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STAFF REPORT
To the Honorable Mayor and City Council

From the City Manager 

DATE:  April 26, 2021

SUBJECT 

Study Session on Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA) and process to update Housing and Safety 
Elements and to prepare an Environmental Justice Element or related goals and policies

RECOMMENDATION

Hold a Study Session on RHNA and process to update Housing and Safety Elements and to prepare an 
Environmental Justice Element or related goals and policies, and provide feedback to staff on the key 
project components. No formal action will occur at this meeting. 

STRATEGIC PLAN GUIDING PRINCIPLE

Housing

BACKGROUND 

Redwood City’s General Plan describes policies for how the City will grow and change over the next two 
decades with a vision for 2030. As part of that plan, it has sections called “elements” that address Housing, 
Land Use, Safety, and Circulation among others. In California, General Plans serve as a blueprint for all 
future development. The Redwood City General Plan was adopted in October 2010 with a separate 
Housing Element last adopted in 2014. 

Every eight years, Redwood City and all other California jurisdictions are required to revise and update 
the Housing Element consistent with State law.  Redwood City will be evaluating its Housing Element at 
the same time as other jurisdictions throughout the Peninsula and the Bay Area. All of these cities must 
complete and submit their Housing Elements to the State by January 2023 or face the possibility of 
funding cuts, loss of housing grant eligibility, and fines. As part of the update, Redwood City is also 
required to update its Safety Element and adopt an Environmental Justice Element (or incorporate related 
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goals, policies, and objectives into other elements) to comply with State law. Redwood City is beginning 
its planning process now and this report provides an overview of that expected process and key 
components.  

ANALYSIS

There are several key components to successfully completing the update process. These include: 

 Planning for New Housing - Planning appropriately for the City’s Regional Housing Needs 
Allocation (RHNA, pronounced REE-na) is a central part of the Housing Element process. To 
accommodate these housing needs, the City must change the General Plan and/or rezone areas 
of the City to allow more housing development and adopt goals and policies to address 
community housing needs.  

 Housing Goals – The Housing Element will include goals to address the housing needs of the 
community and specific policies and programs for how the City plans to meet those goals.  These 
goals and policies include not only strategies for including new housing, but preserving and 
improving existing housing and other services to meet the community’s housing needs.

 Safety and Environmental Justice Elements – Per state law, the City is also required to update its 
policies regarding environmental and man-made hazards (Safety Element) and increase the 
quality of life for disadvantaged communities (Environmental Justice – either a separate element 
or related policies integrated into other elements).  

 Community Engagement – For a successful outcome, Redwood City will involve all members of 
the community. Special emphasis will be given to traditionally underrepresented groups and 
neighborhoods. 

 Equity - The Council has identified equity as being a foundational Guiding Principle, stating that 
“Redwood City will put equity first, urging a collective restart so that policies serve the entire 
community.” The Housing Element will use an equity lens throughout the process, not just for 
community engagement but also in evaluating the benefits and burdens of various policy options.

Planning for New Housing – Every eight years, all cities in California receive a target for new housing 
construction called a RHNA. Regional allocations are decided by the State, with the regional governing 
body (Association of Bay Area Governments for the Bay Area) assigning jurisdiction-specific goals based 
on jobs, transportation, and the presence of high opportunity areas. High opportunity areas are generally 
residential neighborhoods with high property values and access to good schools, parks, and jobs in the 
region. The RHNA targets affordability levels ranging from very low income to above moderate income 
homes. 

In 2014, Redwood City was given an eight-year goal of 2,789 new homes in Redwood City, with over 50 
percent of the homes targeted towards moderate, low, or very low income households (Column A in 
Figure 1 below). In the current cycle (2014-2022), the City has been very successful in meeting housing 
needs with permits issued for almost 3,000 new homes, the highest number of units of any jurisdiction in 
the County. When currently entitled homes (Column C) also receive permits, the City will have permitted 
854 new residences affordable to very, low, and moderate income households. For reference, a typical 
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teacher’s salary at $85,000/year would qualify as a low-income household. Additional information on 
income limits is available on our website. The City will have exceeded its low income housing targets and 
permitted half of the very low income target (Column E).  

Figure 1 – RHNA Progress for 2014-2022
 (A) RHNA 

Allotment 2014-
2022

(B) Building 
Permits Issued 
through 2020

(C) Entitled 
Units not yet 

issued Building 
Permits

D (Total 
Expected Units 
for This Cycle

(E) Remaining 
RHNA when 

entitled units 
receive permits

Very Low 
Income 

706 287 63 350 356 

Low 429 301 162 463 - 
Moderate 502 - 41 41 461 
Above 
Moderate 

1,152 2,357 932 3,289 -  

TOTAL 2,789 2,945 1,198 4,143 817 

This success was made possible by a series of plans, policies and programs that encouraged development 
of all housing, with specific emphasis on affordable housing. Since adoption of the last Housing Element, 
the City also adopted a series of changes to the Accessory Dwelling Unit ordinance that resulted in a 
significant increase in construction for small homes that, on average, are naturally affordable. 

The City did not receive many applications for moderate-income units as most affordable housing funding 
sources are targeted exclusively for low or very-low income units. As Redwood City offers flexibility, 
developers have often opted to provide units with deeper affordability levels rather than moderate-
income units.  The City Council also adopted an Affordable Housing Impact Fee and Inclusionary Housing 
Ordinance, which substantially increased funding for affordable housing and required market-rate 
developments to include affordable housing in their projects. Large mixed-use projects like Broadway 
Plaza and South Main are examples of this affordability mix. The City has also partnered with affordable 
housing developers to construct 100% affordable projects such as Habitat for Humanity’s 612 
Jefferson, ROEM’s 353 Main or MidPen’s 707 Bradford. Pending potential projects such as the Sequoia 
Station development and other Gatekeeper projects have the potential for hundreds of more 
affordable homes in the next few years, though those projects are in the initial stages of planning and 
environmental review. 

Upcoming development projects will likely be important for meeting the next set of RHNA goals. Due to 
the ongoing Bay Area housing crisis and changes in the way housing need is calculated, Redwood 
City’s draft RHNA allocation for 2023-2031 will be increased to 4,588 total units. Planning for housing in 
this cycle will be more challenging due not only to the higher RHNA number, but a variety of state law 
changes, including: 

 Laws that remove local discretion over housing approvals if RHNA targets are not being met, 
 Stricter limitations on which sites may be considered suitable for future housing development, 

and  
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 “No Net Loss” laws which requires cities to rezone for additional housing if housing sites are 
developed with fewer homes than estimated, or with fewer affordable units 

The City will need to look beyond the Downtown area and major corridors such as Woodside Road and El 
Camino Real for future housing sites. In the last eight years, almost all new housing construction was 
located in denser areas of the City next to or near transit or major thoroughfares. While this has been 
effective at producing thousands of units in a short amount of time, it has concentrated development into 
a relatively narrow area, or approximately 15 percent of all land planned for residential 
development (areas with the Mixed Use General Plan category). Figure 2 shows the breakdown of land 
uses within Redwood City. The largest use of land in the City is for single-family homes, followed by 
multifamily homes and then commercial uses.  

Figure 2 – General Plan Land Uses by Acres

Source: City GIS 2020. The Open Space category does not include waterways, Bayfront, or Tidal Plain. 

Redwood City has over 31,000 homes, of which approximately 43 percent are located in single-family 
neighborhoods. Figure 3 shows the total number of units in the three General Plan land use categories. 
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Figure 3 – Total Homes in Residential Land Use Categories

Source: San Mateo County, 2020

In 1948, Redwood City adopted its first comprehensive zoning ordinance, establishing land use districts 
and standards for multiple land uses, including single-family neighborhoods. Historically, Redwood City 
has not made many changes to single-family neighborhood zoning, though increased property values and 
age of the housing stock has accelerated the number of teardowns and rebuilds in recent years, changing 
these homes over time. The rebuilds have typically resulted in larger single family homes. 

Beginning in 2016, new City regulation changes and state laws eased restrictions on accessory dwelling 
units and increased the number of small units in single-family neighborhoods. Over the past few years, 
numerous state bills have been and continue to be proposed that would modify single-family zoning 
regulations.  For example, there is a proposed Senate Bill (SB 9), that if adopted, would mandate that 
cities allow a minimum of two units per lot in all single-family zones or other residential neighborhoods, 
and require that cities allow certain lot splits and other changes by right.  

While the State Legislature continues to debate SB 9 and other housing legislation, staff intends to create 
a community engagement process to look at areas for new housing, including possibilities for “missing 
middle” housing. Missing middle housing is small residential developments such as duplexes, triplexes, or 
fourplexes that are built in the general size, shape and similar height of single-family homes. Missing 
middle housing already exists in many neighborhoods in Redwood City but was zoned out of conformity 
when the City adopted zoning in 1948 with substantial revisions in 1964 (see Figure 4). The City’s Housing 
and Human Concerns Committee (HHCC) conducted initial analysis of this issue, and the Housing Element 
process would build on that work.   

The City will also need to incorporate water infrastructure needs in its housing planning efforts. The City 
is finalizing its 2020 Urban Water Management Plan (UWMP).  The City’s UWMP must be consistent with 
the corresponding plan adopted by the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC), which provides 
water to Redwood City, and with the Bay Delta Plan, which was adopted by the State Water Board in order 
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to protect water quality, fish and wildlife, and agricultural uses. According to the SFPUC, implementation 
of the Bay Delta Plan could result in significant water shortages during dry years.  Accordingly, as part of 
the City’s UWMP, strategies are identified to address reduced supply due to drought years. While 
conservation efforts are emphasized, severe shortages may create additional constraints to adding new 
housing. 

Figure 4 – Examples of Existing Missing Middle Housing in Redwood City

Housing Goals – Based on the community engagement and equity analysis described above, the City will 
develop long-term housing goals that will seek to address the diverse housing needs of the 
community. Policies and programs will be developed that identify the specific actions the City will 
undertake toward implementing each goal. For example, the Housing Element includes a needs 
assessment to better understand the challenges of current residents. It presents information on the City’s 
resident population, existing housing stock, and employment trends. This information is the foundation 
for proposed strategies for preserving and improving housing and for removing impediments to the 
development of housing. 

Safety and Environmental Justice Elements – As previously noted, State law requires that cities update 
their Safety Element at the same time as their Housing Element.  State law also requires cities to prepare 
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an Environmental Justice Element (or include related policies in other elements). This requirement is 
triggered when two or more elements are being updated or adopted and the city is determined to have 
one or more “disadvantaged communities”.

Figure 5 – Required Content for Safety and Environmental Justice Elements
Safety Element Environmental Justice Element

 Fire risk for land classified as very high 
fire hazard severity zones 

 Sea level rise  
 Climate adaptation strategies  
 Vulnerability assessment 
 Local hazard mitigation  
 Resiliency strategies 

 Pollution burden 
 Socio-economic characteristics  
 Health and wellness 
 Food access  
 Physical activity/park access  
 Health and equity initiatives 

 
The Safety Element update will build upon the current Countywide Local Hazard Mitigation Plan work, as 
well as other countywide initiatives and staff will continue to work with partner organizations such as One 
Shoreline on climate resiliency policies. One Shoreline is an independent government agency working 
throughout San Mateo County to increase resilience to the climate change-related impacts of sea level 
rise, flooding, and coastal erosion. Fire risk, flooding and sea level rise will be of key concern in this round 
of planning, and will affect the areas suitable for additional development, including areas near the bay 
that are vulnerable to sea level rise and hillside areas that are vulnerable to wildfire dangers.  

Community Engagement – The Housing, Safety and Environmental Justice work will require a 
consolidated community engagement approach. In addition, the City will be undertaking both a 
regional and city-specific approach to community engagement.  

At the regional level, the City is collaborating with 21 Elements, a housing planning collaborative which 
includes all cities in the County of San Mateo (including the County itself for unincorporated areas). 21 
Elements will be working with cities on policy and public outreach on their respective Housing Elements. 
They are sponsoring the “Let’s Talk Housing” initiative (www.letstalkhousing.org) to reach a variety of 
stakeholders and will emphasize the regional nature of the housing crisis. As part of their outreach, they 
have assembled an Equity Advisory Group made up of nonprofit stakeholders that can assist in 
representing and contacting traditionally underrepresented groups and neighborhoods. 21 Elements 
has been hosting Countywide meetings to inform the community about the RHNA process and Housing 
Element requirements, and Redwood City is one of the featured jurisdictions at their meeting on April 13, 
2021. (Staff will update the Council on the results on this 
meeting at the April 26 study session.)  

In addition, Redwood City staff and our consultant, MIG, 
will lead our own outreach program, supplemented with 
the Let’s Talk Housing work. The program, 
called “Welcome Home, Redwood City” will have an 
emphasis on reaching traditionally underrepresented 
groups through neighborhood-specific events, language translation, and close work with nonprofits and 
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other organizations that represent those groups.  Emphasis will be given to stakeholder group interviews, 
helping to identify issues early and build a contact list with interested groups. Outreach will include both 
hard copy materials as well as virtual engagement methods.  
 
Equity – These planning efforts will focus on equity in engagement, policy evaluation, and decision-
making. While equity is commonly spoken of in terms of public engagement, it will be important to use an 
equity lens when evaluating policy outcomes and making choices on which housing alternatives to 
pursue.  This equity evaluation considers the impact policies will have on burdening or benefitting specific 
populations. The City‘s Equity and Inclusion Officer support staff in considering equity throughout the 
project.  MIG has developed a Public Engagement Plan that considers equity throughout the process, and 
has engaged a subconsultant, ChangeLab Solutions, which specializes in advancing equitable policies for 
all community members. ChangeLab Solutions specializes in convening diverse stakeholders, conducting 
legal research and developing model policies and documents.  

This type of equity assessment has been modeled by other municipalities, including the City of Long Beach 
and the City/County of San Francisco. Completed as part of a staff analysis or recommendation, it 
identifies how different aspects of the community may benefit or be negatively impacted by certain 
policies. While the exact form is not yet established, this analysis can be expected throughout the Housing, 
Safety, and Environmental Justice Element process.  

Questions for City Council Consideration 
During the study session, City Councilmembers will have the opportunity to provide individual comment 
on the work to develop the Housing Element. No formal direction will be sought.  City Councilmembers 
may wish to comment on the following questions during the meeting:

1. Are there specific housing and planning strategies you want to prioritize?
2. Are there specific areas or corridors you would like identified as potential housing sites?
3. In addition to the planned community engagement and outreach efforts, are there any 

additional communication methods you would like to see to improve equity?
4. Are there environmental justice element strategies you want to prioritize?

NEXT STEPS

 May 2021 – First Workshop specific to Redwood City
 Summer 2021 – Preparation of Land Use Strategies and continued outreach
 Late Fall 2021 – Determination of Preferred Housing Strategy
 Early 2022 – Environmental Review (CEQA/EIR)
 Mid to Late 2022 – Continued Community Outreach and Final City Council Decision
 January 2023 – Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) Certification
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FISCAL IMPACT 

The contract with MIG was approved on January 25, 2021 in the amount of $734,434. The cost of 
preparing these elements is paid for by the General Fund, SB2 and LEAP grants and the General Plan 
Update fees that are collected as part of building permit costs. Certification of the Housing Element is also 
an important component of housing grant eligibility, and impacts future funding opportunities. 

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 

These amendments to the General Plan will require an Environmental Impact Report (EIR). Further policy 
and land use development will be required before the initial scoping and analysis is begun.  

PUBLIC NOTICE

Public notification was achieved by posting the agenda, with the agenda items being listed, at least 72 
hours prior to the meeting.

ALTERNATIVES

This is a study session, and no alternatives are required. 

ATTACHMENTS 

None

REPORT PREPARED BY:

Diana O'Dell, Principal Planner
dodell@redwoodcity.org
(650) 780-7236

Alin Lancaster, Housing Leadership Manager
alancaster@redwoodcity.org
(650) 780-7299
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APPROVED BY:

Mark Muenzer, Community Development & Transportation Director
Melissa Stevenson Diaz, City Manager
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