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BACKGROUND

BACKGROUND
For the past year, Brightline has been analyzing the shared needs of three communities in San Mateo 
County: East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks. For decades, these three communities have 
experienced higher rates of unemployment, public health problems, political underrepresentation, 
and lower educational attainment than San Mateo County and California as a whole. While other 
communities in need exist in San Mateo County, these three adjacent communities have unique 
governance and representation challenges, and each community is currently “ground zero” for escalating 
displacement. 

This report is divided into four parts. The first section describes the communities of East Palo Alto, North 
Fair Oaks, and Belle Haven and compares them to San Mateo County. It also describes the most pressing 
needs facing those communities. The second section describes the municipal governance structures of 
each community and illustrates how those structures empower or disenfranchise local residents. The 
third section focuses on several major policy areas such as immigration, housing, and transportation, 
and analyzes how each community’s governance structure enables or hinders equity goals. The fourth 
and final section of this paper outlines current efforts to achieve policy changes in the communities, 
identifies areas and topics that need further work, and lays out recommendations for potential changes 
in governance.

This report is intended for multiple different audiences within San Mateo County. Drawing upon over a 
dozen in-depth conversations from community leaders and government officials, this report connects the 
very different threads of governance within East Palo Alto, North Fair Oaks, and Belle Haven. As a result, 
this report helps to deepen the understanding of community-based organizations, elected officials, and 
local residents about how larger institutions and government representation affect local policy issues, 
including immigration, housing, transportation, and beyond.  

ABOUT BRIGHTLINE
Brightline is a public policy organization that promotes sustainability in underserved communities by 
blending policy and legal skill sets. Brightline’s team is composed of legal experts, policy advocates, 
communication specialists, community organizers, and volunteers to empower traditionally underserved 
communities in the San Francisco Bay Area and beyond. This report is the culmination of 10 months of 
on-the-ground research, analysis, and writing about three communities within San Mateo County. 

WHY LOCAL GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES MATTER
Municipal governance structures affect local communities in three particular ways. First, whether a 
community lies in an incorporated or unincorporated area determines whether it will have its own 
representative body at all; while incorporated cities have a city council, unincorporated areas are 
governed by their county board of supervisors. Second, the type of local election—district or at-large—
also affects a community’s level of representation at the local, regional, and state levels. Finally, the 
existence of a “strong mayoral” instead of a “weak mayoral” system can impact implementation and 
consideration of policy preferences of local communities. 
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Cities	offer	greater	opportunities	for	community	representation	than	unincorporated	communities,	which	
tend	to	be	underserved	and	underrepresented.			

All Californians live in either a city or an unincorporated community. When a city incorporates, it 
becomes a self-governing unit led by a city council. The city council can pass ordinances and enact 
policies for the benefit of the city’s residents, though they are still subject to state and federal laws.1 
Since unincorporated communities are not cities, and therefore do not have a city council, they are 
governed directly by their county board of supervisors.2 There are a number of drawbacks to living in an 
unincorporated community, largely due to the fact that residents of unincorporated communities do not 
have city council representatives who can promote policies that serve their interests. 

A lack of representation combined with socioeconomics has often led to the neglect of unincorporated 
communities by the counties that govern them.3 Unincorporated communities tend to be lower-income 
and have a higher number of people of color than incorporated cities.4 They also often lack access to 
basic services, as many counties are unequipped to deal with developing much-needed infrastructure 
for unincorporated communities.5 This problem is exacerbated as counties do not have the same 
broad revenue-raising powers that cities enjoy.6 Unincorporated communities are also politically 
underrepresented. Though a county board of supervisors represents the interests of its unincorporated 
communities, it must also consider the needs of residents and political leaders of its incorporated cities. 
Thus, the interests of incorporated cities are doubly represented—at the city and county level—while 
those of unincorporated communities have only one avenue for representation. 

Incorporation, which is the process of turning an unincorporated community into a city, has many 
benefits. Residents of an incorporated city have a single body—the city council—dedicated to 
serving and prioritizing their interests. Belonging to a city and being represented by city-level elected 
officials can also make a community more visible at the regional and state level, since cities can elect 
representatives in regional and state planning bodies while unincorporated communities usually cannot. 
Though unincorporated areas do not have local representation, many of them have municipal advisory 
councils which provide a forum for community members to provide feedback on community needs and 
county-enacted policies that affect them.

A county’s board of supervisors has the discretion to establish a municipal advisory council for 
unincorporated areas and to determine the advisory council’s powers and duties.7 Advisory councils 
provide several benefits to the communities they represent and to the counties that oversee them. First, 
advisory councils increase community visibility and communicate the community’s priorities to county 
staff.8 Second, they help build consensus among community members, since residents are more likely to 
participate at the neighborhood level and more likely to express their views candidly.9 This results in the 
community being able to present a single voice to boards of supervisors, and having a single and united 
platform may yield better results than a fragmented community voice.10 

  
Advisory councils also help counties save money by gathering information about the community’s 
needs, an effort county officials could not expend without many hours and a large amount of funds.11 

Furthermore, the councils may end up unofficially assuming some of the duties of county staff, 
including independently promoting commercial development because of their strong desire to benefit 
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Location of San Mateo County and the communities 

As illustrated by this snapshot, the three communities of East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks are 
not only close to one another in terms of geography, but they also have large communities of color with 

relatively high levels of unemployment and poverty for San Mateo County. However, each community differs in 
terms of  governance and size: East Palo Alto is an incorporated city, Belle Haven is a neighborhood within the 
City of Menlo Park, and North Fair Oaks is an unincorporated community governed by the county.

As evidenced by the charts above, the three communities have 
higher rates of poverty and unemployment when compared with  
the county. Additionally, the communities have a lower percent-
age of people aged 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. The county has 45.6% of those 25 and older with a B.A.; 
East Palo Alto, 16.7%; North Fair Oaks, 25.3%; and Belle Haven, 
13.3%.41 

GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES OF SAN MATEO COUNTY
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the community.12 In addition, supervisors may run 
policies by advisory councils before attempting to 
implement them, allowing supervisors to gauge 
how the community would respond to a particular 
policy.13 By providing council members with these 
experiences, advisory councils also help develop 
local leadership, which is necessary for incorporation 
efforts to succeed if the community wishes to pursue 
this path.14 

 
Historically, many advisory councils were 
created “as a preliminary step toward eventual 
incorporation[,]” though other areas lent themselves 
toward annexation due to being an “island” of 
unincorporated area in the middle of a city.15 Although 
advisory councils can make recommendations to the county, they do not have policymaking powers or a 
voice in regional planning. Incorporation would solve this issue while also allowing communities to retain 
their identity, which may explain why many unincorporated communities like East Palo Alto followed this 
path.

However, incorporation is not always an easy process. Since the city will be responsible for providing 
services to its residents, incorporation without sufficient revenue can lead to deficient services or 
municipal bankruptcy; therefore, a city that wishes to incorporate must first have a sufficient tax base. 
Without a strong sense of community identity, a community seeking incorporation may also lack the 
important momentum and community engagement needed for the incorporation process. 

District	elections	at	the	city	level	allow	for	greater	representation	of	underserved	voices.	

Within cities, the manner in which representatives are elected can have a significant impact on how 
well a particular community’s interests are heard at the local level. The two major kinds of municipal 
elections are district and at-large. In a city with at-large elections, each city council member represents 
the interests of the entire city, since council members are elected by city residents at large. In a city with 
district elections, the city is divided into several districts, each of which votes for its own council member 
who will represent their interests.

Although the ratio of at-large to district elections has been changing in the past few years, most 
municipalities throughout the United States use at-large elections.16 Proponents of at-large voting 
claim that it has several potential benefits: a larger candidate pool allows for more potential qualified 
candidates, and council members can be “more impartial” by rising above the limited perspective 
of a single district and instead serving the entire city.17 Proponents also claim that at-large elections 
may prevent competition between districts for city resources, when district officials prioritize policies 
that benefit their particular district instead of the city as a whole.18 But at-large elections can diminish 
representative power for people of color, especially those who are geographically concentrated, since 

IDENTIFYING COMMUNITIES IN NEED:

This report is hardly the first to note that all 
three communities are especially in need of 
greater public investment. For example, the 
Metropolitan Transportation Commission, 
which uses eight socioeconomic variables to 
identify “Communities of Concern” within 
the Bay Area, has designated all of East Palo 
Alto and Belle Haven and most of North Fair 
Oaks as Communities of Concern.42

(See Appendix A of this report for details.)
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Map of East Palo Alto, Google Maps

East Palo Alto has a City Council consisting of a mayor, vice mayor, and three council members.43 The elected five-member 
City Council appoints the mayor and vice mayor from within the council.44 City Council members serve four-year terms 

while the mayor and vice mayor each serve one-year terms.45 The City of East Palo Alto also has a city manager, who is ap-
pointed by the City Council and oversees the daily operations of the city.46

East Palo Alto was incorporated in 1983. See page 20 for details on East Palo Alto’s incorporation process. 

●	 Governance Structure: East Palo Alto is an 
incorporated city. 

●	 Type	of	Election: East Palo Alto holds at-large 
elections.

●	 Weak/Strong Mayor: East Palo Alto is a “weak 
mayoral” city. 
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racial minority groups cannot garner sufficient voting power to elect a council member in an at-large 
election.19 

 
On the other hand, district elections provide all groups, especially racial minority groups, with stronger 
representation at the municipal level. Since district council members are accountable to their particular 
district, they tend to be more responsive to community needs.20 This responsiveness begins during the 
election process, where candidates must focus their campaign on the district they plan to serve and 
develop platforms that best represent the district.21 Some jurisdictions that have switched to district 
elections have observed higher voter turnout.22 This is likely due to the closer ties between candidates 
and their electorate. Additionally, courts throughout California have found that district elections can 
ensure the interests of racial and ethnic minorities are better represented at the city or county level.23 

A	strong	mayoral	structure	can	be	helpful	for	implementing	novel,	progressive	policies.

A city’s governance structure can impact passage of policies that challenge the status quo. Cities in 
California have either a “weak mayoral” or “strong mayoral” structure, with the former structure being 
more common.24 A city with a weak mayor, also known as a council-manager structure, has both a city 
manager and a mayor in addition to members of the city council.25 In this system, the city manager is 

appointed by the city council and holds all the powers 
traditionally vested in the executive office, such as the 
authority to appoint and remove department heads.26 
The mayor is either picked from the city council members 
or elected from the general populace, and has the same 
duties and powers as other council members in addition 
to playing a largely ceremonial role limited to presiding 
over city council meetings.27 Arguably, the “weak mayoral” 
structure may promote effective management of the 
city because the city manager is, theoretically, appointed 
based on qualifications and not on charisma as an elected 
mayor might be.28 The decentralized power structure of 
this system may also result in a more bureaucratic style of 
governance.29 

 
In comparison, though charter cities may have a council-
manager or “weak mayoral” system, they can also 
implement a “strong mayoral” structure.30 A strong mayor 
is responsible for overseeing daily operations and has 
the executive power to appoint and remove department 
heads and to veto ordinances.31 This “strong mayor” 
system may increase accountability because residents can 
easily identify the major decision-maker behind particular 
policies.32 In addition, a strong mayor can serve as a 

LITIGATION PROCESS OF THE CVRA 

The California Voting Rights Act of 2001 
(CVRA) allows any voter who is a member 
of a protected class to file a lawsuit 
challenging an at-large election system, 
regardless of whether the city is a general 
law city or charter city. A “protected 
class” is defined as a member of a race, 
color, or language minority group. At-large 
voting systems may be challenged for 
diluting the voting rights of protected 
class members.

If a court finds that an at-large system 
violates the CVRA, the court may remedy 
the violation by imposing district-based 
elections. Additionally, if the challenger of 
the at-large system prevails, it is entitled 
to reasonable attorney’s fees. Due to 
this financial downside, some cities have 
adopted ordinances requiring district 
elections rather than waiting until a 
lawsuit.
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SNAPSHOT OF NORTH FAIR OAKS

●	 Governance Structure: North Fair Oaks is an 
unincorporated community located in San 
Mateo County’s District 4. 

●	 Type	of	Election: As an unincorporated 
community, North Fair Oaks does not hold 
city-level elections. North Fair Oaks is governed 
by the San Mateo County board of supervisors, 
whose members are elected by district elections. 
Though North Fair Oaks has a community 
council, its members are appointed by the 
county board of supervisors, rather than elected 
by the community.  

●	 Weak/Strong Mayor:  As an unincorporated 
area, North Fair Oaks does not have a mayor or 
city council. But Warren Slocum is the elected 
supervisor who oversees District 4 of San Mateo 
County. District 4 encompasses North Fair Oaks, 
East Palo Alto, parts of Menlo Park including 
Belle Haven, and parts of Redwood City.

Identity in Infrastructure: Currently, mailing addresses in North 
Fair Oaks are actually designated as “Redwood City” and cause 

confusion among residents and visitors from the surrounding cities 
of Redwood City, Menlo Park, and Atherton.53 Many people are 
subsequently unaware that North Fair Oaks is its own community, 
and some residents characterize the community as an “entity without 
an identity.”54 In 2015, four entry signs were installed to create more 
visibility for the community. 55

Map of North Fair Oaks, Google Maps

North Fair Oaks Community Council

Native

Islander
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coalition builder to avoid stalemates that may result in weak mayoral systems where council members 
compete for resources.33 Perhaps most importantly, a strong mayor with a sustained vision can reshape 
the status quo.34 

 
But a “strong mayoral” structure may be more susceptible to special interest groups if they decide to 
focus on and influence the mayor instead of several city councilmembers.35 Additionally, a strong mayor 
may be tempted to appoint department heads based solely on an applicant’s support for the mayor 
during the election.36 Another criticism is that a “strong mayoral” structure requires council members 
to relinquish power and subsequently results in less opportunity for neighborhoods to influence the 
policymaking process.37 

Both forms of government, the council-manager and strong mayor, have strengths and drawbacks, so 
which structure most benefits a particular city may depend on the needs of that city. In addition, the 
“strong mayoral” option is available only to charter cities, which explains why general law cities have a 
council-manager form, as it is the only option available to them.38 

Improved	representation	and	local	governance	can	facilitate	equitable	policy	outcomes.

Local governance constitutes an important venue for communities to voice their needs. One major 
way to empower residents of the three communities is to ensure that their voices are heard at the 
government level. Local governments shape general plans and participate in regional planning agencies 
to develop policies in the areas that affect communities the most. While community groups are powerful 
agents of change, improved representation amplifies the voice of communities to shape policies from 
their inception to their implementation. 

There are two major obstacles to carrying out 
collaborative campaigns across San Mateo County: 
different communities have varying degrees 
of representation at the local level, and many 
simultaneous projects need adequate funding. East 
Palo Alto has its own mayor and City Council dedicated 
solely to its community. Belle Haven, on the other 
hand, does not have its own city council; instead it 
is one of the neighborhoods that the Menlo Park 
City Council represents. Meanwhile, North Fair Oaks’ 
Community Council can make recommendations to 
the county board of supervisors but cannot implement 
policies itself. This means that enacting any cross-
city policy would require the collaboration between 
a city government solely dedicated to one of the 
communities, a city government that represents several 
neighborhoods with different needs, and the board of 
supervisors. Thus, even if East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, 
and North Fair Oaks residents have similar needs, 

THE VALUE OF CITY AGENCIES 
IMPLEMENTING POLICY 

After passage through a legislative body, 
policy often relies on the committed 
implementation of government agencies 
and departments. For instance, San 
Francisco’s landmark Local Hiring Policy 
for Construction would not have been 
successful without the commitment of 
Mayor Ed Lee, who directed the city’s six 
key contracting departments to implement 
mandatory local hiring instead of the 
usual “good-faith efforts.” This policy 
has exceeded its mandatory local hiring 
requirements and has created thousands of 
good-paying jobs for local residents.
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●	 Governance Structure: Belle Haven is a neighborhood 
within the City of Menlo Park. Menlo Park is an incorporated 
city. 

●	 Type	of	Election:	Menlo Park holds at-large elections, 
meaning that Belle Haven does not have its own representative 
at the city level. 

●	 Weak/Strong Mayor:  Menlo Park is a “weak mayoral” city 

The City of Menlo Park has a mayor, mayor 
pro tem,47 and three City Council members.48 

Menlo Park councilmembers serve four-year 
terms and the mayor and vice mayor serve one-
year terms.49

Map of Belle Haven, Google Maps

GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE OF SAN MATEO COUNTY
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the East Palo Alto and Menlo Park city councils and San Mateo County board of supervisors will not 
necessarily agree on how to act on behalf of their constituents. 

It is worth noting that there is great disparity across cities and counties in California as to the number 
of residents and registered voters represented by each governing board member. The table below 
demonstrates this incongruity for East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks: 

Community Name Total Population (2010 Census) # of Registered Voters
East Palo Alto 28,155 9,88956

Belle Haven 5,970 2,55157

North Fair Oaks 14,687 5,22058

The following table indicates what percentage of the community is represented in the governing board 
member elections: 

Community Population of com-
munity from 2010 
Census data

Total population of jurisdiction that 
represents community

(jurisdiction indicated in parentheses)

Percentage of juris-
diction’s population

East Palo Alto 28,155 28,155 (City of East Palo Alto) 100%
Belle Haven 5,970 32,02659 (City of Menlo Park) 18.64%
North Fair Oaks 14,687 154,26960 (Cities within District 4 of 

San Mateo County)
9.52%

3	CASE	STUDIES:	MAJOR	POLICY	AREAS	AFFECTING	EAST	PALO	ALTO,	BELLE	HAVEN,	AND	
NORTH FAIR OAKS

CASE STUDY 1: AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND DISPLACEMENT

 Background	on	housing.

The Bay Area’s lack of affordable housing is a well-documented and persistent problem.  From 2011 to 
2016, the average rent for a two-bedroom apartment has increased by 60%.61  San Mateo’s extremely 
low-income renters spend about 69% of their income on rent, far above the 30% that is considered 
affordable for government housing subsidy programs.62 In fact, there is currently only one affordable 
housing unit per every four low wage jobs in the county.63 

Displacement is even greater in areas that allow no-cause evictions, in which a landlord can evict tenants 
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even if they pay rent on time and follow all aspects of the lease agreement. Disproportionately affecting 
low-income and racial minority households, no-cause evictions are rapidly escalating in San Mateo 
County. From 2012-13 to 2014-15, the county experienced an increase of 308% reported no-cause 
eviction notices.64 In total, 75% of evictions in San Mateo County were either because tenants could not 
afford the rent or the result of a no-cause eviction.65 

This lack of affordable housing has far-ranging consequences. Households that spend so much of their 
income on housing have little left over for transportation, medical expenses, food, utilities, and other 
needs. Unsurprisingly, as housing prices have increased, residents find themselves having to choose 
between sharing housing with another family, paying unaffordable rents, or moving to other areas with 
more affordable housing.66   

The impacts of eviction are long-lasting and severe on households and communities. After being evicted, 
tenants are more likely to accept unhealthy housing conditions in future dwellings and struggle to 
maintain their personal health and employment.67 Displaced tenants often cannot secure alternative 
housing in their communities, forcing them to move farther away from their place of work. Over 60% 
of employees in the county subsequently travel to work from other cities, and long commutes lead 
to increased stress, risk of a traffic collision, and air pollution.68 For all of these reasons, many people 
experience greater levels of stress not only during the eviction process, but also for many years after 
being evicted.69 

Municipalities can use a number of tools to address the housing affordability issue. Key among them are 
restricting no-cause evictions, enacting rent-control ordinances, and adequately funding legal aid centers 
to represent and give advice to low-income renters.  

 San	Mateo	County	has	not	enacted	rent	control	or	other	tenant	protection	policies.

Within San Mateo County, East Palo Alto remains the only jurisdiction to enact a rent-control and 
just-cause eviction ordinance.70 The ordinance, which was overwhelmingly passed in 2010 by voter 
referendum, prevents unreasonable rent increases (increases are capped at 10% per year) and protects 
residential tenants from arbitrary, discriminatory, or retaliatory evictions.71 Even with these protections 
in place, some East Palo Alto landlords have engaged in predatory practices to pressure tenants to 
vacate rent-controlled units, highlighting the need to augment rent-control measures with funding for 
community-based organizations and legal aid centers which provide residents with opportunities to 
contest unlawful detainer cases.72  

Outside of East Palo Alto, there have also been a number of cross-jurisdictional efforts to address the 
peninsula’s housing crisis. The Anti-Displacement Coalition is a countywide coalition of organizations 
dedicated to addressing the housing shortage throughout the county.73 The coalition consists of several 
organizations including Faith in Action, Urban Habitat, Community Legal Services in East Palo Alto, and 
Public Advocates.74 Among other things, the coalition advocates for rent-control ordinances to ensure 
that housing remains affordable for tenants even when rental prices in the surrounding neighborhood 
increase. Recently, the county significantly increased funding for affordable housing programs and 
targeted resources for building housing.75 The coalition continues to mobilize residents and put pressure 
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on elected officials to enact policies that address the housing shortage. Still, the county has focused on 
housing production and demonstrated consistent opposition to enacting rent-control policies.76 

	 Community-based	organizations	can	promote	the	housing	and	commercial	development	interests	of		
	 marginalized	communities.	

Despite the diverse needs and communities within East Palo Alto, North Fair Oaks, and Belle Haven, 
community-based organizations (CBOs) have spearheaded multijurisdictional community coalitions in 
the past. As noted in this section and the case studies below, CBO coalitions have played an important 
role in filling the gap left behind by the underrepresentation of low-income and otherwise marginalized 
communities at the local and regional levels. Both this section and the case studies below demonstrate 
the ability of multijurisdiction community coalitions to create equity gains in the areas of housing, 
workforce, immigration, and transportation.  

In 2011, Facebook moved its headquarters from Palo Alto to east Menlo Park, separated from East Palo 
Alto only by Highway 84, with plans to add 6,500 employees in two additional buildings.77 To an area 
already suffering from a shortage of affordable housing, an inadequate public transportation system, 
and air quality concerns, the influx of thousands of new employees to the area increased concerns 
about rising rents in the area. Several cities, including the City of East Palo Alto, expressed concern over 
the expansion’s effect on the existing affordable 
housing shortage, regional traffic, and air quality.78 
CBOs sharing these concerns formed the coalition 
Envision-Transform-Build East Palo Alto (the 
Coalition).79

In response to concerns raised by the City of East 
Palo Alto, the City of Menlo Park, and the Coalition, 
Facebook announced in December 2016 that it was 
pledging $20 million for a Housing Catalyst Fund (the 
Fund).80 As part of this plan, Facebook is partnering 
with the East Palo Alto and Menlo Park governments 
and local groups, including the Coalition, to 
advocate for more affordable housing in the area.81 

According to Facebook, $10 million from the Fund 
will be spent on projects specifically in East Palo 
Alto.82 The City of East Palo Alto has nevertheless filed 
a lawsuit against the City of Menlo Park due to the 
latter’s decision to update its general plan, which would allow Facebook’s expansion, without conducting 
the necessary environmental impact analysis required by law.83 This lawsuit illustrates that the City of 
East Palo Alto still maintains its own specific, separate concerns about Facebook’s expansion and the 
likely negative impact on the area’s environment and transportation systems. Additionally, it shows 
how a government body dedicated to representing the needs of a community can advocate in varying 
settings.

Fair Oaks Health Center, Middlefield Road
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 Deed-restricted	housing	can	mitigate	displacement. 

Deed-restricted affordable housing can help mitigate displacement by increasing the inventory of 
housing that is permanently affordable. Within East Palo Alto, North Fair Oaks, and Belle Haven, there 
are three primary types of deed-restricted housing programs: inclusionary, also known as below-market 
rate (BMR); 100% affordable, also known as nonprofit or “LIHTC” housing, which receives federal funding 
through Low-Income Housing Tax Credits; and Housing and Urban Development (HUD) housing in which 
private landlords get loans to build housing in exchange for agreeing to control costs for a period of 
time. BMR housing programs require developers to cost-control a portion of new homes by providing 
potential homebuyers with low-interest loans and setting rents below market rate for tenants.84 Menlo 
Park has 65 owner-occupied BMR units and 4 tenant-occupied BMR units.85 The 4 tenant-occupied BMR 
units are located in Belle Haven, and the remaining BMR units are spread throughout Menlo Park.86 In 
comparison, East Palo Alto has over 80 owner-occupied BMR units and many BMR apartments, while 
North Fair Oaks has none.87 In a similar pattern, North Fair Oaks has 15 LIHTC units, while Belle Haven 
has 154 and East Palo Alto has 296.88 Finally, with respect to HUD units, East Palo Alto has 171, while 
the other two communities do not have any.89 Although deed-restricted housing represents a great 
opportunity for community members to secure affordable units, these units make up a small portion of 
the total housing stock so tenant protections that apply to all community members are needed. 

 How	more	representative	governance	can	strengthen	community	efforts	to	address	the	housing		 	
	 crisis.

Enacting the kinds of housing policies that benefit low-income and marginalized communities requires 
strong representation of the interests of those communities at the city or county level. Despite the 
strong efforts of the Anti-Displacement Coalition, there is little appetite at the county level to embrace 
rent control or unjust eviction policies, leaving unincorporated communities in San Mateo County with 
few options. 

However, cities can sometimes enact such policies regardless of county inaction. For instance, the City 
of East Palo Alto’s rent-control ordinance garnered an impressive 79% of the vote in 2010, but attempts 
to pass rent-control measures in Burlingame and the City of San Mateo failed to obtain even 40% of the 
vote.90 In comparison, Mountain View, which borders East Palo Alto in Santa Clara County, recently saw 
the passage of a rent-control ordinance.91 Though efforts to enact tenant protections may not always 
succeed, cities at least have the ability to consider these measures. 

CASE STUDY 2: IMMIGRATION

 Background	on	immigration.
 
According to the Silicon Valley Community Foundation, from 2000 to 2010, San Mateo County 
experienced the largest increase in its immigrant population in California, which rose from 25.5% to 
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33.3%.92 East Palo Alto’s immigrant population is 40.8% while North Fair Oaks’ immigrant population is 
51.9%.93 About half of the immigrants surveyed have experienced discrimination due to their ethnicity, 
and like immigrant populations throughout the nation, immigrants in the county fear aggressive 
immigration enforcement, causing some to miss classes and doctor appointments.94

Since 2012, the national program Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) has helped immigrant 
youth to obtain temporary legal residence in the country, enroll in college, and obtain work permits.95 
However, on September 5, 2017, the Trump administration announced the termination of DACA.96 In the 
days preceding the termination of DACA, immigrants in San Mateo County expressed anxiety about the 
uncertainty that would ensue with the termination of DACA.97 Since this announcement, many Bay Area 
governments have publicly announced their support for immigrants in their communities and for the 
DACA program and its beneficiaries, and community members have organized protests to urge national 
action on this issue.98 The San Mateo County Office of Education has also reaffirmed its commitment to 
supporting immigrant youth in the county.99 Nevertheless, the proposed DACA termination limits the 
employment prospects of many immigrants since DACA allowed hundreds of thousands of immigrants to 
obtain work permits. 

Due to their legal status, many immigrants in the county are also limited in their ability to access 
affordable housing programs and typical renter protections. For example, the county’s Moving-to-Work 
Program, the county’s substitute for Section 8, requires that at least one household member have legal 
status, subsequently excluding households where no member has legal status.100 Moreover, immigrant 
tenants in the county have reported landlords threatening to contact Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) unless the tenants vacate the property or agree to significantly higher rents.101 This 
threat of deportation has also caused immigrant tenants throughout the state to accept unhealthy and 
unsafe living conditions.102

 
 Local	efforts	on	immigration	address	new	federal	efforts	to	curb	immigration	in	important	albeit		 	
	 limited	ways.

To help address the needs of immigrant populations, San Mateo County launched the Office of 
Immigrant Support and Coordination on May 2016. This office aims to connect immigrants to existing 
social and health services and serves both undocumented and documented residents. The office’s 
website provides important resources such as information on rights when encountering law enforcement 
and tips for developing a “family preparedness plan,” a household plan in case the family is forced to 
separate due to one or more adult being deported.103 In the Bay Area, Consulate General of Mexico’s 
offices have also helped immigrant families obtain dual citizenship for youth in case the family has to 
relocate due to the deportation of a guardian or other emergency situations.104 These contingency plans 
can help families know that they can be united even in the event of an ICE raid.
 
Additionally, the County Sheriff’s Office has a policy to not enforce immigration laws or report an 
individual’s immigration status to ICE.105 This policy is important because immigrants may be more 
likely to report crimes if they know that the Sheriff’s Office will not retaliate against them by contacting 
ICE. However, the county has not declared itself a “sanctuary county” and still allows for potential 
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collaboration with federal immigration enforcement agents.106 In contrast, sanctuary cities across the 
nation have limited their cooperation with federal immigration enforcement agents and hold people in 
detention centers only on behalf of immigration agents if a judicial warrant orders it.107

The county has also devoted resources and convened coalitions to address this ongoing crisis. In 
recognition that undocumented immigrants in legal proceedings are six times more likely to obtain 
relief when they have legal counsel, District 4 County Supervisor Warren Slocum led the county to set 
aside $267,500 for the creation of a legal defense fund.108 Additionally, Supervisor Slocum convened 
the Immigrant Integration Summit in September of 2016 and subsequently introduced an ordinance 
indicating the county will develop a language access policy so that the language needs of residents are 
met.109 

 How	more	representative	governance	can	improve	services	for	immigrants.
 
Stronger protections for renters are essential to combat intimidation tactics utilized by landlords against 
immigrant tenants. Ordinances enacting rent control and requiring just-cause evictions could also apply 
equally to all residents regardless of status so immigrant displacement is lessened.110 East Palo Alto differs 
significantly from North Fair Oaks and Belle Haven in protecting vulnerable immigrant populations. The 
City of East Palo Alto already has policies that protect all renters from unjust evictions and rent increases, 
allowing immigrant tenants to feel safer. Though it has not declared itself an official “sanctuary city,” the 
City of East Palo Alto has set up workshops to inform immigrant community members about their rights 
and enacted policies that prevent city police from cooperating with ICE and inquiring into a resident’s 
legal status.111 

A shift in governance and representation of North Fair Oaks and Belle Haven could increase the 
probability of such protections being enacted. Given recent and increasingly aggressive immigration 
enforcement by federal government agencies, city governments are now at the forefront of protecting 
undocumented immigrant populations.112 Although undocumented immigrants do not vote in local 
elections, they do often have deep ties to their 
community, meaning that local representatives 
of geographic areas with high concentrations 
of undocumented immigrants are likely to 
represent local interests.  
 
Municipalities can also support immigrant 
communities by enacting sanctuary city 
policies.  Sanctuary city policies promote 
cooperation between undocumented 
communities and local government and 
law enforcement, making it more likely that 
undocumented immigrants utilize social 
services programs, send their children to 
school, and cooperate with law enforcement.113 
Although San Mateo County has adopted a San Mateo County Police, North Fair Oaks Substation
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nonbinding ordinance expressing support for all residents, it has not taken the further step of declaring 
itself a sanctuary county,114 leaving it to cities to take that important step to affirm their commitment to 
immigrant communities. However, Governor Brown signed Senate Bill 54, establishing a statewide policy 
that provides immigrants with protections they would receive from a sanctuary city.  Senate Bill 54 limits 
the circumstances where state and local law enforcement may cooperate with ICE and prohibits officers 
from questioning people on their immigration status.115 Though this new policy will benefit immigrant 
communities throughout the state, municipalities can still do more for immigrant community members, 
including establishing legal defense funds. 

CASE STUDY 3: TRANSPORTATION

 Background	on	transportation.

Transportation is another area where the needs of East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks 
residents are not adequately prioritized at the regional or county level. Between San Mateo County 
Transit District (SamTrans), Caltrain, Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART), and San Francisco Municipal 
Transportation Agency (SFMTA/MUNI), work commuters between East Palo Alto and San Francisco use 
multiple transit agencies and pay a separate fare for each leg of their journey.  Moreover, BART and 
Caltrain stations do not exist in East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks and must be coupled 
with improved local public transit infrastructure to benefit the three communities. 

Travel by car is hardly easier given rush-hour gridlock on the region’s main highways. Compounding this 
problem is the recent population growth in the Bay Area coupled with the peninsula’s growing jobs/
housing imbalance.116 Access to affordable and reliable transportation is thus a major problem facing 
low-income communities throughout the Bay Area. 

 Regional	efforts	to	improve	transportation	lack	representation	from	unincorporated		 	 	
	 communities.

Larger regional governance structures tend to shape critical transportation needs. To address the 
transportation needs of a rapidly changing region in a more cohesive manner, the state has mandated 
that every metropolitan area prepare a Sustainable Communities Strategy and update it every four years. 
In the Bay Area, the two major regional planning agencies, the Metropolitan Transportation Commission 
(MTC) and the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), are tasked with developing the region’s 
strategy, Plan Bay Area. Although Sustainable Communities Strategies are not legally binding and do not 
diminish land use and discretionary review powers of cities and counties, these plans guide state funding 
and identify projects that improve efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
 
In both MTC and ABAG, cities wield significantly greater decision-making influence than unincorporated 
areas. Cities and counties may join ABAG, meaning that cities are represented by their city and county 
representatives while unincorporated areas are represented only by the county, and city mayors elect 
one MTC commissioner, giving no voice to unincorporated areas.117 Cities subsequently have a more 
prominent seat at the table in regional transportation planning, allowing them greater ability to set 
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SamTrans bus stop, Middlefield Road, East Palo Alto

priorities and promote policies that would benefit their communities. This means that communities like 
North Fair Oaks and Belle Haven do not have as strong of a voice as incorporated cities like East Palo 
Alto.

 In addition, since neither Belle Haven nor North Fair Oaks house a major public transit stop, they are not 
the focus of regional planning. Plan Bay Area encourages focusing development on Priority Development 
Areas (PDAs), which are areas identified by local governments as being most in need of and/or able to 
support transportation infrastructure development. These are often neighborhoods near transportation 
nodes like Caltrain or BART stations, regional centers, or city centers. These PDAs are intended to 
house most of the Bay Area’s future development: 80% of new housing and 60% of new jobs, as denser 
multiuse development should increase the 
demand for and efficiency of public transit 
systems.

Furthermore, Plan Bay Area forecasts low-
income households will spend more of their 
income on housing and transportation costs. 
As indicated by Plan Bay Area, low-income 
households are expected to spend 67% of 
their income on housing and transportation 
costs in 2040, representing a 13% increase 
from 2005.118 Low-income households may 
end up spending an even greater portion of 
their income on housing and transportation 
if policies assumed by Plan Bay Area, such as 
inclusionary zoning, fall through. In recognition 
of Plan Bay Area moving in the wrong 
direction in terms of equity, an Action Plan 
has been prepared to outline steps to address 
these concerns. The Action Plan makes several recommendations, including studying the feasibility of 
connecting transportation funding to housing production and affordability.119 Connecting affordable 
housing to transit is particularly important given that, as noted above, many low-income communities 
cannot easily access transit centers.

Despite the importance of Plan Bay Area in guiding state and federal funds as well as in creating 
regional transportation development guidelines, cities and counties have the ultimate say over their 
own land use rules, the discretionary review process, and the designation of PDAs. As cities wield their 
ability to obstruct regional plans, this can lead to some fragmentation in the region’s transportation 
planning process. For example, the City of Atherton, which borders North Fair Oaks and Belle Haven, 
has vigorously opposed the electrification of Caltrain and filed a lawsuit challenging the adequacy of the 
Environmental Impact Report (EIR) in 2015.120 While the City of Atherton ultimately lost this EIR lawsuit 
over the electrification project, Atherton has also disputed Caltrain and won on other transportation 
issues such as enforced “quiet zones” for crossing trains.121 Indeed, the City of Atherton remains a key 
example of an incorporated city strongly voicing its residents’ needs in the regional planning process.



18 TOWARD EMPOWERMENT: COMMUNITY REPRESENTATION AND GOVERNANCE IN SAN MATEO COUNTY

CASE STUDY 3:  TRANSPORTATION

 San	Mateo	County	efforts	to	improve	transportation	are	limited	for	low-income	and	underserved		 	
	 communities.

At the county level, the San Mateo Countywide Transportation Plan 2040 aims to address the 
transportation needs of the county by promoting collaboration between existing transit agencies and 
reducing congestion on roads within the county. No BART or Caltrain stops exist within East Palo Alto, 
North Fair Oaks, or Belle Haven, meaning that the three communities mostly benefit from improvements 
to those services in intercounty transit and from improvements to local SamTrans bus service. 
Attempting to address transportation struggles shared by everyone within the county, the Transportation 
Plan envisions creating designated bus and ride-sharing lanes to reduce travel times for all commuters. 

However, the Transportation Plan falls short in addressing equity goals. For instance, the Transportation 
Plan does not sufficiently address the issue of access to public transit, a primary concern for residents 
of East Palo Alto, North Fair Oaks, or Belle Haven. In fact, the income statistics of Caltrain’s ridership 
suggest little usage by people from the three communities. The average annual household income of 
Caltrain riders has increased in recent years from $117,000 in 2013 to $129,000 in 2016, based on a 
triennial survey.122 Only 15% of customers surveyed made less than $50,000 and only 8% earned less 
than $30,000.123 The cost of Caltrain combined with the location of stations may prevent community 
members from accessing this mode of transportation. Subsidies are needed in order to make Caltrain 
more equitable, especially with Caltrain considering another fare increase.124 Affordability of Caltrain 
is particularly important since it can help community members access BART. Transit affordability will 
likely pose an increasing challenge for low-income residents as their costs of living continue to increase, 
leaving households with less income for transportation costs.

The Dumbarton rail project presents a unique situation of private investment and regional governance. 
Due to congestion on the Dumbarton Bridge and connecting roadways, SamTrans conducted the 
Dumbarton Transportation Corridor Study.125 This study was expedited with Facebook fronting the $1.2 
million to conduct the Corridor Study.126 The Corridor Study also analyzed the feasibility of rebuilding a 
rail bridge for passenger train service from the East Bay to the peninsula.127 The Corridor Study indicates 
that the rail bridge rebuild is key to regional mobility and has the most long-term ridership benefits 
because it can connect to travelers from farther destinations such as Sacramento residents utilizing 
Amtrak.128 Therefore, the Corridor Study recommends improvements to the Dumbarton Highway as 
a short-term effort to mitigate traffic and the Dumbarton rail project as a long-term solution.129 Full 
implementation of the Corridor Study’s recommendations would require $2.58 billion in capital and $90 
million in annual operating costs.130 

In recognition that rail is a more long-term project, short-term projects may help alleviate congestion. 
Adding bus service from Union City BART to Menlo Park/Redwood City and to Mountain View/Sunnyvale, 
as well as adding transit priority lanes to Bayfront Expressway and Willow Road can help alleviate traffic 
on the Dumbarton Corridor.131 

However, the benefits of Dumbarton rail are difficult to assess for the three communities of East Palo 
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Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks. Lessening traffic congestion could create less air pollution for East 
Palo Alto and Belle Haven residents as the two communities are adjacent to the Dumbarton Corridor. 
The rail project seems most likely to garner private investment since the rail line passes less than a 
quarter of a mile from Facebook’s headquarters, but if this rail were costly to ride, then low-income 
community members would not have access to it. As mentioned above, cities have final say over land 
use in their jurisdiction, and counties have the final say for unincorporated areas, so communities like 
North Fair Oaks and Belle Haven would not have direct representation at the negotiating table. 

Recognizing that accessibility and affordability of public transportation are concerns for low-income 
communities including youth, disabled, and senior residents, the Transportation Equity Allied Movement 
Coalition came together to brainstorm on transportation policy that addresses the needs of San Mateo 
County’s disadvantaged riders.132 The Youth Leadership Institute, lead convener of the coalition, brought 
students from Half Moon Bay and South San Francisco to join schools, affordable housing, health, 
and labor representatives so they may voice the transportation issues most impacting communities in 
the county. As these youth leaders learned, local elected officials often lack decision-making powers 
regarding transportation, as these issues are usually decided at the county or regional level.

 How	more	representative	governance	would	empower	local	communities	to	shape	more	progressive		
	 equity	goals	in	transportation.

Local communities and cities may be limited in addressing the fragmentation and cost of transportation 
in the Bay Area, but empowered local communities can nevertheless be key catalysts in the decision-
making process. First, Belle Haven and North Fair Oaks could have stronger representation at the 
regional planning level. Given the structure of the MTC and ABAG, cities have a greater voice in 
developing the regional transportation plan. As such, communities that are well-represented in city 
governments will be able to air their transportation concerns at the regional level. Without recognized 
city status for North Fair Oaks or an elected representative from Belle Haven, the needs of the two 
communities are unlikely to be articulated in the regional decision-making arena.

Collaborative efforts between North Fair Oaks, Belle Haven, and East Palo Alto residents can also help 
to pressure the county into addressing the issues of access to and affordability for public transit. For 
instance, communities can encourage more affordable transportation by organizing and advocating for 
policies like transit-oriented development, improved local bus service, dedicated bus and bike lanes, 
and car-share programs as they deem fit for their community. Such a coalition would also help all three 
communities’ needs to be considered at the regional level since the county representative would feel 
pressure to raise these issues at regional planning meetings.

But improving regional planning may not be a priority for either transit agencies or local communities. 
East Palo Alto, North Fair Oaks, and Belle Haven do not utilize Caltrain at rates similar to neighboring 
communities, so transit planning agencies may not see a significant incentive to making the process 
more inclusive. Additionally, the three communities may decide to dedicate their energy into other 
pressing issues since the benefits of improved regional transit may be less tangible than other issues like 
affordable housing.
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ACHIEVING PROGRESSIVE POLICY OUTCOMES FOR LOCAL COMMUNITIES IN SAN MATEO 
COUNTY
RECOMMENDATIONS

As demonstrated by the case studies above, stronger representation from local communities can address 
equity goals. To identify needs shared by the three communities and develop strategies to effectively 
address those needs, Brightline met with several CBOs and officials representing local agencies. From 
these conversations, additional affordable housing has often been articulated as the most pressing 
priority for East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks. As mentioned above, a countywide coalition 
already exists to address this issue and another coalition specifically advocates for the housing needs of 
East Palo Alto. Future campaigns should work with CBO coalitions to support ongoing efforts and identify 
how to best leverage their expertise.

Additionally, the three communities could pursue changes to their municipal governance structures to 
increase empowerment of their residents most in need. Two policy campaigns could have substantial 
impact to further empower residents of Belle Haven and North Fair Oaks: converting Menlo Park’s 
election system from an at-large system to district elections and having North Fair Oaks incorporate 
as a city or annexed into Redwood City. East Palo Alto could also consider pursuing a “strong mayoral” 
governance structure. 

	 North	Fair	Oaks	may	seek	better	representation	and	equitable	policies	through	incorporation.	

As evidenced by the lengthy process East Palo Alto 
went through to incorporate, municipal incorporation 
is a timely and difficult battle. East Palo Alto’s 
incorporation took a full two decades with extended 
debate about its economic viability.133 After the 
county’s Local Agency Formation Commission 
(LAFCO) initially vetoed the incorporation proposal in 
September 1981 and then reversed its decisionone 
month later, anti-incorporation residents who had 
concerns over East Palo Alto’s revenue streams 
sued LAFCO.134 The proposed City of East Palo 
Alto was expected to operate at a yearly deficit of 
$250,000 with a small tax base, and with only a 
handful of local businesses operating at the time.135 
Thus, opponents of incorporation argued that the 
proposed City of East Palo Alto would quickly go 
bankrupt.136 Proponents, who believed that the 
county had prioritized investing tax revenue in other 

ABOUT THE NORTH FAIR OAKS 
COMMUNITY COUNCIL

As an unincorporated area, North Fair Oaks 
does not have a city council but rather a 
community council. Since 1990, the North 
Fair Oaks Community Council has acted 
as an advisory body to the county, making 
recommendations on issues of health, 
safety, welfare, public works, and planning.50 

The North Fair Oaks Community Council is 
composed of nine members, all appointed by 
the county board of supervisors to three-
year terms. All members are either residents 
or business owners in North Fair Oaks.51  
The council also has one nonvoting youth 
member.52
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communities, saw incorporation as necessary to determine land use policies and how tax revenue was 
invested according to resident preferences.137 

Ultimately, LAFCO revised the budget 
calculations and determined that the 
proposed City of East Palo Alto would have 
an operational budget thanks in part to 
a then-recent state gasoline tax increase 
and to property taxes from a nearby 
unincorporated area that would receive 
services from the City of East Palo Alto.138 
This allowed community leaders to submit 
the decision to its residents and after 
getting voter approval, it incorporated in 
1983.139 As an autonomous city, the City 
of East Palo Alto now makes decisions on 
development projects within the city, such 
as the decision to approve a 25,000-square-
foot youth performance and arts center.140

The current dynamics of North Fair Oaks are similar to those of East Palo Alto before incorporation, and 
could thus facilitate more equity-oriented policies after incorporation. In comparison to other areas in 
the county, North Fair Oaks has far higher unemployment rates and displacement while lacking county 
investments. Unlike the City of East Palo Alto, North Fair Oaks has revenue streams in both property 
taxes and local businesses and the potential for additional revenue from underutilized land and office 
spaces, which may make it easier to incorporate.141 Additionally, incorporation could push North Fair 
Oaks to enact stronger equitable housing policies.  The City of East Palo Alto remains the only city in 
the county with rent-control and just-cause ordinances, which strive to maintain affordable housing for 
tenants.

On the other hand, incorporation may be more 
difficult because North Fair Oaks residents 
already have an array of available services and 
a community council. Various recreational and 
personal development programs are available to 
North Fair Oaks youth, and a health clinic provides 
services to residents from North Fair Oaks, as well 
as to neighboring cities.142 In addition, the North 
Fair Oaks Community Council acts as a pseudo-
legislative body in that it holds public hearings on 
issues affecting the community and makes recommendations to the county, so residents may feel that 
they do have some amount of representation. In light of these differences, it is unclear how much public 
support for incorporation would exist. 

INCORPORATION OFFERS BENEFITS

“If East Palo Alto had not incorporated, it 
would have suffered greater displacement 
because there would be no protections for 
renters.” 

- Ruben Abrica, East Palo Alto City Councilmember

COMMUNITY IDENTITY IN NORTH FAIR OAKS

“Many people don’t know they live in North Fair Oaks. 
They see Redwood City in their mailing address so think 
they live in Redwood City but when they go to the 
Redwood City City Council to voice their concerns and 
needs, they are told they don’t live in Redwood City and 
are turned away.” 

- Adriana Guzman, Immigrant Outreach Coordinator for Faith 
in Action Bay Area, a coalition of faith-based community 
organizations that advocate for health care, affordable 
housing, immigrant integration, economic opportunity, 
neighborhood safety, and education
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Redwood City Hall 

	 North	Fair	Oaks	could	also	seek	annexation		 	
	 by	Redwood	City.		

Annexation may be another option when cities 
desire areas to build public infrastructure. The 
County of San Mateo LAFCO has determined that 
North Fair Oaks lies inside Redwood City’s sphere 
of influence, a requirement for annexation.143 
Therefore, Redwood City could submit an 
application for annexation of North Fair Oaks in 
part or in its entirety.144 The application may be 
submitted by Redwood City after its City Council 
adopts a resolution to do so, or by a petition of 
North Fair Oaks registered voters or owners of 
land.145 

Local LAFCOs have broad discretion in deciding 
whether to approve, in whole or in part, or deny an application.146 They also have broad discretion in 
deciding what information to require from applicants, so a meeting would need to be set up with the 
County of San Mateo LAFCO executive officer as early as possible.147 In addition, the application would 
need to provide documentation showing compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA), a plan for how Redwood City would provide services to North Fair Oaks, and a property tax 
exchange agreement between Redwood City and San Mateo County, among other requirements.148 If the 
application were approved, but then protests were filed by North Fair Oaks residents, LAFCO would have 

to terminate the application and submit the annexation 
to a vote in North Fair Oaks, or approve the application, 
depending on what percentage of registered voters 
protest.149

However, annexation can be expensive, as Redwood 
City would have to pay not only filing fees with LAFCO 
but also the fees associated with preparing the CEQA 
documentation. Redwood City would also have to 
increase the size of departments in order to meet the 
needs of an expanded population. In addition, this 
seems unlikely for North Fair Oaks given that Redwood 
City may not want to annex a majority-minority area 
with a primarily low-income population. North Fair 
Oaks would require higher infrastructural needs and 
services given its differences from Redwood City.   

REPRESENTATION OF BELLE HAVEN

“To date, Belle Haven has not had the 
representation it needs on the Menlo 
Park City Council to work on issues of 
transportation, environmental justice, and 
equitable development for its residents. 
While development projects are being 
approved in low-income neighborhoods 
with low access to public transit, Belle 
Haven residents need the city to mitigate 
the negative impact these projects will 
likely have on housing, transportation, and 
pedestrian safety.” 

- Cecilia Taylor, a Belle Haven resident who ran 
for Menlo Park City Council in the last election 
and math teacher



23

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

BRIGHTLINE DEFENSE

North Fair Oaks Community Council

	 District	elections	in	Menlo	Park	could	provide	better	representation	for	Belle	Haven.

The City of Menlo Park, where the neighborhood Belle Haven is located, currently holds at-large 
elections for its City Council positions. As a result, none of the at-large City Council members are likely 
representing the particular interests of Belle Haven residents, who have lower educational attainment, 
lower income, and higher percentage of minorities than Menlo Park overall. District elections would offer 
a way for Belle Haven to elect its own council member, from the community, and that representative 
could then advocate for policies that meet the distinct needs of Belle Haven residents.

One way to switch from at-large elections to district elections in Menlo Park lies in the California Voting 
Rights Act of 2001 (CVRA). CVRA expands on the floor set by the federal Voting Rights Act of 1965, 
making it easier for racial minority groups in California to prove that their votes are being diluted in 
“at-large” elections.150 Oftentimes, this litigation tool has been used to push cities to switch from at-
large elections to district elections.151 Moreover, this switch to district elections has been seen to boost 
representation of racial minorities.152 Though 
few cases brought under the CVRA have been 
litigated, at least one case provides guidance 
into the information that must be presented to 
make a successful claim under the CVRA.
 
In the case of Jauregui v. City of Palmdale, the 
plaintiffs alleged that racially polarized voting 
occurred in Palmdale because candidates 
preferred by Latino and African-American 
voters had not been elected in over a 
decade.153 Despite Latinos constituting 54.4% 
and African-Americans 14.8% of Palmdale’s 
population, no African-American candidates 
and no Latino candidates had been elected 
to the Palmdale City Council in the prior ten 
years, nor had a candidate preferred by African-
Americans/Latinos been elected.154 But showing 
that candidates who identify as racial minorities have not been able to win an election is not by itself 
sufficient to prove that an election system has caused racially polarized voting.155 Instead, additional 
data are needed that show an election system “consistently and statistically exhibit[s] racially polarized 
voting.”156

In Belle Haven’s case, a resident who is of a racial minority would have to present data that establish a 
“clear history of a difference between choice of candidates preferred by the protected class in the choice 
of the non-protected class.”157 Given Menlo Park’s demographics and current City Council makeup, data 
showing a historical difference between candidates preferred by Latino/African-American residents 
and by white residents would have to be presented to show that racially polarized voting exists. In fact, 
on August 2017, Menlo Park received a letter providing notice of an intent to sue unless Menlo Park 
switches from at-large to district elections.158 According to the letter, Menlo Park has until October 5, 
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2017, to pass an ordinance expressing its intent to analyze the switch or the lawsuit will be filed.159 

On October 4, 2017, the Menlo Park City Council held a special session to discuss potentially changing 
its election system and unanimously adopted a resolution expressing the intent to change its system.160 
The resolution also set dates for two future public meetings to gather community input on the topic, 
and approved funding for the hiring of a demographer to assist with the process.161 One of the questions 
for the City Council is which type of voting system would it switch to. As a general law city, Menlo Park 
can switch from at-large to either “from district” or “by district” elections.162 In “from district” elections, 
cities are divided into districts and voters in the entire city elect who represents each district.163 In “by 
district” elections, each district’s representative is elected by voters who live in that district.164

If Menlo Park switches from at-large to district elections, communities like Belle Haven will have greater 
opportunities to have their concerns heard at the city level, perhaps leading to policy changes that affect 
underserved communities of color. The City of Menlo Park has begun following the trend of many cities 
throughout California that have switched from at-large to district elections in 2017.165

	 East	Palo	Alto	could	benefit	from	leadership	under	a	“strong	mayoral”	structure,	but	would	need	to			
	 adopt	a		city	charter.		
 
As rising inequality sweeps San Mateo County, East Palo Alto’s City Council now faces increasingly 
contested land use development. While concern has been raised over the city’s inability to address 
displacement in a timely manner, many residents have voiced displeasure over the expedited manner in 
which Amazon’s proposal to lease office space in the city was approved.166 A “strong mayoral” structure 
could add another, more accountable perspective in these instances. For instance, a strong mayor could 

have spearheaded or vetoed the council’s 
approval of the Amazon deal, while also 
expediting the rate at which the city acts on 
housing.167

However, the City of East Palo Alto cannot 
switch to a strong mayor form of government 
without switching its entire structure of 
governance because the general law does 
not allow for strong mayors.168  Instead, the 
general law provides that the City Council 
may ask the voters to decide if mayors will 
be elected in the future, but the elected 
mayors are considered members of the City 
Council and hold the same powers and duties 
as the City Council.169 This means that in a 
general law city, the City Council may appoint 

a mayor from among the elected City Council members, as discussed above, or it can hold an election 
to determine if voters will elect mayors who will hold the title of mayor but essentially serve as council 
members. The only way the City of East Palo Alto could switch to a “strong mayoral” system would be if 
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the city adopts a city charter.

Although not impossible, adopting a city charter can be difficult for two reasons. For example, the City of 
Westminster spent $45,000 in 1997 and a year to promote its switch to a charter city, but the proposal 
failed to garner a majority vote.170 Balancing against other urgent funding concerns for affordable 
housing and development, East Palo Alto may not have additional resources to make this switch.171 
Second, skepticism from residents may prevent change from general city status.172 Residents may 
believe the desire to change is a power grab from the City Council as cities have “plenary authority” in 
determining the duties of officials when devising the charter.173 Obtaining the majority vote needed to 
switch to a charter city may be difficult.174 

At the same time, switching to a charter city has some advantages. If the City of East Palo Alto adopts 
a charter, it can increase salaries for elected officials beyond California Government Code restrictions 
and subsequently attract more candidates for office.175 Second, if a charter city’s law conflicts with a 
state law and both laws focus on a “municipal affair,” the charter city’s law supersedes the state law.176 
Municipal affairs include a wide range of policy areas: how a city spends tax dollars, municipal contracts, 
city elections, subgovernment of the city, and regulation of the city’s police department, among other 
functions.177 In addition, charter cities may impose a transaction tax on the sale of real estate, which the 
general law prohibits.178 This extra source of revenue could help cities meet funding gaps, so attempting 
to become a charter city might be worth the time and money needed to promote the switch.

CONCLUSION
While sharing similar struggles of increasing displacement and inequity in the region, the communities 
of East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks have three differing opportunities to increase 
empowerment of their residents. Belle Haven and North Fair Oaks offer the most opportunity for 
change. While East Palo Alto already has representation through its own City Council, Belle Haven and 
North Fair Oaks are unique for their lack of direct representation beyond advisory bodies. Switching the 
City of Menlo Park from at-large elections to district elections could create a dedicated representative 
focused on Belle Haven. Transforming into an incorporated city, the North Fair Oaks community could set 
its own policies on housing and immigration. In comparison, the City of East Palo Alto could also switch 
to a “strong mayoral” system, but the results for a city of its size may be mixed and such a process would 
require adoption of a city charter. 

By creating more responsive representation particularly in Belle Haven and North Fair Oaks, system-
level changes could amplify the voices of oft-ignored residents. Particularly in the context of regional 
governance on transportation and housing, incorporated cities could have a larger say in policy decisions. 
These system-level changes could subsequently lead to more empowered residents and more equitable 
policies for low-income and traditionally underserved communities in San Mateo County. As this dynamic 
region continues to change and grow, more responsive governance and local empowerment can ensure 
a better quality of life for all residents. 
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Appendix	A:	Identifying	communities	with	the	greatest	investment	needs.	

San Mateo County has many public agencies and nonprofits dedicated to addressing the needs of its 
residents. For example, the San Mateo County Health System provides treatment for mental illness and 
substance abuse.179 Organizations like El Concilio of San Mateo County and Community Legal Services 
of East Palo Alto provide essential services to low-income residents such as assistance with utility bills 
and eviction defense.180 The array of services available to those in need may contribute to the county’s 
relatively low unemployment rate. 

However, the county suffers from a great and increasing income gap. In regions of increasing economic 
stratification, tools that identify low-income communities play an important role in identifying particular 
communities in need of investment and policy attention. These tools help focus efforts to equitably 
leverage current resources spent for housing, transportation, environmental mitigation, and workforce 
policies. They can serve as progressively oriented lenses to direct investment to the communities that 
need it most.  

1.  Disadvantaged communities identified by the California Environmental Protection Agency.

CalEnviroScreen is a tool developed by the California Environmental Protection Agency to identify 
California’s top 25% most disadvantaged communities at the census tract level, according to 
environmental, health, and socioeconomic factors.181 Communities labeled as “disadvantaged 
communities” by CalEnviroScreen are eligible to apply for a certain percentage of cap and trade funds, 
as well as participate in other programs like the Low-Income Weatherization Program.182 The updated 
version of CalEnviroScreen (CalEnviroScreen 3.0) was released in January 2017. In it, San Mateo County 
as a whole has six census tracts designated as disadvantaged communities, increasing from two under 
the prior version. This small increase can lead to significant investment opportunities in those census 
tracts. 

As indicated in the figure below, East Palo Alto has two census tracts designated as disadvantaged 
communities while Belle Haven and North Fair Oaks do not have any.183 Under the previous iteration 
of the CalEnviroScreen tool, East Palo Alto had only one census tract designated as a disadvantaged 
community.184 
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Figure 1: Map of CalEnviroScreen disadvantaged communities.185

2.  Communities of concern identified by Metropolitan Transportation Commission. 

The Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) uses eight variables to identify “communities of 
concern” within the Bay Area.186 Those eight factors, the data for which are drawn from the American 
Community Survey, are:

• minority population (70% threshold), 
• low-income population (30% threshold, defined as 200% of the federal poverty level), 
• English proficiency (20% threshold), 
• elderly population (10% threshold), 
• zero-vehicle households (10% threshold), 
• single-parent households (20% threshold), 
• disabled (25% threshold), and
• rent-burdened households (15% threshold).  

If a census tract exceeds the threshold values for both the low-income and minority factors or for low-
income and three or more other factors, then that tract is designated as a community of concern.187

MTC’s tool is particularly important for the state-mandated regional growth plan, Plan Bay Area 2040, 
which utilizes MTC’s tool in its equity analysis.188 MTC identifies communities of concern where access 
to housing, jobs, and transportation should be promoted. As the figure below shows, all of the census 
tracts in East Palo Alto and Belle Haven are designated as communities of concern and two of the 
three tracts in North Fair Oaks are designated as communities of concern.189 MTC’s tool varies from 
CalEnviroScreen in that it focuses on socioeconomic and population characteristics. CalEnviroScreen 
also weighs environmental factors. As these maps indicate, MTC’s approach is more inclusive of the 
communities of North Fair Oaks, Belle Haven, and the City of East Palo Alto.  
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Figure 2: Map of MTC’s communities of concern.190

3.  Opportunity Mapping by the Kirwan Institute. 

Ohio State University’s Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity collaborated with PolicyLink 
to determine Bay Area communities with limited opportunities most in need of investment. The Kirwan 
Institute created “Bay Area Opportunity Maps,” which identify areas in the Bay Area with high and low 
opportunity, in order to assist advocates in identifying communities in need of investment.191 It uses 18 
variables relating to education, economics and mobility, and neighborhood and housing quality. They 
include school reading proficiency, adult educational attainment, unemployment rate, transit access, 
mean commute time, poverty rate, median gross rent, crime risk, and proximity to toxic waste sites.192 
Analyzing these data is important because research demonstrates that “access to opportunity play[s] 
a significant role in life outcomes.”193 For example, the majority of affordable housing vouchers in the 
region are used in neighborhoods designated as low and very low opportunity areas, as opposed to 
areas with high performing schools. Since living in disadvantaged neighborhoods is correlated with 
low educational performance, this disparity perpetuates a cycle of poverty.194 This project seems to 
have influenced regional planners as the Association of Bay Area Governments plans to incorporate 
opportunity mapping into its equity analysis.195

Overall, the county fares well with 83% of its census tracts in high or very high opportunity areas.196 
This project was completed in 2012 so the data might be somewhat outdated. And while the report 
does not include granular data for the county, some of the regional data are informative. In the Bay 
Area, 42.7% of the population lived in low and very low opportunity areas, but this number increased 
to 59.1% for Latinos/Hispanics and to 66.4% for African-Americans.197 From 2000 to 2010, the number 
of households constrained by housing costs increased in all communities, but it almost doubled for very 
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low opportunity areas, indicating that people in those communities have less disposable income.198 As 
seen in the general Bay Area opportunity map, East Palo Alto, Belle Haven, and North Fair Oaks are areas 
with either low or very low opportunity.

Figure 3: Opportunity Map.199

*Note: The lighter shade indicates a lower opportunity area. 



30 TOWARD EMPOWERMENT: COMMUNITY REPRESENTATION AND GOVERNANCE IN SAN MATEO COUNTY

APPENDICES

Appendix	B:	Path	to	annexation.

The following is a summary of the annexation process that would occur if Redwood City wished to annex 
North Fair Oaks. An application for annexation would have to include information on how Redwood 
City would provide and finance these services to North Fair Oaks, a timeline, and other details on 
service provision.200 In addition, Redwood City and San Mateo County would have 60 days to negotiate 
the exchange of property and property tax.201 If an agreement cannot be reached, then Redwood City 
and the county would have to engage in the alternative negotiation process outlined in the California 
Revenue and Taxation Code Section 99(e)(1); but if they still cannot agree, then the application cannot 
proceed.202

Assuming Redwood City and the county reach an agreement on the property and property tax exchange, 
the LAFCO executive officer has 30 days to review the application for completeness and may request 
additional information.203 After the executive officer determines an application is complete, the officer 
will issue a certificate of filing and LAFCO has 90 days to consider the application.204 If the application 
is approved, any person may file a written request for reconsideration with the executive officer within 
30 days of the resolution approving the application, based on new facts that were not previously 
considered.205 The process would conclude when the executive officer certifies the annexation and the 
San Mateo County Recorder records the annexation.206  
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