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Chairman Lowenthal and Members of the Committees:

Thank you for the invitation to provide testimony on accommodating schools in regional plans. My remarks will focus on the integrated work that has been conducted in the linking transportation and land use planning, and specifically the potential for better coordination between existing regional planning work and school site planning. 

The Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG) is the council of governments for El Dorado, Placer, Sacramento, Sutter, Yolo, and Yuba counties, and their 22 cities. Our diverse region of urban and rural communities is home to 2.3 million people. Schools are an asset in communities of all sizes, and as we expect to add another million residents over the next 25 years, we know that many of those new residents will be students, parents, teachers and others whose daily travel revolve around schools. As a transportation planning agency  and a council of governments that has looked at land use growth, SACOG and our sister agencies throughout the state are very interested in schools, their relationships to communities and residents, and the unique travel patterns around them.   Schools are one of the key travel destinations we consider when looking in our travel modeling and projections in addition to employment, housing, and services.  Understanding how school siting is aligned with population growth and land use patterns support our effective planning of coordinated transportation networks. 

Let me give you some brief background on our transportation and land use planning in the Sacramento region, and then offer some thoughts on how school districts and regional planning agencies might work together.

Transportation & Land Use Planning
Every four years, the SACOG Board of Directors adopts a Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP), which is a financially constrained plan for surface transportation in the Sacramento region. In 2002, we started to see the consequences of planning for transportation in isolation: no matter how much we invested in roads, transit, or sidewalks, we were looking at a 60 percent increase in congestion in the future. It became very clear that we needed to look at land use in a coordinated way, because transportation investments must be tightly coupled with changes in land use in order to make any sort of difference. 
After the bleak forecast of congestion, worsening air quality, and an expansive growth footprint, SACOG got to work on a 50-year regional Blueprint growth strategy that provided the needed technical analysis capabilities, political support, and smart growth planning strategies to optimize system performance through integrated land use, transportation and air quality planning. In 2004, the Blueprint received universal consensus from rural and urban elected officials alike on the SACOG board adopted the boldest regional land use strategy in the nation. 

In 2008, SACOG adopted a Metropolitan Transportation Plan for 2035 that was based on the Blueprint. The new transportation plan performed significantly better than the 2002 plan on virtually every indicator, including transit ridership, vehicle miles traveled, congestion, air quality and greenhouse gas emissions. 
Also in 2008, the Governor signed Senate Bill 375 by Senator Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg further creating incentives across the state for regions who work in a coordination approach to their regional planning for transportation, land use and housing to implement smart growth planning and realize benefits to greenhouse gas emission reductions.  This expansion of the opportunities represented in integrated regional planning between local governments represents a new model which could be applied to a variety of other planning efforts related to land use. As you know, the state and its regions are in the midst of implementing Senate Bill 375 patterned after SACOG’s Blueprint planning project. 

Schools & Regional Plans
To date, the vast information collected at the regional level by metropolitan planning organizations and council of governments has not been brought to look at planning for future schools. School planning is one of the critical infrastructures of health communities along with jobs- housing balance, presence of sufficient green and recreational space, as well as the broader benefits of preserving open space and agricultural lands in our rural spaces. 

As with air quality, transportation, and many other regional issues, the impacts of schools do not always stop at the school district or the jurisdictional boundary. Very directly, school locations serve as community centers with unique transportation needs for families as well as residents of communities without children.  One issue that transportation planners and school officials are looking at more closely is active transportation. The average distance of travel to schools has increased sharply—from 90 percent of students living within a mile of their school in 1969 to less than 30 percent today. Not only are trips to school longer, but there is a gap in safe routes to school, and a reduction in physical activity because fewer students are walking or bicycling to school. Understanding these travel demands enhances the effectiveness of planning for our region’s transportation system and community-scale travel needs.  We see this as an opportunity for voluntary partnership, although not without its challenges.

Through the planning work we already do, SACOG estimates travel behavior around schools based on their size, the number of students, and other factors. We estimate in new areas demographics such as the number of households with children. Over the next three years, thanks to Proposition 84 funding allocated by the Strategic Growth Council, other regional agencies throughout the state will make great strides in being able to increase their understanding of housing patterns, demographics, and travel behavior. However, to fully account for and include school siting and access in regional transportation planning would require additional resources, and, most importantly, coordination with school districts and local agencies. Our mantra during the Blueprint was “better data for better decision making”, and by increasing the modeling capabilities of our regional agencies, the data can be used by decision makers beyond the transportation realm, including local school districts.

In addition to the basic population projections, we have detailed projections on income, household size and travel behavior that could be very helpful in school planning. One thing we have learned from our transportation planning work is that a strong connection exists between income and household size, and how much a household drives.

One of the challenges that exist, however, is that our projections aren’t reconciled with the projections done by school districts. As the modeling capabilities expand, my hope is we will have more opportunities to partner with school districts to share projection data. 

SB 375: A Shift in Regional Planning
As my fellow panelist Dr. Vincent and his colleagues have pointed out, schools are also important infrastructure and are one of many important components for regions to consider as they start to work on their Sustainable Communities Strategies. As local, regional, and state governments will continue to face several years of tough financial times, voluntary coordination is a way for us to put our scarce resources to their full use. As regions increase their modeling capacity, I think the opportunities exist for including new data on projections for school needs along with other data enhancements associated with other residential and commercial development plans.

The Incentive-Based Model
One strategy that worked first in Blueprint, and was successfully included in SB 375, and is proposed in federal climate change legislation, is to encourage voluntary coordination of existing governments through financial and regulatory incentives. This model could work well for coordinating regional planning with school site planning. 

To encourage local governments to build projects and adopt general plans that align with the regional Blueprint, we have used a portion of our transportation funding for grants to assist those that have the desire but lack funding, as well as to help lower the costs of more expensive infill projects that are at a disadvantage when compared to greenfield projects. 

SB 375 took the incentivization a step further than we could by offering some CEQA relief for projects that are consistent with the regional sustainable communities plan. Through SB 732 and the Strategic Growth Council, the state will also be offering grants to help those projects that need financial assistance. The key point in both the SB 375 and in our Blueprint is that these are voluntary incentives: the state is not telling the regions how to grow, and regions are not telling their local cities and counties how to grow. The goals of different levels of government—whether the state’s goal of reducing greenhouse gas emissions, the region’s goal of reducing vehicle miles traveled, or local goals of offering more housing choices or preserving open space and ag land—are being met through these complementary efforts.

People Want More Options for Housing & Transportation
The key elements of the land use pattern in our 2008 MTP include major market shifts away from large-lot single family construction to small-lot single family and attached products (i.e., rowhouses, townhomes, apartments), increased amounts of growth through redevelopment and infill opportunities, especially within walking distance of existing and planned transit, and a new style of suburban growth that emphasizes mixed use and walkable neighborhoods. 

A number of national studies document that market demand is now high for urban and walkable suburban neighborhoods. We certainly have witnessed this in our region, with small-lot and attached housing products growing from 20 percent to 70 percent market share in just the first four years of implementing our Blueprint plan. Citizens want to live, work, shop, and play in the kinds of places that transit and smart land-use planning can create. Expanding the choices available for consumers for a wider range of housing types and transportation options will allow them to live the lives they want and produce measurable and astounding reductions in our carbon footprint. Consideration of quality educational opportunities as part of a regional land use vision will extend the attractiveness of denser more urban housing choices to a broader segment of our region’s population.  Cities and counties are changing their general plans and investment priorities (along with regional agencies) to make those choices possible, and in doing so we also protect our rural, suburban and urban future.
In addition to increasing the total amount of transit investment in its 2008 MTP, SACOG also diversified the transit system. Transit is not a one-size-fits-all investment. In order to serve rural communities, a growing urban core, and older suburban areas alike, the Sacramento region is planning for a wide spectrum of services that suit particular needs. These include: light rail, to connect communities with high population and employment densities; streetcars, to connect regional job centers and also make it easy and simple to get around in pedestrian-oriented urban and town centers; regional rail and express buses, to accommodate long-distance commuters; dial-a-ride or neighborhood shuttles, for rural and suburban communities; as well as fixed-route service, bus rapid transit, paratransit, and subscription buses. 
The significant commitment our region has made to smarter growth and smarter transportation investments has occurred because these concepts have broad public and political support. People from across the political spectrum see this type of future for our region as important to our economic and environmental health as well as our individual quality of life. This broad political consensus did not happen by accident. For the better part of the past decade, SACOG has engaged in extensive, innovative citizen and stakeholder outreach activities. We have conducted hundreds of workshops with thousands of citizens, engaging them with interactive computer technology and asking them to help make the decisions about growth patterns and transportation investments. We discovered that there is broad support for improving the range of housing choices, expanding viable transportation choices, locating jobs and housing near each other, and making maximum use of our existing developed areas instead of focusing most of our growth on lands with high agricultural and natural resource values that often are far away from employment and services.

We very much appreciate the committee’s interest in accommodating schools in regional planning. I would be happy to answer questions or provide any follow-up information that would be helpful to you. 

