
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
General Plans 
What is a General Plan?   

A General Plan is  a  high-level document outlining how the City plans  to meet the community's  
long-term vis ion for the future. A general plan is  typically made up of community goals  and 
actionable policies , and includes  an implementation plan to guide the achievement of that 
vis ion.   

The State guides  the content of many parts  of the General Plan and requires  it to include goals  
and policies  for the topics  of land us e, hous ing, mobility and transportation, open space and 
natural resources  management, noise, natural hazards  s afety, and environmental jus tice.  
Individual cities  and counties  may als o include other topics  that are community priorities  to the 
General Plan.   

Environmental Justice  
Why is the City of Berkeley preparing a new Environmental Justice Element?   

Senate Bill 1000 amended State law to require juris dictions  with “dis advantaged communities ” 
to include environmental jus tice policies  in their general plans . Dis advantaged communities , 
which the City of Berkeley will be referring to as  Environmental J us tice, or EJ , Communities , are 
neighborhoods  that encounter sys temic challenges , lack res ources , are unequally expos ed to 
pollution, and are dis proportionately deprived of common community s ervices .    

Berkeley has  a  longs tanding commitment to addres s ing inequities  created by pas t harmful 
government policies  and promoting environmental jus tice. Developing an Environmental J us tice 
Element a ligns  with the City’s  ongoing efforts  to create a more equitable, healthy, and 
s us tainable community for a ll.    

What is Environmental Justice?   

Environmental jus tice is  about making s ure that all communities  have equal acces s  to a healthy 
environment, and reducing health risks  in communities  that have been his torically unders erved 
by social and government ins titutions  by decreas ing pollution expos ure, increas ing community 
as s ets , and improving overall health. The State specifically defines  environmental jus tice as  
“the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of people of a ll races , cultures , incomes , and 
national origins , with respect to the development, adoption, implementation, and enforcement 
of environmental laws , regulations , and policies .” In the context of land use planning, this  means  
that no neighborhood should be unfairly burdened with more pollution or lack important 
resources  like parks , clean air, and s afe hous ing.    

For example, as  a  result of unfair hous ing practices  some neighborhoods  might be near 
factories  or bus y highways , which can lead to more pollution and health problems  for the people 



living there. People may live in neighborhoods  that do not have nearby places  to buy healthy 
food or play outs ide. Environmental jus tice s eeks  to addres s  these imbalances  by ens uring that 
city planning decis ions  are trans parent and that all communities  benefit from clean and s afe 
environments . This  involves  actively working to reduce pollution in overburdened areas , 
providing better acces s  to healthy food, green s paces , s afe hous ing and other s ervices  and 
amenities , and promoting civic engagement in government decis ions  that contribute to a  
healthy and vibrant community.   

What is the purpose of the Environmental Justice Element?   

There is  broad recognition that health is  heavily influenced by where you grow up and live your 
day to day life. Social determinants  of health, or the conditions  in the environment that can 
effect health outcomes , can be grouped into five categories , including economic s tability, 
education acces s  and quality, neighborhood and built environment, healthcare acces s  and 
quality, and s ocial and community context.  Financial s tres s ors , as  well as  an environment that 
is  polluted, are the larges t obs tacles  to good health.   

Planners  and policy makers  are acknowledge the importance of addres s ing pas t injus tices  and 
ins titutionalized dis criminatory decis ions . While many of thes e practices  are no longer in effect, 
their las ting impacts  can s till be s een in our community today and mus t be addres s ed.   

The Environmental J us tice Element will have s trategies  that s eek to reduce pollution and 
improve quality of life in the areas  mos t under-resourced or impacted by thes e inequities . Thes e 
s trategies  will be developed in clos e partners hip with the Ecology Center and affected 
community, and will inform citywide programs  and actions , as  well as  the annual City budget 
that directs  money to thes e efforts . This  focus  will help advance improvements  in 
environmental jus tice neighborhoods  and throughout Berkeley. By focus ing on equity and 
environmental jus tice in our General Plan, we can create a  more inclus ive and healthier 
environment for a ll.  

How will the City consider equity when drafting the Environmental Justice Element?   

Long before the term "environmental jus tice" was  coined, communities  acros s  California  
experienced unequal and unjus t land us e practices . From the Spanis h colonizers  who 
ins titutionalized the Mis s ion s ys tem and intentionally dis rupted tribal culture and environmental 
s tewardship, to the practice of redlining in cities  during the 20th century, thes e practices  a long 
with many others  have left a  las ting impact.    

The State of California  formally des ignates  certain areas  as  “dis advantaged communities ” us ing 
CalEnviroScreen, a mapping tool that provides  s tatewide data  that can be used to identify 
communities  who are disproportionately impacted by, or a t ris k from expos ure to, 
environmental pollution and contaminants . However, the City recognizes  that this  State 
des ignation may not fully capture the unique his toric, environmental, and socioeconomic 
contexts  of communities  in Berkeley. In developing the Environmental J us tice Element, the City 
is  collaborating with affected communities  to create a  more localized and comprehens ive 
identification of environmental jus tice areas  and groups  to ens ure our efforts  are ta ilored to the 
s pecific needs  and realities  of his torically marginalized Berkeley community members .   



What will be included in the new Environmental Justice Element?   

The Environmental J us tice Element will include maps , data , and s trategies  that are a imed to 
improve acces s  to s afe hous ing, facilities  and s ervices , healthy food and phys ical activity; 
reduce expos ure to pollutants ; and encourage and facilita te community engagement in the 
planning proces s es . To develop these s trategies , the Element will:   

• Identify communities  that face more pollution and environmental problems     

• Ass es s  how vulnerable Berkeley’s  communities  are to these is s ues    

• Lay out policies  to improve the health, s afety, and res ilience of thes e communities    

• Encourage and s trengthen meaningful community engagement in the City’s  planning 
proces s    

What other efforts is the City of Berkeley working on to promote environmental justice?    

Several exis ting community-led projects  and programs  are working to advance environmental 
jus tice in Berkeley. This  work mus t continue to be elevated through supportive goals  and 
policies  that inform future data  gathering, projects , and funding priorities . Some of these plans  
are lis ted below. You can find them on the Adopted Plans  page of our webs ite.   

• Age-Friendly Berkeley Action Plan (2018)    

• 2020 Pedes trian Plan City of Berkeley (2021)    

• Berkeley Bicycle Plan –  Executive Summary and Chapter 2: Goals  and Policies  (2017)    

• Berkeley Climate Action Plan (2009)    

• Berkeley Electric Mobility Roadmap (2020)    

• Berkeley Strategic Transportation Plan (2016)    

• Streets  and Open Space Improvement Plan (SOSIP) (2013)    

• Vis ion Zero Action Plan (2019)    

• City of Berkeley Consolidated Plan for Hous ing and Community Development (2020)    

• City of Berkeley General Plan Hous ing Element (2023)    

• City of Berkeley General Plan Environmental Management Element (2002)    

• City of Berkeley General Plan Citizen Participation Element (2002)   

https://berkeleyca.gov/your-government/our-work/adopted-plans


Safety Element   
What is the Disaster Preparedness and Safety Element?    

The City’s  exis ting General Plan includes  a  Dis as ter Preparednes s  and Safety Element, which 
fulfills  State requirements  to addres s  and mitigate natural hazard ris ks . Berkeley’s  Dis as ter 
Preparedness  and Safety Element expands  on this  and has  rules  and actions  to help reduce the 
impacts  from dis as ters , whether natural or human-made. It a lso provides  a  policy framework to 
s upport the City’s  efforts  in preventing human-made dis as ters , res ponding to emergencies , 
dealing with dis as ters , and recovering after these events .  The las t comprehens ive update to 
this  element was  in 2002.   

What will be included in the updated Disaster Preparedness and Safety Element?   

The update to the Dis as ter Preparednes s  and Safety Element will include new information to 
comply with recent State laws , and to reflect the updated vis ion of a  s afe and res ilient 
Berkeley.   

The Element will:    

• Identify known hazards  and risks , as ses s  vulnerability to them, and discus s  ways  to 
reduce thos e ris ks , including climate-change related hazards    

• Include s trategies  to improve dis as ter event notifications , communications , and 
evacuation   

• Lay out policies  for improving community s afety and responding to climate change   

You can watch videos  about the hazards  and risks  that will be covered in the update to this  Plan 
on the Local Hazard Mitigation Plan Update webpage.   

How is the Disaster Preparedness and Safety Element related to a Local Hazard Mitigation Plan 
(LHMP)?   

The Dis as ter Preparednes s  and Safety Element provides  the high-level framework to guide the 
City’s  future efforts  in preventing dis as ters , responding to emergencies , and recovering after 
events .  The LHMP is  a  part of the Dis as ter Preparedness  and Safety Element and provides  a 
more comprehens ive analys is  of natural and human-caus ed hazards  and vulnerability of the 
population and critical as sets , as  well as  a  targeted five-year plan to reduce risk. The LHMP also 
keeps  the City eligible to receive Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) hazard 
mitigation grant funding. How is  climate change and res ilience being cons idered in this  
project?    

Berkeley is  preparing a  climate adaptation as s es sment to determine potentia l ris ks  to the mos t 
vulnerable members  of the community to the effects  of climate change, including flooding, 
wildfire, drought, extreme heat, s ea level ris e, and s torm activity. The findings  of this  
as s es sment will inform the development of climate res ilience and community adaptation 
policies  in the Environmental J us tice and Dis as ter Preparedness  and Safety Elements .   

https://berkeleyca.gov/safety-health/disaster-preparedness/local-hazard-mitigation-plan-update
https://berkeleyca.gov/safety-health/disaster-preparedness/local-hazard-mitigation-plan-update


The City is  collaborating with the community to find out what measurements  would bes t show 
s ucces s  in achieving climate change action and res ilience goals . The end result will be the 
creation of a  plan to track Berkeley’s  progres s  in meeting climate goals  that is  fa ir and 
transparent to a ll our community members . A new dashboard will show an eas y-to-unders tand 
s ummary of important measurements  and indicators  to more clearly s how progres s .  

How can I participate in the update process?   

Partners hip and collaboration with the community is  crucial to ensure the policies  and 
programs  reflect the priorities , res ources , and values  of a ll of Berkeley.   

Here are some ways  to be involved:   

• Sign up for General Plan project email updates .   

• Contact the project team with ques tions .   

• Reach out to a local community leader through the advisory committee   

• Participate in upcoming engagement opportunities  s uch as  s urveys , focus  groups , 
public meetings , or other events  (dates  will be announced via email and pos ted on the 
home page of this  s ite).  

 

https://berkeleyejsafety.com/home

	FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
	General Plans
	What is a General Plan? 

	Environmental Justice 
	Why is the City of Berkeley preparing a new Environmental Justice Element? 
	What is Environmental Justice? 
	What is the purpose of the Environmental Justice Element? 
	How will the City consider equity when drafting the Environmental Justice Element? 
	What will be included in the new Environmental Justice Element? 
	What other efforts is the City of Berkeley working on to promote environmental justice?  

	Safety Element 
	What is the Disaster Preparedness and Safety Element?  
	What will be included in the updated Disaster Preparedness and Safety Element? 
	How is the Disaster Preparedness and Safety Element related to a Local Hazard Mitigation Plan (LHMP)? 
	How can I participate in the update process? 



