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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The California State Lands Commission has an obligation to maintain 
coastal access as sea level rises. Environmental justice groups often lack 
access to the coast, are least resilient to climate change impacts, and have 
historically been left out of environmental decision-making. Existing Cali-
fornia laws suggest that environmental justice analysis and outreach should 
be incorporated into sea level rise adaptation plans. In this policy brief, we 
recommend that the Commission provide applicants for lease of state lands 
with effective tools and strategies to identify and reach out to environmental 
justice communities. The Commission should also encourage members of 
these communities to apply for leases themselves, so they can design proj-
ects that are better suited to their communities’ needs.

Environmental Justice Communities Are Least 
Resilient to Impacts of Sea Level Rise 
Mean sea level in the San Francisco Bay Area is projected to rise between 
2.4-6.9 ft by 2100.1 Sea level rise (SLR) projections can be as high as 10.2 ft if 
we consider ice melt.2 In the California Coastal Commission’s 2018 Sea 
Level Rise Policy Guidance, the Commission notes that of the 210,000 
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Figure 1. Projected SLR in the SF Bay Area with data from the NOAA Sea Level Rise Viewer, 
Dec. 2018. Risk levels are determined by NOAA based on possible projected SLR scenarios in 
the next century.35
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people on exposed California coasts that would be 
affected by a 4.6 ft 100-year flood, “approximately 
27% or 56,000 of these are lower income people 
(those earning less than $30,000 annually); 45,000 
are renters; and 4,700 are linguistically isolated.”3 
An extreme storm on the scale of 2012’s Hurricane 
Sandy would cause upwards of ten billion dollars 
of damages to the Bay Area, and these costs would 
assuredly be exacerbated by higher seas.4 Margin-
alized, vulnerable, and environmental justice (EJ) 
communities lack the financial resources and polit-
ical influence required to mitigate or recover from 
extreme weather events.

We consider a community to be ‘marginalized’ 
if it is disadvantaged based on race, ethnicity, or 
class, including tribal communities and non-English 
speakers. A community may be considered ‘vulner-
able’ if it is susceptible to climate change impacts, 
especially sea level rise; this group includes Califor-
nians who live along the coast or rivers and in flood 
plains. An effective EJ assessment process must 
consider the needs of both marginalized and vulner-
able groups and give special attention to communi-
ties that fit both definitions, who we will refer to as 
‘environmental justice (EJ) communities’. EJ com-

munities are characterized by inequitable treatment 
in planning, public health policy, sustainability, 
and environmental protection on the basis of race, 
income, or ethnic background.5  The government of 
California should strive to include EJ communities 
in environmental planning and consider their needs 
in land use decisions.

The California State Lands Commission Has an 
Obligation to California’s Coastal Environmental 
Justice Communities

The Public Trust Doctrine mandates that state 
government maintains intertidal and submerged 
lands in trust for the benefit of the public.6 The pub-
lic has the right to access the coast in order to con-
duct commerce and enjoy the navigable waters be-
low the mean high-water mark.7 As sovereigns of the 
Public Trust, the California State Lands Commission 
(henceforth the ‘Commission’) has a responsibil-
ity to preserve equitable access to the tidelands of 
leased state property as the sea level rises. While the 
Commission cannot require private landholders to 
provide points of public access to the tidelands, they 
can partner with the California Coastal Commis-
sion, which has the regulatory authority to do so.8

Figure 2. SLR inundation progression map. Adapted from asset map overlays from the Adapting to Rising Tides Sea Level Rise sce-
nario maps. Data ranges from current Mean High Water Mark (MHWM) +12”- 96”. Central yellow area (MHWM + 36”) covers the 
entirety of the Oakland Airport, a scenario that is likely by 2100 or earlier. This is a small section of SF Bay for illustration purposes.36
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The State of California has passed laws establishing 
a commitment to environmental justice. California 
Assembly Bill 691 (AB 691) requires that lessees of 
high-value public trust lands prepare SLR mitigation 
plans.9 California Senate Bill 1000 (SB 1000) man-
dates that all cities and counties integrate EJ goals, 
objectives, and policies into their general plans.10 SB 
1000’s intent is to create healthier cities and counties 
by protecting sensitive land uses and prioritizing the 
needs of disadvantaged communities.11 Considered 
together, AB 691 and SB 1000 suggest that environ-
mental justice should be incorporated into the SLR 
adaptation plans submitted by lessees of California 
state lands.

Lease Applications for Use of State Lands 
Do Not Reflect California’s Commitment to 
Environmental Justice

The Commission’s recently released Environmen-
tal Justice Policy explicitly states an intent to “in-
crease and encourage equitable public access.”12 

The Commission seeks to:
Preserve, protect, and expand public access to 
Public Trust lands and resources by supporting, 
facilitating and encouraging projects that in-
crease public access to these lands and resources 
for disadvantaged, marginalized, and vulnerable 
communities that have traditionally not been able 
to enjoy them (II.3)13.

Despite the Commission’s clear commitment to 
public access, the Application for Lease of State 
Lands does not require lease applicants to consider 
coastal access for EJ communities, nor does it en-
courage EJ community members to apply for leases 
themselves.14 The Commission can incorporate EJ 
analysis into the lease application process if it gives 
applicants ample support and easy access to online 
resources, as it does for lessees who are preparing 
sea level rise mitigation plans. The Commission’s 
web page for AB 691 provides a strong model for an 
EJ assessment page, with clear guidance, informa-
tional webinars, links to reliable mapping tools, sug-
gested funding sources, and examples of successful 
mitigation plans submitted by California ports and 
cities.15 Since the Commission officially presented its 
Environmental Justice Policy on December 3, 2018, 
it can now turn its attention to enacting EJ princi-
ples in the lease process.

Environmental Justice Assessments Should Target 
High-Impact Projects Without Creating A Large 
Regulatory Burden

The EJ assessment process must be practical, 
balancing the state’s powerful commitment to 
environmental justice with the understanding that 
lessees have limited time, resources, and exper-
tise to devote to research. Clesi Bennett of the San 
Francisco Bay Conservation and Development 
Commission (BCDC) argues in favor of a scalable 
EJ assessment process, with higher expectations for 
large, high-impact projects (such as port leases) and 
modest expectations for small, low-impact proj-
ects (such as docks).16 To address this concern, we 
suggest that the Commission sort proposed projects 
based on rent value; lease applicants undertaking 
projects with “gross public trust revenues averag-
ing over $250,000 annually” should be required to 
submit an EJ assessment, while lessees with smaller 
projects should not. This is the same rent threshold 
used by AB 691 to determine which leases are large 
enough to justify a SLR mitigation plan.17 We expect 
that many of the projects beneath the threshold will 
include activities that are non-commercial or pro-
tective in nature, while projects above the threshold 
are likely to be commercial or industrial.18 Kenneth 
Foster of the California State Lands Commission 
Land Management office estimates that 80% of the 
Commission’s leases are held by individuals with 
small projects.19 The remaining 20% have leases that 
are considered “significant,” and these are the leases 
that should be targeted for EJ assessment.20 The goal 
of an EJ assessment should be to identify and protect 
vulnerable communities, not to frustrate applicants 
or limit commerce. 

To further limit the burden on potential lessees, 
the Commission can establish a pre-screening 
process that identifies land tracts or neighborhoods 
which are at risk for inundation as sea level rises. 
The Commission can take inspiration from a suc-
cessful pre-screening program in nearby Seattle, WA, 
where the city government has pre-screened neigh-
borhoods to identify ‘Equity Areas’ containing mar-
ginalized resident populations who might be affect-
ed by land development projects.21 The Commission 
can adapt Seattle’s strategies to pre-screen regions 
throughout California, beginning with the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area. Under this model, applicants would 
only need to submit an EJ assessment if their project 
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is both “significant” in scope and located within one 
of the land tracts at risk for inundation.

The Commission can likely add an EJ assessment 
to the lease application process without a regulatory 
change, pursuant to 2 CCR § 2802 Commission Cri-
teria.22 2 CCR § 2802 states that “the Commission 
in determining pursuant to Public Resources Code 
Section 6702(b)(3) whether a lease, contract or oth-
er instrument is in the best interest of the State will 
consider whether the use, project or activity permit-
ted by such instrument is... (d) conducive to public 
access [and] (f) otherwise in the best interests of the 
state”.23 If the Commission agrees that an EJ assess-
ment would meet criteria (d) and (f), no regulatory 
change would be needed.

Three Policy Recommendations for Actionable 
Change: Identify, Reach Out, and Encourage 
Environmental Justice Communities 

Recommendation 1: Identify Environmental 
Justice Communities

The Commission should provide applicants with 
clear direction and effective tools so that applicants 
can produce useful EJ assessments that accurately 
identify EJ communities. There are several effec-
tive environmental justice screening tools available 
online, but each tool was built with a different issue 
area and community in mind.24 Research scien-
tist Walker Weiland highlights the drawbacks of 
CalEnviroScreen, which was designed to assess the 

impacts of pollution — but not sea level rise — on 
marginalized communities.25

No single EJ screening tool incorporates all of the 
factors required to properly assess an EJ community, 
including demographics, economics, availability of 
transportation, health outcomes, exposure to harmful 
pollutants and other environmental impacts. It is im-
portant for a potential lessee to be able to evaluate all 
of these indicators accurately and without oversight. 

The Commission has two options: (1) encourage 
applicants to use the existing EJ screening tools list-
ed above, at no cost to the government, or (2) invest 
official resources to build a powerful new EJ screen-
ing tool that simplifies the EJ assessment process.

Coastal program analyst Sumi Selvaraj would like 
to see the Commission build a composite GIS tool 
because it would make the EJ assessment process 
quicker and easier for lessees.26 The new GIS tool 
can also cover any and all of the EJ indicators that 
the Commission is interested in, with a special focus 
on sea level rise. We believe that building a new GIS 
tool is the stronger option.

Key:  0%   < 20%   < 40%   < 60%   < 80%   < 100%   = 100%

Figure 3. Seven different online EJ screening tools and six categories that represent important indicators to consider for EJ communities. 
The fractions come from tables (Appendices 5.1-5.5) that list the specific factors making up the six indicator categories of interest.37, 38

“CalEnviroScreen should be thought of as 
one tool. It shouldn’t be the only tool or in-
formation that people use.”

-Walker Weiland, Research Scientist at 
  the California Office of Environmental   
  Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA)
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Recommendation 2: Reach Out to Environmental 
Justice Communities

The California Natural Resources Agency notes 
that “climate resilience strategies, no matter how 
well designed or implemented, will ultimately fail if 
they do not engage the communities that they serve 
from the onset of their development.”27 Therefore, 
the Commission should design an environmental 
justice assessment, similar to the attached form, 
which requires applicants to use some combination 
of EJ screening tools to first identify EJ communities 
which may be affected by a proposed project and 
then actively reach out to gather their input. The 
sample form includes examples of strategies that 
a lease applicant can use to reach out to relevant 
communities — in-person, in print, or digitally — 
inspired by outreach techniques championed in 
Seattle’s ‘Early Community Outreach for Design 
Review’ program.28, 29 This may be viewed as an 
example of ground-truthing: defined in the SB 1000 
toolkit as a “community fact-finding process where 
residents supplement technical information with 
local knowledge in order to better inform policy and 
project decisions”.30 When submitting their Envi-
ronmental Justice Assessments, applicants should 
consult approved EJ screening tools, provide contact 
information for relevant EJ community leaders, list 
the outreach strategies they used, summarize the 
community feedback they received, and provide 

evidence of their activities. We hope that requiring 
lease applicants to engage affected residents in this 
way will lead applicants to seriously consider the im-
pacts that their building choices have on the wider 
community and build strong working relationships 
with community leaders who may not be tradition-
ally involved in local commerce.

Option A: Use Existing Tools at No Cost Option B: Invest in A Powerful New GIS 
Tool

●	 No	cost	to	state	government
●	 Free	to	use	for	applicant
●	 Can	be	featured	on	Commission	web-

site	for	easy	applicant	access
●	 Tools	contain	several	different	over-

lays,	which	can	be	confusing	to	the	
user

●	 Can	be	difficult	to	compare	data	
across	tools

●	 Various	tools	may	fail	to	identify	cer-
tain	vulnerable	groups,	or	understate	
the	threat	these	groups	face

●	 Using	several	tools	in	conjunction	can	
provide	a	more	holistic	picture

●	 Moderate	cost	to	state	government
●	 May	require	additional	data	collection
●	 Can	be	customized	to	include	any	and	

all	EJ	indicators	that	the	Commission	
deems	important

●	 Can	prioritize	sea	level	rise	indicators
●	 Can	be	updated	over	time
●	 One-stop	analysis	for	lease	applicants	

—	no	cross-tool	comparisons	needed
●	 No	one	tool	can	be	comprehensive	on	

its	own

Figure 4. Contrasting the prospects of using existing EJ Screening Tools versus a creating a new GIS Tool
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Environmental Justice Assessment 
Application for Lease of State Lands 

OVERVIEW 

Applicants for lease of state lands are required to identify and reach out to any 
environmental justice (EJ) communities who live, work, study, or recreate near a 
proposed project site. Applicants may consult the California State Lands Commission 
website for further instructions on completing the Environmental Justice Assessment. EJ 
screening tools, frequently asked questions (FAQ), and project examples are included to 
support applicants during the assessment process. 

Applicants are strongly encouraged to submit proposals for projects which increase 
public access to California state lands and resources for disadvantaged, marginalized, 
and vulnerable communities who have traditionally not been able to enjoy them.  

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Applicants must consult approved EJ screening tools from the attached list to 
identify EJ communities who might be affected by the proposed project, 
particularly as sea level rises in the future. Note that EJ communities may be 
deemed vulnerable based on various indicators, including social-demographic, 
economic, environmental, exposure, health, and transportation factors.  

2. Applicants must provide contact information for any and all of the EJ community 
leaders consulted for the proposed project.  

3. Applicants must also identify which outreach strategies they used from the 
following list to contact these leaders or gather feedback from affected EJ 
communities.  

4. Applicants must include a summary of community feedback received and proof of 
research/outreach activities (screenshots from EJ screening tools, flyers from 
community events, emails, meeting notes, links to webpages, etc.) 

5. Applicants are also encouraged to submit a plan for providing public access to 
the tidelands abutting their rental property. 
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APPROVED ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE SCREENING TOOLS 

CalEnviroScreen for socioeconomic & exposure indicators 
Healthy Places Index for economic, exposure & transportation indicators 
NOAA Sea Level Rise Viewer for socioeconomic, health & environmental 
indicators 
Surging Seas: Risk Zone Map for sea level rise indicators 
Adapt to Rising Tides for sea level rise indicators 
EPA EJScreen for exposure indicators 
Cal Adapt for environmental indicators 
 

EXAMPLES OF COMMUNITY OUTREACH 

In-person Outreach Digital Outreach Print Outreach 

Door-to-door canvassing 
Drop-in hours at local 
venue 
Presentations at 
schools/colleges, religious 
services, or community 
events 
Focus groups 
Guided walk of project site 

Basic project webpage 
Social media posts 
Online survey 
Newsletter distributed to 
contact list via email 
Project hotline 
Interactive project website 
with comments enabled 

Door-to-door flyers 
Advertisement in local 
newspaper 
Direct mailing 
Posters hung in 
neighborhoods 
Signs posted around 
project site 

CONTACT 
 
California State Lands Commission: slc.ca.gov 

 

Office of Land Management (916) 574-1940 
 Northern California: (916) 574-1869 

 Bay Area/Delta: (916) 574-0452 

 Southern California: (916) 574-2555 
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Recommendation 3: Encourage Environmental 
Justice Communities

The Commission should encourage applicants 
to submit project proposals which will increase or 
uphold coastal access, in line with its 2018 Envi-
ronmental Justice Policy.31 32 We further suggest 
that the Commission encourage EJ community 
members to apply for leases themselves, so that they 
can design projects and provide services that ad-
dress their communities’ needs. Jonathan Cordero, 
Chairperson of the Ramaytush Ohlone Association, 
suggests that leasing state lands could be especially 
meaningful for tribal communities, who have lost 

large tracts of land throughout Californian histo-
ry.33 We recommend that the Commission keep an 
updated database of EJ community leaders who can 
be contacted directly when relevant grant money 
becomes available. The Commission can also tap 
into existing governmental and nonprofit networks, 
beginning with the agencies that contributed to the 
2018 Environmental Justice Working Group Recom-
mendation.34 This process must include a change in 
thinking as well as action: the Commission and its 
partners must endeavor to highlight EJ community 
members as creative consultants, powerful leaders, 
and stewards of critical future projects. 
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Appendix

The following charts depict seven online tools for identifying EJ communities: CalEnviroScreen, Healthy Places 
Index, NOAA SLR Viewer, Surging Seas: Risk Zone Map, Adapt to Rising Tides, EPA EJScreen and Cal Adapt. 
The charts analyze each tool to see if they include any of the six EJ indicators: Exposure, Transportation, Socio-
economic, Economic, Environmental, and Health. Each indicator also has a set of factors underneath that are 
more specific. A “✔” indicates that tool addresses the specific factor listed above. Likewise, an “✘” indicates that 
tool does not address the specific factor listed above.

Tools:

Exposure	Indicators. Transportation	Indicators

Air	Quality Water	
Quality PM	2.5

Waste:	
Hazard	&	
Garbage	

Toxic	Sub-
stances	

Traffic	
Density

Auto	Ac-
cess

Active	Com-
muting

CalEnviroscreen ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘
Healthy	Places	Index	 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✔
NOAA	SLR	Viewer ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Surging	Seas:	Risk	
Zone	Map ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Adapt	to	Rising	Tides ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
EPA	EJScreen ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘
Cal	Adapt	 ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Figure 5.1

Tools:
Demographic	Indicators

Educational	
Attainment

Linguistic	
Isolation Poverty Unemployment Race/	

Ethnicity Age Gender Tribal	Areas

CalEnviroscreen ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘
Healthy	Places	Index ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
NOAA	SLR	Viewer ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘
Surging	Seas:	Risk	
Zone	Map ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Adapt	to	Rising	Tides	 ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
EPA	EJScreen ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔
Cal	Adapt ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Figure 5.2
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Tools
Economic	indicators

Household
Burden

Household
Income

Household
Dynamic

Housing
Density

Retail	Den-
sity

Public	Ac-
cess

Supermarket
Access

CalEnviroscreen ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Healthy	Places	
Index ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✔ ✔

NOAA	SLR	Viewer ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Surging	seas:	Risk	
Zone	Map	 ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Adapt	to	Rising	Tides ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
EPA	EJScreen ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘
Cal	Adapt ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Figure 5.3

Tools
Environmental	Indicators

Sea	Level	
Rise Inundation Marsh

Migration
Storm
Surge

Elevation	
Data

Water
features Temperature Precipitation

CalEnviroscreen ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Healthy	Places	Index ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
NOAA	SLR	Viewer ✔ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘
Surging	Seas:	Risk	
zone	Map ✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘

Adapt	to	Rising	Tides ✔ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘
EPA	EJScreen ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘
Cal	Adapt ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔ ✔ ✔

Figure 5.4

Tools:
Health	Indicators

Health	
Risks

Infancy	
Risks

Healthcare
Access Hospitals Social	Secu-

rity Population

CalEnviroscreen ✔ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔
Healthy	Places	
Index

✘ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✘ ✔

NOAA	SLR	Viewer ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘ ✔ ✘
Surging	Seas:	Risk	
Zone	Map

✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✔

Adapt	to	Rising	
Tides

✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

EPA	EJScreen ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘
Cal	Adapt ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘ ✘

Figure 5.5
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