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Thanks Terry. I’m Liz O’Donoghue and I work at the Nature Conservancy. Our mission is to conserve the lands and waters on which all life depends. 

I start there, because it gives a sense as to our motivation for this project. To conserve land.
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One of the biggest threats to our mission is urban sprawl. The outward creep of cities, suburbs and exurbs is the leading cause of habitat loss here in California - and the United States. Generations of government policies, economic and housing incentives, cultural drivers, and more recently, the housing affordability crisis and the trend toward remote work, have encouraged this outward expansion of cities into suburbs and wildlands.
�The negative environmental impacts of urban sprawl are well documented. Habitat loss and fragmentation, wildlife impacts, pollution, and farmland loss, pose both direct and indirect negative impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

Sprawl is especially bad for our climate. 
People drive more; they need their cars, and they drive farther,  increasing Vehicle Miles Traveled, all of which increase GHG emissions, . 
Homes in sprawl developments tend to require more energy and water, increasing emissions, and stressing water supply. 
And when that land is converted, we lose the ability of that natural land to sequester carbon; changing habitats, like forests, grasslands, and wetlands into impermeable surfaces such as asphalt and concrete. 
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We have our work cut out for us. Beginning in the 1950s and accelerating through today, CA is a leader in the West in natural land lost to sprawl.

In the last 20 years, California has lost over one million acres of natural areas, which is roughly equivalent to losing an entire Sonoma County to urban sprawl.

And, yet, despite the fact that we're paving over paradise here, we are no way in keeping pace with the housing need in the state.
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According to the State’s Housing plan, we need 2.5 million homes to satisfy the goal of a home for every Californian by 2030. This is a huge number, twice as many homes that were required in the prior cycle.

The need is most critical for those who are disproportionately lower income and people of color, who have had the housing market stacked against them for generations, through practices like redlining and mortgage discrimination. 

The decades of outward expansion of growth has not solved the housing crisis.
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In fact, it’s made it worse. To add insult to injury, the sprawl pattern of housing development has put people in harm’s way, in the path of climate risks – wildfires, flooding, and storm intensity.

About 43 percent of Californians live in high wildfire zones or in floodplains.

The climate whiplash cycle of drought, wildfires, flooding, and intense storms will continue, exposing those millions of Californians to hardship and devastation. The devastating fires in LA is another sign of our normal.






SB 375 (2008) SB 743 (2013)
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California has recognized the negative impacts of sprawl for decades. 

From the 1978 Environmental Goals and Policy report, to multiple NCCPs/HCPs being adopted starting in the mid-1990s, to the State Planning Principles adopted by statute in 2002, to the state’s efforts to protect 30% of California’s lands and waters by 2030, dozens of policies have been adopted to disincentivize sprawl for various reasons – to meet climate goals, promote fiscal health, support biodiversity and agriculture, and ensure equitable access to nature. 

Two of those laws, SB 375 and SB 743 focused on reducing GHG emissions from VMT, different approaches, but a common goal.





“Produce more affordable and climate-smart housing”

California’s Statewide Housing Plan 
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These policies build on each other. In addition to SB 375 and SB 743 + recent laws to encourage infill housing, the Statewide Housing Plan recognizes that what kind of housing, at what density and where, is critically important. 

It names planning and investment priorities for safe, secure and climate-smart housing.
�Meaning:
Infill development, in existing communities, away from high climate risk areas.
Close to jobs and resources, less driving, less stress and fewer costs.
Site new homes in places that also support California’s iconic open spaces and biodiversity.

We see the policies to contain sprawl and focus growth in existing communities in housing policies, transportation, environmental and health policies, and while we’ve seen an impact, it is nowhere near where we need to be. 

That’s why, for the last few years, TNC has been exploring whether and how conservation can help curb sprawl, and support the goals expressed in the Statewide Housing Plan. We’ve been working to working to develop the evidence base and models for how conservation could help reduce VMT.  

Call it curiosity or opportunism, but if conservation is adopted as a tool to reduce sprawl and help cities and regions achieve their climate goals, we could drive funding to conservation and achieve our collective goals. 
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An integrated planning approach 
could utilize natural and working 
lands conservation as one of the 
central strategies for achieving long-
range planning goals, including 
greenhouse gas emission targets.
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We began working on an approach, flipping the planning paradigm, where conservation could provide the starting point for community design, on par with other goals. We called this the Integrated Planning Approach – to integrating conservation into the planning process as a central – primary strategy and not an afterthought.






Pilot: Merced County
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We modeled this idea in Merced County, as TNC was working with the County and the Department of Conservation on another project. 

We developed and compared four different scenarios, including business as usual called Recent Trends, a dense and dispersed scenario, the adopted scenario and an integrated planning scenario that protected natural resources and farmlands as an important foundation and allocated the housing and other growth using typical compact growth principles. 





Integrated Planning 
Scenario in Merced County

This scenario brings natural and 
working lands into the planning 
process from the start and tests the 
impacts of this integrated approach 
on VMT and a range of other 
metrics.
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This is what the Integrated Planning Scenario looked like on a map. 

This map shows important natural and working lands along with the placement of new housing units in existing communities. We used the same future growth totals used in other scenarios, but tested infill policies to avoid developing new housing and jobs on valuable natural and working lands.

We analyzed the scenarios through UrbanFootprint and Envision Tomorrow. We found that in both models, the integrated planning approach – outperformed the other scenarios on almost all the stated goals. 

Importantly, VMT was reduced significantly over BAU with 2000 fewer vehicle miles traveled per household annually. 









Planning with Natural and Working Lands as 
a foundation -  combined with sound 
economic, public health, and transportation 
planning leads to better outcomes.

Less land consumed

Reduced GHG Emissions

Reduced Household Income Needed 
to Afford a Home

Decreased Household Travel

Decreased Annual Passenger 
Vehicle Costs Per Household

Increased Residents Near Transit 
Stops

Increase walk or bike mode share

In a study in Merced County
this integrated approach resulted in:

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And more! In addition to the least VMT and habitat loss, 

It also reported the lowest household costs, fewest GHG emissions from buildings, lowest energy and water use, highest transit and active transportation use. 

We found that planning with natural and working lands as a foundation, combined with smart growth urban planning can lead to better outcomes – including reducing VMT. 

But this was a theoretical, desktop exercise. We were interested in working with a local government for on the ground impact. And SB 743 – the VMT mitigation law, offered us an opportunity to do that. 
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Our partners at the Regional Conservation Authority, who manage the Western Riverside Multispecies Habitat Conservation Plan, asked us if we wanted to work with them to advance conservation as a VMT mitigation measure. They manage a large habitat plan with ambitious conservation goals, in a rapidly developing and increasingly expensive area; they need to diversify their funding sources to stay on pace with their goals.

The RCA is an arm of the Riverside County Transportation Commission, interestingly, and whose geography overlaps the Western Riverside Council of Government’s. WRCOG is developing a VMT mitigation program and the Regional Conservation Agency wanted to be a part of it. Would we help them? 

We brought in Fehr & Peers, the leading consultancy on VMT mitigation, who also had an interest in this project, to help develop the framework. 
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Here’s the concept: a developer or transportation agency has a project that increases VMT per capita, they may be required to mitigate for that increase. 

The project proponent purchases VMT credits through a program – in this case, WRCOG’s program – a storefront of sorts. A transit agency, housing agency or habitat agency creates credits through VMT reducing projects, and offers those projects through a storefront; that WRCOG manages.

In addition to the transit passes, bike lanes, work from home programs, we want conservation to be in that storefront.
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With this concept in mind, we got to work. The guiding research question was, can we reduce VMT by conserving land in high VMT areas? 

And our approach was to identify conservation priority lands that overlapped with high VMT areas. Conserving those parcels will retire the development rights forever, and those high VMT lands will never be able to produce VMT. If future development is placed in a more VMT efficient area, those credits can be produced.



Parcel Selection
High VMT x Criteria Cells

 VMT per capita

 Future VMT category

 Population and employment density

 Overlap with criteria cells

 Conservation status

 Availability of undeveloped land

 Zoning

A variety of filtering criteria were applied to identify areas 

that would be the best candidates for conservation in the 

context of VMT reduction

Project 
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Quantifying 
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Next Steps

Western Riverside County
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First we needed to identify candidate parcels to study. Here you’ll see in light green, the high VMT areas; and in the grey hatches, the RCA’s conservation priorities called criteria cells. We started there, but applied other criteria to narrow down the candidates, such as zoning, likelihood of development, conservation status. We landed on nine parcel clusters, representing different sizes, zoning densities, and locations such as in jurisdictions or unincorporated areas. 




WRC Parcel Results

Net annual reduction 
in home-based VMT 

by parcel

Average annual VMT 
reduction per acre

317,000 – 31,000,000 VMT

80,000 VMT

• Protects underrepresented habitat

• Supports biodiversity

• Supports climate resiliency

• Protects wildlife linkages

• Sequesters carbon
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Zoning Code: Single 
Family Residential 
(Alberhill Ranch 
Special Plan RCD)
Max Allowable 
Density: 3 dwelling 
units per acre
Land area: 23.9 acres

Highest VMT 
reduction per parcel
Zoning Code: Planned 
Residential Rural (R-4)
Max Allowable 
Density: 20 dwelling 
units per acre
Land area: 162.9
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The analysis showed that there was a wide range of net annual reduction of VMT in the nine parcel clusters, from 317,000 to 31,000,000 VMT reduced annually. With the annual VMT reduction at 80,000 VMT per acre.  The highest VMT reduction was one of the larger parcels, with higher potential density in the unincorporated area. 
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Create and price 
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WRCOG is expected to finish their program design and seek board approval this spring. If all goes well the program could launch after that. Once launched, the RCA will identify parcels to conserve, generate and price credits to go into the storefront. If those credits are purchased, the funding will go back to the RCA to invest in another conservation project, making headway toward their habitat conservation goals.





Thank you!

Liz O’Donoghue, The Nature Conservancy
eodonoghue@tnc.org
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We hope this can be a model that can be replicated elsewhere in California, as the state develops its VMT mitigation bank and other regions (particularly those with habitat agencies) develop VMT mitigation programs; where conserving our lands and waters can also help regions curb sprawl and address climate goals.

Thank you.
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