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Are you concerned about 
global climate change? 
If you are, you should 

care about how we use land, 
because that determines how 
we get from place to place—
whether we can walk, can 
take a bus, or must drive. 
Land use determines trans-
portation, and transportation 
is a major factor in human-
caused changes to the Earth’s 
climate. 

Transportation makes up 
more than half of California’s, 
and the Bay Area’s, greenhouse 
gas emissions. That includes 
things like airplanes and 
off-road vehicles, but just the 
cars and trucks on our roads 
contribute 44% of all the Bay 
Area’s greenhouse gas emis-
sions. That’s a significant part 
of the problem.

The good news is, that’s 
something we can address. 

We can reduce emissions 
from car and truck pollution 
through more compact devel-
opment, with homes, shops, 
and jobs close together, near 
transit.

There are a lot of good rea-
sons to develop in this way. 
Climate change is one of the 
most compelling. 

We can start doing what we 
can personally to reduce our 
impact on the climate, but to 
tackle such a big problem, we 
need larger-scale solutions as 
well. Government policies at the 
city, regional, and state levels 
could do much more to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions.

MAKING IT EASY TO 
BE GREEN

Although there are people 
who will opt not to drive out 
of concern about climate 
change —and that ’s ter-
rific—it’s not enough. It needs 
to be easier for people to get 
around without using a car 

for every errand, so that the 
right choice is the easy choice. 
That’s why we need to build in 
a way that gives people more 
transportation options. 

Building in a compact way 
near transit has an enormous 
effect on people’s habits. It can 
determine whether people own 
cars, how they get to work every 
day, and how they do errands. 
For instance, people who live 
and work less than a half-mile 
from transit are 10 times less 
likely to drive to work than 
people who live and work far-
ther from transit. 

As cities grow, if they choose 
to focus development around 
transit stations instead of 
building sprawling suburban 
subdivisions, they could sig-
nificantly cut the amount of 
driving in these new neigh-
borhoods. That could have a 
real impact on greenhouse gas 
emissions.

But it’s not easy to change 
how development happens. 
Right now, local funding is 
set to reward sprawl develop-
ment; cities and counties get 
the most tax revenue from car 
dealerships, shopping malls, 
and big-box stores. We need 
to start rewarding smarter 
growth.

BEGINNING WITH 
THE REGION

Fortunately,  the Met-
ropolitan Transportation 
Commission—the Bay Area’s 
transportation agency—has 
recently provided some strong 
incentives for cities to plan 
differently: $12 billion in trans-
portation funding. 

The commission is using 
this funding to reward cities 
for planning walkable neigh-
borhoods around transit sta-
tions. This kind of development 
will provide more riders; that 
in turn will help to fund tran-
sit, as more riders mean more 
fare revenues. It will also help 
to reduce driving and keep 

greenhouse emissions down. 
This is a big first step.

Now we are presented with 
another opportunity to reward 
good planning, thanks to a 
new statewide bill on climate 
change. 

UP TO THE STATE
California’s Assembly Bill 

32 (AB 32), signed into law 
by Governor Schwarzeneg-
ger on September 27, 2006, 
has the potential to connect 
land use and climate change 

in a powerful way. AB 32, the 
Global Warming Solutions Act 
of 2006, requires California’s 
greenhouse gas emissions to 
be reduced to 1990 levels by 
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A rising Bay is one likely effect of global climate change on the Bay Area. But the Bay Area can affect climate change, 
too, by choosing development patterns that require less driving and create less air pollution.  

AMANDA BROWN-STEVENS

FIELD DIRECTOR

If you follow Greenbelt Alliance’s work over 
time, you know that we spend a lot of time and 
energy on County General Plan updates. These 

updates can take years to complete, but we believe 
it is critical to stay involved and get them right. 

Why? What is a General Plan, and why is it 
important?

WHAT A GENERAL PLAN DOES
California state law requires each city and 

county to adopt a General Plan that serves as 
a kind of “constitution” for the jurisdiction. The 
General Plan must include elements on land use, 
conservation, open space, housing, circulation 
(transportation), noise, and safety. It can include 
additional guidelines on other issues as well. 

In the realm of land use, cities and counties 
have different roles, and their General Plans 

should reflect that. Cities should define where 
and how development will occur. Counties should 
direct development into cities by preventing 
urbanization on county lands, and should protect 
those lands for the values they provide, such as 
farming, ranching, wildlife habitat, recreation, 
water quality and supply, and scenery. 

UPDATING THE PLAN
When land-use patterns have changed 

enough to warrant a review—usually about 
every 15-20 years—a county will embark on a 
General Plan update. State law requires that 
the public be involved in the process, and the 
Board of Supervisors will often ensure this by 
appointing a Citizens Advisory Committee. 
This group reviews the existing plan and makes 
recommendations to the Planning Commission, 
which then makes recommendations to the 
Board of Supervisors, which ultimately adopts 
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Fighting Global Warming with 
Better Land Use

PROTECTING OPEN SPACE AND PROMOTING LIVABLE COMMUNITIES
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Planning Ahead
General Plans and Why They Matter

Bike the 
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PAGE 4

Ph
ot

o: 
De

an
e L

itt
le

continued on page 2



To make the nine-county San 
Francisco Bay Area a better 

place to live by protecting the 
region’s greenbelt and improv-

ing the livability of its cities and 
towns. We work through public 
policy development, advocacy,  
and education, in partnership 

with diverse coalitions.

CENTRAL OFFIcE
631 Howard Street, Suite 510 

San Francisco, CA 94105 
(415) 543-6771 

info@greenbelt.org 
www.greenbelt.org 

SoNoMA-MARIN oFFIcE
555 5th St., Suite 300 B
Santa Rosa, CA 95401 

(707) 575-3661 
daisypl@greenbelt.org 

SoUTH BAY OFFIcE
1922 The Alameda, Suite 213  

San Jose, CA 95126
(408) 983-0856  

mbeasley@greenbelt.org

EAsT BAY OFFIcE
1601 North Main St., Suite 105 

Walnut Creek, CA 94596 
(925) 932-7776  

cwong@greenbelt.org

SoLANo-NAPA OFFIcE
1652 West Texas St., Suite 163 

Fairfield, CA 94533 
(707) 427-2308  

nicole@greenbelt.org
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2020. Before the bill was passed, a group 
of state agencies called the “Climate Action 
Team” presented a report to the Governor 
and the Legislature on how the state could 
do this. The report estimates that 18% of 
the overall reduction in emissions could 
come from land use. 

This is an opportunity for the 
state to use its power—for the first 
time—to encourage new development 
to be compact, near transit, and less 
dependent on cars. It’s an exciting 
possibility. 

A mechanism to do this already 
exists—if the state takes advantage 
of it. Last November, California vot-
ers approved $40 billion in state 
infrastructure bonds for housing 
and transportation. That funding 
could be linked to local development 
decisions, to reward cities and coun-
ties for choosing smarter growth and 
using land in a way that will reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. This is 
another powerful incentive for cit-
ies and counties to change how they 
grow. 

GOINg GLOBAL 
Requirements and incentives like 

these are needed to change the system, 
so that it’s easier for cities, not just for 
individuals, to do the right thing. The 
patterns of sprawling development we 
have now are no accident. Our laws cre-
ated sprawl by making it easy. We have 

the power to change those laws and create 
a new, healthier, more climate-friendly 
pattern of development. 

BACK TO THE LOCAL
These opportunities at the state level 

are tremendous. But in a way they only 

underscore the fact that development deci-
sions are still made locally, city by city, 
county by county. The work of Greenbelt 
Alliance—and of the thousands of individu-
als who take the time to speak up at local 
meetings around the region—really does 
have a global impact. n 

Members Gene and Abby 
Schnair talk about the Bay 
Area and Greenbelt Alliance
Gene and Abby Schnair have been 
dedicated Greenbelt Alliance donors, 
fundraisers, and volunteers for years. 
We asked them why.

Greenbelt Alliance: Can you tell us a 
little about yourselves? 

Gene: I’m a managing partner with Skid-
more, Owings & Merrill LLP, responsible for 
the San Francisco office of 180 architects, 
structural engineers, and planners. I do 
a lot of international travel, especially to 
mainland China. One of our primary visions 
is to design the 21st century sustainable 
city, partly by regenerating urban cores in 
high-population areas around the world.

Abby: I’m an architectural and fine art 
photographer. I had a commercial studio 
for many years; now I consult with art 
galleries and architects on setting up and 
maintaining digital photo archives. 

GA: How did you get interested in urban 
issues and land conservation?

Abby: We both got interested in these 
issues in Chicago, where we’d grown 
up. Early in my career, I did a series of 
photo essays on neighborhoods in decay, 
working with historic preservation orga-
nizations and news publications. 

Gene: I’m an urbanist 
at heart. Growing up 
with Daniel Burnham’s 
legacy to Chicago, the 
master plan of “ the 
garden in a city,” made 
a big impression on me 
as an aspiring archi-
tect. I got the message 
that land conservation 
should flow from high-
density urban plan-
ning. 

Abby: Also, we both 
grew up enjoying the 
wonderful parks and 
beaches of the 30 miles 
of Chicago’s lakefront. 
That preservation of 

natural resources for the public made 
a lasting impression on us. 

GA: How did you first get involved with 
Greenbelt Alliance?

Abby: We moved to San Francisco in 1994. 
Our friends initiated us into an unfa-
miliar world of microclimates, organic 
foods, and great parks and open spaces 
in the Bay Area. Later, we launched our 
own explorations on mountain bikes and 
hikes with our children.

We were introduced by some friends to 
Greenbelt Alliance shortly after acquiring 
some property in Sonoma. We were 
inspired by Greenbelt Alliance’s mission 

and accomplishments; we had never 
imagined a small organization could 
have such a significant impact on the 
protection of open space. 

GA: Gene, your work as an architect 
takes you all over the world. What 
international trends do you see in 
urban design, and where does the 
Bay Area stand?

There is a renewed interest in the plan-
ning of urban centers to enhance the 
quality of daily life. Nearly three-quar-
ters of the world’s population will be 
living in cities within the next 30 years. 
This is an unprecedented explosion 
of density which major cities around 
the world are trying to deal with. The 
highest concentration of urban growth 
is predicted to be in China and India. 
We are involved in planning mixed-use 
developments, neighborhoods, and even 
new cities ranging in scale from 5,000 
to 500,000 people. 

The issues are similar to what we 
experience in the Bay Area. But a 
major difference is the speed at which 
decisions are made and the time it 
takes to finish projects. Projects tend 
to move at light-speed in China com-
pared to the regulatory and political 
gantlet projects go through in the 
Bay Area. This is the price we pay in 
a democratic society. 

GA: Do you have a favorite place in 
the Bay Area’s greenbelt? 

Abby: The most stunning area for us is 
Point Reyes. It captures so much of the 
natural beauty of Northern California. 
It’s a place where we can rejuvenate 
ourselves. And Gene says it’s an awe-
some sight to fly over Point Reyes on 
return flights from China.  n

Microclimates, Organic Foods, and 
Great Parks

Sprawl requires a lot of driving; in the Bay Area, driving contributes almost half of the region’s greenhouse gas 
emissions. Policies that encourage smarter growth will make it easier to walk, bike, or take transit.
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