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6.22  Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Targets Background 
 
Current law requires that no later than September 30, 2010, the California Air Resources 
Board (ARB) shall provide each MPO with the region’s greenhouse gas emission (GHG) 
reduction targets for automobile and light trucks for 2020 and 2035.  These targets are 
established with consideration given to methodology recommendations from an 
appointed Regional Targets Advisory Committee (RTAC).  The RTAC released its 
Recommendation Report entitled: Recommendations of the Regional Targets Advisory 
Committee (RTAC) Pursuant to SB 375 on September 29, 2009 which is available at the 
following link: 
 
http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/rtac/report/092909/finalreport.pdf 
 
6.23 Contents of the Sustainable Communities Strategy (SCS):  
 
The purpose of Section 6.23 is to provide background on the SCS and outline the 
statutory requirements for the SCS pursuant to Government Code Section 65080(b)(2). 
 
SCS Background 
 
Integrating transportation, land use, and housing, in the planning process is vital to 
reducing regional greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from cars and light trucks. The 
Sustainable Communities Strategy or SCS, was added as a new component of the RTP 
following the passage of SB 375 in September 2008, pursuant to Government Code 
Section 65080(b)(2).  
  
For over 30 years, the primary purpose of the RTP has been to identify the 
transportation projects, programs and services needed to address both current 
conditions as well as future regional growth and to specify the major transportation 
projects to be programmed given the financial resources available. Pursuant to 
Government Code Section 65080 (b)(2)(B) the SCS requires MPOs to work with local 
land use authorities and other appropriate entities to address regional land uses, 
regional housing needs, regional resource areas and farmland, as well as regional 
transportation needs in the RTP.  
 
Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B)(vii) requires the SCS to set forth a forecasted 
development pattern for the region that when integrated with the transportation network, 
and other transportation measures and policies, will reduce regional GHG emissions 
from automobiles and light trucks to achieve, if there is a feasible way to do so, the 
regional GHG emission reduction target set by ARB. Government Code Section 
65080.01(c) defines feasible as “capable of being accomplished in a successful manner 
within a reasonable period of time, taking into account economic, environmental, legal, 
social, and technological factors.” If the RTP, including the SCS, does not achieve the 
regional GHG reduction target, the MPO can elect to either revise the SCS or prepare an 
Alternative Planning Strategy (APS) that is separate from the RTP. 
 



 

Government Code Section 65080(b) requires that the RTP be an internally consistent 
document. This means that the contents of the Policy, Action, Financial, and Sustainable 
Communities Strategy elements of the RTP shall be consistent with one another. As a 
result, transportation investments and the forecasted development pattern in the SCS 
should be complimentary and not contradictory. 
 
Requirements of a Sustainable Communities Strategy (SCS) 
 
California Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B) requires that all MPOs shall 
prepare a Sustainable Communities Strategy, subject to the requirements of Part 450 of 
Title 23 of, and Part 93 of Title 40 of the Code of Federal Regulations, including the 
requirement to utilize the most recent planning assumptions considering local general 
plans and other factors. The Sustainable Communities Strategy shall: 
 

1. Identify the general location of uses, residential densities, and building intensities 
within the region; 

2. Identify areas within the region sufficient to house all the population of the region, 
including all economic segments of the population, over the course of the 
planning period of the regional transportation plan taking into account net 
migration into the region, population growth, household formation and 
employment growth; 

3. Identify areas within the region sufficient to house an eight-year projection of the 
regional housing need for the region pursuant to Government Code Section 
65584; 

4. Identify a transportation network to service the transportation needs of the region; 
5. Gather and consider the best practically available scientific information regarding 

resource areas and farmland in the region as defined in Government Code 
Section 65080.01(a) and (b); 

6. Consider the state housing goals specified in Government Code Sections 65580 
and 65581; 

7. Set forth a forecasted development pattern for the region, which, when integrated 
with the transportation network, and other transportation measures and policies, 
will reduce the greenhouse gas emissions from automobiles and light trucks to 
achieve, if there is a feasible way to do so, the greenhouse gas emission 
reduction targets approved by the state board; 

8. Allow the regional transportation plan to comply with Section 176 of the federal 
Clean Air Act (42 U.S.C. 7506) 

 
Requirements (Shall):  
Federal: Title 23 CFR Part 450 and Title 40 CFR Part 93 
State: Government Code Section 65080 
 
Recommendations (Should): 
Federal: none. 
State: none. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

6.24 Sustainable Communities Strategy Development:  
 
This section is intended to provide suggestions for the development of an SCS 
recognizing that there is great variation among the 18 MPOs within the state and that 
flexibility is an important component in SCS development. The SCS should be prepared 
in such a way as to allow for the quantification of regional GHG emissions reduction 
required pursuant to Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(G) and in a manner 
consistent with the modeling requirements outlined in Chapter 3 of these guidelines 
 
Visualization and Mapping 
 
Pursuant to Title 23 CFR Part 450 316(a), an RTP is required to include visualization 
techniques such as GIS-based information, graphs, maps, bar charts, pie charts, and 
other visual aids that a public participant understands without great technical detail. 
Additionally, Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(E)(iii) requires that public 
workshops held during the development of the SCS, to the extent practicable, shall 
include urban simulation computer modeling to create visual representations of the SCS, 
and APS if applicable. Visualization techniques associated with SCS development may 
build upon existing federal and state requirements for the RTP and could include 
narrative description, maps, data, or other resources (or any combination thereof) which 
illustrate the SCS requirements as outlined in Government Code Section 
65080(b)(2)(B)(i) – (viii). 
 
SCS Planning Assumptions  
 
As required by Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B)(i) and (vii), the SCS shall 
identify the general location of uses, residential densities, and building intensities within 
the region as well as a forecasted development pattern for the region that is based upon 
the most recent planning assumptions considering local general plans and other factors.  
In addition, federal air quality conformity regulations require that land use assumptions 
used are the best available and consistent with the transportation system planned to 
meet federal guidance on land use. Pursuant to Government Code Section 
65080(b)(2)(J) however, neither the SCS nor the APS regulates the use of land, and 
does not supersede the land use authority of cities and counties within the region. City 
and county land use policies and regulations, including general plans, are not required to 
be consistent with the RTP, SCS or the APS.   
 
In developing an SCS, an MPO shall consult with cities and counties about their existing 
general plans and foreseeable changes to their general plans over the period covered by 
the RTP. MPOs are also required by Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(F) to 
consider spheres of influence that have been adopted by the Local Agency Formation 
Commissions (LAFCOs) within the region during development of the SCS.  Further, 
MPOs should consult with LAFCOs within the region regarding municipal service review 
boundaries, foreseeable changes to those boundaries and service capacities over the 
period covered by the RTP as well as any local LAFCO adopted policies regarding 
preservation of agricultural and open space land, island annexations, annexations, 
service extensions and sphere changes. MPOs are also encouraged to request LAFCO 
prepared GIS maps, if available, for all local agency boundaries and spheres of influence 
in the region. 
 



 

When planning and land use assumptions are made that are significantly different than 
historical trends, federal, state, and local agencies should be consulted as to whether 
the assumptions are reasonable, best available, and consistent with the transportation 
system planned. To the extent that they are reasonable and consistent with federal 
requirements, an MPO may base an SCS on planning assumptions that differ from 
historical trends, existing plans and boundaries. The MPO should document the 
assumptions made to develop the SCS. The following is a non-exclusive list of when 
making an assumption that is different from historical trends or existing plans and 
boundaries may be appropriate: 
 

1. The assumption accounts for new market, regulatory, or environmental trends 
that are likely to influence development choices, particularly in circumstances 
when it has been several years since a general plan has been updated. 

2. The assumption accounts for differences in the time horizons between the RTP 
(20 to 40 years or more) and local general plans (often 20 years). 

3. The assumption accounts for general uses and densities within general plans 
that may be required to comply with state law. For example, achieving an 
adequate housing site inventory for the previous or new planning period in order 
to meet the housing needs of all economic segments of the population as 
required under Article 10.6 of the Planning and Zoning Law (housing element 
law).  

4. Existing general plans do not yet include land use designations with zoning and 
development standards to accommodate the existing RHNA and cannot 
accommodate the next RHNA without amendment of land use designations and 
rezoning. 

5. Local governments have not yet completed a scheduled rezoning program of an 
adopted housing element. 

6. Existing plans reflect ordinances, policies, voter-approved measures, or other 
standards that directly or indirectly limits the number of residential building 
permits. 

7. The assumption accounts for likely increases or decreases in state, federal, or 
local funding of programs that influence the extent to which a program may or 
may not be implemented. 

8. Other reasons identified through consultation with federal, state, and local 
agencies 

 
Addressing Housing Needs in the SCS 
 
The passage of SB 375 linked the Regional Housing Need Allocation (RHNA) process 
required by State Housing Element Law to the RTP development and adoption process. 
The RHNA process occurs every 8 years, while the RTP update process occurs every 4 
years for non-attainment areas, and every 5 years for attainment areas. SB 375 added 
two direct linkages between the RTP and RHNA processes, 1.) the SCS must identify 
areas within the region sufficient to house an eight-year projection of the regional 
housing need for the region, and 2.) the RHNA process will be completed concurrently 
with RTP adoption, therefore the time of RTP adoption will indicate the start of the 18 
month period in which jurisdictions within the region must update their housing elements. 
 
Pursuant to Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B)(ii), the SCS must identify areas 
within the region sufficient to house all the population of the region, including all 
economic segments of the population, over the course of the planning period of the 



 

regional transportation plan, taking into account net migration into the region, population 
growth, household formation, and employment growth. This is separate from the 
requirement pursuant to 65080(b)(2)(B)(iii) to identify areas sufficient to house an eight 
year projection of the housing need pursuant to the Regional Housing Needs Allocation 
(RHNA) process in Section 65584 et seq.  
 
While the SCS is required to accommodate the RHNA and housing element 
requirements, unlike the eight year RHNA planning period, there is no assigned housing 
number for the entire RTP planning period. The planning period for the regional 
transportation plan is at least 12 years longer than the eight year RHNA allocation (and 
may be longer, depending on the RTP planning horizon).      
 
Thus, MPOs should include an analysis within the SCS that looks forward over the entire 
planning period and reasonably addresses what the housing need may be and where 
the region can meet its housing needs for all economic segments of the population over 
the course of the RTP planning period.  This analysis should assume a variety of 
housing types and densities. Documentation to support this analysis should be prepared 
and may include a narrative description, map, data, or other resources (or any 
combination thereof) that identifies where within the region this need can be met. Like all 
planning assumptions, assumptions related to identifying housing needs beyond the 
eight year RHNA allocation period should be reevaluated each time the RTP is updated.  
 
Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B)(iii) requires that the SCS identify areas within 
the region sufficient to house an eight-year projection of the regional housing need for 
the region (RHNA) pursuant to Government Code Section 65584. The RHNA 
establishes a minimum amount of housing development capacity for the housing 
element. Each city and county must demonstrate this capacity with adequate sites, and 
development standards and programs to accommodate the RHNA within the planning 
period of an updated housing element. The RHNA process includes many steps and 
statutorily required deadlines which are available in Appendix L. Key steps of the RHNA 
process are as follows: 
 

1. State law requires that 24 – 26 months prior to the housing element due date, the 
RHNA process begins with determining the regional housing need following 
consultation between each Council of Governments (COG) and the California 
Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD). 

2. HCD allocates a share of the statewide housing need to each region’s COG. 
3. The COG develops a Draft Regional Housing Need Allocation Plan allocating the 

region’s share of the statewide need to cities and counties within the region – this 
plan is developed concurrently with development of the RTP, including the SCS. 

4. The COG adopts a Final Regional Housing Need Allocation Plan. 
5. Each jurisdiction’s Housing Element must specify potential housing sites, policies 

and programs that will meet the specified allocation. Housing Elements must be 
updated 18 months after finalization of the RHNA and RTP adoption.  

 
For the eight-year planning period for housing element revisions, the Council of 
Governments shall allocate housing units to cities and counties within the region 
consistent with the development pattern included in the SCS as required by Government 
Code Section 65584.04 (i)(1)(2)(3). Existing law pursuant to Government Code Section 
65584.09 (a)(b)(c) also requires that if a city or county in the  prior planning period failed 
to identify or make available adequate sites to accommodate that portion of the regional 



 

housing need allocated pursuant to Section 65584, then the city or county shall, within 
the first year of the planning period of the new housing element, zone or rezone 
adequate sites to accommodate the un-accommodated portion of the regional housing 
need allocation from the prior planning period.  Further, existing law requires that this 
shall be in addition to any zoning or rezoning required to accommodate the jurisdiction's 
share of the regional housing need pursuant to Section 65584 for the new planning 
period. 
 
Requirements (Shall):  
Federal: Title 23 CFR Part 450 and Title 40 CFR Part 93 
State: Government Code 65080, Government Code 65584.01 (c) & (d), Government 
Code 65583.2 (c), Government Code 65584.04 (d), (f) & (i), Government Code 65584.05 
(g) 
 
Recommendations (Should): 
Federal: none. 
State: none. 
 
Relevant Links:  
 
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/environment/conformity/lpa_guid08.pdf 
 
http://www.hcd.ca.gov/hpd/housingelement2/SIA home.php 
 
Appendix 1 of HCD Memorandum: Amendment of State Housing Element Law – AB 
2348, Listing of Default Densities by Jurisdiction: 
 
http://www.hcd.ca.gov/hpd/hrc/plan/he/ab2348stat04ch724.pdf 
 
Addressing Regional Transportation Needs 
 
While the SCS requirements for an RTP do not change the process used to establish 
transportation needs for the region, the SCS forecasted development pattern and 
transportation network, measures and policies should compliment one another to reduce 
GHG emissions from light duty trucks and automobiles. Government Code Section 
65080 (b)(2)(B)(iv) requires that an SCS identify a transportation system to service the 
transportation needs of the region. Exempt projects as described in Government Code 
Section 65080(b)(2)(K) should be included in the transportation network. Additional 
information regarding project exemption is available in Section 6.15. To promote 
reductions in regional GHG emissions from the transportation sector beyond land use 
patterns, the SCS may also include transportation policies designed to reduce GHG 
emissions such as strategies for Transportation Demand Management (TDM) and 
Transportation System Management (TSM). Additional information regarding TDM, TSM 
and other strategies is available in Section 6.25 and Appendix J.  
 
Addressing Resource Areas and Farmland 
 
The SCS is required pursuant to Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B)(v) to gather 
and consider the best practically available scientific information regarding resource 
areas and farmland in the region (as defined in Government Code Section 65080.01(a) 
and (b). The SCS may include a narrative description, map, data, or other resources (or 



 

any combination thereof), developed in consultation with the appropriate resource 
agencies including cities and counties, which identifies regional resource areas and 
farmland. The SCS could also identify regional priority areas for conservation and 
mitigation efforts, based upon existing publically available information and developed in 
consultation with the appropriate resources agencies including cities and counties. 
Examples of such priority conservation areas include but certainly are not limited to: 

• Areas important for the maintenance of endemic, rare, or imperiled plant 
and animal species and communities,  

• Areas that provide connectivity between natural habitats, especially in 
areas with high rates of land use conversion including riparian areas and 
areas with low levels of fragmentation from human land uses and 
infrastructure, 

• Natural areas adjacent to existing public or privately protected areas that 
serve to buffer and improve habitat values,  

• Existing farm and ranch land, 
• Natural areas important for carbon storage and sequestration including 

forest land, and 
• Areas that can serve to buffer developed areas from natural disturbance 

such as floodplains or natural fire breaks. 
 

Please refer to Sections 5.3 and 5.5 of the Guidelines for more information regarding 
best management practices for the consideration of environmental resource areas and 
farmland in RTP development.  
 
Designing a Forecasted Development Pattern in the SCS 
 
MPOs and local jurisdictions are required to jointly develop a forecasted development 
pattern for the region that, when integrated with the regional transportation network and 
other transportation measures and policies, will reduce regional greenhouse gas 
emissions from cars and light trucks to achieve, if there is a feasible way to do so, the 
regional targets set by ARB. In preparing the forecasted development pattern, empirical 
relationships between land use, transportation and the resulting GHG emissions should 
be considered. Such factors may include, but are not limited to: 
 

• Destination-proximity, or the accessibility of an area to other activities. 
• Density and clustering of land uses, typically measured by the number of 

dwelling units, shops, and/or employees per acre or square mile, according floor 
area ration (FAR), and other similar measurements.  

• Diversity or mixture of land uses, including residential, commercial, and business 
land uses within buildings and/or in proximity to one another.  

• Distance to transit, including rail, bus, and/or ferry. 
• Design and layout of an area’s transportation facilities to accommodate multiple 

modes of transportation. 
 
In developing the forecasted development pattern for the SCS, local context should also 
be considered. MPOs, local jurisdictions, and other stakeholders should strive to create 
a supportive consensus on an SCS, so that the SCS may guide local jurisdictions in 
future general plan updates.  
 
 



 

 
Considering Social Equity in the SCS 
 
The inclusion of the entire community in the development of the RTP (including the SCS) 
is a key element in the process, and is required by state and federal law. Providing more 
transportation and mobility choices such as increased transit, bicycle, and pedestrian 
facilities, as well as appropriate housing choices near job centers increases 
opportunities for all segments of the population at all income levels. Each MPO is 
encouraged to develop, enhance, and use visioning tools during the SCS development 
process enabling the public and policy makers to clearly see social equity impacts of 
various planning scenarios and make informed choices. These include impacts on air 
quality, access to transit, household transportation costs, housing costs and overall 
housing supply. Additional information regarding specific statutory requirements for 
social equity and environmental justice considerations in the RTP is available in Section 
4.2 and additional information regarding social equity and environmental justice issues in 
the public participation process is available in Section 4.3. 
 
Specific SCS Development Requirements for MPOs in Multi-County Regions 
 
There are five Multi-County MPO’s within California: 
 

• Association of Monterey Bay Area Governments (AMBAG): covers a three 
county region. 

• Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC): covers a nine county region in 
the San Francisco Bay Area. 

• Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG): covers a six county 
region. 

• Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG): covers a six county region. 
• Tahoe Metropolitan Planning Organization (TMPO): covers a portion of Placer 

and El Dorado Counties. 
 
Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(C), (D) and (N) assigns certain responsibilities 
and collaboration requirements or options for the development of an SCS in multi-county 
MPO regions and in the San Joaquin Valley. The AMBAG and SACOG multi-county 
MPO regions are not specifically addressed in 65080(b)(2)(C), (D) or (N) however, 
RTPAs within these regions should work closely with the appropriate MPO when 
developing their RTPs for inclusion in the MPOs RTP, as these multi-county MPO 
regions are still required to fully comply with the SCS requirements outlined in 
65080(b)(2)(B). 

 
San Francisco Bay Area – Pursuant to Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(C)(i), 
within the nine county San Francisco Bay Area region, the Association of Bay Area 
Governments (ABAG) is responsible for the land use and housing related issues in the 
SCS.  The Metropolitan Transportation Commission is responsible for identifying the 
regional transportation needs. ABAG and MTC are jointly responsible for setting forth a 
forecasted development pattern for the region that, when integrated with the 
transportation network, measures and policies, will reduce GHG emissions from 
passenger vehicles and if, feasible, achieve GHG reduction targets set by the ARB.  
 



 

Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) – Within the SCAG region, 
there are six County Transportation Commissions (CTCs) and fourteen sub-regional 
COGs.  Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(C) allows a COG and a CTC to jointly 
develop a SCS and APS (if needed).  SCAG has developed a document titled: 
“Framework and Guidelines by the Southern California Association of Governments for 
the Development of a Sub-Regional SCS/APS”.  This document is intended to provide 
guidance for the development of a sub-regional SCS or APS, and should be consulted 
prior to any SCS/APS related work. SCAG shall include the sub-regional work within 
their overall SCS contained in SCAG’s RTP, to the extent that the sub-regional work is 
consistent with the provisions of Government Code 65080 and federal law. Please see 
Government Code 65080 (b)(2)(C) for specific requirements.  
 
San Joaquin Valley - The following eight counties constitute the MPOs located in the 
San Joaquin Valley: Fresno, Kern, Kings, Madera, Merced, San Joaquin, Stanislaus and 
Tulare.  These eight counties are located in one air quality basin and the MPOs have a 
long history of collaborating on the preparation of their respective RTPs particularly as it 
relates to the federal air quality conformity determination.  Government Code section 
65080 (N) stipulates that two or more of these MPOs may work together on the 
development of a joint SCS or APS, should they choose to do so.   
 
Tahoe Metropolitan Planning Organization (TMPO) – Pursuant to Government Code 
Section 65080(b)(2)(C)(ii), within the jurisdiction of the Tahoe Regional Planning 
Agency, as defined in Sections 66800 and 66801, TMPO shall use the Regional Plan for 
the Lake Tahoe Region as the sustainable community strategy, provided it complies with 
Government Code Section 65080(b)(2)(B)(vii) and (viii). 
  
Requirements (Shall):  
Federal: Title 23 CFR Part 450, Title 40 CFR Part 93, and Title IV of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 
State: Government Code Sections 11135 and 65080 
 
Recommendations (Should): 
Federal: none. 
State: none. 
 


