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As we make these decisions, here are some basic 
questions we should be discussing, to ensure that 
these plans responsibly balance current concerns 
and longer term needs, and take into account major 
changes that are occurring in the world around us.

These questions relate to:

Å Meeting the needs of an aging population

Å Maintaining the health of our local economy

Å Addressing our environmental challenges

Å Making public transit more convenient and cost-
effective

Å Fulþlling our obligations to others
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Given the importance and long term consequences 
of these upcoming land use planning decisions, we 
need to take them very seriously and be certain that 
we understand what is at stake. At the end of this 
document are suggestions for how you can make these 
important questions part of the dialogue and decision 
making process in your community.
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Important decisions that will affect our communities 
for years to come are about to be made in each of 
our cities. It is critical that these decisions follow 
widespread and thoughtful dialogues, be made wisely 
and based on thoughtful consideration of both current 
and future community needs.

A wide range of issues from aging seniors to shifting 
energy sources to our mobility options demand that we 
pay attention to the way our communities are built. 

u  $HSHDR @QD 6OC@SHMF SGD )NTRHMF &KDLDMSR NE 
5GDHQ (DMDQ@K 1K@MR
Within the next six months, all cities in the Bay 
Area are required by state law to update the housing 
elements of their general plans. Some cities will also be 
updating their entire general plans and/or preparing 
speciþc plans for particular areas, such as their 
downtowns.

The decisions made during each of these planning 
processes will have major, long term consequences 
because they will be determining where most of the 
new homes in our communities will be located, and 
what kinds of homes will be built.

These decisions are likely to impact our social, economic, 
and environmental well-being for years to come.
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Question
How can we plan our city to better meet 
the needs and preferences of our aging 
population?

Background
Over the next twenty years, our population will 
age dramatically as the Baby Boomers reach their 
senior years. In fact, it is estimated that by 2030, 
one out of every four residents of San Mateo County 
will be over age 65.

Our current, relatively low density, automobile-
dependent land use patterns will not adequately 
meet the needs and lifestyle preferences of our 
aging population.

Many seniors will become unable or unwilling to 
drive due to health conditions or other physical 
limitations. Others may be physically able to drive 
but unable to afford to drive as rising costs of car 
maintenance, insurance, and health care squeeze 
their limited budgets.

As a consequence, many seniors may þnd 
themselves living in suburban, single-family homes 
that met their needs when they were younger and 
raising children, but may not meet their needs 
as they age and do not drive. For some, this will 
greatly reduce their ability to remain independent, 
active, and engaged with their family, friends, and 
community ð and dramatically reduce their quality 
of life.

At the same time, we will 
have a growing population 
of seniors who are seeking 
more active lifestyles in 
their retirement years, 
free of the responsibilities 
of house and yard 
maintenance. Many of 
them are expressing 
preferences to enjoy their 
retirement years within 
their existing communities, 
but in maintenance-free 
housing located in more 
vibrant, diverse, urban 
neighborhoods. This will 

enable them to live fulþlling lives, have access 
to many different destinations without having to 
drive, and maintain contact and involvement with 
their family, friends, and community. 

The planning we do today will determine to a very 
large extent whether our communities will meet 
the basic needs of these two, diverse segments of 
our growing senior population.



Questions
How can we plan our city to help ensure that 
our local businesses will be able to attract the 
workers they need, at all income levels?

Who will þll the jobs as Baby Boomers retire?

Background
The health of our local economy is important not 
only for the employment and income it provides 
for residents but also for the substantial tax 
revenues it provides to local governments. In fact, 
in San Mateo County, most of our cities receive 
more of their revenues from sales and businesses 
taxes than from property taxes. So, maintaining 
a healthy local economy contributes not only to 
our individual economic wellbeing, 
but is also a major source of revenues 
supporting the important local 
government services and facilities that 
we rely on.

In San Mateo County, due to a shortage 
of housing relative to the number of 
local jobs (a òjobs/housing imbalanceó), 
many of the workers our local 
businesses depend on must commute 
here from the South Bay, the East 
Bay, and beyond. The vast majority of 
these workers commute via individual 
automobiles. As gasoline prices rise, 

more of our workers are þnancially squeezed by 
the rising costs of commuting to work. As a result, 
many workers are likely to seek housing closer 
to where they work, or jobs closer to where they 
currently live. Since the high price of housing here 
on the Peninsula prevents many of them from 
moving closer to their work, they are likely to 
pursue employment opportunities closer to home.

Over time, this may make it more difþcult for our 
local businesses to attract the workers they need. 
This problem may become worse over time, as more 
workers retire and our local businesses need to 
þnd replacements. This may cause some of them to 
relocate to communities closer to where the needed 

workers reside, and some may even 
go out of business altogether.

Our current reliance on workers 
who commute from elsewhere to 
their jobs in San Mateo County 
and our shortage of housing 
for additional workers puts our 
local businesses and economy in 
jeopardy. That, in turn, may impact 
the ability of our governments to 
provide the services and facilities 
we need.

This is a possibility we cannot afford 
to ignore.
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Question
How can we plan our city so that we reduce 
the potential consequences of climate change 
by reducing our dependency on automobiles 
to meet our mobility needs?

Background
We are about to face the most serious 
environmental challenges of our lifetimes as we 
experience and seek to mitigate the impacts of 
climate change. 

In California, climate change may:

Å Inundate low-lying coastal and bayfront areas 
as sea level rises

Å Increase public health problems related 
to extreme weather events, air pollution, 
and insect-borne diseases (all of which may 
disproportionately impact our senior population)

Å Increase the frequency and severity of wildþres, 
which will increase air pollution

Å Make our water supplies less reliable

Å Impact agriculture and our food supply

Å Endanger many animal and plant species

While there are many avenues for reducing the 
consequences of climate change, we must realize 
that our current land use patterns and how we plan 
for our citiesõ future growth can play a signiþcant 
role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions that 
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contribute to climate change.

It is estimated that about almost half (43%) of the 
greenhouse gas emissions in the Bay Area come 
from on-road transportation. That is, in large part, 
a result of the driving that is made necessary 
by our sprawling, inefþcient and automobile-
dependent land use patterns, and the distances 
between our jobs and our homes.
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To help reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
and the consequences of global warming, 
we need to adapt our current land use 
patterns to make walking, bicycling, and 
public transit more viable alternatives to 
the automobile in meeting our mobility 
needs.




