. 
After graduating from the Center for Third World Organizing’s 
Minority Activist Apprenticeship Program (MAAP), Dawn spent six 
years as an organizer, then director of the community organizing 
program at Building Opportunities for Self-Sufficiency (BOSS). Dawn 
then worked at People United for a Better Oakland (PUEBLO) for six 
years as the executive director leading a multi-racial , 
intergenerational organization. PUEBLO tackled issues from 
environmental justice, community safety and police accountability, to 
youth organizing and economic justice. Dawn has also served on the 
boards of the National Organizer’s Alliance (NOA), Asian Communities 
for Reproductive Justice (ACRJ), and the East Bay Alliance for a 
Sustainable Economy (EBASE) and is currently a member of the 
Steering Committee of the Right to the City Alliance. Causa Justa :: 
Just Cause builds grassroots power and leadership to create strong, 
equitable communities.

Preview

Four years in, I’m very excited to say that we’ve achieved a body of work around 
immigration, deportations, housing, homeowner and tenant organizing, as well as 

neighborhood and community development issues.

What we particularly appreciate about Six Wins is that the network has really adopted 
and started to push very strongly on anti-displacement measures, articulating a 

strong analysis around how gentrification and displacement happens in the region, 
and who’s affected by it. 

It’s the people who live in the neighborhoods who will be most impacted by the 
development. I would ask the planning agencies and the planning agency staff and all 

the people who think about regional development to think first and foremost about 
those whom their policies and their plans impact.
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       DP I’m Dawn Phillips. I’m the co-director 
of programs here at Causa Justa :: Just Cause, a 
merger of two smaller San Francisco and open base 
organizations, St. Peter’s Housing Committee and 
Just Cause. These two organizations merged about 4 
years ago. Our hope was to bring together our Latino 
immigrant membership from San Francisco and our 
majority African-American membership from Oak-
land, and actually create a regional organization of 
black and Latino people with a focus on housing and 
immigrant rights work. Four years in, I’m very ex-
cited to say that we’ve achieved a body of work 
around immigration, deportations, housing, home-
owner and tenant organizing, as well as neighbor-
hood and community development issues. This is 
really the link between the work that we have been 
doing and the work that 
we’re starting to do at the 
regional level, around re-
gional planning, regional 
development and some of 
the climate justice work.

       BC H o w d i d 
Causa Justa come to be 
involved with the Six Big 
Wins campaign?

       DP We actually 
have a pretty developed 
body of work that we’ve been doing for a while now, 
about neighborhood level protection and neighbor-
hood level development. At Causa Justa, we have 
worked historically in the mission, in the Excelsior 
district of San Francisco, and in East and West Oak-
land. We’ve dealt with housing insecurity and hous-
ing challenges that our base faces, but we’ve also en-
gaged in a lot of local development processes. The 
work is about making sure that new development in 
our neighborhooIt was very powerful to see that just 
by creating a small opportunity and providing people 
with a small ability to engage the process, people 
were able to understand it, people understood its 
relevance to their lives. It provided people the vision 
for organizing, which is really what all this is about. 
People are like “we want to, we want to have an im-
pact on this; we want to make change. We want to be 

able to make this mean more to us and people like us 
and the people that we care about.”

I think there is a humbling and very developmen-
tal aspect to learning how to speak someone else’s 
language; learning how to approach a question or 
approach an activity through the lens or through the 
frame of someone else. The more you do this work, 
the more it should provide you with the ability to 
learn and change and grow.

If we’re going to be a compassionate region, if 
we’re going to be a loving region, if we’re going to be 
a successful region, I think that, first and foremost, 
we have to have a way to think about and meet the 
needs, and honor the needs of the most vulnerable of 
those in our community.

How are we taking care of 
the needs of people who 
have been here a long 
time? Long term residents 
have in many ways created 
the engine, created the 
energy, created the viabil-
ity and the vitality of the 
region. These are the folks 
who built the port, these 
are the folks who work in 
our factories, these are the 
folks who drive our buses, 

these are the folks who clean our homes. These have 
been the ones whose very effort has built up the re-
gion. 

What is our vision for the region? It’s only going 
to be through our direct involvement and engage-
ment in this process that there’s any chance of 
changing any of the existing processes and any of the 
existing dynamics to make sure it actually reflects 
our interests and our needs. 

 it’s the people who live in the neighborhoods 
who will be most impacted by the development. I 
would ask the planning agencies and the planning 
agency staff and all the people who think about re-
gional development to think first and foremost about 
those whom their policies and their plans impact.
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There are base building and 
membership groups working together 

with legal and policy organizations, 
working together with faith-based 

institutions. I think that type of 
synergy is really a tremendous 

achievement. It’s actually not an easy 
thing to do.



ds and in our 
communities are 
actually set up to 
serve the longtime 
residents and the 
working class resi-
d e n t s o f t h o s e 
n e i g h b o r h o o d s . 
Over time, as we 
c o m e t o k n o w 
more and understand more how development works, 
a major piece of the development process is the role 
that the regional agencies like the Metropolitan 
Transportation Commission and The Association of 
Bay Area Governments play in the 30-year regional 
planning process. How will they impact neighbor-
hoods and cities, local neighborhoods and local 
communities? It was a natural development of our 
neighborhood organizing to want to understand and 
engage what’s happening on the regional level, be-
cause, as we now know, there’s a very close relation-
ship between the two. It was very exciting that at the 
same time our work was developing, and our interest 
in the regional work was developing, the develop-
ment of the Six Big Wins network occured. Our ini-
tial relationship to the Six Wins was through the In-
vestment without Displacement workgroup. That 
workgroup was particularly concerned with ques-
tions of displacement, of being able to support and 
keep longtime residents in their homes and in their 
neighborhoods, as well as attempting to bring to-
gether the priorities of both development, commu-
nity housing security, and the protection and promo-
tion of the interests of long time residents. There 
have been several rounds of engagement with both 
the regional planning agencies as well as the regional 
planning process, where as a group we’ve been able 
to come in and promote really critical equity princi-
ples around housing, around economic development, 
and around climate justice. I think that we’ve really 
been able to leverage and make coherent the differ-
ent interests and expertise that various organizations 
bring to the table. We advocated for a comprehensive 
and holistic vision of what regional equity really 
looks like and should look like here in the Bay Area.

       BC What have you achieved together?

Th e s p e c i fi c 
achievements that 
stand out for me 
about the Six Wins 
work are the ability 
to bring together 
organizations that 
pursue different 
strategies, and to 
leverage the strate-

gies for broader impacts. There are base building and 
membership groups working together with legal and 
policy organizations, working together with faith-
based institutions. I think that type of synergy is 
really a tremendous achievement. It’s actually not an 
easy thing to do. It’s not immediately the way that 
people do their work. I think that has been a really 
big achievement. The fact that people have been able 
to look beyond their silo focus, to think about and 
start to have a vision of a broader strategy, is really 
also very powerful. The fact that we have environ-
mental advocates with transit advocates and housing 
advocates all at the same table and actually taking a 
broader view of equity questions and questions of 
regional development is very powerful. That we’ve 
actually been there to support each other at different 
times on different issues and around different ques-
tions is also very powerful. The ability of our organi-
zations to come up and support issues that aren’t our 
core issues is really powerful, and I think that type of 
synergy is also creating much more of a momentum 
for regional equity.

       BC How has the Six Wins network served 
your specific issues?

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                .info page 148 

What is our vision for the region? It’s only going 
to be through our direct involvement and 

engagement in this process that there’s any 
chance of changing any of the existing processes 
and any of the existing dynamics to make sure it 

actually reflects our interests and our needs. 

Regional planning is actually fairly 
esoteric to most people in the region, 
not just low income people, not just 
folks of color. Very few people in the 

region actually can speak at any 
length about regional planning. That 
was true of me, that’s true of most of 

the people around me.



       DP What we particularly appreciate about 
Six Wins is that the network has really adopted and 
started to push very strongly on anti-displacement 
measures, articulating a strong analysis around how 
gentrification and displacement happens in the re-
gion, and who’s affected by it. We’re beginning to 
work together to articulate and really formulate an 
analysis of the problem of displacement and some of 
the solutions. From Causa Justa’s perspective the Six 
Wins network is a very important place where ques-
tions on regional displacement, regional gentrifica-
tion, and regional development are coming together. 
These are under-studied questions historically, and 
now we have a collection of organizations that are 
really committed to taking up these questions and 
engaging the regional agencies. It is really powerful 
for us, and is a great part of what our interest and 
commitment to building a network is about.

       DP A very important part of Causa Justa’s 
vision is bringing black and Latino people together. 
The thinking behind this approach is that black and 
Latino people have so much in common in terms of 
their interests and in terms of what these communi-
ties need. For example, both communities are signifi-
cantly impacted by police harassment, by ICE har-
assment and the different types of racial profiling 
that both communities face. We also see a tremen-
dous amount of commonality in terms of the hous-
ing insecurities and the housing crisis that people 
find themselves in. It’s a fact that the highest number 
of people affected by the recent foreclosure crisis 
were black and Latino families, a fact that in our ten-
ant rights clinic, we overwhelmingly see black and 
Latino people. Case after case of landlord abuse or 
landlord harassment or people living in terrible, ter-

rible conditions. On the one hand, part of our ap-
proach around the organizing of black and Latino 
people is really around recognizing and understand-
ing where there is common struggle and where there 
is common need and where there is common inter-
est. On the other hand, we’re also really clear that 
these communities have specific and different needs. 
Part of our approach, and the way that we look at the 
organizing of these communities, is also about being 
able to name much more specifically how the experi-
ences are unique and are different, and actually being 
able to address those as well. There is a difference in 
terms of ways that deportation is playing out for La-
tino families. There is an aspect of separation, physi-
cal separation, families actually getting pulled apart 
in that way, and that is particular and specific. When 
you look at the rates of incarceration for black men, 
and the way in which a whole community is actually 
pulled apart because of the separation of black men 
from the rest of their community, that is also spe-
cific. It’s about looking at the commonalities, the 
common interests, but also looking at the specifici-
ties. 

One example of the kind of uniqueness around 
our housing work is that the question of language 
access is a really big issue for our Latino base and our 
Latino membership. In both San Francisco and Oak-
land, services exist for tenants, but the reality is that 
most of the services are not language successful if 
you’re not an English speaker. Our approach is to 
develop a strategy around what’s common, so that 
brings people together, that’s about building solidar-
ity, that’s about actually promoting unity, and then 
there’s the simultaneous strategy of understanding 
what’s unique, what’s different. How do we start to 
create strategies and approaches that address unique 
and specific and different needs? For us, that really is 
the effective way of doing multiracial organizing. 
What we want to stay away from is an approach that 
just makes everything one and musses everything 
together, and makes it as if it’s a homogenous experi-
ence for everybody we’re working with. At the same 
time what we don’t want to do is miss the opportuni-
ties to build unity, build solidarity and build common 
struggle with people where that’s possible and where 
that’s needed.
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       BC What were the transformative moments 
for you in this work?

       DP The one that stands out to me is the 
work of supporting the preparation of some of our 
members to speak in an MTC hearing, associated 
with the work that Six Wins was doing to push our 
equity scenario. What I remember is that we had a 
group of about five or six people who were preparing 
to go, and part of what I was doing with them was 
giving them the context, giving them the back-
ground, giving them the information and there was 
so much to be said about that preparation, because 
people were hearing for the first time about the 
planning process that MTC performs. People were 
hearing about the Six Wins at a deeper level and un-
derstanding what the collaboration was about. Peo-
ple were also understanding what we were there to 
ask for, what we were there to argue for, what we 
were there to present. There was a lot going on and I 
didn’t really have a sense of what people’s experience 
would end up looking and feeling like. Regional 
planning is actually fairly esoteric to most people in 
the region, not just low income people, not just folks 
of color. Very few people in the region actually can 
speak at any length about regional planning. That 

was true of me, that’s true of most of the people 
around me. It’s not something that is widely known 
information; it’s not something that people are very 
knowledgeable about. In some ways it is new and 
removed from the lives of real people and people’s 
everyday reality. I think what was important and 
transformative for me was that the folk who went 
were just completely committed and said “we have to 
be there. We have to keep doing this. I finally get it. 

I’ve seen the people who make plans that affect my 
life and affect the lives of my family, affect the lives of 
people in my neighborhood”. It was very powerful to 
see that just by creating a small opportunity and pro-
viding people with a small ability to engage the proc-
ess, people were able to understand it, people under-
stood its relevance to their lives. It provided people 
the vision for organizing, which is really what all this 
is about. People are like “we want to, we want to have 
an impact on this; we want to make change. We want 
to be able to make this mean more to us and people 
like us and the people that we care about.” I think 
that was a really powerful moment because in the 
grand scheme of things, as I said, it actually was 
something that was a very small and contained expe-
rience, but what people took away from it was ex-
tremely large and transformative, and very telling of 
the possibilities and the hope for regional equity and 
for regional organizing.

       BC What led you into this work?

       DP I’ve had the privilege and the opportu-
nity to do this kind of community organizing work 
since the early 90s, and over that time I’ve learned so 
much. I’ve had the good fortune to do it in the Bay 
Area pretty much for the duration of that time. I’m 

actually very fortunate because a lot of the 
individuals and the organizations that I’m 
working with in the Six Wins network I’ve 
known now for a good amount of time. What 
feels very wonderful to me is the quality of 
relationships, both on an individual level as 
well as on an organizational level. I’m learn-
ing so much from the practice of working 
with both individuals and organizations that 
in some ways are different from me and my 
organization. I think there is a humbling and 
very developmental aspect to learning how to 
speak someone else’s language; learning how 

to approach a question or approach an activity 
through the lens or through the frame of someone 
else. The more you do this work, the more it should 
provide you with the ability to learn and change and 
grow. I think the power of organizing should be that 
as you do it, you constantly learn, you constantly 
grow, you constantly develop. I think there’s an as-
pect of that happening in Six Wins because of the 
bringing together of groups working on different 
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issues, groups with different approaches, and, 
frankly, groups who have some level of difference 
around analysis of the problem and analysis of the 
solution. It means the conversation is pretty rich, 
extremely dynamic and occasionally challenging, but 
there’s a saying that without struggle, there is no 
change. The Six Wins Network provides the oppor-
tunity for both struggle and change, which I think is 
very good.

       BC What is your vision for the future?

       DP I think for Causa Justa, the vision of the 
Bay Area that we like to see puts at the center this 
idea of the deep development 
of every Bay Area resident and 
every Bay Area community. 
What that looks like is that we 
have a way of really deeply 
understanding and meeting 
the needs of the region’s most 
vulnerable people. If we’re 
going to be a compassionate 
region, if we’re going to be a 
loving region, if we’re going to 
be a successful region, I think 
that, first and foremost, we 
have to have a way to think 
about and meet the needs, 
and honor the needs of the 
most vulnerable of those in 
our community. Whether 
those be seniors, whether 
those be people who don’t 
speak English, whether those 
be people who are struggling to find work, or 
whether those are people who are homeless and 
need housing, how do we first and foremost create 
development and a vision for our region that is about 
taking care of and really honoring the needs of those 
people? 

How are we taking care of the needs of people 
who have been here a long time? Long term residents 
have in many ways created the engine, created the 
energy, created the viability and the vitality of the 
region. These are the folks who built the port, these 
are the folks who work in our factories, these are the 
folks who drive our buses, these are the folks who 

clean our homes. These have been the ones whose 
very effort has built up the region. How do we honor 
their lives? How do we actually ensure that, not just 
for them but their children and their families, that 
they have a place here, that they are able to live and 
work here? We need to respond and meet the needs 
and interests of different communities. We have to 
find a way of talking about regional development 
that doesn’t immediately see your interest against 
mine. How do we actually start to build commonal-
ity? How do we actually start to build common 
ground? How do we actually start to say that for a 
healthy, functioning region it does take all of us? It 

might mean that we don’t all 
get everything we want, but 
that we actually understand 
that the region is healthier, 
better, stronger if we actually 
can hear the interests and the 
needs of everybody. That we 
actually have much more of an 
honest and respectful process 
for engaging each other 
around the different needs in a 
way that isn’t immediately 
antagonistic. 

BC Do you have a 
message for low income resi-
dents or homeless people about 
getting involved in this process?

DP I think it’s really 
important for working class 
people, for low income people, 

for communities of color to be engaged in regional 
planning and in questions of regional equity. Histori-
cally, there has been so much that has been decided 
for us—where we live, where we work, what kind of 
work we do, where our children can or cannot go to 
school, how we get around, the quality of air we 
breathe, all those things in so many ways have been 
decided for us. The 30-year planning process that is 
led and driven by the regional planning bodies is 
very disconnected from the lives of working people, 
low income people, communities of color. I think 
that it’s really up to us to figure out how we are going 
to insert ourselves in the process, how we want to 
change that process, what we want to ask for and 
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bring to that process. What is our vision for the re-
gion? It’s only going to be through our direct in-
volvement and engagement in this process that 
there’s any chance of changing any of the existing 
processes and any of the existing dynamics to make 
sure it actually reflects our interests and our needs. I 
think there’s so many reasons—environment, cli-
mate, transit, housing, neighborhood and commu-
nity needs, all these things have a relationship to the 
regional planning process. I think that for working 
class folks, for low income folks, for mothers, for 
families, for homeless people, for people vulnerable 
in any way, it’s really important to be thinking about 
how this process affects our lives and how we want 
to affect the process.

       BC How do ABAG and MTC need to be 
different in order to incorporate the voices of low in-
come and vulnerable communities?

       DP I think the way that regional planning 
currently happens is that the regional entities and 
the regional bodies talk to the people who they per-
ceive to be important and they perceive to have a 
great deal of interest and a large stake in the region, 
so they go to the Bay Area Council, they go to busi-
ness owners, they go to big property owners, they go 
to the cities. This needs to be flipped on its head. The 
planning process needs to listen to the people for 
whom the planning process will have the largest im-
pact. It’s a re-envisioning and it’s a re-understanding 
of what a stakeholder is and who a stakeholder is in 
the regional process, because frankly it’s the people 
who live in the neighborhoods who will be most im-
pacted by the development. I would ask the planning 
agencies and the planning agency staff and all the 
people who think about regional development to 
think first and foremost about those whom their 
policies and their plans impact.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Investment Without Displacement

Sam Tepperman-Gelfant
Public Advocates

Sam Tepperman-Gelfant advocates for equitable development, 
community benefits and affordable housing at the local, regional, 
and statewide levels. He joined Public Advocates as an Equal Justice 
Works Fellow in 2007 (sponsored by Baker & McKenzie) and was 
promoted to senior staff attorney in 2012.

Sam leads Public Advocates’ work with the Community Coalition for 
a Sustainable Concord,which won a redevelopment plan for a 
massive decommissioned Navy base that includes 25% affordable 
housing, a recreation area three times the size of Golden Gate Park, 
local hire and apprenticeship commitments, and compact transit-
served neighborhoods.

Working to stabilize and sustain low-income urban neighborhoods, 
Sam convenes the Bay Area Investment Without Displacement 
Working Group, part of the Six Big Wins for Social Equity campaign. 
At the local level, he has worked on affordable housing and 
equitable development campaigns in Oakland and Richmond, and 
advised community advocates around the Bay on affordable 
housing issues. Sam is also engaged in statewide regulatory and 
legislative advocacy on affordable housing, displacement, climate 
justice and the environment.

Preview

Seeing that direct speaking by a community member that MTC is supposed to be 
planning for, get up there, speak in his own language, with his own words so 

powerfully, directly to the decision makers was a remarkable moment and when they 
came to vote, ABAG unanimously adopted our land use proposal and principles of the 
Equity Environment and Jobs scenario for consideration. Seeing community member 

after community member from all different perspectives, talking about the needs, 
why these issues were real to them, watching the decision makers be caught off guard, 
not being used to hearing these voices, not being used to seeing those faces and then 
to adopt a policy that would really advance community interest was just an incredible 
evening and I still feel that sense of a high from that night. I still carry that with me in 

the work day to day.
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       BC You’ve said that sometimes transit in-
vestments, if they’re not geared towards equity actu-
ally decrease transit use. Could you explain how that 
happens as a process? 

        ST Sure, I think that there are many differ-
ent facets of what can unintentionally go wrong 
when you try to increase transit service and when 
you try to increase infill development in areas that 
have transit service. Basically you get gentrification 
and displacement if you’re not careful. What that 
means, practically speaking, is that deeply rooted 
communities that have lived in neighborhoods for 
years suffering from public and private disinvestment 
suddenly are getting neighborhood change, but it’s 
neighborhood change that drives them out of the 
neighborhood. We see that pattern a lot in the Bay 
Area already where huge portions of the African 
American community and low income communities 
in San Francisco and increasingly in Oakland have 
been displaced from their neighborhoods and gone 
to the outer fringes. They’re being forced to leave 
neighborhoods where they can ride buses around, 
walk to access jobs and take buses to access services, 
and are moving out to places like Stockton and Anti-
och and Brentwood where there really is no transit 
option. Their home church is still probably in Oak-
land, so they’re forced to shoulder the expense of 
owning a car, commute back into jobs and family and 
doctors and church and all that kind of thing in their 
old communities. And then there’s the flipside, where 
the folks who are wealthier, who move into those 
transit-served neighborhoods often are attracted by 
the walkability, attracted by the fact that there’s tran-
sit accessibility, maybe are using transit to go into 
jobs in San Francisco but overall are using the transit 
service much less than the people who lived in those 
neighborhoods before. I think this is a perfect exam-
ple of where there’s an overlap of social equity 
goals—which is how do we keep long, deeply rooted 
communities and community members in place and 
in their neighborhoods as their neighborhoods get 
the services that they need and improve and become 
safer, and the environmental side—how do we get 
people to drive less? That’s not going to be accom-
plished at all if we replace core transit users who are 
not owning cars with wealthier people who own 

more cars, don’t use transit as much and force our 
current transit users out into places where there is no 
transit so they have to get a car.

       BC So the Bay Area’s growth success creates 
hardship for many families?

        ST That’s what motivated me to work on 
the issue of Investment without Displacement. How 
do we make sure that more families are not forced 
into making impossible choices about where they live 
and what community they live in because the neigh-
borhood that they call home are no longer affordable 
or feasible for them to live in. Displacement is the 
number one issue that I feel is critical to look at when 
we’re talking about transit oriented development and 
smart growth—how do we make that inclusive, about 
people and not just about buildings? I think there’s a 
very simple world view among many smart growth 
advocates and smart growth planners that if you just 
build the right kind of dense, mixed-use buildings in 
the right locations near transit that everyone is going 
to benefit and that we’re going to save the planet and 
we’re going to improve communities and improve 
people’s lives and I think the Bay Area is the number 
one place in the country that illustrates that dense 
new development near transit and improved transit 
service actually causes, in practice, massive dis-
placement. It’s what is driving exurban sprawls in the 
outer reaches of the Bay Area and it’s not decreasing 
greenhouse gas emissions either, because we can’t 
just swap all of the low income people out to the 
fringes of the region or out of the region altogether, 
force them to continue to commute into jobs and 
expect that we’re going to get cars off the road.

       BC What was the process that led up to 
writing the Bay Area agenda for Investment without 
Displacement?

        ST The Six Wins convening in October of 
2010 was really a jumping off point for the Invest-
ment without Displacement working group. We pre-
sented on this issue as part of the large convening 
and had a breakout group, and there was a lot of en-
ergy and enthusiasm born out of the experiences that 
people had of their communities being gentrified and 
their residence and community being torn apart. At 
the same time, there was a lot of skepticism among 
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those advocates who work locally on gentrification 
and displacement about whether there was any role 
for the regional plan in helping to address that prob-
lem and whether it was a fruitful place for anyone to 
put their energy if they cared about these issues. 
There was a recognition that the vision of the re-
gional plan and of smart growth was likely to cause 
problems, but not 
that there were any 
regional solutions. 
There was enough 
c o m m o n u n d e r-
standing of a shared 
threat and also a 
potentia l benefit 
which is that these 
neighborhoods also 
really need grocery 
stores and really 
need sidewalks and 
improved bus shel-
ters and lighting and 
all the things that 
make places healthy, 
safe places to live.

The real question 
that we have to 
grapple with at first : 
is there anything that the regional plan can do to help 
keep the threats at bay and help get the benefits that 
these neighborhoods need? I think the process was 
really indicative of what is the most exciting thing 
about how the Six Wins works, which is that we had 
at that table local community organizers and local 
advocates who had been fighting these fights in the 
trenches at the neighborhood level, at the door-to-
door level for years and years and so we had folks 
from Causa Justa::Just Cause and from APEN and 
from CCHO in San Francisco, and they had the 
knowledge of what the needs where and what would 
really change the debate. I remember a fairly early 
conversation where the Oakland organizers and Oak-
land advocates sort of reality checked us and said, 
basically, no one in Oakland on the city council is 
going to care what the regional plan says. We have 
been trying to get inclusionary housing passed in 
Oakland for a decade, if not 20 years, and if we go to 
the city council and say ABAG and MTC recom-

mend that inclusion is a good policy, that’s not going 
to change the power dynamic or change the debate at 
the city level at all. What will change the debate is 
money, if we can go to the Oakland City Council and 
say there is funding attached to making the responsi-
ble decisions that our community needs around pro-
tecting tenants, investing equitably in neighbor-

hoods, building affordable housing. That might actu-
ally be something that gets some of the city council 
members that are on the fence or don’t independ-
ently care about equity on board with our policies. 
That is where the whole framing of the investment 
without displacement mission statement and the Bay 
Area agenda came from. What are the financial in-
centives that can be built in to the regional plan that 
will then filter down and make the link to equitable 
local land use decision making? SB  375 is very ex-
plicit that local governments retain land use decision 
making authority, and so if there’s actually going to 
be a link, we need to actually connect the transporta-
tion money and the infrastructure money that’s pro-
grammed in the plan to incentives or strings or sticks 
or carrots, however you want to characterize that. 
You need to link the money to the local policies that 
need to be in place. That was the overall framing, and 
I think that really has life in the One Bay Area grant 
program, which was a primary target of the invest-
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ment without displacement working group and of the 
Six Wins overall.That was the one slice of money that 
was out there in the sustainable community strategy 
that actually could be used in that incentivizing way, 
so we really pushed for a requirement that all juris-
dictions, to be eligible for that money, had to have an 
appropriate set of anti-displacement and affordable 
housing policies in place.

We also pushed to ensure that jurisdictions had 
an adopted state-certified housing element in their 
affordable housing plan in order to be eligible for that 
money. We won a requirement that all jurisdictions 
must have a state-certified housing element and what 
did we see? More than a dozen jurisdictions that had 
been sitting on their housing elements for 3 or 4 
years past the deadline suddenly moved and adapted 
their housing elements, which was incredible. I think 
that showed faster results and stronger results than 
we ever thought would happen. I was in city council 
meetings in Alameda and in Menlo Park and heard 
stories about the council meetings in Marin County 
where these jurisdictions really did not want to tackle 
the question of affordable housing and multifamily 
housing, and had resisted state requirements in the 
past. Now that there was some infrastructure money 
that they wanted on the table, they suddenly moved. 
I think that was a real success.On the displacement 
side, we still have some work to do, but we got anti-
displacement and neighborhood stabilization and 
affordable housing creation policies into the mix. The 
county agencies that allowed this money need to take 
those policies into consideration but considering is 
really different from requiring when you’re talking 
about driving really politically difficult policies 
through at the local level. One of the areas of work 
that we’re really excited about in the future is how we 
strengthen the One Bay Area grant program, grow 
the pot of money that is used as an incentive and 
strengthen those strings so that we draw the local 
jurisdictions closer into the policies that they need to 
be passing. There was incredible work in the final 
weeks and days before the plan was passed by advo-
cates from Oakland and San Francisco where they 
knew these issues. They had built relationships with 
the representatives on MTC and ABAG, and pushed 
through a much stronger framing of the displace-
ment issue. You can say framing is just words on a 
page, but I think having the right debate set up for 

future public process and decision making is really 
critical. It is also renewal of the commitment to 
strengthen the neighborhood stabilization and af-
fordable housing policy, which ties to future rounds 
of the One Bay Area grant program. 

The other piece of the Investment without Dis-
placement agenda that I’m excited about is that it 
takes a really comprehensive view of what invest-
ments and what investment policies actually would 
benefit existing residents in the neighborhood. We 
talk a lot about tenant protections and affordable 
housing because if neighborhoods become unafford-
able or people are kicked out of their homes, and I 
should say on a personal note, my mother was just 
illegally evicted from her house in San Francisco af-
ter 15 years of living there because of the hot real 
estate market. This is an issue that really resonates 
with me and I’ve seen what it has done in her life and 
I know that tens and thousands of families are facing 
that around the bay. Housing and housing stability 
has got to be at the core, but it’s not enough because 
you can have great housing policies and if all the re-
tail in the neighborhood changes so that you cannot 
actually afford to shop at any of the local stores, and 
they are all fancy boutique clothing stores instead of 
the bodega where you need to go to get your grocer-
ies, that can also force people out of the neighbor-
hood. What are the workforce policies that we need 
to make sure that as economic investment comes in 
and as there are more jobs in neighborhoods, that 
people who live there can actually access them. How 
do we connect up local residents to workforce devel-
opment and job training that actually fits the local 
jobs that are being created in their neighborhoods? 
How do we do economic development in a way that 
brings in industries that employ people in family-
sustaining wages who don’t have to have advanced 
degrees? 

Thinking about the neighborhood fabric and all of 
the different pieces and what would equitable devel-
opment and equitable investment in those neighbor-
hoods look like from a bunch of different angles is 
the other thing that I think is groundbreaking and 
really exciting about that 2-page agenda. It’s an in-
credibly dense 2-page list but that’s because neigh-
borhoods are dense and there’s a lot of different fac-
tors that have to be considered if you’re really going 
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to invest in neighborhoods and make them healthier 
as opposed to just swapping out who lives in them.

       BC As you look over these last several years, 
what are some of the transformative moments for 
you?

        ST The one moment in this entire cam-
paign that sticks with me the most deeply and most 
consistently was at an ABAG, MTC hearing when we 
were advocating for the equity environmental job 
scenario in round one in 2011. It was a hearing that 
went late into the 
night because they 
were debating other 
issues. I think they 
didn’t get to the plan 
Bay Area issues un-
til 10p.m. or some-
t h i n g . We w e r e 
waiting around for 
hours. One of the 
youth leaders from 
Genesis used this 
time to compose on 
his phone a per-
formance poetr y 
piece about his ex-
perience growing up 
in Oakland, seeing 
the wealth and op-
portunity around 
him and not having 
access to it and he 
got up at the end of 
this long session. In 
his two minute comment period he pulled out his 
phone and performed this poem, and the first line 
was something like “being born in Oakland is like 
seeing people around you with silver spoons in their 
mouth and nothing in their bowl”, and he talked 
about inequality, about displacement, about equity, 
about affordable housing and job access. The expres-
sions on the faces of those decision makers who were 
sitting around the MTC chamber, they had no idea 
what hit them. Seeing that direct speaking by a 
community member, the people that we’re doing this 
planning for and that the MTC is supposed to be 
planning for, get up there, speak in his own language, 

with his own words so powerfully, directly to the 
decision makers was a remarkable moment and when 
they came to vote, ABAG unanimously adopted our 
land use proposal and principles of the equity envi-
ronment and job scenario for consideration. That 
combination of seeing not just this one Genesis 
leader, but community member after community 
member from all different perspectives, talking about 
the needs, why these issues were real to them, watch-
ing the decision makers be caught off guard, not be-
ing used to hearing these voices, not being used to 
seeing those faces and then to adopt a policy that 

would really advance community interest was just an 
incredible evening and I still feel that sense of a high 
from that night. I still carry that with me in the work 
day to day. That was an amazing moment. I will say 
the months following were also an incredible reality 
check because we had done so much great organiz-
ing, married to great policy work, married to politi-
cal work to get the great ideas and great community 
needs before the decision makers. Then we ran into 
an impasse, a brick wall of staff and I didn’t quite re-
alize that you could win at the political decision mak-
ing body, charged with making the decisions, and get 
them to say “include the equity environment and job 
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scenario land use component in the slate of alterna-
tives that you’re putting together” and then have staff 
just not do it. Not even say to the decision makers 
“we heard what you said but we don’t think we 
should do that and so we think you should recon-
sider” but just sort of dissipate into this technical 
planning process. It took another full year of advo-
cacy and similar turnout at meeting after meeting to 
actually get the vote that we had won implemented. 
That was pretty eye opening, I have to say. I actually 
really respect ABAG staff and I don’t at all mean to 
vilify them. I think it’s a question of how these tech-
nical processes work and the momentum that was 
behind it and there’s just not the flexibility in the sys-
tem sometimes to be responsive even when you won.

       BC What drew you to this work originally 
and what keeps you in it, especially when it’s hard?

        ST I grew up in Oakland in a very rationally 
and economically diverse neighborhood, which I 
loved, and it was an opportunity for my family, which 
did not have very much money or resources to live in 
a neighborhood that was vibrant and had parks and 
had a bookstore that I could walk to, and had transit 
and had life to it. The vision of that childhood I had is 
what I wished for all people around the bay and all 
different neighborhoods, not that it’s exactly the 
same but that it has that inclusion and vibrancy and 
opportunity. I think that really drives me. I think I 
went to law school because I wanted to connect with 
and help and have the tools to help communities and 
people improve their lives. I love Public Advocates 
because we are not lawyers sitting in our fancy office 
towers, thinking of good theoretical solutions or 
good lawsuits that we could bring, that would magi-
cally fix people’s lives. I love that we are day to day, 
week to week doing the sometimes difficult, but even 
when it’s difficult, it’s very rewarding work connect-
ing with people. This is not about helping people 
from on high. It’s about partnering with people from 
all different racial and ethnic backgrounds, from all 
different classes to help them strengthen their voices 
and help elevate their priorities and translate their 
needs into language that a judge or a decision maker 
could understand. If I didn’t love that process, I 
would be burned out on this job in a year, but the fact 
is I love sitting in meetings with community mem-
bers or professionals from different backgrounds 

who say things that seem totally off the wall to me at 
first, but actually have incredible wisdom, and I love 
being called out when I’m saying things that I think 
make total sense and in fact I stop making sense at 
all. Being in rooms together with people as equals 
figuring out collectively what solutions to problems 
are and then how to advance them, that’s what keeps 
me going to work and that’s what keeps me going 
through the times where we lose, because we often 
lose. We’re asking for radical restructuring of systems 
that have been in place for decades and they need to 
be changed and no one thinks they’re going to be 
changed overnight and we’re only going to change 
them if we’re doing that in a collective way together 
with love and respect for each other.

       BC If you were speaking to a younger Sam 
who was just starting out with this process, what 
would you advise to be even more effective?

        ST I would say the upfront investment in 
relationship building and coming to consensus on 
developing priorities, and developing a shared sense 
of ownership over the goals and strategies and objec-
tives of the advocacy pays off more than you could 
ever imagine. It sometimes feels like sitting around 
the same table with the same people for week after 
week, month after month but that’s what provides 
the solid core which is going to carry through and 
going to provide the consistent guidance for your 
work together and, as I say, it’s messy. It sometimes 
feels repetitive. It sometimes feels like you’re having 
the same conversations with the different people or 
the same conversations with the same people, but 
there are those moments of insight and moments of 
clarity that really coalesce the work and the group, 
and then when there’s an opening or an opening to 
create an opening, as with what happened with the 
Equity, Environment and Jobs scenario, everyone is 
poised and ready to fill that void. Without the year of 
work before that, everyone would have been scram-
bling, there would have been no consensus, there 
would have been no agenda. I’m a big believer in that 
up front work together to really come together in a 
coherent and deep way, because every campaign is 
going to have unexpected twists and turns. Every 
process is going to have setbacks, is going to have 
things that come out of left field that you didn’t an-
ticipate and those are tactical decisions that get made 
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on the fly, often with two days notice. I remember 
sitting up until 2 or 3 in the morning, the week of the 
first EEJ vote where we were trying to put forward 
our policy proposal, sitting on the couch writing out 
what are these housing acts and how do we frame 
them and what language needs to be changed to ac-
complish the goals that we’ve had together, and the 
only reason I was able to do that is because I had a 

very strong sense of what a whole coalition of people 
had as priorities and what their goals were. Without 
that I would have been totally lost and there would 
have been no connection between a policy document 
and what anyone actually cares about. The fact that 
there had been such deep work up front allowed us 
all to seize that moment. 
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Win Networks

Affordable Housing

Community Power

Investment Without Displacement

Local Transit
Health and Safety

Economic Opportunity
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Local Transit

Introduction to Local Transit

Preview

The Robust and Affordable Local Transit network of the Six Big Wins coalition 
campaigns for more frequent, reliable and affordable bus service, and a free Eco Youth 
Bus Pass. SB 375 affects the allocation of massive public investment in transportation 
by linking it to land-use planning. Yet, careless investment in more expensive transit 

amenities like new light rail stations can drive up property values and increase 
inequity and greenhouse gases by causing displacement and further suburbanization 

of poverty. On the other hand, directing public funds to local bus service promotes 
higher-density, sustainable development in line with the environmental goals of 
SB 375 and the needs of low-income, transit-dependent communities. Increasing 

equitable access to local transit by reducing fares and expanding service increases 
equitable access to quality education, jobs, and healthy amenities. 

Saying No 
• Heavy public subsidies for capital improvements 

that primarily support wealthy constituents

• Route and frequency cuts to buses and other af-
fordable transit options

• Fare hikes that hit the poor the hardest

Saying Yes 
• Operating funds for existing affordable local tran-

sit, like buses

• A free Eco Youth bus pass, to help students get to 
schools

• Prioritizing the needs of transit-dependent riders 
in transit-related decision-making

Background of Local Transit Win
The current layout of metropolitan regions favors 

the use of automobiles. Based on this old paradigm, 
resources for operating public transit have not been 
made available. However, increased use of public 
transportation and reduction of vehicle miles of 
travel by automobile will aid in easing congestion and 
in supporting more efficient land use patterns.
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How Does This Win Relate to 
SB 375?

According to the American Public Transportation 
Association, public transportation can reduce energy 
consumption and harmful CO2 emissions by up to 
37 million metric tons annually. These savings repre-
sent the beginning of public transportation’s poten-
tial contribution to national efforts to reduce green-
house gas emissions and promote energy conserva-
tion.

How Does This Win Promote 
Healthy, Just, and Sustainable 

Communities?
Equity concerns in transportation take at least 

two forms. First, certain elements of transportation 
infrastructure, such as highways and bus depots, are 
“locally undesirable land uses.” Poor people and peo-
ple of color disproportionately live near these loca-
tions and suffer associated health consequences—the 
effects of diesel air pollution, noise, injury risks, and 
lack of aesthetic appeal. Second, transportation sys-
tems that do not provide poor people with conven-
ient, practical access to employment, medical care, 
and other necessities undermine their health in nu-
merous ways. Perhaps most importantly, the spatial 
mismatch between where poor people live and where 
jobs are available, as well as the inability to get to 
good jobs, consign people to ongoing poverty, a prin-
cipal predictor of poor health. 

A lack of efficient alternatives to automobile 
travel disproportionately affects vulnerable popula-
tions such as the poor, the elderly, the disabled and 
children by limiting access to jobs, health care, social 

interaction, and healthy foods. Access to public tran-
sit also supports more active living by increasing 
walking and bike use. These activities could help to 
reduce many of the negative health impacts of our 
current transportation system and reliance on motor 
vehicles. In Evaluating Public Transportation Health 
Benefits, Todd Litman explains, “Public transporta-
tion can help achieve several public health objectives 
including improved traffic safety, reduced pollution 
emissions, increased physical activity and fitness, 
increased community cohesion, improved access to 
medical services, and increased transport affordabil-
ity which reduces mental stress. Public transit service 
tends to be particularly beneficial to physically, eco-
nomically and socially disadvantaged people. Public 
transit has direct impacts when it is used, plus indi-
rect impacts when high quality public transit affects 
land use development patterns and per capita vehicle 
ownership. These indirect impacts are often larger 
than direct impacts, so comprehensive evaluation is 
needed to understand the full potential health im-
pacts of planning decisions that affect public transit 
quality and use.”

Currently, poor populations are the predominant 
users of our under-funded public transit system. By 
providing reliable operating funds for public transit, 
the public transportation system can increase its rid-
ership to include middle and upper-income families, 
and can better serve existing users by providing im-
proved access to crucial assets such as jobs, schools, 
and medical facilities. Howard Frumpkin, guest edi-
tor of Environment Health Perspectives, contends, 
“The term ‘built environment’ conjures images of 
places—buildings, neighborhoods, and parks. But 
transportation infrastructure forms the connective 
tissue that links these places together and represents 
an integral part of the built environment. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Local Transit

Lindsay Imai
Urban Habitat

Lindsay Imai is the Bay Area Organizer of 
Hand in Hand: The Domestic Employers 
Association, working in support of justice 
for domestic workers. Lindsay spent six and 
a half years at Urban Habitat, convening 
community organizations to win just 
transportation policies that increase 
reliable transit in the Bay Area’s low-income 
communities of color. 

Preview

“I’ve long been passionate about transportation justice because I see how it has such a 
human side and a side that really, when done correctly, benefits the environment and 

the long-term health of our planet.”

“When you have adequate transit, then you’re going to have cleaner air and more 
breathable air. When you have affordable housing near transit, then you’re not going 
to be pushing so many families out to the margins of the region. So I think that folks 

could see themselves in our name.”

“The passage of SB 375 gave us a new opportunity to lead with environmental justice, 
to lead with social equity, and to build our own coalition around these kind of dual 

objectives of social equity and environmental sustainability. “

“The Transportation Justice Working Group served in some ways as an organizing 
space, organizing individuals in organizations to come together around this particular, 

somewhat narrow focus on transportation access.”
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         LI My Name is Lindsay Imai and I worked 
at Urban Habitat for 6 ½ years. So I had the benefit of 
going through two cycles of the regional transporta-
tion plan. Before I worked at Urban Habitat, I had 
done related social justice work around affordable 
housing, working with parents in New York around 
school reform. I’d done student organizing in college. 

For a long time had been interested in dedicating 
my life to social justice. I think it comes out of a cou-
ple of things: One is I come from a mixed race fam-
ily—I’m half white I’m half Japanese. And both the 
sides of the family get along really well. I didn’t real-
ize that was not the norm until I got into high school 
and into college even, and realized, wow, there’s ac-
tually not a whole lot of mixed race—I mean there 
are now a ton of mixed race families—but at the 
time, there weren’t a whole lot of mixed race families; 
and the ones I knew of were often fraught with con-
flict of some kind. But the fact that my family had not 
just respect for one another but actually spent time 
with each other and loved each other and honored 
each other.

I think I grew up in a very loving environment, 
one where we would just treat everyone as they 
wanted to be treated, sort of the typical do-unto-
others as you would have done to yourself. I felt like 
my family , and particularly my mom, really lived 
that out. I also had the real privilege of living in Mex-
ico for a summer when I was in high school where I 
was in a town that was incredibly impoverished 
where all the men were ab-
sent because they were work-
ing in the United States or 
trying to get to the United 
States. It gave me huge per-
spective on just my privilege 
as an American citizen and 
someone who had the benefit 
of a good public school sys-
tem, all the benefits of living 
in the United States and living 
in an affluent community in 
the United States.

       BC Where did you grow up?

         LI I grew up in San Anselmo which is a 
tiny town in Marin County. So all of that contributed 

to my own sense of injustice that exists in the world, 
but also my own privilege within the world that ex-
ists and the need for me to act given the privilege 
that I had. That transformation I experienced living 
in Mexico when I was 17 years old changed how I 
view my role in the world. And I’ve always had a real 
love for the environment. And that also came from 
both my parents, who took us camping and into na-
ture and into wild places from a very young age. So I 
have a personal connection to nature. When I came 
across work at Urban Habitat, I felt like it married 
those two interests and those two passions really 
profoundly. 

I’ve long been passionate about transportation 
justice because I see how it has such a human side 
and a side that really, when done correctly, benefits 
the environment and the long-term health of our 
planet. I didn’t actually realize how much I cared 
about transportation until I started working at Urban 
Habitat and got to do the work full time. I think that’s 
all of this life experience is what brought me into the 
work. 

       BC How did you first get involved with the 
planning process and SB  375? What were the two 
main stages of planning?

         LI Urban Habitat, as you both know quite 
well, was one of the original regional environmental 
justice organizations that was founded with a strong 
purpose of impacting policy at a regional level given 
that all these massive decisions were being made re-

garding transportation finance 
at a level of government that 
was pretty invisible to the av-
erage person. Urban Habitat 
had long been involved in re-
gional transportation plans 
before I came onboard as staff. 

I started at Urban Habitat at 
the end of December 2006. 
During the first Regional 
Transportation Plan that I 
participated in, Urban Habitat 
came at it from a fairly narrow 

focus of bus access—and access meaning affordable , 
reliable, gets you where you need to go, kind of ac-
cess. We approached the Plan from a social justice 
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perspective—is the bus system and our transit sys-
tem serving the communities (low income communi-
ties of color) that are most dependent on that sys-
tem? And at the time, we coordinated something 
called the Transportation Justice Working Group 
which was essentially a gathering of individuals and 
organizations committed to a vision of equitable 
transit and accessible bus service. Some of those or-
ganizations were advocacy organizations, some of 
them were social service groups, some of them did 
some organizing. 

The TJ working group or Transportation Justice 
Working Group served in some ways as an organiz-
ing space, organizing individuals in organizations to 
come together around this particular, somewhat nar-
row focus on transpor-
tation access. We then 
worked in coalition 
collaboratively with 
some of the other play-
ers, advocacy groups 
that were trying to im-
pact the regional trans-
portation plan—mainly 
TRANSFORM which at 
the time was called the 
transportation and land 
use coalition (TALC).

It was more envi-
ronmentally focused 
and had, I would say, a 
more diverse set of interests, but really came at it 
from a kind of environmental stewardship and good 
transit, smart transit perspective. And then the bike 
advocates as well. So we are one of many players, I 
would say. And they saw our agenda as being just one 
piece of their larger platform. A couple of the lessons 
learned coming out of that experience was that be-
cause we partnered in such a way that we were just 
one piece of a larger platform, our issues got less 
traction than had we led with—had we led with so-
cial justice and social equity. The other lessons 
learned were something that we knew all along 
which was we need to be in more parts of the region. 
We needed to have feet on the ground in more than 
just two counties. And we were primarily just in 

Alameda county and San Francisco County that first 
round. 

So the passage of SB 375 (which came out of AB 
32), gave us a new opportunity to lead with environ-
mental justice, to lead with social equity, and to build 
our own coalition around these kind of dual objec-
tives of social equity and environmental sustainabil-
ity. And by doing that, we not only grew our own 
power, but we also focused on trying to have more 
representation from other parts of the region. While 
it was difficult, we were able to get some representa-
tion from San Mateo County and Santa Clara 
County, a little bit from Contra Costa County, a little 
bit from Marin County, and even Sonoma County. By 
establishing exactly what it was that we wanted with 

the Six Big Wins for 
Social Equity—and I 
can’t be getting credit 
for that, that was really 
Carl , R ichard, and 
many people who were 
part of those founding 
meetings—By being 
very clear about what it 
was that we wanted to 
win, we then attracted 
organizations that had 
never worked on re-
gional transportation 
plans before, like public 
health groups. And we 
attracted similar kinds 

of groups as before but now around a new identity 
that people were really connected to. So I think that 
built our power and gave us more influence in the 
process.

The Six Big Wins was a concept around what our 
vision was. I think in the past we had a long set of 
recommendations for the regional transportation 
plan; which, to be honest, weren’t all that different 
from the recommendations we made the second time 
around with the Six Big Wins. But with Six Big Wins, 
we identified clearly what it was we wanted—we 
wanted affordable housing, we wanted investment 
without displacement. We wanted local accessible 
transit options. We wanted good jobs for everyone. 
We wanted healthy and safe communities. So by 
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leading with exactly where we wanted to go, many 
organizations and communities could see themselves 
in that vision. And to start identifying something that 
we all know intuitively, which is these issues are very 
connected. 

When you have adequate transit, then you’re go-
ing to have cleaner air and more breathable air. 
When you have affordable housing near transit, then 
you’re not going to be pushing so many families out 
to the margins of the region. So I think that folks 
could see themselves in our name. They could see 
themselves in there. So by seeing themselves, they 
felt more connected to it and to each other. It also 
was a way for us to continue to put in front of deci-
sion makers what it was that we wanted to see. What 
the regional transportation plan at the end of the day 
is, is a long list of projects, a long list of transporta-
tion projects. And it’s easy to see it almost like a 
budget with different line items. Yet that budget, the 
line items, translates into what our communities look 
like. So are we going to invest in 24 hour a day bus 
service or are we going to invest in one two-mile 
light rail line? The consequences are enormous. 

If we can force decision makers to confront the 
fact that their decisions, what they put into the 
budget, are actually going to translate into what our 
communities look like, then they’re going to see us 
more clearly and have to confront us as members of 
their community as well. So I think that was what 
was really powerful about the Six Big Wins was hav-
ing a name and an identity that people could relate to 
and that continually forced decision makers to see 
our vision. And when you got them alone in a room, 
they couldn’t disagree with it. What we were asking 
for was what everyone wanted in their own commu-
nities. So I think that was also really effective in 
terms of advocacy.

       BC When did you first get involved with 
SB 375? How has Urban Habitat evolved through this 
process and how have you transformed as a leader?

         LI I think that what I can say is that some-
thing that I think was different this time around with 
the Six Big Wins and the regional transportation plan 
was that suddenly, because we had folks who weren’t 
longtime transit advocates at the table, we had a lot 
of new faces at the table with more diverse interests. 

It forced me to remember what this work was about 
more frequently than the last time around. 

I have to say that these processes are incredibly 
wearing. It’s very bureaucratic, there’s a lot of techni-
cal components, and you often find yourself fighting 
on a technical level because that’s a level that there’s 
actually some space for negotiation and movement, 
which was key to our win. We were able to put our 
version of an alternative into their environmental 
process, and force them to study our alternative. Had 
we not done that, I don’t think we would’ve gotten 
nearly as much movement because suddenly, they 
had their own results that they couldn’t then deny. 

It was easy to dive deep and get lost in the proc-
ess and get lost and very caught up in the technical 
components of the plan. And what I appreciated 
about Six Wins was that we kept being reminded 
about what this was about. One way in which that 
happened was one of our partner’s ACCE who or-
ganizes bus riders in the east bay, said why don’t we 
do some action? Our people can go to meetings and 
they can get blue in the face talking to talking heads 
and decision makers that aren’t listening to them, or 
we can get in the streets and do what we do best 
which is creatively confront power and have fun. 
Let’s do some actions. Let’s do a march. And do a 
call-in to the executive director of the MTC. So we 
did a whole week of transit actions. And that was 
really fun and it was a great way to be reconnected 
with why are we doing this work. What is it at the 
end of the day this is about? It’s about people being 
able to get to school on time or to work on time or 
get the kids to class etc. 

       BC When was the transit week of action?
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         LI The transit week of action was February 
of 2012. It was in the late winter, early spring. We 
were in the middle of the planning process and it was 
sort of a slog. We were discussing 
different alternatives and that was 
just going to be a draft alternative, 
and then we were going to get a 
chance to later see real alternatives. 
It was sort of in the midst of the 
process where it felt very long and 
drawn out. So I think it was actually 
really good timing. But tying it back 
to the original question when I first 
got involved with SB 375: I remem-
ber when SB  375 got passed and it 
was a big deal but I didn’t know that 
much about it. My colleague Bob 
was the one who was really bottom 
lining in our work around the re-
gional transportation plan and im-
plementing SB 375. 

We at the time also had a climate 
coordinator for a little while who 
was also active. So I was busy work-
ing around local issues. But I was at that founding 
meeting, the infamous meeting. It was around No-
vember of 2010 I think, when the launch happened 
where a lot of partners and members of the commu-
nity were invited for the unveiling of this concept of 
Six Wins. At the time, I was surprised at how easy it 
felt, like “oh yeah, this is very obvious” because I had 
been accustomed to having to convince people that 
working on regional issues was important. So here 
was a meeting where people got it pretty quickly. 
And I think that speaks again to the vision of this 
concept of Six Wins that is very accessible to people. 
I think it was challenging and exciting way to have 
these 6 different goals that we had at play and, some 
of which fit very easily into our regional transporta-
tion plan, and some which weren’t so easy to tackle. I 
mean, I think the jobs piece is a really great example 
of something that was very hard. The plan is not set 
up to be a jobs conversation, even though it is going 
to result in lots of potential jobs. But no one talks 
about who’s going to get those jobs. And so the proc-
ess in some ways was very amenable to some of our 
goals like the transit issue, but not so much for the 
jobs. And health was also a challenging one even 

though it has huge health impact. So I think that for 
me it was exciting because it was challenging in that 
way. It was also sometimes exhausting because not 

only were we fighting with decision 
makers about these impacts and con-
vincing them that they have to think 
about all aspects of the plan and how 
it will impact the region. But we’re 
also fighting amongst ourselves like 
how do we prioritize these things if 
we have limited time, energy, and 
space. How are we going to forward 
all these goals?

BC What was a breakthrough 
moment for you and your organiza-
tion in this process? 

LI I think that there were a lot 
of different moments where I felt 
proud of our coalition and all the 
members of it. Oftentimes it hap-
pened when we were actually at one 
of the MTC meetings where we were 
presenting who we were and what we 

wanted. One was at one of the final meetings in the 
May of 2012, I guess. Before the environmental proc-
ess, when they were selecting the preferred alterna-
tive. Some of the youth (from the New Voices are 
Rising program out of The Rose Foundation) spoke, 
They really brought home what this work is all about, 
which is the future, and the future generations and 
the future of our planet. And they were incredibly 
moving. The meeting itself was a circus—The deci-
sion makers were all set up on these raised desks, 
some of them were kind of around us, it was almost 
like a parliament or something. 

       BC Or a coliseum?

         LI Yeah, exactly. And then you had a very 
staged presentation with very little space for alterna-
tives to even be put forward by our allies on the 
MTC. So there was not a lot of space for even good 
people who wanted to do the right thing on the MTC 
to even make anything happen. And then we were 
crowded in by a lot of folks who were from far ex-
treme right in the Tea Party who were trying to take 
over the meeting by chanting with signs. We stayed 
really focused. I was really proud of our folks, we 
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stayed focused. We raised the issues that we wanted 
to raise. While we weren’t able to actually get a whole 
lot changed within that meeting, I think what it 
spoke to was just our solidarity and our commitment 
to our vision and to each other. But there were a lot 
of great moments. I talked about the transit week of 
actions and. At the end, we did a march from down-
town Oakland to MTC in at that meeting or at that 
march at the end of it we occupied the entrance to 
the Metropolitan Transportation Commission. It felt 
almost surreal because that space has never been our 
space; it has always been the establishment space. 
And for us to actually take over that space and own it 
for an hour was really powerful. 

I remember Randy Rentschler (Director of Public 
Affairs) who was one of their top staff came down. 
His response was one that showed that they didn’t 
know how to deal with being challenged in their own 
space that way. So that was really powerful. Just talk-
ing, I think, us having meetings when we talked to 
each other about what it was that we were hopeful 
for. I know that I’m forgetting a lot of wonderful 
moments, but there were a lot of great moments. 

       BC What was the role in the transit day or 
action in the final hearing?

         LI It’s a good question. I think it gave us 
more trust in each other. I think what it also did was 
it made the officials in MTC to… not take us more 
seriously, but—definitely it felt as if they had to re-
spond to us. One thing I didn’t mention on that day 
were while we were able to make changes in the pre-
ferred alternative, I would say that at least 50% of the 
staff’s presentation was actually responding to all of 
our critiques. So when they presented their alterna-
tive, they said, “You’ve probably heard that there 
could be more funding for bus service, but let us tell 
you the reasons why that’s going to be difficult. Or 
you’ve probably heard there are other uses for cli-
mate change funds.” So they actually were respond-
ing to our critiques even if they weren’t saying out 
loud that this was coming from the Six Wins. So I do 
think that we showed that we had more power in the 
process overall. And I think part of it was the direct 
actions, and part of it was our scale, having more 
organizations, more individuals, having more name 
recognition. And part of it was our being a consistent 
presence throughout the entire process. Not only 
were we doing external actions, external completely 
to the process, we were also working through their 
internal processes. We would attend all the public 
meetings, be quite visible and make public comment. 
We had individuals, including myself, on internal 
committees within the process, within the planning 
process. So, for example, both Carl Anthony and I, 
and others, sat on a working group, the Regional Eq-
uity Working Group which was just focused on de-
veloping the equity analysis which is a federally re-
quired part of the regional transportation plan. So 
through that process, we were able to access infor-
mation by being an internal committee. We were able 
to access some information that the general public 
wouldn’t have been able to. We were also able to 
push them in terms of what they were analyzing: the 
data they were collecting and the impacts the they 
were looking at. So I think having our own folks on 
these internal committees also made us more power-
ful. So we were everywhere, as everywhere as we 
could be. 

       BC Tell us more about the internal commit-
tees. 
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         LI A lot of our organizations had been long 
standing groups involved in regional transportation 
planning. And because we demonstrated interest 
from the very beginning of the process, MTC knew 
that we were in and would want to be involved in 
these committees. I think this time around, there 
were more committees because of SB 375. For exam-
ple, they created a committee just around developing 
the targets which were basically the goals, the objec-
tives of the plan. I don’t believe they did that the last 
time. I think MTC also saw this as a way of kind of 
placating us because even if they wouldn’t agree to all 
of our demands, at least they could demonstrate that 
there was a fair and open process by putting our folks 
on some of the committees. So I think in some ways, 
it was their attempt at trying to placate us or be 
agreeable in areas where they felt comfortable being 
agreeable. 

There were public meetings, those committees, 
but actually having a role in the committee enabled 
us to push for resolutions and to take stands as 
committees, which had more clout than saying, 
“Representatives of Urban Habitat or Breakthrough 
Communities sat in on these committee meetings 
and gave this recommendation.” We were actually 
able to make recommendations as committees. So a 
lot of work was put into getting everyone within 
those committees on the same page to then feel com-
fortable within a monthly meeting to put something 
forward to the commissioners.

       BC What are you most proud of?

         LI I feel like that’s a role that I feel com-
fortable with, one of facilitation. Parisa and I played 
co-coordination roles. We were part of the larger 
coordinating committee of which both Paloma and 
Carl were on. I saw Parisa and my role as being that 
of shepherds, making sure that we’re keeping track 
with the process and that we’re thinking ahead about 
what’s coming next, and that we’re using our meet-
ings together with our broader coalition also with 
our coordinating committee to be making decisions 
so that we’re prepared to weigh in at MTC. That was 
a role that I felt comfortable playing. Everyone had a 
really important role to play. I think Carl was really 
good about re-grounding us and reminding us why 
we were all there and connecting all the dots. He did 
an amazing job doing that in bringing us all back to 
the bigger picture that we needed to be focused on. 
For example, Richard was the brainiac behind think-
ing through how we take advantage of this new tool 
which was SB 375 and the law, the legal requirements 
around green house gas emissions and housing the 
entire population within the region. I think we all 
played different roles and I felt very comfortable and 
happy to play this role of just making sure we were all 
moving in the same direction and that we all have as 
much of the same information. I think that was 
probably also one of the challenges. We were always 
trying to make sure that everyone within Six Wins 
felt like they had information they needed to partici-
pate, even as decisions at MTC or related to the Plan 
could sometimes move lightning fast. That was 
tough!
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Local Transit

Makayla Major 
ACCE

Alliance of Californians for Community 
Empowerment 

Makayla Major heads the AC Transit bus riders union, the 
ACCE Riders for Transit Justice. ACCE, which stands for 
Alliance of Californians for Community Empowerment, helps 
organize local efforts across the state. Makayla is the chair of 
the Riders for Transit Justice, and recipient of ACCE's 2013 
"Transit Fighter" Award for her work reaching out to transit 
riders, operators and supporters to demand equitable and 
accessible transportation across the Bay Area for youth, 
seniors, and people with disabilities.

Alliance of Californians for Community Empowerment 
(ACCE) is a multi-racial, democratic, non-profit community 
organization building power in low to moderate income 
neighborhoods to stand and fight for social, economic, and 
racial justice. ACCE is a statewide community organization 
working with thousands of members in eleven counties 
creating transformative change by helping ordinary citizens 
to organize and take action.

.

Preview

It’s strength in numbers. If I go every week by myself to all their meetings, even 
though they’ll know my name, by the end of the month it won’t really mean that much 
because I’m just one person. Being part of an organization, having others who believe 

in what you believe in and then also being able to have this solidarity with other 
agencies and other unions and everybody coming forward for the same thing, it helps 

a whole lot.
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My name is Makayla and I’m the chair of the Rid-
ers for Transit Justice at ACCE, Alliance of Califor-
nians for Community Empowerment.

I became a member in 2012 because I was not in 
agreeance with some of the policies that AC Transit 
was implementing and I believe that the riders 
should have a greater say so in what’s going on with 
the buses.

I found out about ACCE at a youth event, at 
Youth Uprising when I worked across the street from 
there. There were a lot of different presenters. They 
were talking about transit and health and just differ-
ent things that are going on in the community and 
there are a lot of different organizations, it’s like I 
guess teaching.

When I started going to the meetings with the 6 
Wins and the AC Transit, MTC, it’s like this is the 
planning for what’s going to happen next in the fu-
ture and I guess trying to just listen to their input and 
our input and trying make it all work. It was very 
interesting. It’s a learning process.

The part that made me feel most proud is when 
the 6 Wins were able to successfully win the jobs pol-
icy for the local hire, which is really important be-

cause they have a lot of construction that’s coming to 
Oakland and the way it was written before, because 
the money was federal it was going to be able for 
people to come from anywhere within the United 
States can just snatch up those jobs and we have a lot 
residents within Oakland who are out of work right 
now, who could easily do those jobs and wouldn’t 
have to pay for people from out of states lodging and 
things like that. The local hire thing was really im-
portant to me. 

It was brought, I believe through MTC hearing 
and the final vote was at AC Transit. They unani-
mously agreed upon it, which was weird.

It was a lot of meetings, a lot of back and forth, a 
lot of trying to work things correctly and hearing 
different stories and actually getting AC Transit 
board members to understand why this was impor-
tant to the residents.
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I’ve learned a lot. I guess maybe through the tes-
timony and the statistics. I’ve learned that AC Transit 
they work a lot with numbers and moneys. if they’re 
saving their money, they’re more likely to go ahead 
and approve things.

For example, we got a new job center in West 
Oakland and then being able to go there and see that. 
It takes some of the stress off of them, having to go 
out and open their own actual hiring company to be 
able to, so things like that helped them big time.

I think the obstacle/challenges maybe just perse-
vering because the meetings sometimes are really 
long. Sometimes it feels like they’re not listening or 

you’ll stand up and you speak what you believe and 
then somebody will say something totally opposite 
and try to shoot down what you’re saying but it’s a lot 
of repetitiveness, just keep drawing your point out, 
drawing your point out to get them to understand.

It’s strength in numbers. If I go every week by 
myself to all their meetings, even though they’ll 
know my name, by the end of the month it won’t 
really mean that much because I’m just one person. 
Being part of an organization, having others who 
believe in what you believe in and then also being 
able to have this solidarity with other agencies and 
other unions and everybody coming forward for the 
same thing, it helps a whole lot. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Local Transit

Bob Allen 
Urban Habitat

Bob has led the TJ Program at UH since 2007. In 2009 Bob 
helped lead a successful coalition Civil Rights Campaign to 
stop the use of $70 million in federal stimulus funds for the 
Oakland Airport Connector project based on civil rights 
violations. More recently Bob led UH’s work supporting the 
successful Free MUNI for Youth campaign. His background and 
experience include community planning and policy work 
both in the United States and overseas with international Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), labor organizing with 
UNITE, as well as organizing and advocacy with refugee and 
immigrant communities. Bob received both his bachelor’s 
degree in Political Science and History and his master’s in 
Public Administration from Rutgers University.

Preview

The mission of (Urban Habitat) is to work on behalf of low-income communities and 
communities of color to expand access to opportunity that builds economically and 

socially sustainable communities.

It looks at what environmental justice was and is, both in terms of non-traditional 
Economic Justice areas such as land use, transportation, and housing, with a race and 

class lens. It also employs a geographic unit of analysis that starts with the region, 
because those issues of land use, transportation and housing, both in terms of 

decision making and their impacts on environmental justice communities, really 
intersect at the regional level.

Community-identified needs really are the ideal model inputs, whether you are doing 
complicated planning modeling, transportation modeling or whether you are trying 
to go to elected officials and make them understand why they should care about the 

process.
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       BA My name is Bob Allen and I am the act-
ing executive director at Urban Habitat. I also lead 
our Transportation Justice program. Urban Habitat, 
founded by Carl Anthony of Breakthrough Commu-
nities, is a regional environmental justice organiza-
tion based in Oakland, California. It will be 25 years 
old next year. The mission of the organization is to 
work on behalf of low-income communities and 
communities of color to expand access to opportu-
nity that builds economically and socially sustainable 
communities. We occupy a really important and in-
teresting role based on Carl’s vision. That vision is 
grounded in a very foundational critique of the envi-
ronmental movement at the time that Carl started 
the organization. It looks at what environmental jus-
tice was and is, both in terms of non-traditional Eco-
nomic Justice areas such as land use, transportation, 
and housing, with a race and class lens. It also em-
ploys a geographic unit of analysis that starts with 
the region, because those issues of land use, trans-
portation and housing, both in terms of decision 
making and their impacts on environmental justice 
communities, really intersect at the regional level. 
We feel the basis of the organization and the mission 
puts the organization in a unique role. What I am 
presenting here is how Carl’s vision has expanded, 
and how we are part of a much larger, broader 
movement of folks who share many of the compo-
nents of our analysis. 

       BC How did you came to be doing this work.

       BA I was born in Camden, New Jersey. I 
grew up in South Jersey right across the bridge from 
Philadelphia. A big part of growing up was whether 
we would be taking the PATCO train, the commuter 
into Philadelphia, or later, as I got older and lived in 
Philadelphia and commuted back and forth to see 
my family, by conscious choice I did not have a car, 
and I would often take the New Jersey Transit bus. I 
wrote a paper back then and called it a sociological 
Noah’s Ark, where you had two of every kind of per-
son on this trip I used to take, the business folks go-
ing in to work in the financial district of Philadel-
phia, and the working-class people going into Cam-
den and surrounding communities. We also had a lot 
of lower-income people who were having a really 
difficult time with the economic conditions, espe-

cially in the late 1980’s. I think there was something 
about taking public transit, the opportunity that 
public transit affords in a positive sense about it 
bringing people together in a way that they aren’t 
normally brought together. I always think of Eric 
Mann of the Bus Riders Union in Los Angeles, talk-
ing about buses as kind of factories on wheels. Tran-
sit really is the thing that brings people together for 
better, or sometimes for worse. Taking transit had a 
big impact on me, seeing who was taking transit by 
choice, or maybe not by choice. I grew up in a work-
ing class community that was somewhat segregated, 
but mostly a predominantly white, ethnic and 
African-American community. Going from the 
working-class community that surrounded Camden 
to the really unbelievably difficult economic disinte-
gration of Camden, New Jersey, routinely listed as 
one of the most economically depressed communi-
ties in the country—the experience of going through 
that and seeing what people were living in and the 
conditions they were living in, really impacted me. 
Camden was once a very thriving industrial commu-
nity, an inner-ring community—and seeing the geo-
graphic and physical differences through the lens of 
people on public transit, I did not have an intellec-
tual foundation for it at the time, but it really affected 
me. My family was working class. I went to Rutgers 
University, studied History and Political Science, was 
a teacher for a couple years, and had a fellowship 
with Princeton University. I lived in China for a few 
years, which really impacted my views on urbaniza-
tion and economic development in a pretty signifi-
cant way, then came back and went to graduate 
school in public policy. I then actually went back and 
worked in Camden and Pennsauken, another inter-
esting community in terms of integration and neigh-
borhood stabilization issues that were happening. 
That kind of got me thinking about planning, but I 
never wanted to be a planner. Early on I realized the 
importance of regional planning, and that is when I 
was first actually exposed to and read Carl Anthony’s 
visions. I have always held Urban Habitat as an or-
ganization of interest and something I followed, and 
then had the opportunity to move to the Bay Area in 
2007. I have been leading up the Transportation Jus-
tice work here at Urban Habitat since then.
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       BC What were some of the most transfor-
mative moments of the SB 375 process?

       BA It has been the most powerful for me on 
the movement-building side, that where I probably 
get the most opportunity because I work on national 
transportation policy and national movement-
building. When you travel around the country, peo-
ple understandably are very envious of the kind of 
legal policy infrastructure we have in California with 
AB 32, the Global Warming Solutions Act, and the 
companion legislation, SB 375, to connect land use, 
transportation and housing. We are really lucky to 
have this kind of policy and legal architecture to do 
the work. I think the really exciting work happens in 
the movement-building side, because those are por-
tals or vehicles to do the work we want to do. For 
example, I think SB 375 was not necessarily the tool 
that directly got a lot of groups pulled into this work. 
What it did is both elevate the issues of climate 
change, and connect them in a way that local com-
munities could really get their hands around. The 
way it played out with our regional planning process, 
there are funds that could benefit disadvantaged 
communities, but also could have some negative im-
pacts in terms of displacement and gentrification. I 
think that gave us the moment for this much more 
important movement-building opportunity. The pol-
icy and legal architecture is important and it is un-
derstandable and right that people around the coun-
try look at us for that example, but to me it has been 
much more important what we do with the opportu-
nity. I do not think people come out to meetings be-
cause they want to know about SB 375. They come 
out to meetings or they get involved in a movement 
or they become advocates or activists because they 
cannot get to work and they want to know why the 
transit system does not work for them. People that 
are in communities have been doing the “right 
things,” the things we are saying are right things to 
do: live in denser neighborhoods, take transit, reduce 
the greenhouse gas and carbon footprint. Those folks 
who have been doing the right things have had to 
wait for these investments for decades, arguably 
since the post-World War II era. Why have they had 

to  wait? Then, I think what brings them into this 
movement is that there are new people who are 
moving in, there are new investments coming in. 
They are not coming into these communities. We 
have seen a simultaneous disinvestment and now we 
are watching really threatening impacts with this 
new investment. This is also happening at a time 
when we in the Bay Area have a very robust envi-
ronmental movement, which we often are allied 
with, but is not very conscious in the sense of under-
standing the negative externalities, economists’ 
speak for it, of reversing white flight in the name of 
climate change and reinvesting and recapitalizing 
cities, urban areas and inner-ring suburbs as well. So 
I think there is a moment when we are reviewing 
Carl Anthony’s legacy critique of the environmental 
movement, not just to critique it, but to bring them 
in and make them principal allies in this kind of 
movement. There is also a role for bringing in the 
communities most impacted, and there is a role for 
bringing in partners and allies who look at SB  375 
and say “It’s great that we’re doing this” We must also 
look at the fact that we are building in a backlash 
that will come if we do not have a really robust eq-
uity agenda for this.

       BC What do you feel most proud of?

       BA We have learned a tremendous amount 
on the movement-building side about how we get 
groups to seize their own self-interest in this work. I 
think we have done that by building a model where 
these community-identified needs are really the in-
puts for the policy process. It is very technical, very 
wonky and not always very immediate to people. 
Community-identified needs really are the ideal 
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model inputs, whether you are doing complicated 
planning modeling, transportation modeling or 
whether you are trying to go to elected officials and 
make them understand why they should care about 
the process. If you start with community needs, not 
only do you do the right thing from an equity per-
spective, but it informs the process of building a very 
complicated growth and modeling scenario. The Eq-
uity, Environment and Jobs scenario informs invest-
ment for local transit service and housing in all 
opportunity-rich communities, not just in Oakland, 
San Jose and San Francisco. People in low-income 
communities and communities of color get the im-
portance of equity, environment, and jobs. They re-
flect their demands and what they want to see in 
public investment and public policy. 

We were able to say “We have a superior model 
for development and growth, and it is not just that 
you should do this because it is a moral call or it is 
the right thing to do, but it actually produces better 
outcomes for everyone,” That is where the turning 
point is, because once we get to that point we can 
broaden and we are not just the equity folks and the 
social justice folks. We are the folks who have a vi-
sion that improves outcomes for everyone. I think 
that is a really important accomplishment. We have 
gotten better at discussing and framing our issues. 
We are not totally there yet, but I think we have got a 
much better sense, now, of how to talk about the 
work and how to make it matter. On the policy side, 
we have shown we can compete and provide relevant 
models for technical policy decision-making, but 
also we can create a vehicle that excites people, that 
gets them onboard with these issues in an immediate 
way. So we are doing less and less imploring and ca-
joling. Marcy Rein, one of our communications spe-
cialists, has always said “It is the biggest thing you do 
not know about.” I think more people know about it. 
They may not know all the acronyms, but they un-
derstand something is at stake, they understand what 
is at stake and they see a reason to participate in that. 
We should all be really proud of that, because there 
has not been anywhere near as much investment in 
the philanthropic private sector or even public sector 
for communities to participate in this work and for 
groups to do the work. It is not as if we have ridden a 
wave of widespread support for organizations to do 
this work. I think people have done a lot with limited 

resources and that is always something people 
should be proud of.

       BA I think the climate crisis and also the 
economic crises that we are facing are going to dic-
tate really major changes. These changes are going to 
happen to all communities, but they are going to 
happen in a more profound way to vulnerable com-
munities, communities that are most at risk for the 
impacts of these changes and have the most at stake. 
What are the really important things we need to do 
and in what ways do we need to change? These 
changes are going to happen in those communities 
whether folks are involved in the process or not. 
They offer a real important set of opportunities for 
reversing historical patterns of disinvestment, to 
bring really important investment around transpor-
tation, housing, other amenities, schools, a whole 
range of public investments. But if communities of 
color and low-income communities and more 
broadly environmental-justice communities are not 
directly at the center of that, we are going to see a 
pattern where we are going to end up with results 
that I do not think anyone is going to be happy with 
when you look back 50 years. 

When we look now at the post-World War II 
boom and we look at redevelopment in the 60’s and 
urban renewal and all these things, the Highway bill, 
the way it cut out communities, we look back and say 
“how did they build highways through these com-
munities”? Well, those communities were not there 
to speak on their own behalf. They often did not 
know the process. They did not have the resources to 
support their own organizing. I think there is a really 
good possibility we will look back later and say 
“American cities look much more like cities in parts 
of Europe, like a place in Paris,” where fewer middle-
class people live there, even fewer working class 
people live there. It is a global city for the global elite 
that has a very climate-friendly pattern of develop-
ment, but not anything that is in line with climate 
justice. We may look back and say “We re-segregated 
this time in the suburbs.” We have this huge pattern 
Carl Anthony talks about, of the suburbanization of 
poverty. The demographics are already going in that 
direction. I think we may look back and say “How did 
we fail to reverse that pattern”? We had a very good 
set of imperatives to address the climate crisis, but 
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had no sense of this notion of climate justice. We 
facilitate it with public investment, and public transit 
is really key. When you ask grassroots groups what 
their most pressing community needs are, public 
transit usually does not come up, nor transportation. 
Education comes up, jobs, public safety, healthcare. 
But when you talk to people about what impacts 
their day-to-day lives, fewer issues do more so than 
public transit or transportation in general; they can-
not get to school, they cannot get to jobs, they can-
not live in a community. Transit does not rise up on 
its own, but is this massive public/private invest-
ment, especially in places like California and the Bay 
Area. Regions are going to be more and more impor-
tant, because the perception right now nationally is 
that Washington D.C. is broken, that the federal sys-
tem is broken, so there is going to be an increasing 
funding push to regions. Regionalism, regional or-
ganizing and regional advocacy are going to be more 
important, because there are going to be more re-
sources diverted from the federal level. It is a more 
difficult path to really accomplish reform through 
Washington D.C., but I think we have a chance to say 
“Look at this new emphasis on regionalism, look at 
how we recapitalized, reinvested in cities,” and fifty 
years later we will not say “How did we just clean out 
those communities of all the black and brown folks” 
but simply reverse the kind of patterns of segregation 
that we installed in this country, particularly in the 
post-World War II era. If folks get the resources to 
be organized, to be engaged, that will happen. It will 
not be enough for people who do the work at the 
broader policy level to create that. It will have to be 
much more ultimately a grassroots-led kind of effort. 
I think it will be a very contentious and difficult 
process. We don’t want EJ communities to turn on 
the climate justice agenda or the climate-change 
agenda. That is why having a climate-justice agenda 
is so important, so we do not lose the opportunity to 
do the things we need to address, global warming 
and climate change, just because people feel like 
those are harbingers of them getting kicked out of 
their communities. So we have got some really diffi-
cult challenges on how we bring people into the 
process while preserving the attempts at climate 
change mitigation and adaptation, so that we do not 
repeat some really terrible policy and social mistakes 
that we have made in the past.

       BC If you had Governor Jerry Brown, or 
Anthony Fox, Federal Director of DOT in front of you, 
what would you want to say to them about the impor-
tance of community engagement? 

       BA I would say starting with the federal 
level, the message I would send is “Don’t hold us 
back while you’re trying to fix your own structural 

problems.” The Department of Transportation, EPA 
and HUD can do a lot to empower regions to do 
more. In places where there are not robust metro-
politan planning organizations or regional govern-
ment structures, they can do a lot to reform De-
partment of Transportation at the state level. The 
truth is that we do have a very robust regional plan-
ning, regional government structure in the Bay Area 
and throughout a lot of places in California, while 
other states do not. So I think the federal role should 
be while they are trying to get their act together, give 
us both the resources, the mandate and the tools to 
do what we can do as regions. More broadly, what I 
would say to decision makers from Sacramento 
down to the city council level is “You’re not going to 
be able to be successful with these large-scale initia-
tives, like SB 375, if communities start to see them as 
green washing, or again as literally threats to their 
own neighborhood and failing to see those invest-
ments as benefiting their communities.” These major 
initiatives require a lot of local initiatives as well to 
fund them, for example, sometimes passing aggres-
sive sales tax measures in the case of transportation. 
We are very proud of that in the Bay Area, but some 
of us feel we should pass more progressive funding 
measures and mechanisms. I think the bad news for 
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localities is if communities feel like public invest-
ment in transit fuels private market-rate housing 
speculation and they are not getting the benefits of 
that transit investment, like with the Mayor’s new $3 
billion package of proposed measures in San Fran-
cisco. Not only are they going to be seeing that as a 
threat, but they are likely to not support it. You are 
not going to see the kind of historical support we 
have had in the Bay Area for local funding measures, 
with the regional council on those local funding 
measures funneling up to support this regional plan. 
I think there is a real threat for policy makers, deci-
sion makers, local and elected officials in Sacramento 
to really misunderestimate how big the backlash 
could be from some of this, from the investment 
side, from the policy side. All their grand plans 
which addresses some really important goals, like 
climate change, could just fall apart, because they 
will not get it through at the local level. On the other 
side there is organized opposition by the Tea Party 
and the folks we saw in the Plan Bay Area, who are 
just against the concept of regional governance and 
want to reinforce and protect the patterns of devel-
opment they have benefitted from since the post-
World War II era. I think there is a real possibility 
that we will get grassroots support for what we want 
to do, but also grassroots opposition. Decision mak-
ers, elected officials, policy advocates, and organiz-
ing groups that work on these issues, do not want to 
see us get to that point. So I think we are at a critical 
moment. If we are going to go forward and complete 
some of the work on these issues and strengthen 
them, the local groups and communities have to be 
not just tacitly supportive, but real partners in that. I 
would just say to the local decision makers “You can 
create all the regional frameworks you want, if you 
do not get support or you get active opposition 
across the political spectrum, it is not going to hap-
pen.” 

       BC What keeps you going in this work. 
What is the Bay Area that you are working for? 

       BA My vision for the Bay Area as someone 
who did not grow up here and chose to live here is 
probably grounded in two notions. One is that it is a 
region that can be a model for the rest of the country 
and in some ways the rest of the world. So I think I 
have an interest in really pushing the boundaries of 

our work here so that we can really be a model for 
other places around the country to work towards. At 
another level, the problems are pretty fundamental 
and not so different as in other regions. We still have 
an increasingly segregated region. What I would like 
to see in twenty, twenty-five years is kids going to 
school on public transit that is reliable, safe and af-
fordable; adults being able to take transit to get to 
jobs, to get to access other kinds of opportunity, but 
also being able to live and have housing choices in 
any community that they want, so that the region 
truly functions like a region, not like a patchwork 
and a kind of balkanized place that I think in reality 
it is. 

A few years ago, Urban Habitat took a trip to Ma-
rin County for a retreat. The gentleman who was 
driving the shuttle bus was an African American 
man from Richmond. We got over there to this really 
beautiful place, Green Gulch Retreat Center. He and 
I were walking around talking and he was remarking 
how beautiful the place was. He said to me “Yeah, 
you know I’ve never been to Marin County before.” 
On one level I was not surprised, but it really 
brought home in stark relief, this notion that we do 
not really have a functioning region, that we have 
these kinds of very segregated patches of high oppor-
tunity. You look at the region and there is just tre-
mendous inequality and the lack of mobility, and I 
mean economic mobility, social mobility and physi-
cal mobility. I think if we are really going to have a 
functioning region that is equitable and is a place 
that I think reflects the values of social justice we are 
all fighting for, that region in the future would look 
like a place where people have very different choices, 
opportunities, no physical barriers and literally no 
mobility barriers. I have a vision of a kid in San Fran-
cisco getting out of school, taking a bus to get to 
where he needs to go, maybe jumping on BART to 
get to a community, maybe going back to a commu-
nity like Pleasanton, where right now it would be 
really difficult for them to live, and really having a 
consciousness and sense that they live in a region 
where they are welcomed and they are equally part 
of a regional consciousness. I think for me person-
ally, this work is so much grounded in my own expe-
rience of growing up in Philadelphia, especially 
where a sense of diversity was very different. Phila-
delphia is a majority African-American city. It is very 
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difficult, although I love living in San Francisco in a 
lot of ways, to be in a city and even to be in a region 
where the African-American population seems like it 
is melting away. We know it is not just melting away 
on its own accord. There are just tremendous pres-
sures, especially with that community, that are really 
pushing folks out. When I started with this work, I 
was attracted to the Civil Rights dimension, and that 
is rhetoric and the kind of framing that a lot of peo-
ple often do not want to use anymore. I still think it 
is really important and I talk often to Carl Anthony 
about why it is still important to use that rhetoric. So 
I think it is great that we call ourselves an environ-
mental justice organization and that we talk about 
regional planning and all the things we talk about in 
terms of policies and the work we do, but I still think 
of the work at the end of the day as Civil Rights 
work. I still fundamentally think of it as access to 
opportunity for this generation and for the next gen-
eration of the kids in the Bay Area. In that sense, 
being someone who is white doing racial justice 
work, I see it as being in that historical continuum 
from the Civil Rights movement. I do not see it any 
different from that. I used to teach high school his-
tory and I always used to try to talk to the kids to 
give them a sense of history. History was not some-
thing that kind of happened out there in the world, 
but it was really something that happened in rooms 
like this today with people like them, and they were 
the actors and will be the actors in shaping it. I see 
our work, in the end I see it as on that trajectory of 
advancing a Civil Rights and social justice agenda. 
This is the lens and the framework which I am doing 
that through now. Maybe in the future it will be in a 
different framework, but I think fundamentally it is 
kind of the continuum I see our work a part of. 

       BA Not being a person of color myself, and 
doing multiracial and multiethnic organizing advo-
cacy work, I do think the time, place and conditions 
matter a lot. I grew up in a community where race 
was often really thought as black or white and where 
there was a Latino population in a place like Phila-
delphia, but the context, the history and the compo-
sition of those groups and their political clout was 
very different. Being in the Bay Area, with immigra-
tion being a much more visible and historically pre-
sent issue has meant that I have had to really 

broaden my sense of what racial justice means.It is 
an evolving, iterative process for white, anti-racist 
organizers who see themselves as being a part of the 
Civil Rights movement and being allies. I think being 
a good ally means you are constantly learning that 
you are not afraid to make mistakes, that you trust 
the people you work with, that you are okay with 
making mistakes doing the work. That is everything 
from little things like maybe saying the wrong thing 
and the wrong framing to build a coalition and mak-
ing mistakes in doing that work. You cannot be 
afraid. You have to trust that your allies in the com-
munities of color that you work with will help teach 
you. I was really fortunate when I was very young, I 
was doing some social justice work in Philadelphia 
and had an African-American organizing leader who 
took me aside and gave me a very helpful talk that I 
think most white folks who work in racial social jus-
tice work need to hear, which was “I don’t have time 
for your being bound up by feeling guilty or feeling 
bad, having those kinds of feeling. You need to work 
that out while you are doing the work.” It is narcissis-
tic, it is extra baggage we cannot afford to have, so 
you should struggle with those issues and it is an 
ongoing struggle. You will never resolve them or fig-
ure them all out. You have to do that in conjunction 
with doing the work and learning to be a good prin-
cipled ally. I think it is something that is an ongoing 
process as part of your own human development. 
You cannot think “I will get to a point and I will fig-
ure this out and I will be this magical white person”. I 
can be a great ally with all of these folks given the 
right time, place and conditions. The Bay Area is a 
very different place. The politics are very different 
than the racial and political context where I came 
from, the East Coast and from Philadelphia, but I 
have learned a lot. I think you have to trust the peo-
ple you work with. If you trust them, you will make 
mistakes, but they will help you figure out why you 
made the mistakes, and hopefully you do not make 
the same ones again. It is a real privilege, and I mean 
to use that word intentionally, it is a privilege to do 
the work that we do with the communities we work 
with. It is an ongoing process. It is something you 
learn as an individual through being a part of a 
broader community.
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Affordable Housing

Community Power

Investment Without Displacement

Local Transit

Health and Safety
Economic Opportunity
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Health and Safety

Introduction to Health and Safety

The Healthy and Safe Communities Win network campaigns for better air quality in impacted, 
underserved communities, for increased opportunities to use physically active, safe 

transportation modes such as biking and walking to jobs, schools, and services, and for access 
to healthy amenities like produce markets and green space in disadvantaged communities. 

SB 375 has the potential to reduce the auto-centricity that causes injury, obesity, poor air 
quality and asthma, social disconnection, and discouragement and danger for pedestrians 

and bikers, while encouraging active living. Regional transit and land-use planning can also 
be leveraged to counter food deserts in low income communities and communities of color, 
and increase equity of access to healthy food. However, implementation of infill and transit 
oriented development that does not examine health impacts could worsen conditions for 

disadvantaged communities. This Win network understands that many of the same 
institutions, systems, and social inequities that are causing climate change also cause 

community vulnerability and poor health, and that investment in the development of an 
equitable walk, bike, and transit system coupled with a strong analysis of health equity effects 

can slow greenhouse gases while creating the kinds of communities we want to live in. 

Saying No 
• Toxic pollution 

• Obesity and other negative health impacts of sed-
entary lifestyles

• Food deserts, where the only food available is fast 
food and junk food

• Stressful, noisy, and unsafe environments

• Streets that are dangerous for walking or biking

• The body burden of all of the above, borne primar-
ily by vulnerable communities

Saying Yes 
• Clean air and water

• Urban infrastructure that encourages active living

• Access to healthy food: community gardens, farm-
ers markets

• Green space in vulnerable communities

• Collaboration across issue silos around common 
goals

Climate Justice BreakthroughCommunities                                                .info page 181 



Background of Health and 
Safety Win

Reducing the number and length of trips by 
automobiles and light trucks will help to mitigate 
emission of greenhouse gases and other harmful air 
pollutants with detrimental health effects. 

How Does This Win Relate to 
SB 375?

SB 375 requires planning to reduce traffic-related 
air pollution and presents an opportunity to develop 
new land use and transportation patterns that reduce 
reliance on cars and facilitate active modes of trans-
port. 

How Does This Win Promote 
Healthy, Just, and Sustainable 

Communities?
Many California regions are planning urban in-fill 

with higher density residential buildings and shops 
along transportation corridors to reduce regional 
traffic-related air pollution, yet urban infill may ex-
pose the people living along the transportation cor-
ridor to higher levels of emissions. According to a 
recent study undertaken by the South Coast Air 
Quality Management District, people who live, work, 
or travel downwind of a major freeway or busy inter-
section are exposed to potentially hazardous particle 
concentrations many times greater than normal 
background concentrations.

Rajiv Bhatia and Thomas Rivard of the San Fran-
cisco Public Health Department provide excellent 
guidance on how to obtain maximum air quality co-
benefits for infill development without over-
burdening any one segment of the population.

According to Earth Justice, a non-profit environ-
mental law firm, detrimental health effects of mobile 
sources of pollution include unacceptable “risks for 
cancer, neurological and reproductive disorders, 
blood disease, birth defects, developmental damage, 
kidney and liver damage, and respiratory disease.” 

According to the Bay Area Air Quality Management 
District, in the San Francisco Bay Area, diesel par-
ticulate matter (PM) from on and off-road heavy-
duty diesel trucks and construction equipment ac-
counts for approximately 80% of the cancer risk from 
airborne toxics. This finding is consistent with those 
made by the South Coast Air Quality Management 
District in the MATES I and II studies, and with Air 
Resource’s Board’s statewide findings that in addition 
to the toxic effects of diesel PM, all fine particulate 
matter aggravates heart and respiratory disease, in-
cluding asthma. The highest diesel PM emissions 
occur in the urban core areas of eastern San Fran-
cisco, western Alameda, and northwestern Santa 
Clara Counties. Another major contributor to acute 
(short term) as well as major (long term) non-cancer 
health effects in the Bay Area is acrolein, a chemical 
formed from the combustion of fossil fuels and pho-
tochemical reactions in the atmosphere. Major 
sources of acrolein in the Bay Area include on-road 
mobile sources and aircraft. Commercial areas, mili-
tary airports and areas near freeways are exposed to 
high levels of acrolein.

According to Phase I Findings and Policy Rec-
ommendations Related to Toxic Air Contaminants in 
the San Francisco Bay, “children living near freeways 
are more likely to develop asthma and are likely to be 
more sensitive to the effects of TAC [toxic air con-
taminants]… it is clear that areas with high rates of 
childhood asthma are important targets for reduc-
tions in TAC emissions. Comparison of the maps of 
demographic and health data to TAC emissions re-
veals that high TAC emissions occur near areas with 
low-income and sensitive populations.”

In addition to reducing air pollution, SB 375 leg-
islation provides incentives for redesigning California 
neighborhoods for active commuting through walk-
ing and biking. Opportunity for exercise can lower 
blood pressure, decrease risk of adverse cardiovascu-
lar outcomes, and increase weight reduction. Com-
munity planning can also increase access to healthy 
foods and to green spaces for recreation, both of 
which contribute to the overall potential health 
benefits of transforming our transportation and 
housing systems. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Health and Safety

Azibuike Akaba
Regional Asthma Management and Prevention

Azibuike Akaba is currently the Environmental Policy Analyst for 
Public Health Institute (RAMP). He serves as a consultant for the 
California Air Resource Board AB32 EJ Advisory Board. Azibuike’s 
research area of interest is Climate Science and Environmental 
Justice. As the Community Technical Assistance Coordinator for 
the West Oakland Environmental Indicators Project—Azibuike 
managed the Environmental Indicators Project (EIP). It is a Bay 
Area community based organization working on environmental 
justice, economic development and civil rights. Azibuike is an 
environmental consultant for ICBE, and founder of ICBE.

In additional Azibuike had been a staff scientist at Communities 
for a Better Environment for 7 years. He has lead successful 
environmental campaigns such as: Ban MTBE, Dioxin, and 
others. Also he published several articles on Environmental 
Justice. He published a seminal MTBE report March 2000. He 
provided critical information for a victory on an international 
Methanex case in the NAFTA Counsel August 2002. He currently provides technical training on pollution monitoring 
and toxic site investigation to community groups and grassroots organizations. His particular area of expertise is Toxic 
Site Investigations. In addition to his work at ICBE, Mr. Akaba has worked as an industrial hygiene technologist, and 
served as an expert witness on ground water contamination and petrochemical accident related issues. He is a 
certified hazardous materials environmental planning specialist.

Preview

“Some of the Agency scenarios were biased against low income communities around 
displacement. We wanted to know how you protect existing communities. There was 

a lot about economic benefits of investment for growth but there wasn’t anything 
about investment in protecting existing communities.”

“I think I was most proud to actually see one young person after another get up and 
speak to an audience that was both adult and resistant to listening to young people.”

“Deborah Niedermeyer, one of the UC Davis professors in the transportation center 
and many others collaborated to strengthen our capacities by organizing workshops 
with us, and giving us the precise language that we needed to engage the agencies 

at the same level that they were engaging us.”
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       BC  Who are you and what set you on this 
journey? 

       AA My name is Azibuke Akaba. I’m work-
ing with the Public Health Institute on a project 
called Regional Asthma Management and Preven-
tion, which focuses on asthma research and air qual-
ity. In particular I’m covering land use and transpor-
tation as a policy analyst. I grew up in Washington, 
DC, then went to college in southern Virginia at a 
place called Hampton University, which is a historic 
Black college. I left school and went to work as an 
industrial hygiene technologist at the Newport News 
Shipyard, and that was my first orientation to applied 
science. At the shipyard I saw workers being exposed 
to hazardous materials, particularly asbestos, radia-
tion, and paint chemicals. We did tests and assess-
ments and recommendations for exposure risk. 
Next, I worked for Versar and we did assessments to 
eliminate asbestos from government buildings and 
private residences: places like the Pentagon, the DC 
public school system, and corporations that had 
been built before 1970, which all had asbestos. It was 
used as a fire retardant, for noise reduction, and as 
filament in flooring adhesive. When I worked in the 
public schools, I saw that the workers were being 
exposed to asbestos but they didn’t know about it or 
they didn’t really recognize it as a life threatening 
material. They were all African American workers.

I made personal recommendations for them to 
get an x-ray and to get more protection, and to get a 
medical exam because they were being exposed 
while I was putting on my white protective suit. They 
were being exposed to that every day, wearing un-
protected clothing. which also meant that their fami-
lies were being exposed when they brought the stuff 
home. So that was my first look at applied science 
and environmental justice because it included envi-
ronmental racism, meaning that the types of people 
who were working at those jobs were exposed to 
hazardous things, and also the African American 
kids like me who grew up in Washington, DC were 
exposed. And the intention, of course, was to use 
asbestos as a cheap fire retardant, which was stan-
dard at that time in ‘70s buildings. After that I went 
into the military and worked as a Medical Labora-
tory Specialist at Letterman Army Medical Center, 

which was based in the Presidio, San Francisco. I did 
blood chemistry, microbiology, and urine chemistry, 
all types of laboratory analysis. Many patients were 
coming in with medical orders for this RBC test 
which is red blood cell enzyme, and it peaked, mean-
ing that it had high concentration when the people 
were exposed to pesticides. So I didn’t realize the 
harm until I read what the test was about and I 
thought, this is weird. Every week these guys would 
receive this test, and it turned out they were garden-
ers. 

Their blood was an indicator that as an occupa-
tional hazard they were being exposed to pesticides, 
and when they got to a certain level they had to be 
taken out so that they could reduce their exposure, 
right? That was another milestone in my career of 
looking at occupational exposure for a certain class 
of people, gardeners, right? I worked there for eight 
years and then I was working at the Medical Re-
search Institute which is right behind the hospital, it 
was called the Letterman Army Institute of Research, 
LAIR. We looked at military trauma, we looked at 

hormones, steroids, growth hormones, hemorrhagic 
shock. We were looking at different things that the 
soldiers were exposed to including medical treat-
ments with steroids to help people heal quickly from 
broken bones. 

Next, I worked with a nonprofit called Communi-
ties for a Better Environment which investigated 
things like ozone depleting chemicals and industrial 
solvents. They looked at contamination from PCB’s, 
which is a certain chemical that’s used as a fluid in 
insulation in the transformers on the electric pipes, 
but it leaks into the ground. We also looked at mer-
cury and pesticides, that were affecting the commu-
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nities that live near these industrial facilities, low-
income fence communities. 

Later I got a job within the Communities for a 
Better Environment to lead a program called the 
National Technical Assis-
tance Program, NTAP, and 
I went around the country 
and travelled internation-
ally to teach communities 
how to measure air quality, 
how to look at water con-
tamination, how to look at 
soil contamination, so that 
communities could learn 
techniques to investigate 
companies and bring cases 
against them. So that was my experience of applying 
science to social justice problems. 

       BC  Could you tell us how you came to be 
working on SB  375, and in particular the Six Big 
Wins and your role in that?

       AA In 2005, I got an executive fellowship to 
work at the California Environmental Protection 
Agency. There was a new California law in the works, 
called the Global Warming Solutions Act, AB-32. My 
job was to articulate the communities’ interest and 
policy and how they would be impacted by Global 
Warming Solutions, as well as the problems of con-
centrated, polluted industries that were generating 
so much carbon. I worked there for a year and 
hosted workshops and educated community people 
about the policies, and wrote some of the language 
that was incorporated in AB-32 which was about 
environmental justice, saying that any solutions can’t 
have an adverse impact on communities that are al-
ready burdened by environmental hazards. 

That was an important piece in California history 
but was also an important piece in the overall United 
States policy around climate change. AB-32 looked 
at how cities, and how different departments like the 
Department of Forestry, Department of Agriculture, 
Department of State Water Resources, were going to 
deal with climate change and global warming solu-
tions, recommendations, mitigations, and policies. 
That set a precedent for the rest of the country. I also 
worked for an organization in Washington, DC 

called Health Care Without Harm, which looked at 
the environmental impacts and climate change 
strategies that would affect hospitals and their car-
bon footprint, and I was in charge of the national 

program to look at reducing 
and incorporating at the 
facility level with transpor-
tation, operations, waste, 
and energy in hospital sys-
tems.

In 2010 I joined Regional 
Asthma Management and 
Prevention, which is a pro-
ject of the Public Health 
Institute. They hired me to 
create a program on land 

use and transportation, looking at air quality from an 
upstream policy analysis for reducing the impacts of, 
adverse air pollution impacts on people with preex-
isting medical conditions like asthma, bronchitis, 
and any type of breathing problem. So I started in 
2010 to learn about transportation, land use, and 
public health. My goal was to find political levers and 
opportunities to influence the policy, particularly 
around public health and air quality. That’s how I got 
into focusing on SB 375, one statute of which looks 
at smart growth to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
from traffic and transportation, and the other statute 
around bringing transportation investments and 
housing investments together with the job centers, 
so you can reduce vehicle miles traveled. 

My goal was to use public health measures as a 
lens to review the planning policy, because I noticed 
that there were urban planners and transportation 
planners but the role of public health was minimum. 
I worked with the public health agencies in the Bay 
Area, which is called BARHI, the Bay Area Regional 
Health and Equities Initiative, which is all the public 
health officers looking at different issues collectively 
and developing programming and educational pro-
gramming for their public health staff. The BARHI 
people worked as an official entity with the other 
agencies: The Metropolitan Transportation Commis-
sion, Bay Area Air Quality Management , the Bay 
Coastal Development Corporation, and the Associa-
tion of Bay Area Governments. We also worked with 
the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research, 
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which provided guidelines around SB 375, the Cali-
fornia Air Resources Board and the California De-
partment of Public Health, the Attorney General’s 
Office, as well as the Department of Public Health. 
The particular policy that we worked on was the Re-
gional Transportation Plan. 

       BC Could you say a little bit about sort of 
vision that public health brought to the Six Big Wins?

       AA The Six Big Wins started in 2010. It was 
basically a coalition of groups that work on transpor-
tation, affordable housing, jobs and public health, 
and so we all work together. We all are looking at 
SB 375 from the policy analysis point of view and 
advocacy. And there were other members like Gene-
sis and ACCE. They were community based mem-
bership groups that were basically bring-
ing their constituents into the policy 
planning level, which is very important. 
So we brought in organizing, we brought 
in policy analysis, we brought in techni-
cal analysis to look at transportation 
modeling, and we also brought in the 
public health piece which was bringing 
experts to educate the commissioners at 
the Metropolitan Transportation Com-
mission about the impacts that this particular revi-
sion of the plan would have. Over the next three 
years we were able to get credibility from the agen-
cies, we were able to get legitimacy by developing 
certain models and understanding and learning 
about transportation modeling. We learned about 
housing elements, we learned about performance 
measures, we learned about the targets, so we were 
able to effectively influence the entire process and we 
were accepted and recognized by the agencies as 
respectable contributing parties in that process.

       BC What were the challenges along the way 
for you or for the Six Big Wins?

       AA I think the challenges were more be-
cause there were so many different entities, or I call 
them stones in the soup. There were community 
based organizations with membership and even faith 
based organizations that were participating in this 
policy development, and our different objectives and 
interests were being challenged in terms of strategy, 
in terms of developing policy goals, in terms of how 

we worked with the commissioners, and some peo-
ple believed in direct action. Some people believed in 
working with the commissioners as allies. Some 
people believed in looking at legal strategies to influ-
ence the process. Because we had these different 
approaches in the room, it was a challenge to get us 
to some harmonious level, to levels of mutual re-
spect. We had to respect each other for our talent 
and knowledge and expertise, and that was earned 
over three years. Personally, I felt it was more impor-
tant to have the technical information and make 
credible arguments why they had to meet the legal 
statutes of the policy, SB  375, which is to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and to reduce vehicle 
miles traveled. Having a background in community 
organizing, I also understood the merits of commu-

nity organizing, public participation beyond just the 
limitations of the science and the policy analysis, so 
for me the challenge was making sure we all spoke 
the same language or that we were basically under-
standing that our goals were the same. Actually we 
want to create healthy communities, and how are we 
gonna get there?

I think that the process was stacked up against us 
in that there was a time frame that wasn’t really wel-
coming for public participation. People just had cer-
tain schedules and they wanted to get their job done, 
and we had to intervene several times to say this is 
too fast. You don’t value the public’s input if you con-
tinue with this schedule the way it is. And so the 
agencies accommodated us by actually coming to the 
meetings that we organized to participate, and they 
also invited us into staff meetings to get our input, to 
make us feel more secure that they actually did value 
our process. When they hired consultants, we played 
a role in the selection of the consultants, we played a 
role in listening to the presentations of the consult-
ants, and we also played a role in bringing our own 
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consultants to give presentations to agencies, and 
many times I got positive feedback from the agency 
representative staff. 

I think also, in some sense we basically had to 
adapt to the process of incorporating transportation 
modeling and the process of looking at how they 
developed their scenarios. So we had to do some 
research, and then engage the agencies with our own 
scenario, which was the equity, environment, and 
jobs scenario. And it turned out that the model we 
suggested, EEJ (equity, environment, and jobs) actu-
ally was a more robust scenario than the one that the 
agencies had put together. The Agency staff’s narrow 
definition of equity just dealt with transit access. We 
actually expanded the definition y to include health 
equity, and social equity. 

Some of the Agency scenarios were biased 
against low income communities around displace-
ment. We wanted to know how you protect existing 
communities. There was a lot about economic bene-
fits of investment for growth but there wasn’t any-
thing about investment in protecting existing com-
munities. So we brought in new members like Causa 
Justa, Just Cause, which had a lot of expertise in 
looking at displacement and as advocates in afford-
able housing and they educated us while becoming a 
part of the regional process. 

       BC You’ve described a victory of community 
groups organizing, learning to work together, standing 
up and saying no to a process when it didn’t fit the 
needs of the community, and inventing something new 
that hadn’t existed before, that actually proved to be 
more robust. How you were you and others trans-
formed in doing this work?

       AA I came with a lot of experience in or-
ganizing and technical models and analysis and I 
realize that a lot of people didn’t. I had to be careful 
not to get entrapped in yeah, we’re speaking the 
same language, we’re all on the same board, but we’re 
not because those who didn’t really speak the same 
language had to be brought to the same level and 
that was important for me, to make sure that that 
level of engagement happened. I think I was really 
most proud of the young people—and these are high 
school kids who could have been playing basketball, 
watching TV, you know, drinking sodas and hanging 

out, and they were actually spending their time pre-
paring speeches, thinking about how they were going 
to be influenced by these policies and how their 
families have been influenced by the policies. 

I think I was most proud to actually see one 
young person after another get up and speak to an 
audience that was both adult and resistant to listen-
ing to young people. That one-minute public speak-
ing process really irritated me but it forced the young 
people to reduce, consolidate, be more cogent in 
their comments. They also got up and spoke to-
gether. That was really powerful, to see that. There 
were things that we had to say no to, but the EEJ sce-
nario was a huge yes, this is our vision, and then 
when it turned out to actually be more robust, that 
was amazing.

There’s one more piece about the young people. 
Once the commissioners heard the young people 
they were really moved by those personal stories. 
And I thought that was something that all the other 
adults couldn’t really do, to give this personal story 
about families being displaced for economic reasons 
and being impacted adversely by the policies that 
already exist. And one of the commissioners, Mark 
Luth, the chairman of the Association of Bay Area 
Governments, said that he was personally impacted 
and moved by the testimony of the young people. 

       BC So, you were wanting to dig a little 
deeper into the EEJ scenario and the technical prepa-
ration of that?

       AA Yeah, so I actually connected with Uni-
versity of California at Davis and they have a de-
partment called Regional Change. Chris Benner and 
Jonathan London were leading that department and 
they had connections with the transportation re-
search division at UC Davis so they made recom-
mendations for people to give us technical expertise. 
One person in particular I remember was Alex Kar-
ner, now a PhD. provided papers that he had written 
about near freeway exposure and pollution research, 
and that information was absolutely invaluable in 
terms of us developing recommendations around our 
EEJ scenario. He actually had the expertise that we 
did not, but through the university had the expertise 
and gladly came to our meetings and shared his 
knowledge with us and educated us about the nu-
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ances of transportation modeling. We also used his 
research and commentary to augment our own sce-
narios, to make them so strong that we actually 
ended up having the most robust scenarios. Deborah 
Niedermeyer, one of the UC Davis professors in the 
transportation center and many others collaborated 

to strengthen our capacities by organizing work-
shops with us, and giving us the precise language 
that we needed to engage the agencies at the same 
level that they were engaging us. 

Visit www.rampastha.org for more information on RAMP and www.usclimatehealth.org for US Climate Health.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Health and Safety

Solange Gould
BARHII

Solange Gould brings 19 years of public health experience to her current 
work advocating for climate change strategies that improve health equity, 
community participation, and governance. She currently works with the 
Public Health Institute’s Center for Climate Change and Health and UC 
Berkeley. She has worked for a number of SF Bay Area Health Departments, as 
a consultant to the California Department of Public Health, and in low-
income community health centers in Oakland and Northern California. 
Solange is a doctoral candidate at the UC Berkeley School of Public Health, 
whose dissertation examines the impact of health and equity stakeholder 
participation in the regional planning efforts resultant from climate change 
law SB  375 in the San Francisco Bay Area and Southern California. She 
received her MPH in Maternal and Child Health from UC Berkeley, and her BA 
in Geography and Women’s Studies from Vassar College.

Preview

“Communities that are currently most affected by social inequities like inequities in 
school resources and quality, affordable housing, transportation, and community 
design, will be most affected by climate change, and also have the most to gain by 
targeted climate change planning. Good climate change planning that improves 

equity will improve the quality of life for everyone in the region. That’s why the work 
of the Six Wins is so important.”

“We can change the way we make decisions so that communities that are really going 
to be impacted are actually part of the decision making process, that there is actual 

outreach for participation in the planning, and that there’s a deep understanding both 
by the agency and by communities of how these plans can impact communities.”

“Investment in the development of a good walk, bike, and transit system could solve 
many social and health problems, slow greenhouse gasses, and create the kinds of 

communities we want to live in.”

“Government workers need people and organizations pushing them from the outside 
to give them the license to do anything that changes the status quo.”
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       SG My name is Solange Gould and I work 
with the Public Health Institute. I’m a Doctor of Pub-
lic Health candidate at UC Berkeley School of Public 
Health, and an employee at UC Berkeley. I am also a 
member of BARHII, the Bay Area Regional Health 
Inequities Initiative. It’s really amazing that we’re 
both doing case studies about SB 375, but what we’re 
doing is different. This area needs as much research 
as possible and it needs its story to be told in as 
many ways as possible. I’m looking at two regions, 
Southern California and the Bay Area, and I’m look-
ing at the degree to which health and equity stake-
holders were able to get their concerns into the re-
gional plans, and how they did it. 

I’m also looking at whether they changed the way 
planning happens, and at the institutional structure 
so that there’s more collaborative governance and 
transparent decision-making going forward. I’m 
looking at the effect that public health’s participation 
in particular had on that, because one of my goals is 
to get public health to the table more in climate 
change decision-making. I’m also looking at whether 
regional equity movements were able to form, if so, 
why and if not, why not? This also calls into question 
the appropriate or most effective scale for this kind 
of organizing and planning. 

       SG I’m looking at the MPO region, so I’m 
looking at SCAG, the Southern California Associa-
tion of Governments, the equivalent of MTC/ABAG. 
SCAG is the biggest MPO in the United States, with 
18 million people. 

       BC Can you tell us how you got involved in 
this kind of work? 

       SG I’ve spent most of my working life prac-
ticing public health with very low-income communi-
ties, and I think it’s really important to understand 
how you can get from working with women and 
children to improve their health to climate change 
strategies. The reason I want to tell you that story is 
because there are many faces of those who are im-
pacted by climate change itself and the strategies and 
laws to address it, SB 375 being one of them. It’s awe-
some who turned out for public comment on Plan 
Bay Area, but most of the young people that I used 
to work with do not have the capacity to turn out for 

public comment. I’m talking about our Bay Area 
young people who are facing multiple risks, who are 
children of, or are themselves incarcerated, teen par-
ents raising their children and trying to make it 
through school, young people who are sexually ex-
ploited due to their economic and social vulnerabil-
ity. 

These are some of the most vulnerable people in 
our society, and they are not the ones we see show-
ing up for public comment, but they are going to be 
the some of the first to be affected by climate change 
and policies like SB 375. I really want their story to 
be told, and how their story connects to climate 
change. The work that I’m interested in is trying to 
figure out how we can reduce health inequities and 
slow climate change with the same solutions. I’m 
interested in finding the solutions that both increase 

sustainability of all 
the natural sys-
tems that we’re 
dependent on for 
our survival, and 
reduce the health 
and social inequi-
ties that exist be-
tween communi-
ties. I’m also inter-
ested in participa-
tion and govern-
ance, and improv-
ing the way we 

make decisions so that our policy-making is more 
participatory, transparent, accountable and respon-
sive. Finally, I’m interested in regional equity move-
ments, and the region as the scale of greatest oppor-
tunity for planning, organizing, and governance to 
address equity, health, and sustainability. 

       BC How did you get involved with SB 375?

       SG Previous to going back to school for my 
Doctorate in Public Health, I worked for 15 years in 
various Bay Area health departments, clinics and 
community health centers, working on maternal, 
child health and adolescent health, and community 
health and prevention, with youth, women and chil-
dren in the Bay Area. One of my favorite programs 
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was a program for pregnant and parenting teens and 
their children. It was an amazing program. We were 
recognized as doing best practices and featured in 
guidebooks. We provided everything that young 
people should need to stay in school and graduate, 
have healthy pregnancies, have healthy children and 
do well. We provided dynamic, engaging year-round 
parenting classes, fatherhood classes, grand-
parenting classes, and case management. We part-
nered with many agencies to provide wraparound 
services. We provided clinical care through high 
school health centers and prenatal care clinics. Head 
Start provided childcare and child development serv-
ices, we partnered with mental health services, the 
whole deal. We worked with the schools, teachers, 
and libraries providing academic support. Many of 
our students were very academically oriented. By 
every measure they 
should have done well 
in our program, and 
yet many of our stu-
dents did not do well 
even with enormous 
amounts of effort on 
everyone’s part, in-
cluding their own. We 
were all facing multi-
ple institutional fail-
ures. 

I’ll just tell you the 
story of one young 
person who is exem-
plary of many young 
people that I worked 
with. She was a straight-A student, and was positive 
she would stay in school. She was excited about her 
future. She was excited about her pregnancy and 
getting early prenatal care. She had career goals and 
easily envisioned a productive career ahead of her. 
She knew she would be a good mommy. Her baby’s 
dad was committed to her and the baby. Yet despite 
all of her hard work and best intentions, things were 
very hard for her because of the way we set up our 
institutions and systems, and the way we plan our 
regions. She didn’t have a car, she didn’t have parents 
who were consistently raising her, and she couldn’t 
afford bus fare. She couldn’t get to her prenatal care 
appointments because of this. I saw her on the street 

once asking for change to get to her prenatal care 
appointment. We had no funds for this kind of sup-
port, given the budget cuts to our program. Because 
Berkeley became more and more expensive, her fam-
ily could no longer afford the rent in Berkeley and 
had to move to the outer suburbs. She wanted to stay 
at Berkeley High because her friends, social support, 
childcare and our program were there. Every day she 
and her child would start their commute at six in the 
morning to get to school by eight in the morning, 
with a number of transfers and forms of public 
transportation. They would start their day in the 
dark, and get to Berkeley High hungry and tired at 
the start of their day. The school counselor never told 
her about the SAT test because they assumed that, as 
a teen parent, she was not on target for graduation. 
In fact she would have been an excellent candidate to 

go to college; she was quite academic and committed 
to earning her graduation. Her parents had not been 
consistently raising her for some time; they were in 
and out of the picture, and eventually, she had to 
start making some tough choices about how to put 
food on the table. Some of those tough choices in-
cluded doing sex work, and doing other things that 
she didn’t want to do, but she needed to put food in 
the fridge and pay rent. She eventually dropped out 
of school and was struggling for months to enroll in 
the school district where she lived because she 
needed her parents’ signature and couldn’t get it. She 
wasn’t excited about going to the new school, which 
had little funding due to the local tax base, and little 
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support for a student like her that needed some sup-
port. 

She was unable to accomplish all that she had 
wanted to accomplish when she first found out she 
was pregnant, through no fault or lack of effort on 
her part, but because of the way we set up our insti-
tutions, systems, and regions. I started getting more 
interested in working to change some of these sys-
tems, and started going to public comment at MTC 
and ABAG to advocate to reinstate the youth bus 
pass, and to advocate for affordable housing. I be-
came involved in BARHII’s built environment sub-
committee. I came to the realization that we can do a 
lot within the field of public health but we’re largely 
doing the wrong things. I believe that providing great 
services to people while maintaining unjust systems 
is the wrong work, and many of these unjust systems 
are the same ones that are causing climate change. I 
became interested in climate change and public 
health at the City of Berkeley with Linda Rudolph 
and Kathy Dervin. 

I began working on sustainability and health at 
the City of Berkeley as well, working with transpor-
tation and land use planners to consider health im-
pacts of their work. I got involved in SB 375 through 
BARHII, helping to advocate for more health-
supportive language in Plan Bay Area. I attended the 
Regional Equity Workgroup Meetings, attended 
MTC’s workshops and public comment sessions, and 
helped BARHII write letters and frame what was 
going on with SB 375 and climate change for other 
health people in the region, as well as for the plan-
ners at MTC to understand the health impacts and 
implications of their plan. 

Working with young families is also how I be-
came a regionalist. I got my bachelor’s degree in ge-
ography and women’s studies. I’m a third wave femi-
nist. I was raised by bioregionalists. I have always 
been interested in the relationship between place 
and people. I sort of reawakened to regionalism 
through working with young people whose lived ex-
perience of social and health inequity was at the re-
gional level. In health departments we work at the 
local jurisdiction or at the state level. Our local 
health department jurisdiction ends at our city and 
county lines. When the families that we work with 
over many years get displaced and no longer live 

within our health department jurisdiction, there’s 
almost nothing we can do about it, because we don’t 
work at a regional level. We don’t do much public 
health work as a region, and yet we know we need to. 
I believe strongly that the region is an important 
scale for us to be working at, that it can help us reas-
sess and maybe redefine as a society who is “us” and 
who is “them” and how opportunities, resources, 
risks, and social goods are distributed and shared. 
Will we share social goods and needs according to 
market fundamentalism or according to a higher 

principal or shared 
value about how we 
want our society to 
be? 

That’s sort of the 
long and short of 
why I love this work, 
and why it is impor-
tant to me. The peo-
ple most affected by 
the way we do our 
regional planning 
and the way we share 
opportunities and 
resources as a re-
gion, who are af-
fected by our institu-
tions and systems at 
a regional scale, are 
the least likely to be 
able to show up and 
participate in that 
planning. Communi-
ties that are cur-
rently most affected 

by social inequities like inequities in school re-
sources and quality, affordable housing, transporta-
tion, and community design, will be most affected by 
climate change, and also have the most to gain by 
targeted climate change planning. Good climate 
change planning that improves equity will improve 
the quality of life for everyone in the region. That’s 
why the work of the Six Wins is so important. That’s 
why I got involved and why I want to stay involved.
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       BC Can you say more about climate change 
as it relates to planning and the vulnerable communi-
ties to which you’re so dedicated?

       SG The same institutions, social inequities, 
and systems that are causing climate change are also 
causing community vulnerability and 
poor health. The same systems caus-
ing the warming of the planet and 
ecosystems collapse are also putting 
families in a position where they 
have to make hard choices between 
heating or eating, where they don’t 
have food on their table and where 
the community social support sys-
tem is stressed or torn. The first 
communities that are going to be 
affected by rising heat prices, rising 
food prices, lack of access to water, 
the effects of heat, the effects of air 
pollution, are those communities most on the mar-
gin now. 

The people who are going to be affected first are 
the people who are already without resources to buy 
their way out. Capitalism and climate change are 
going to combine to make our current social inequi-
ties even worse, unless we change the way decisions 
are made about how those resources or risks are dis-
tributed, and whether having various forms of capital 
should be the sole determinant. Unless we address 
climate change policy and solutions in a very tar-
geted way, it’s going to make the current social and 
health inequities bigger. I think one of the most im-
portant things we can do is take policy opportunities 
like SB 375, and make it an opportunity to distribute 
resources and risks according to what the commu-
nity currently needs to thrive. We can change the 
way we make decisions so that communities that are 
really going to be impacted are actually part of the 
decision making process, that there is actual out-
reach for participation in the planning, and that 
there’s a deep understanding both by the agency and 
by communities of how these plans can impact 
communities. 

Part of the problem is that it’s really hard to make 
all of this tangible, but that’s one of the tasks we have 
at hand. Climate change seems really abstract and far 

away. It’s really hard for communities to grasp how 
climate change is affecting them now, especially in 
the Bay Area. I think in some ways we are even a 
little bit more removed being a temperate climate, 
and so stories like this are really important. My story 
is actually about how climate solutions can solve 

multiple problems but there are also 
stories about climate change impacts 
on people, like those who can no 
longer even afford Grocery Outlet. 
Stories about people who are in the 
Central Valley and are having a really 
hard time breathing because 

the ozone is getting worse and worse 
and the air pollution is getting worse 
and worse and it’s getting warmer. 
There are farmers in the central val-
ley who don’t know what the weather 
is going to bring from one year to the 

next and don’t how to plan for upcoming needs for 
water and how the weather will affect their crops. 
There are communities in California who do not 
have any drinking water and need to have it brought 
in, and don’t have the wealth or tax base to create 
that infrastructure. These are all climate change sto-
ries that need to be told. We need to make it more 
tangible. That’s why I think what you are doing in 
telling the story of the Six Wins is really important. I 
think that’s the next big step. We need to create a 
movement around this, to tell stories about climate 
change and strategies for advocacy.

       BC How does it happen that we choose ways 
in which we try to green things but actually increase 
inequity?

       SG I can give an example. At a certain point 
in the Regional Equity Workgroup Meetings at the 
MTC, some of the solutions that were being offered 
were things that will reduce greenhouse gases faster, 
but that offered no health or social benefits, and 
could in fact make inequities worse. In MTC’s mod-
eling, they found that incentivizing smart cars would 
really reduce greenhouse gases faster, and would get 
them to their targets faster. A lot of the public health 
and equity people said “wait a minute, there is not a 
health or social equity benefit in that solution, and if 
anything, you might actually make inequities worse”. 
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The reasons why are numerous, but, for example, to 
participate in the smart car program, you have to 
have capital. In addition, we are not changing any of 
the auto-centric patterns that are causing obesity, 
chronic disease, mental health problems, and social 
disconnection. Investment in the development of a 
good walk, bike, and transit system could solve many 
social and health problems, slow greenhouse gasses, 
and create the kinds of communities we want to live 
in. The people who are going to be stuck in their cars 
the longest in commutes are those low-income fami-
lies who have been displaced to the outer suburbs. 

We have a choice to make. We can either build 
really good walk, bike and transit infrastructure, tar-
geting our investments in communities with the 
worst health disparities, and accrue numerous health 
and equity benefits for hundreds of years from now, 
or we can transition middle to upper-income people 
to electric vehicles. This will slow greenhouse gases, 
which is very important, don’t get me wrong. But 
we’ll have the same amount of injuries, obesity, 
chronic disease, and social and physical disconnec-
tion from each other in maintaining and solidifying 
car-centric development.. Let’s make a choice to-
gether about whether we want to do it differently this 
time. After World War II, we made some really bad 
land use policies and decisions and we are still reap-
ing the negative impacts of that for regions. These 
racist policies created the segregation and concen-
trated poverty and lack of opportunity that we’re still 
all suffering from and paying for in many forms. The 
climate change crisis has put us at another cross-
roads right now. We can make the decision to build 
communities that support health, connection to each 
other, access to jobs and opportunities, and reduce 
greenhouse gases, or we can keep going along as we 
are and incentivize clean cars for those who would 
likely buy them anyways. These are really hard deci-
sions, because we want to reduce emissions quickly, 
and clean cars may get us there, but so would a really 
world-class public transit and bike and pedestrian 
infrastructure. 

I really think having health and equity people at 
the table for those decisions made a difference. There 
are still smart cars in the current plan to reach 
greenhouse gas emissions targets, but I do think 

there was an institutional culture shift and two-way 
learning that happened in this planning process. 

Many people who work in the government really 
care about the communities that they work for and 

truly see themselves 
as public servants 
b u t a r e s o c o n-
strained by the sys-
tems we set up. I like 
to think that there’s a 
way for our institu-
tions to change as 
well. Many people 
work for the gov-
ernment b e cause 
they really care about 
society and want to 
make good policies 
and plans that serve 
people. I know that 
because I worked in 
government for a 
long time. I also 
k n o w h o w c o n-
strained you can be 
as a governmental 
worker by the writ-
ten and unwritten 

rules, bureaucracy, and budgets. We have set up 
these complex, crazy structures that make it hard to 
do the right thing even when you work hard to do so. 
Government workers need people and organizations 
pushing them from the outside to give them the li-
cense to do anything that changes the status quo. 
One of the things I think we really need to do is 
change the way regional decisions are made. That is a 
big goal that I would love the Six Wins to take on, to 
change the regional decision- making structure. Giv-
ing Oakland another vote on the regional board was 
a start but we need more of that. It can’t be that 
every city, whether they’re wealthy or poor or have a 
lot of residents or not have the same vote. That’s just 
not a good decision-making structure, because if 
you’re from a wealthy suburb you have no incentive 
to share risks and opportunities. That is the dream of 
regionalism, that we can start to see that we all bear 
the brunt of these inequities. That’s also the hard 
work, communicating that. How do you help people 
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see that equity is good for everyone and that we have 
a shared fate as a region? It’s probably the biggest 
challenge.

       BC Was there a moment in the process that 
was was a highlight for you?

       SG One of the highlights for me was when 
we had a mic check at public comment. A lot of peo-
ple showed up and held One Bay Area signs and 
there were a lot of the people from the Tea Party in 
the back of the room, making a ruckus. A lot of the 
public comment was about Agenda 21 and how 
planning is Big Government gone wrong, how re-
gional plans are wrong, how Climate Change proba-
bly doesn’t even really exist at all, 
etc. The Six Wins had a mic check 
with a chant about what we wanted, 
and it felt like a real show of power. I 
felt that the people in MTC and the 
regional decision-makers actually 
appreciated what we were doing as 
well. 

I loved when the young people 
got up and spoke at public comment 
too. That was also a high point for 
me, having young people get up and 
talk about their experience. There 
were young people talking about 
being displaced and what that was 
like. There were young people who 
talked about how long they had to sit 
on the bus and how expensive the 
bus was and how poor the service was. There were 
also a young person who grew up in Rockridge, who 
talked about growing up as a privileged, young white 
person in the Bay Area, who had awesome public 
transportation, an excellent neighborhood where he 
can access everything he wants and needs. Having 
him come to the mic and talk about how everyone 
should have that was also very powerful. I wanted my 
teen parents to be up there talking about what it was 
like to ride the bus as a teen parent with a baby in a 
stroller, and have people stare and make comments 
at you, and how it was too expensive to afford and 
slow and infrequent, and how that impacted their 
family’s health.

I would love to see even more people get up to 
speak about this because, truly, each and every per-
son is affected by this kind of regional planning, but 
it seems so technical and removed. SB 375, what is 
that even? It really is the face of our daily lived expe-
rience and that’s what’s so exciting about this law and 
that’s what the potential and opportunity in this law 
is. It could potentially affect our daily lived experi-
ence, health outcomes, social fabric, and quality of 
life in the Bay Area. It’s no small deal. It’s about the 
way our communities are planned, our housing, our 
transportation, our health. It’s about who has access 
to good work, schools, clean and affordable places to 
live. It’s a big deal.

I feel like the next big step is really 
figuring out how to explain why this 
is so important and why people need 
to show up. It was really hard to ex-
plain to our Bay Area health depart-
ments why we were doing this work. 
It wasn’t necessarily clear to all of 
them if this was important. Yes, we 
understood that this could impact 
social determinants of health, but it 
still seemed really abstract for the 
amount of energy that it took—many 
meetings a month, unfunded, no staff 
position, health departments already 
cutting staff, trying to 

maintain the basic services that 
health departments provide and then 
to try to go to three or four meetings 

a month at the Metropolitan Transportation Com-
mission. Even when I went back to the School of 
Public Health, where people really understand social 
determinants of health, it was really hard for me to 
explain why this was so important. The combination 
of climate change, housing, regional planning, trans-
portation, and health inequities is a really complex 
and confusing mix of variables. We need to learn 
how to explain why this is so important. It was also 
really hard to explain to low-income communities 
why this was so important, and why they should in-
vest their time in influencing this plan. That transla-
tion was really challenging for the advocacy groups. 
We need to learn how to explain that in very clear 
and compelling language. 
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       BC How would you attempt to explain the 
issues to a member of a public health department?

        SG We know that most of 
what determines people’s ability to 
be healthy happens outside the clinic 
and hospital walls. Having access to 
healthcare and health insurance are 
extremely important, don’t get me 
wrong. All that is extremely impor-
tant, but we know from lots of re-
search that the most important thing 
is your ability to be gainfully em-
ployed and have a living wage, to 
have stable housing, access to 
healthy food and clean water, a quality education, 
clean air, and to be able to move your body every day. 
We know that all of these things are much stronger 
determinants of your health outcomes 

than your healthcare and yet we have a really 
hard time getting ourselves to focus on community 
prevention and on these health determinants. We 
need to work outside of the walls of public health 
buildings in order to work on all of these social de-
terminants of health. Public health needs to be at the 
decision-making and planning tables, and to partner 
with all of these sectors that we know have the big-
gest impact on whether you live a long and healthy 
life. We need to understand exactly how those things 
affect health, so there’s a gap in that research that we 

need to be doing. Living along the freeway may make 
you sicker and if so, what can we do about it given 
that we now have a regional plan that prioritizes 

housing near the freeway because we 
want to reduce driving and increase 
access to jobs and all the opportuni-
ties. 

We need to find the balance in that 
for health, and mitigate the unin-
tended adverse health consequences 
of these solutions. Public health 
needs to be at the table because there 
are some tensions between social 
equity and health equity. We need to 
have strong coalitions so that we do 

not have another set of problems in a hundred years 
caused by awesome transit-oriented development 
without also planning for health or affordability. We 
need to work that out and we can. Public health will 
have to step outside of our comfort zone and work 
with people in housing, transportation, city plan-
ning, public works, sustainability, economic devel-
opment, education, energy, etc. We will have to go to 
those other places where health outcomes are af-
fected and ask to be a part of the conversation. That’s 
why I want other public health department people to 
come be at the table for the next phase of this re-
gional planning for climate change.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Health and Safety

Wendy Alfsen
California Walks

Wendy Alfsen is the Executive Director of California WALKS--a statewide 
advocacy organization dedicated to making walking safer and more 
convenient for everyday transportation and health. She is a prominent 
member of the pedestrian safety community and is involved in many 
local, state and national advocacy collaboratives and committees, 
including the 6 Wins for Social Equity Network and Caltrans Active 
Transportation Livable Communities Advisory Group. Wendy also 
worked for more than 20 years as a California lawyer on the personal 
toll on human lives from traffic crashes.

California WALKS is the statewide voice for pedestrian safety & healthy, 
walkable communities for people of all ages & abilities. California 
WALKS partners with state agencies, organizations and communities to 
establish and strengthen policies and practices that support 
pedestrian safety and healthy, walkable communities. California WALKS 
works to expand and strengthen a network of community 
organizations working for pedestrian safety and community walkability 
through equity, engagement, education, advocacy and collaboration.

Preview

“This is one of the first times that the transportation people and the air quality people 
were able to come together, and we’ve been able to move by framing this as healthy 

and safe communities.”

“One of the joys that I got out of this work is being able to reconnect to that breadth of 
relationship and collaborative effort in order to create community change.”

“We developed our own plan as to what the elements should be, and we had the 
courage to go for it. Courage comes from the community base, and that’s again the 

power of the coalition, of bringing together all the people who care about the issue, 
regardless of their background, welcoming them into the circle and trying to find and 

understand where their piece fits.”
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WA         I’m Wendy Alfsen of California Walks. I 
am a native Californian. I am also a second genera-
tion immigrant. I have both rural and urban back-
grounds because I grew up in small towns and then 
came to the city, and I’ve been here as an adult. I’m a 
product of the 60s, so I grew up both in the anti-war 
and social justice time. I went to school at San Fran-
cisco State. There I started to learn about diversity, 
and had a great privilege of being involved in a very 
strong coalition, which became known as the Center 
for Educational Innovation. That led to the creation 
of what we then called Third World Studies, but 
when it got incorporated into academia, it became 
Ethnic Studies. Through that I overcame some of the 
limitations of my background among rural white 
people and Latinos, and when I came to the city, I got 
to know people who were black, yellow, red and 
brown as well as white, and to work in something 
called a Community Services Institute. That is some-
thing that I was able to reconnect to and grow fur-
ther in this Six Wins work. One of the joys that I got 
out of this work is being able to reconnect to that 
breadth of relationship and collaborative effort in 
order to create community change. 

The community we’re all trying to create is no 
good if people can’t leave their houses, use transit, 
get to where they have their life. The piece we bring 
to the table is one of the connectors between all 
those other job-transit-housing-community places.

“The community we’re all trying to 
create is no good if people can’t leave 
their houses, use transit, get to where 

they have their life. The piece we 
bring to the table is one of the 

connectors between all those other 
job-transit-housing-community 

places.”

I didn’t learn as a young person how to translate 
that into a career. I eventually became a lawyer and I 
worked for more than 20 years on my own. I didn’t 
get to do public interest law, although that’s what I 
wanted to do. Instead, I represented people who 
needed justice in various small ways. When I retired 
from that, I raised a family and did the things that 

we’ve learned about in this land-use transportation 
process without even understanding them, in that my 
neighborhood got too crime-ridden and other people 
in my family felt like we had to move, because the 
kids couldn’t walk around the corner by themselves 
any longer. We tried moving to upscale, from South 
Berkeley to Alameda. We did not fit in Alameda and 
we tried to go back to a small town so we moved to 
Petaluma, in Sonoma County. Even 20 years ago it 
was a rural town which was becoming a suburb, but 
it was a little more progressive than standard subur-
ban or rural towns. I did all those things you learn 
about in transportation issues, driving too much and 
getting more and more unhealthy. So I moved back 
to Berkeley. I have tried to live a life of diversity, and 
what was great to me is, I started to get to know peo-
ple in my neighborhood; people who were interested 
in changing that neighborhood sought out neigh-
bors. Community change is in my heart, so I started 
to participate, and one of the people was very inter-
ested in walking so she engaged me in walking, 
which I’ve done my entire life. We walked more than 
a mile to school and we were what one guy called 
‘free range children’ and it was safe. I lived in a small 
town. You didn’t really have to worry too much about 
the traffic, or about crime. In walking, you engage 
both with nature and with people. It gets you where 
you need to go to live your life. It’s a connector that 
we lost as more people drive, not realizing the social 
isolation and the stress that comes with losing a life 
where you connect. 

       BC How did you and California Walks first 
become involved with the Six Wins and SB-375? 

WA         California Walks and I were involved in 
state, regional and local policy-making, especially 
around transportation and then, to a lesser degree, 
about land-use planning issues that involved walking 
as transportation. The model that we worked with is 
local, regional, and state policy-making that’s 
grounded in local community efforts to encourage 
the growth of walking. We have been involved in that 
work for a while prior to the start of SB375. We had 
previously worked in the Bay Area on two prior 
transportation plans. When I first started walking 
with our local group, Walk and Roll Berkeley, we 
were invited to participate in a pedestrian committee 
on the public transportation commission. That was 
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one of their community outreaches a decade ago, and 
I stayed involved from then on to a greater and lesser 
degree. We had worked on the regional transporta-
tion guidelines that were developed at the state level 
in the years prior to and during the implementation 
of SB375. That was our first major engagement 
around SB375 and as that was being completed, we 
reached out for funding. Originally our approach was 
to work within the communities of their Building 
Healthy Communities project that overlapped with 
where we had local advocacy on the ground. They 
encouraged us to increase our collaborative efforts as 
a part of being considered. and to name several part-
ners, a few of whom we were already engaged with, 
mostly in the transportation field. That spring we had 
our first meeting with George Flores of the California 
Endowment. I had made a big push to participate in a 
L.A street summit as a part of our work of getting 
community engagement and bringing   video voice, 
and trying to deepen our Southern California con-
nections.

       BC What is video voice?

WA         Video voice is a low tech film commu-
nity advocacy technique, and the way that we’ve 
learned how to do it, developed with youth, is to pre-
sent four or five questions. We work with a small 
team that   has identified a community priority for 
change, something that’s an issue to them, and they 
go out and document it on film.

       BC Like a petition?

WA         Exactly. It has the same effect as a peti-
tion except it’s visual and verbal. They identify where 
they are, why this location issue is important, what 
needs to be done about it, and their role and the role 
of others needed to create the change. That video is 
anywhere from one to four minutes, usually on the 
shorter side and we originally used flip cameras be-
cause they transmit easily to the computer for edit-
ing. Now we mostly do editing on YouTube, but it’s 
something that a non-technical person who knows 
nothing about film can do. The editing is very minor, 
because you really can only edit the front and the 
back, and you can add to the front and back as well, 
for introductions or conclusions, title, and subtexts. 
You can quickly post so other people can access what 
your issue is. We tied that in with mapping, so it can 

be overlaid with data. What we had mostly done with 
it is to use it in advocacy for particular specific 
changes in the community, and to grow the commu-
nity capacity. The teamwork approach we use is that 
one person is a videographer, one person is basically 
the newscaster or interviewer who’s asking the ques-
tions. There is a person at the back who holds the 
sign that has the questions on it. The real advantage 
for community people is that if they can play their 
video in an advocacy setting, then that is their 
backup for public speaking support, because all they 
really have to do is introduce themselves, play the 
video and then do their ask part at the end. It’s much 
less threatening and builds confidence, and it makes 
more of an impact than just talking, especially if 
you’re not an accomplished public speaker.

       BC Which means that there’s more opportu-
nity for different people to take leadership, public 
speaking roles?

WA         Yes. Our other main form of community 
engagement is using mentorship. The walking club 
parents group, who were successful in getting 
changes in their parks so people can walk there, have 
become community activists in the process. One 
group has been together for seven years. There are 
groups here in Oakland that have been walking for 
twelve years. The video voice started as a way to en-
gage youth because it uses cameras, phones, com-
puters, the internet. The social media aspect of it 
catches their interest to start with. It gives us an en-
tre, and it’s something they can do that their parents 
can’t do. For six years they’ve been teaching adults 
how to use this as a community engagement tool. It’s 
very empowering for youth to have something that 
adults will listen to. That’s kept them involved, it is 
lifetime advocacy leadership for social equity, and its 
fun too. Parents mentor other parents and have 
community success in working together as a group, 
and then in educating professionals about how to 
engage in the community. It’s called community-
based participatory action research. In social change 
parlance, that’s the recognition that people who live 
somewhere actually are the experts on what’s wrong 
and what needs to be changed. Somebody who 
comes from the outside to get educated about what 
needs to be changed is not an expert on what’s 
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wrong, or what the priority is and often doesn’t know 
what will lead to a solution.

       BC Were video voice and mentorship part of 
your advocacy for SB 375?

WA         Yes. That part of our work is what’s 
bearing fruit now, more so than early on. We’re espe-
cially using that in Kern County and we have some 
photographs of the youth advocacy at Kern Crowd 
where they showed the video. For instance one of 
them is a person at a bus stop where there is dirt and 
a curb, nothing else, and a bus stop.

       BC It’s hot in Kern County.

WA          It’s next to a gas station, so you know 
how much hotter that is, and it’s not a busy street 
and neither side of the street has sidewalks, no curb 
cuts and no improved crossings. Another is a cross-
ing near a school. The adults have also been testify-
ing. As a part of the Genesis week of action we did a 
crosswalk action at 14th and Broadway in Oakland. 
That was very successful. It helped build our relation-
ships with our collaborative partners, and we were 
able to add depth to their action, because pedestrian 
safety is very on the ground. It’s very visible, easy to 
see. You can cross the street and get across in time or 
if you can’t, you can jump out of the way of a car. 

At the L.A. summit, Carl and Paloma were there 
with the Breakthrough Communities book and Carl 
was a plenary speaker. I got to hear him enough and 
see the book to know that I wanted to work with 
them and I heard they were from up north. I was 
looking for an opportunity, and I had also known 
about Genesis  because of their work on the Oakland 
connector fight campaign, which of course I had 
strongly supported. When the California Endowment 
said that we needed to collaborate more, I immedi-
ately responded with whom I wanted to collaborate. 
Of course I mentioned Breakthrough Communities 
and Genesis, because I wanted to work with them. 
They asked us, because they knew of our involve-
ment around SB375, to put in a proposal and to col-
laborate with Breakthrough Communities and Gene-
sis in particular in a statewide effort. They funded us 
to work in San Diego, Sacramento and Kern County. 

The community collaborative model is my favor-
ite and, I believe, most effective way of working in 

the world. Everything people were trying to do in the 
Six Wins appealed both to my heart and to the work 
we were trying to do.   I was really  glad to have an 
opportunity to explore the possibilities of how much 
could really be accomplished using this approach.

I accepted the invitation to be the co-coordinator 
for what became the Healthy and Safe Communities 
Network. Most of the other networks don’t have any 
idea that walking had  anything to do with what that 
network was about ,and that’s our general experience 
in the world and that’s because walking is something 
like breathing. You don’t think about it. It’s some-
thing that most everybody does or can do.

Early on in the process we did have an opportu-
nity to grow the statewide aspect of this work be-
cause Walk San Diego was trying to get more in-
volved in the Sustainable San Diego work, and they 
mentioned that Breakthrough Communities was 
coming to San Diego for the community organizing 
group called Job to have a workshop. I was welcomed 
and our effort together was able to influence the Sus-
tainable San Diego work on SB375 to become more 
of an open community model. That was a very timely 
intervention showing how a statewide coordination 
facilitation can amplify a local effort, and it also 
deepened our work here because we all had a little 
more background and relationship with each other.

       BC What do you feel most proud of that 
your organization brought to this process? 

WA         One is that we were able to really bring 
together a community. We showed ourselves and 
others what it takes to actually make change happen. 
It’s all in the policy expertise and ways to get data, do 
research, and amplify the community message of 
what’s wrong and what’s important to get us to actual 
positive solutions. There’s technical value added to 
the community process that improves the chance of 
success at making the change that the community 
has articulated as their priority. We were able to con-
vince these powerful agencies that they couldn’t ig-
nore us and they had to make some steps Most im-
portant is that we proposed and won some aspects of 
a community developed scenario. We developed our 
own plan as to what the elements should be, and we 
had the courage to go for it. Courage comes from the 
community base, and that’s again the power of the 
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coalition, of bringing together all the people who 
care about the issue, regardless of their background, 
welcoming them into the circle and trying to find and 
understand where their piece fits. Within Healthy 
and Safe Communities, for example, we were able to 
bring safety and walking to the table and keep it 
there, and get people to start to understand why 
that’s an important piece that they can’t just subsume 
under some other piece. 

The community we’re all trying to create is no 
good if people can’t leave their houses, use transit, 
get to where they have their life. The piece we bring 
to the table is one of the connectors between all 
those other job-transit-housing-community places.

       BC Walking is the connector between hous-
ing and transit.

WA         And economic opportunity also, and it’s 
a way to build community power, because one of the 
best things about it is that every time you take a walk 
,you change the community that you’re walking in. 
Just the simple act, doing nothing else, actually 
changes community fabric. It’s one of those under 
the radar connectors that we move forward when-
ever there is an opportunity. 

       BC We wanted to know what you’re proud of 
in the process?

WA         Okay, I have to go back to Healthy and 
Safe Communities. What I was really proud of is that 
we were willing to the part of the community puzzle 
that didn’t fit elsewhere or that people didn’t feel like 
they could work in. We can hold diesel pollution, 
recycling, zero waste, greening youth, farming, 
community gardens â€“ because all of those things 
directly impact on health and safety and air quality. 
This is one of the first times that the transportation 
people and the air quality people were able to come 
together, and we’ve been able to move by framing 
this as healthy and safe communities. It includes all 
of the different public health aspects: air, physical 
activity, chronic disease,  environmental health. They 
all are in the same agency but they’re very segre-
gated. A lot of public departments could offer data 
research and information that influence the policy 
making, but they couldn’t take direct action. They 
were able to contribute in a very powerful way to the 

process that they wouldn’t have been able to do if we 
didn’t have this network. I think that’s the strength of 
the whole network process, that in each of the differ-
ent areas, people expert in their own area knew what 
pieces it takes to move that area forward and we’re 
a b l e t o b r i n g t h a t i n t o t h e p r o c e s s .

“This is one of the first times that the 
transportation people and the air 
quality people were able to come 
together, and we’ve been able to 

move by framing this as healthy and 
safe communities.”

       BC Tell us about the walk advocacy for pe-
destrians.

WA         We contributed a direct action which 
was what we call a run for your life. A group of peo-
ple walk the street. It can be a demonstration, it can 
be a march, it can be just a walk. It depends on how 
it flows and how much people want to carry signs.

       BC Like a pedestrian critical mass?

WA         Exactly. We moved down to 13th and 
Broadway and it turned out that there’s an unmarked 
crosswalk between the two bus stops that almost 
everybody who was there thought it was illegal to 
use, and it’s not. Crosswalks exist whether they’re 
marked or not, unless there’s a prohibition sign 
across the street. It’s dangerous there and people 
don’t tend to cross because it’s not safe. Just being 
able to kind of see this in real time and real life in a 
place that’s supposed to be walkable, how safety fits 
in. There were some decision makers there from the 
city, and news media. We were able to make it an 
event which could be covered and we got to demon-
strate to some of our community partners that we 
had something in this area to offer.

       BC What else was really significant to you?

WA         We have this little project in San Jose. 
We’re working there for community change and pol-
icy making around pedestrian safety. We have a sen-
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ior advocacy campaign we’re doing that has a 
statewide-local component and they had a partner 
there. These three parts come together and then 
Genesis and Ace come up with this idea of lobbying 
  the commissioners, so we’re having this advocacy 
education day. Because we were able to bring those 
community people with our team to that meeting 
and they already know the staff in their prior advo-
cacy efforts, we’re able to actually move that com-
missioner to be more bold and be more of a leader in 
the Environment, Equity and Jobs scenario than he 
would have been. Many of us in the network have 
one of those stories, and it’s kind of a web of things 
that come together because we’re collaborative, and 
we share information, and we communicate with 
each other, and we know each other, and trust each 
other. 

       BC How has your work with the 6 Wins and 
with Plan Bay Area been part of your personal jour-
ney through life and how has it changed you?

WA         I just came out of a very difficult time in 
my personal life, and in that sense it helped that heal-
ing. My son died of cancer, and his cancer wasn’t 
caused by air quality but what made it lethal was that 
it destroyed his lungs. It’s like I was able to do some-
thing and I was already started in this walking work 
when he got sick, but that whole thing in terms of 
health and air quality brought a whole new perspec-
tive to both of those that I understood outside of my 
personal health or the health of the planet. I also 
have new grandchildren now. The oldest one is four. 
Seeing them learn to walk and experience what it 
takes for them to be safe, I am doing it with a new 
awareness. I knew nothing of transportation when 
my children were growing up. I just didn’t think of it.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Win Networks

Affordable Housing

Community Power

Investment Without Displacement

Local Transit

Health and Safety

Economic Opportunity
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Economic Opportunity

Introduction to Economic Opportunity

The Economic Opportunity and Quality Jobs network of the Six Big Wins coalition 
works for equitable access to good jobs that pay a living wage. Lack of affordable 
housing and transit severely limits access to job-rich areas. As our urban centers 

experience widening income inequality, the quality jobs network works to ensure that 
the wealth being generated benefits the communities who are hosting and 

supporting these activities. Additionally, the Quality Jobs Network advocates for Cap 
and Trade revenue projects that employ people from disadvantaged communities, 

those who bear the brunt of pollution and climate change.

Saying No
• Low income and no income jobs that do not pay a 

living wage for working families

• Low income communities and communities of 
color being disproportionately funneled into dead-
end jobs with no opportunity for advancement

• Cuts to operating funds and lay-offs for transit 
jobs

• Corporate and subsidized investments that do not 
hire from local communities where they are gen-
erating wealth

Saying Yes 
• Equal access to career-path quality jobs that pro-

duce a living wage

• First hire and community project-labor agree-
ments for capital investment

• Operating funds for existing transit lines, to retain 
transit jobs

Background of Quality Jobs Win
The investment of public transportation funds 

and housing allocations throughout the state should 
support reductions in economic polarization, and 
increase economic opportunity for currently mar-
ginalized populations throughout California.
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How Does This Win Relate to 
SB 375?

Creating economic opportunity for low income 
and working families and overcoming polarization 
are potential co-benefits of the SB 375 process. Link-
ing public transportation to existing employment 
centers and locating new employment centers in ar-
eas with access to public transit make an important 
contribution to reduction of VMT and CO2 emis-
sions. According to Jed Kolko at the Public Policy 
Institute of California, “Transit ridership depends on 
proximity to transit, especially workplace proximity. 
Employment density is more strongly associated with 
transit ridership than residential density is…. Em-
ployment patterns are at least as important for tran-
sit ridership as residential patterns are.”

How Does This Win Promote 
Healthy, Just, and Sustainable 

Communities?
The most immediate effect of unemployment is 

the inability to meet one’s financial obligations. This 
can affect one’s mental health and possibly result in 
serious health effects. Unemployment places indi-
viduals at a heightened risk of malnutrition, illness, 
mental stress and loss of self-esteem. According to a 
study conducted by Margaret W. Linn, PhD, Richard 
Sandifer, BS, and Shayna Stein, PhD, on the health of 
300 men assessed every six months “men who be-
came unemployed after entering the study were 
compared with an equal number, matched for age 
and race, who continued to work. Psychological and 
health data after unemployment were compared be-
tween the two groups by multivariate analysis of 
variance and covariance. After unemployment, 
symptoms of somatization, depression, and anxiety 

were significantly greater in the unemployed than 
employed. Large standard deviations on self-esteem 
scores in the unemployed group suggested that some 
men coped better than others with job-loss stress. 
Further analysis showed those with higher self-
esteem had more support from family and friends 
than did those with low self-esteem. Furthermore, 
unemployed men made significantly more visits to 
their physicians, took more medications, and spent 
more days in bed sick than did employed individuals 
even though the number of diagnoses in the two 
groups were similar.”

Given the strong correlation between lack of eco-
nomic opportunity and social and health inequities, 
public investment should promote fair and equal 
opportunity for all members of society. Linking low-
income workers to jobs and business opportunities 
throughout the region can address a number of our 
community’s equity-related challenges. Access to 
jobs could reduce the vulnerability of low-income 
populations to criminal activity and could help en-
courage investment in educational and career oppor-
tunities. Creating economic opportunity in poor 
neighborhoods could also aid in overcoming society’s 
social and racial fragmentation. Our strategies in-
clude: (1) Preserving existing blue collar jobs in the 
goods movement sector. The SF Bay Area goods pro-
ducing industries and goods movement industries 
a c c o u n t f o r o v e r 1 0 % o f t h e r e g i o n ’s 
employment. These industries support job diversity. 
Efficient goods movement also contributes to the 
competitiveness of the region. (2) Developing strate-
gies to retrofit suburban corporate campuses and 
edge cities in order to increase transit access by low-
income communities, developing affordable housing 
adjacent to employment centers served by transit, 
and developing bus rapid transit (BRT) connecting 
employment opportunities throughout the region.
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
Economic Opportunity

Carl Anthony
Breakthrough Communities

Carl Anthony, architect, author and urban / suburban / regional design 
strategist, is co-founder of the Breakthrough Communities Project. He has 
served as Acting Director of the Community and Resource Development Unit 
at the Ford Foundation, responsible for the Foundation’s world wide 
programs in fields of Environment and Development, and Community 
Development. He directed the Foundation’s Sustainable Metropolitan 
Communities Initiative and the Regional Equity Demonstration in the United 
States. Carl funded the national Conversation on Regional Equity (CORE), a 
dialogue of national policy analysts and advocates for new metropolitan racial 
justice strategies. He was Founder and, for 12 years Executive Director, of the 
Urban Habitat Program in the San Francisco Bay Area. With his colleague Luke 
Cole at the California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation, he founded and 
published the Race, Poverty and the Environment Journal, the only 
environmental justice periodical in the United States. He has a professional 
degree in architecture from Columbia University. In 1996, he was appointed 
Fellow at the Institute of Politics, John F. Kennedy School of Government, 
Harvard University.

Preview

“For a long time, our general strategies about economic opportunity were really 
isolated from the land use planning process. People have been concerned a lot about 

housing in the land use process, they have been concerned about the pattern of 
transportation, but they really have not paid as much attention to the location of jobs 

in the metropolitan region.”

“With the right mix of public policies and opportunities the urban planners and 
architects have some important opportunities to bring planning and jobs close to 

where people are. The pattern over the last 50 years has focused a great deal on jobs 
moving out to the suburbs, and this pattern is not sustainable. We now are at a point 

where we can begin to think more systematically about some of the job opportunities 
that may exist in our metropolitan regions.”

“There is a really important opportunity to think about making sure our health care 
and health opportunities are located in convenient places on the emerging new 

metropolitan transportation grid.”
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I’m Carl Anthony, co-founder and co-director of 
Breakthrough Communities, and I want to share with 
you some of the important developments in the Six 
Wins network about economic opportunity. The Six 
Wins network initially adopted a strategy to include 
economic opportunity, and now we’re seeing that 
come into fruition. Twenty percent of the popula-
tion of the Bay Area is actually below the poverty 
line, and this is a condition that actually keeps 
many of the people from participating in the full 
benefits of life in the community. Economic oppor-
tunity is a very complex subject. The reasons that 
people are poor and the reasons that they are ex-
cluded from opportunities have a lot to do with many 
different levels of public policy and with private en-
terprise. We have to take into consideration, for ex-
ample, how poor people are discriminated against. 
We have to think about national fiscal policy, 
whether it’s full employment or whether it supports 
unemployment of a certain number of people. There 
are many people who are advocating that we focus a 
lot more on the export economy, the business of 
reaching out to other growing sectors in the global 
community to expand those economic opportunities. 
In the San Francisco Bay Area, of course, we have 
Silicon Valley, which is a really important structure 
for economic opportunity for people who are very 
wealthy, but it doesn’t necessarily include the people 
who are less well off, although many jobs in Silicon 
Valley do go to low wage workers. The other point 
about economic opportunity is that a lot depends on 
your educational background. 

To what extent are we creating a pipeline to allow 
people to get the education they need in order to 
participate fully in the economy? And the economy is 
changing very rapidly as the middle class is shrink-
ing. Very few people are very wealthy. The majority 
of people are stranded in lower paying jobs than they 
had anticipated. So economic opportunity is an im-
portant part of the Six Big Wins campaign. The thing 
we really need to recognize is that, for a long time, 
our general strategies about economic opportunity 
were really isolated from the land use planning proc-
ess. People have been concerned a lot about housing 
in the land use process, they have been concerned 
about the pattern of transportation, but they really 
have not paid as much attention to the location of 

jobs in the metropolitan region. So we have a pattern 
over the last 25 or 30 or 50 years where many com-
munities that used to have strong economic oppor-
tunities located within their borders have been basi-
cally left stranded as large, successful companies 
have either moved out to the suburbs or have moved 
overseas. A lot of jobs were lost by the communities 
of color and low income communities. So as we plan 
now to rebuild our cities and regions in the 21st cen-
tury we need to really think about who’s at the table. 
It seems odd that there are some unconventional 
populations that should be in the process, who are 
currently not in the process. For example, most of 

the jobs being cre-
ated are created by 
small business , 
and yet we don’t 
see small business 
in the planning 
process. We need 
to have people 
who are actually 
creating the jobs 
participating in 
the planning proc-
ess so they can tell 
us the kinds of 
considerations we 
need to make. The 
s m a l l b u s i n e s s 

people and their companies are basically responsible 
for perhaps 50, 60, 70 percent of the new jobs that 
are created, so we should have those folks in the 
planning process. Another huge segment of the 
population that should be in the land use/planning 
process, but that are not, are the people who are con-
cerned about the career pipeline. We have many folks 
that are educating our communities in our commu-
nity colleges and they’re not really that visible in the 
planning process, addressing what our community 
should be. And it’s a two-way process. It’s not only a 
question of having folks who are in the community 
college sector of society telling us things that we 
need to know about our transportation and land use 
system, but also they have the opportunity to learn 
about this. Then of course we have the safety net 
communities, and it’s always struck me as being 
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rather odd that folks who are most concerned about 
the safety nets, that is the folks who are under siege 
because they’re either homeless or they’ve lost their 
jobs and have no hope for a job in the future are not 
in the planning process, nor are the organizations 
that represent them and fight for them. One of the 
things that’s really peculiar is that very often the 
county governments are most responsible for taking 
care of the folks who are the most marginalized and 
could invite them to be part of the planning process. 
Counties have, for example, congestion management 
agencies and they could be represented in the proc-
ess, but they’re not. So we have to think about how to 
restructure our decision making process to get more 
input from people who have not been in the planning 
process. That’s one of the things we’re working on 
right now. We’ve very pleased to be working in col-
laboration with Working Partnerships, which is an 
economic development organization that’s been in 
the Bay Area for 20 or 30 years, and they represent 
basically the labor organizations in Silicon Valley. 
They have had a long, successful career representing 
the interests of labor in the high tech industry, in-
cluding health conditions for people who are work-
ing in those industries among other dimensions of 

their wonderful work. They’re working with us now 
in the creating of these economic opportunities. 

What I want to say, speaking now as an architect 
and as an 
urban plan-
ner, is that 
m a n y o f 
these poli-
c i e s t h a t 
a c t u a l l y 
shape eco-
nomic op-
p o r t u n i t y 
are not nec-
essarily within the bailiwick of people who are doing 
city planning or urban policy. But with the right mix 
of public policies and opportunities the urban 
planners and architects have some important op-
portunities to bring planning and jobs close to 
where people are. The pattern over the last 50 
years has focused a great deal on jobs moving out 
to the suburbs, and this pattern is not sustainable. 
We now are at a point where we can begin to think 
more systematically about some of the job oppor-
tunities that may exist in our metropolitan re-
gions.

I’d like to share just a little bit 
about the kinds of jobs that 
might be created or that 
might be supported, that 
could serve as economic op-
portunities for the folks who 
are most marginalized, and 
provide services and goods 
that such populations need. 
The first is health care. There 
is a really important oppor-
tunity to think about mak-
ing sure our health care 
and health opportunities 
are located in convenient 
places on the emerging new 
metropolitan transporta-
tion grid. Under the new 
planning efforts, many of our 
cities will be connected by 
transportation corridors, and 
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there is going to be a lot of focus on transit-oriented 
development at various intervals along these trans-
portation corridors. These nodes on the corridors 
will be conveniently located, as will the corridors 
themselves. The fact of the matter is that everyone in 
society is getting older every minute and there will be 
a very, very great need for providing a new pattern of 
health care for the seniors whose numbers are grow-
ing very rapidly. The Baby Boomers are now turning 
60 or 65, and increasingly they are going to be need-
ing health care and health facilities. Some of the 
services supporting those communities are the tradi-
tional medical facilities, which could be located on 
transportation corridors, but there are also uncon-
ventional, prevention-oriented health care ideas that 
should be at the center of how we begin to think 
about and plan. For example, gymnasia and activities 
that support exercise particularly for the elderly 
population who need that, and millions of people 
who are going to be needing new support and new 
facilities. As the idea of prevention becomes much 
more viable, we can really think about where some of 
these facilities could be located. It is important to 
make sure they are accessible to public transit. 

A second category which is remarkable in many 
ways is food. There have been a number of studies by 

the Department of 
Agriculture look-
ing at the food 
needs of particu-
larly low income 
and poor people, 
and our most vul-
nerable, poorest 
communities are 
very often located 
in food deserts, 
defined by the 
D e p ar tment o f 
Agriculture as 

basically not providing healthy food for the popula-
tion. The poorest communities are extremely vulner-
able to the kinds of stores that really support alcohol 
and liquor, but not good and healthy foods. The food 
industry is in the process of reconfiguring itself 
and one of the real opportunities is to figure out 
how to get healthy food to locations where people 
are. Of course the rich people always seem to man-

age. As food prices go up there will always be more 
opportunities to design and build these places in 
wealthy communities, but as we begin to think about 
the impact of our food system on poor people we 
need to think about what kind of jobs will be avail-
able, and about creating new kinds of supermarkets 
and also thinking about farmers markets and other 
food outlets, and even mobile food sources that can 
be healthy and serve people who have been under-
served. That’s a second area of investment.

The third area of investment is looking at trans-
portation itself as an opportunity for jobs. I mention 
this because some of the jobs that are available in 
transportation, like bus drivers and operators of tran-
sit equipment, are very well paying jobs that offer an 
opportunity to raise a family, and they provide a 
really great service to their communities. We have 
been involved recently in a campaign to get a free 
bus pass for young people, and among the most ac-
tive advocates of a free eco-bus pass for youth are 
bus drivers. It’s really interesting to talk with them 
because they see themselves not only as driving the 
bus, but also as kind of guardians of the young peo-
ple who come under their roof for that period during 
the day when they go back and forth from school. So 
transportation jobs are an important asset to com-
munities and they also can provide a living wage. We 
see that as being a boost not only for everybody, but 
in particular these jobs actually serve the local mar-
ginalized pretty well.

I’d also like to mention education. Most of our 
community colleges are located with access to public 
transit, so that’s good. Any new public schools that 
are constructed should be located in places that are 
accessible to public transit. I see statistics about the 
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privately- owned colleges, which are growing like 
crazy, and some of the new jobs available in educa-
tion could also be located along transportation corri-
dors. Not only the poorest people work in some of 
these industries, like the health industry, but also 
rich ones as well, so you have a real spread in the 
health industry of surgeons and doctors and people 
with very high educational requirements, but you 
also have the orderlies and others who need public 
transportation. Education is like that as well. You 
have the blend between the higher income people 
and their demand, and the lower income people as 
well.

Finally, I would mention a new trend which is 
beginning to surface, which is manufacturing for 
specialized needs. There is a new develop-
ment with manufacturing now which is kind 
of going up instead of horizontal, and the 
nuisance factors that were associated with 
the old generation of manufacturing facilities 
are not necessarily associated with these new 
ones. So there is a new opportunity to build 
access to new jobs in manufacturing. 

These are some of the examples that we 
really need to be thinking about in terms of 

economic opportunities for the marginalized 
populations. Of course we need to be think-
ing as well about other opportunities that 
require more education, that students have 
opportunities to learn the skills that are go-

ing to be needed to get into some of these job 
opportunities. Angela Blackwell of Policy Link pub-
lished a really important report called America’s To-

morrow. The report outlines the needs of the new 
populations that are beginning to emerge, particu-
larly the African American and Latino population, 

and also the Asian American. It turns out that a large 
percentage of those populations are significantly 

younger than the white population, so their need for 
being made ready for the new markets that are going 
to emerge is the highest challenge. There’s a wonder-

ful opportunity to think about how to build those 
opportunities into our transportation and land use 

system. I am looking forward to working with Work-
ing Partnership, who are concerned about what the 

criteria are for good jobs. What kinds of social sup-
ports can we have so that the people who are 

working to serve us can also get a living wage for 
doing that. 

With an emphasis on going forward, there are a 
few new trends. I’ll mention two that are extremely 
important. One is the emerging amount of capital 
that will be made available through the cap and trade 
process. The cap and trade process is basically deal-
ing with greenhouse gas emissions, and the cap and 
trade process means that a cap is being put on the 
amount of pollution that is allowable, which will then 
decrease each year. Permits to provide access to pol-
lution opportunities will become more and more 
expensive, and the idea is to use the market system. 
Cap and trade has been adopted in California 
through AB-32, and at this point it looks as though 

there will be billions of dollars that will be available 
to support a number of activities. Those activities 
that will be supported are in areas of new growth 
including clean tech, technology areas, removal, en-
ergy resources, solar collectors, and things like that 
that are very much on the horizon. Plan Bay Area 
provides that 10% of the cap and trade revenues here 
in the Bay Area are spent in what are defined as dis-
advantaged communities, and 25% are spent to 
benefit disadvantaged communities, consonant with 
state law.

I also want to mention another area which cuts 
across the different dimensions and that is economic 
resilience. We’ve been normally thinking about get-
ting our food in the supermarket and we need to be 
thinking about food and other opportunities that 
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people actually produce themselves, that will enable 
communities to have resilience in the case of extreme 
weather events or other stressors that build up in 
society. Our whole economy is shifting and there 
need to be more local opportunities for small busi-
nesses as well as families and households. As we 

reach out in one direction to become much more a 
viable society for international trade, we also need to 
be thinking about self-reliance and being able to 
build and create these economic opportunities that 
really address local capacity and local production. 
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Six Big Wins Bay Area 
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Louise Auerhahn
Working Partnerships USA

Associate Policy Director Louise Auerhahn joined Working 
Partnerships USA in July 2001. She is lead author of our periodic Life in 
the Valley Economy reports. Her current focus is on the impacts of 
Silicon Valley’s changing economy on working families and the middle 
class, including efforts to create good green jobs and place working 
people, woman and communities of color at the center of the 
emerging green economy. She also serves on the Board of Directors of 
the Services, Immigrant Rights, and Education Network (SIREN) and 
the Collins Foundation. While at Working Partnerships USA, Auerhahn’s 
work has included promoting public subsidies accountability, 
development and analysis of health care policy, and investigations 
into the history and future of the progressive labor movement. She 
holds a B.S. in Earth Systems from Stanford University.

Preview

This social justice class was looking at the issues and thought that there was really a 
need and opportunity in San Jose to raise the minimum wage, to create a local city 

minimum wage at $10 that would enable the folks working at the bottom of the pay 
scale to have a little more, and be able to live in the most expensive city in the country, 

and to support their families.

“how can we make sure that this enormous wealth that’s been generated by the value 
actually encourages the valley’s residents in an equitable way for the people who 

make it happen?”

Going back and talking to some of those folks, hearing their stories and seeing them 
get involved in organizing so that other people can win what they’ve won, that’s what 
really brings it home to me. It is directly benefiting them in a material way but it’s also 
empowering people to have a different vision of what the community could be and to 

see that they can work and make that vision happen.
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       LA I’m Louise Auerhahn and I’m associate 
policy director at Working Partnerships USA. 

Working Partnerships USA is really focused on all 
of the interlocking issues that affect working families, 
middle class and low income households in Silicon 
Valley and throughout the regions of the state. That 
includes equitable access to good jobs that pay a liv-
ing wage and enable people to support their family. It 
includes affordable housing, access to transit, access 
to affordable and quality healthcare for both children 
and adults, really all of these issues that families or 
individuals do not experience separately in their 
lives. They experience them all at the same time. We 
try to address them all in an integrated fashion. 

       LA Some of my other colleagues had been 
peripherally involved with Six Wins earlier but we 
were approached a couple of months ago, I believe, 
by a couple of individuals from Public Advocates.

       LA Working Partnerships is really commit-
ted to empowering working people to improve their 
lives and the lives of their families and their commu-
nities. We were really excited and energized by the 
amazing victory that Six Wins had in July at Plan Bay 
Area. After that, Richard (Marcantonio) from Public 
Advocates approached us and said “we brought to-
gether this great coalition. We’ve had fantastic victo-
ries.” One of the areas that they weren’t able to work 
on as much as they had wanted to was jobs and eco-
nomic opportunity, because it’s policy oriented, and 
it hasn’t, in the past, been very connected to land use. 
There wasn’t a lot of experience and background on 
how to do that. When he approached Working Part-
nerships, asking if we could play a role in lifting up 
and moving forward the Jobs Win Network, we were 
really excited to be able to join with this fantastic 
group of organizations that brought together so 
many people and so many different stakeholders to 
really push for equity in Plan Bay Area. From our 
perspective, equity and economic justice are two 
sides of the same coin. You need equitable access to 
jobs, you need equitable access to a living wage and 
on the flip side, in order to be able to get to your job 
you need affordable housing, you need transit, you 
need food access, all of those again combine together 
in the life of a low income family or middle class fam-
ily. We see it as interconnected and it’s fantastic to 

have this opportunity to make some of those con-
nections more concrete.

       LA Working Partnerships started around 16 
years ago. I’ve been there about 12 years, so I’ve 
really seen a lot of different issues and priorities and 
victories and challenges that we’ve worked on. One 
recent victory that was really exciting for us and for 
our members was raising the minimum wage in San 
Jose. In 2012, the genesis of this actually was a group 
of San Jose State students in a social justice class. If 
you’re not familiar with San Jose State, it’s very much 
a working class university. The folks there are often 
the children of low income people, often the first of 
their generation to go to college. This social justice 
class was looking at the issues and thought that there 
was really a need and opportunity in San Jose to raise 
the minimum wage, to create a local city minimum 
wage at $10 that would enable the folks working at 
the bottom of the pay scale to have a little more, and 
be able to live in the most expensive city in the coun-
try, and to support their families. Working Partner-
ship provided a lot of the policy and research sup-
port, the organizing support and came together with 
a lot of other organizations in the South Bay, some of 
which aren’t traditionally involved in advocacy. They 
were service providers whose clients are people who 
are working for minimum wage and still have to go to 
the food bank because their minimum wage doesn’t 
pay enough. 

That was a fantastic organizing campaign. The 
city council did not support minimum wage and so 
we went to the ballot with the voters and the voters 
approved minimum wage by an overwhelming ma-
jority. I think it was 59% or 60% voted yes, raise the 
wage to $10 an hour in San Jose. Since that’s been 
implemented, over 70,000 workers have received 
raises as a result of this victory. I think it also helped 
inspire the state to raise the state minimum wage, 
along with some other victories in cities throughout 
the state.

I think that’s an example of the kind of large scale 
victory that we’d like to be able to bring to the Jobs 
Win Network, it’s affecting thousands, tens of thou-
sands of people to be able to build a better life in the 
future for themselves and their families.
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       LA As far as how I personally got into it, I 
grew up in a progressive family. I think justice and 
doing right by other people and fairness was a core 
value my parents imparted. My mother was a teacher 
and my father is a public sector worker. There was 
also very much that element of the importance of 
having good, stable jobs and the value that the public 
sector brings. They also raised me to be a strong 
feminist, to be an anti-racist. I came with those core 
values. In college, I started to learn a little more 
about the structural inequities in the United States, 
got very involved in organizing in different capaci-
ties, one of which was a student environmental jus-
tice group in solidarity with the community in Oak-
land that had a medical waste incinerator and Stan-
ford was the primary customer of that incinerator. 
That was a very empowering campaign for me that 
we were able to work in solidarity with that commu-
nity in Oakland, stop Stanford from sending its 
medical waste into that incinerator, and a few years 
later the community got the incinerator shut down 
altogether. For me, that was sort of the recognition 
that we could really have an impact and that we 
could have that impact by working directly with 
communities that were affected. I also found in col-
lege that while organizing was very important, it 
wasn’t my strength. My strength was research and 
policy, analytical work, really understanding the data 
and the structures. When I learned about Working 
Partnerships, it was a great opportunity to bring my 
own strengths to the cause of social justice. 

       LA Silicon Valley obviously is the heart of 
the high-tech economy, the heart of venture capital, 
home to many, many wealthy people, also home to 
many, many poor people and that’s part of why 
Working Partnerships was started, the recognition of 
what we called at that time the hourglass economy. If 
you think about the distribution of income in the 
economy and Silicon Valley at that time in the mid 
90s, you had a substantial portion of people at the 
top who were making a good wage. You had a much 
smaller portion who were making a middle wage, and 
then you had this group of very low wage workers, 
many of them were actually serving the high wage 
workers in the cafeteria, the janitorial workers, these 
other very low wage people that actually worked at 
those high-tech companies but were not employed 

by those high-tech companies. They were subcon-
tracted for the lowest pay possible. 

Working Partnerships was formed in part to ad-
dress that widening income inequality, the hourglass 
economy, and ask “how can we make sure that this 
enormous wealth that’s been generated by the value 
actually encourages the valley’s residents in an equi-
table way for the people who make it happen?” Since 
that time, we’ve seen two economic bubbles in Sili-
con Valley. The result of that has been that inequality 
has gotten even more extreme. The income distribu-
tion we’re seeing now, we call a Victorian Gown 
economy. We still have that small group at the top 
that’s gotten smaller, we have a very, very small mid-
dle and then the low wage sector is just ballooning 
out like a ball gown. We think this is important, ob-
viously not only because it’s inequitable to these 
people who live in Silicon Valley. Some live in ga-
rages and by creeks and in their cars, wherever they 
can find, because they can’t afford to live in Silicon 
Valley, the leading edge of the global economy. If this 
can happen in Silicon Valley, then the rest of the 
country or even the rest of the world needs to be 
aware that there is a dark side, there are problems 
with this economic model and we’ve got to figure out 
how to make this a more equitable model if it’s going 
to create sustainable growth. 

       LA Working Partnerships would like to be 
able to play a role with Six Wins in both driving for-
ward the Jobs Win Network and integrating it into 
the other wins that are part of the overall structure. 
Looking at how we incorporate not just job creation 
but the type of jobs being created, standards for 
those jobs and who has access to those jobs, how we 
incorporate that into land use planning and decision 
making. Taking on some of the tough questions 
around, jobs, housing, transit, all these different 
needs, what is the best way to integrate them? One 
challenge obviously is that a number of good middle 
class jobs don’t easily mix with housing. We’ve got 
these mixed-use transit villages that are the ideal that 
we’d like to have. It’s pretty hard to have a giant 
manufacturing plant mixed with housing. It’s not 
ideal to have warehouses mixed with housing. How 
do we resolve that in a way that people can have af-
fordable housing near transit and can also get to 
those jobs and can preserve their health and their 
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local community? I don’t know that we’re going to 
answer those question in one year, but I’m excited to 
be able to start thinking about it. 

       LA One of the goals of land use planning is 
to create opportunity for residents co-equal with the 
other goals of land use planning. To be consciously 
thinking about how we can create housing that’s af-
fordable for all different sectors, how that housing is 
linked not just to any kind of job, but to jobs that 
would be accessible to those residents, and that will 
enable them to make a living and to afford that hous-
ing. This has come up in a few city discussions. I 
think Mountain View was one. If you’re building af-
fordable housing but you’re also creating jobs that 
pay so little that people have to have subsidized af-
fordable housing, that’s a zero gain right there. You’re 
creating demand faster that you’re creating supply. 
How can we create jobs that pay enough that people 
can actually afford housing that isn’t subsidized?

       LA I think Working Partnerships sees our-
selves as having a role in broadening the coalition 
that the Six Wins Network has created, broadening 
both membership and the different types of oppor-
tunities for participation, and also potentially broad-
ening the focus. We need to continue our focus on 
MTC and ABAG, but also on what we each can do in 
our local cities in a coordinated way that furthers the 
goal. What can be done around other streams of 
funding such as the CPUC, taking the framework 
that we’ve worked so hard to develop and applying it 
everywhere that we can? I think that would be my 
vision.

       LA San Jose is about two thirds immigrants 
and children of immigrants. You can’t consider doing 
organizing at San Jose without immigrants, but it is 
not a homegeneous block. There are Latinos, there 
are Vietnamese, there are Filipinos. I think there are 
more a hundred languages spoken in San Jose. Num-
ber one, the cultural competency is extremely impor-
tant and by necessity means building a broad net-
work. No one organization can reach all of those in-
dividual communities and I think the specific issues 
really are the issues of working people in San Jose. 
We need comprehensive immigration reform, which 
would be incredibly important. It’s a little outside the 

scope of Six Wins but really in order to pursue eco-
nomic justice, having the right to work is one of the 
most basic elements. I’ll give an example: I was talk-
ing about the low wage workers at the high-tech 
companies. There is a food service company that 
serves a lot of the high-tech campuses in San Jose 
that just recently had what’s called an I-9 audit by 
ICE and fired over a hundred of its workers based on 
their social security numbers not matching whatever 
is in those electronic systems. There’s been a lot of 
mobilization recently in the community, trying to get 
those workers some leeway so they can at least find 
another source of income. That sort of thing is going 
to keep happening until we have immigration reform.

       LA On the research and policy side, there 
tend to be a lot of little moments. There isn’t one big 
victory,I it’s more like this person signed a letter, this 
committee voted in favor, this policy moved forward. 
Now we need to implement it. There often isn’t that 
one transformative moment, but I think seeing all 
those little victories add up and seeing the commu-
nity moved forward, and that thousands of children 
do have health insurance, and 70,000 workers did get 
a raise. Going back and talking to some of those 
folks, hearing their stories and seeing them get in-
volved in organizing so that other people can win 
what they’ve won, that’s what really brings it home to 
me. It is directly benefiting them in a material way 
but it’s also empowering people to have a different 
vision of what the community could be and to see 
that they can work and make that vision happen.

       LA I’d say coalition work is incredibly im-
portant, both because it increases your power and it 
increases your understanding of how these issues 
overlap and intersect. If our different groups working 
on our different issues don’t have that understanding, 
we can be played against each other, and very often 
are by the forces who currently hold power and like 
the system the way it is and don’t want to see it 
change. They figure out ways to say, “Here is this lit-
tle slice of the pie. One of the seven of you is going to 
get it. Go fight over who gets that slice.” Well, we 
want the whole pie. The only way that we’re going to 
get it is if we’re able to understand and support each 
other’s issues.
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