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Section 1

Introduction

“Environmental Justice” is defined by California law as the fair treatment of people of all races,
incomes, and ethnicity with respect to the development, adoption, implementation, and enforcement
of environmental laws, regulations, and policies (Government Code, Section 65040.12[e]).
In 2016, the State of California passed Senate Bill 1000 (SB 1000)—the Planning for Healthy
Communities Act—requiring cities and counties to address environmental justice in their general
plans. Cities and counties may choose to adopt a separate stand-alone Environmental Justice
Element or address environmental justice throughout other elements of the General Plan. The
purpose is to develop objectives and policies to minimize pollution and its effects on all
communities, and to ensure residents have the opportunity to provide input in decisions that affect
their quality of life.
The City of Watsonville (City) is proactively adopting a stand-alone Environmental Justice (EJ)
Element ahead of state-mandated deadlines in order to efficiently build from and coordinate with
the City’s Local Hazard Mitigation Plan (LHMP) and Climate Action and Adaptation Plan
(CAAP), both of which inform land use and equity issues with respect to the environment
throughout the City.
In June 2020, the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) released updated guidelines
(OPR’s EJ Element Guidelines) for the preparation of EJ elements in compliance with SB 1000.
In accordance with these guidelines, this EJ Element includes a comprehensive set of objectives
and policies aimed at reducing the exposure of target populations to environmental hazards and
increasing their influence in public decision-making. The EJ Element, like other General Plan
elements, will guide the Watsonville City Council and City Departments; boards, commissions
and agencies; and the public in planning for the future growth and development of the City. EJ
elements are closely linked to and carry equal weight as other General Plan elements. Future
updates to the City’s Safety Element and Land Use Element will be consistent with objectives and
policies specified in this EJ Element.
In addition to compliance with SB 1000, addressing environmental justice in the City’s General Plan
will improve equitable distribution of resources and public investments, so disadvantaged communities
(e.g., of color, low-income) are not disproportionately exposed to pollution and climate induced (e.g.
extreme heat). Environmental justice planning can also help position the City and community-based
organizations to receive federal, state, and philanthropic resources that in turn can be used to benefit
disadvantaged communities. For example, the United States and California State Environmental
Protection Agency’s Environmental Justice Small Grants Program provides funding (up to $30,000$50,000) to community-based organizations and local organizations, which are working on solutions
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to local environmental and public health issues (CalEPA 2020). Other examples of funding are listed
in Section 3.2, Eligible Finding for Disadvantaged Communities.
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Section 2

Community Engagement

Public input is a critical component in the development of the City’s EJ Element. Following the
conclusion of the City’s LHMP planning process and in preparation for the CAAP, the City
developed a Community Advisory Committee, composed of people with local experience and
knowledge about the community and environmental challenges. During the CAAP planning
process, the Community Advisory Committee provided input on 1) how community engagement
could be improved to result in greater participation in community surveys and 2) what greenhouse
gas reduction and resiliency strategies should be prioritized in the CAAP.
For this EJ Element, two Community Advisory Committee meetings will be held to inform and
support the EJ Element planning process. During the first meeting, the planning team presented
and solicited feedback on the results of the existing conditions assessment to validate the findings
(Section 5, Existing Conditions). Committee members provided feedback on a variety of
environmental justice topics including responses to the following key questions:
1. What can the City do to improve engagement with communities/people who
historically have not participated in the public planning and decision-making process
(e.g., obtain information on topics of concern, attend public meetings to express
concerns and opinions, serve on committees, etc.)?
2. What areas of the City experience greater levels of pollution and how could they be
improved?
3. What barriers to mobility (i.e., lack of access to public transit, inadequate
bike/pedestrian infrastructure) exist in the City and how could these be improved?
4. Is affordable and healthy food readily available to communities in the City? If not, how
could it be improved?
5. What are the major issues regarding safe and affordable housing in the City?
6. What public facilities and programs are needed in underserved areas of the City?
In the second meeting, the Community Advisory Committee will provide feedback on and
prioritized a draft set of objectives and policies to include in the EJ Element.
The sections that follow provide a general background on environmental justice, an overview of
existing conditions in Watsonville pertaining to EJ topic areas, and selected objectives and policies
the City will pursue to achieve environmental justice.
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Section 3

3.1

Background

Environmental Justice

Low-income communities and communities of color throughout California, including those in the
City of Watsonville, have experienced a combination of historic discrimination, negligence,
disinvestment, and political and economic disempowerment. For example, in 1967, one thousand
homes were assessed in the Pajaro Valley (PV), and it was found that 78 percent these structures
were substandard, and over half of them occupied by Mexican farm workers (Cruz 1999). Families
living in substandard conditions were prevented from moving to areas with adequate housing
because of redlining. As a result of discriminatory policies such as redlining1, communities of
color have and continue to experience a disproportionate burden of pollution and health impacts,
as well as social and economic disadvantages such as poverty or housing instability.
The environmental justice movement arose in response to the many factors that contributed to this
inequality, such as the lack of economic resources, decision-makers who have not represented
communities’ interests, and failure of laws or policies protecting against the inequalities. The
history of confronting unjust environmental planning and policy making can be traced back to
several key events, including the following examples.








1

In 1950, there was the forceful eviction of Mexican-American residents from Chavez
Ravine to facilitate development of Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles.
In the 1960s, the civil rights movement included Cesar Chavez’s fight against pesticide
hazards faced by Latino farmworkers in the Central Valley.
In 1979, residents of Northwood Manor in East Houston, Texas, alleged that the
decision to place a garbage dump in their neighborhood was racially motivated in
violation of their civil rights. The court ruled that the placement of the dump would
irreparably harm the community.
In 1982, African American residents of Warren County, North Carolina, protested
against the proposed disposal of PCB-contaminated soil at a toxic landfill site in their
community. This garnered widespread national attention and resulted in the arrest of
500 protesters, including Congressional Representative Walter Fauntroy of
Washington, DC.
In 1987, during the 18-month frozen food industry strike in Watsonville, organizers
argued that the all-white City Council was uncooperative and hostile, and there was a
great need to elect Latino Council members who would represent workers and
minorities (Cruz 1999).

“Redlining” refers to discriminatory practice of banks denying loans and or not investing in certain neighborhoods based on race
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SB 1000 was enacted to respond to this inequality by both alleviating pollution and health impacts
in underserved communities and by compelling cities and counties to include the voices of
previously marginalized residents in long-range planning decisions.
Per California law (California Government Code, Section 65040.12[e]), environmental justice
includes, but is not limited to:







The availability of a healthy environment for all people;
The deterrence, reduction, and elimination of pollution burdens for populations and
communities experiencing the adverse effects of that pollution, so that the effects of
the pollution area not disproportionately borne by those populations and communities;
Governmental entities engaging and providing technical assistance to populations and
communities most impacted by pollution to promote their meaningful participation in
all phases of the environmental and land use decision-making process; and
The meaningful consideration of recommendations from populations and communities
most impacted by pollution into environmental and land use decisions.

According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA), environmental justice can be
achieved when people have: 1) equal access to the public decision-making process, and 2) equal
protection from environmental hazards (USEPA 2020).
Equal access to the public decision-making process is achieved when all residents are aware of
and know how to participate in decisions that affect their lives. While some members of the
community may be familiar with how to voice their input or concern on an issue to the City
Council, or have the resources and time to find out when an issue of importance will be considered
by the Council, other residents might not be aware where to access information on City Council
meetings or know how to present their opinions. Other barriers to participation may include not
being fluent in English or not having the time or resources (e.g., childcare) to participate on
committees or attend Council meetings.
Equal protection from environmental hazards is achieved when all residents have the same level
of protection from environmental hazards. In many communities, there are areas that have a clean
environment and high quality of life, (e.g., better health, such as low asthma rates, and access to
services and resources), compared to other areas that may face environmental pollution and lack
services and resources, such as parks and sidewalks. These areas are often occupied by low-income
residents who may lack resources and the ability to influence their environment, and thus are
referred to as “disadvantaged communities.”
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3.2

Disadvantaged Communities

“Disadvantaged communities” are defined as low-income areas that are disproportionately
affected by environmental pollution and other hazards that can lead to negative health effects,
exposure, or environmental degradation (California Government Code, Section 65302[h][4][A]).
According to the California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA), disadvantaged
communities are those disproportionally burdened by multiple sources of pollution and with
population characteristics that make them more sensitive to pollution (CalEPA 2017). As a result,
they are more likely to suffer from a lower quality of life and worsened health outcomes compared
to more affluent areas. Because disadvantaged communities are often subject to disproportionate
environmental burdens, SB 1000 requires that cities and counties develop objectives and policies
in their general plans to:
A. Reduce the unique or compounded health risks in disadvantaged communities by
improving air and water quality and promoting access to public facilities, healthy food,
safe and sanitary homes, and physical/recreational activity;
B. Promote civic engagement in the public decision-making process; and
C. Prioritize improvements and programs that address the needs of disadvantaged communities.
To identify disadvantaged communities within a city or county, OPR’s EJ Element Guidelines
recommend utilizing the computer mapping tool CalEnviroScreen and mapping low-income areas.
CalEnviroScreen
CalEnviroScreen is a computer mapping tool published by the Office of Environmental Health
Hazard Assessment (OEHHA) that identifies communities that are most affected by pollution and
are especially vulnerable to its adverse effects (OPR 2020). CalEnviroScreen uses several factors,
called “indicators” to determine whether a community is disadvantaged and disproportionately
affected by pollution. These indicators fall into two main categories labeled “pollution burden”
and “population characteristics.” Pollution burden indicators include exposure indicators that
measure different types of pollution that residents may be exposed to, and the proximity of
environmental hazards to a community. Population characteristics represent characteristics of the
community that can make them more susceptible to environmental hazards (such as poverty, low
educational attainment, and linguistic isolation). These main categories can be separated into four
distinct sub-categories: 1) Exposure, 2) Environmental Effect, 3) Sensitive Population, and 4)
Socioeconomic Factor. A summary of the CalEnviroScreen indicators and how they relate to
environmental justice is outlined in Table 1.
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Table 1. CalEnviroScreen Categories and Indicators
Category

Rationale

Sub-Category

Indicator
Ozone concentrations in air
PM 2.5 concentrations in air
Diesel particulate matter emissions

Exposure
Pollution Burden

Exposure to hazardous
substances can cause and/or
worsen certain health
conditions.

Drinking water contaminants
Use of high-hazard, high-volatility
pesticides
Toxic releases from facilities
Traffic Density
Toxic cleanup sites

Environmental Effect

Groundwater threats from leaking
underground storage
Hazardous waste facilities and generators
Impaired water bodies
Solid waste sites and facilities

Population
Characteristics

People with lower income
levels, educational attainment
and fluency in English tend to
live in areas that are more
affected by air pollution and
other environmental toxins. In
addition, certain health
conditions may be caused or
worsened by toxins in the
environment.

Asthma emergency department visits
Sensitive Population

Cardiovascular disease (emergency
department visits for heart attacks)
Low birth-weight infants
Educational attainment

Socioeconomic
Factor

Housing burdened low-income households
Linguistic Isolation
Poverty
Unemployment

Source: CalEPA 2017.

CalEnviroScreen uses a weighted scoring system to derive average pollution burden and population
scores for each census tract, and arrives at the final CalEnviroScreen score by multiplying the
pollution burden and population characteristics components together.2 CalEnviroScreen converts
indicator scores to percentiles that can be compared with other areas throughout the state. In general,
the higher the score or percentile, the more impacted a community is compared to other areas of the
state. For example, a 75th percentile score means that the census tract is higher (more burdened) than
75 percent of other census tracts in California. Census tracts in the highest quartile of scores (75 to
100) are considered to be disadvantaged communities under SB 1000.
As shown on Figure 1, census tracts in the City of Watsonville range in scores (percentiles)
between 14 and 83. The two census tracts in the southwestern portion of the City exceed the 75th
percentile and, therefore, are considered to be disadvantaged communities.

2

The CalEnviroScreen website can be found at https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen.
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Low-Income Areas

In addition to utilizing CalEnviroScreen, OPR’s EJ Element Guidelines recommend mapping lowincome areas to identify other areas of the City that may be underserved, but do not qualify as
disadvantaged communities in CalEnviroScreen. The City utilized the California Department of
Water Resource (DWR) Disadvantaged Communities Mapping Tool to identify these areas.
The DWR Disadvantaged Communities Mapping Tool classifies “disadvantaged communities” as
those block groups with a median household income (MHI) of less than $56,982 (80 percent of
statewide MHI), and “severely disadvantaged” communities as those block groups with a MHI of
less than $42,737 (60 percent of statewide MHI). Figure 2 illustrates the disadvantaged and
severely disadvantaged census block groups per DWR thresholds, as well as disadvantaged census
tracts based on CalEnviroScreen’s 75th percentile threshold. As shown on Figure 2, most parts of
the City are classified as disadvantaged by either DWR or CalEnviroScreen thresholds.
Therefore, the City will assess existing conditions for the entire City extent to determine what
areas have the greatest burden with respect to a given EJ topic area.
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3.3

Eligible Funding for Disadvantaged Communities

Disadvantaged communities are eligible for state funding through the state’s Cap-and-Trade
Program, which limits emissions by major industries that contribute to greenhouse gas emissions
and enables them to buy and sell allowances for emitting small amounts of pollution. Funds
received through California’s Cap-and-Trade program are put into the Greenhouse Gas Reduction
Fund, which works to reduce greenhouse gas emissions around the state.
Senate Bill 535 (California Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006: Greenhouse Gas Reduction
Fund) mandates that 25 percent of these funds must benefit disadvantaged communities. This
language was subsequently amended so that the funds must go to projects that are actually in
disadvantaged communities, not just projects that benefit these areas.
SB 535 also directed the CalEPA to identify disadvantaged communities for investment
opportunities. During the implementation process of SB 535, CalEPA designated the top 25
percent of the highest-scoring census tracts in CalEnviroScreen as “disadvantaged communities”
(CalEPA n.a.).
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Assembly Bill 1550 (the Greenhouse Gases Investment Plan of 2016) similarly requires that 25
percent of California Climate Investments be directed to disadvantaged communities with an
additional 10 percent dedicated to low-income areas.
As shown on Figure 1, Watsonville has census tracts that have a CalEnviroScreen score of 75 percent
or above. Therefore, these areas are considered disadvantaged by the state and are eligible for the state’s
SB 535 and AB 1550 set aside funding, which can be used for projects that benefit these communities.
Some of the funding is directed to benefit the public health, quality of life and economic
opportunities of disadvantaged and low-income communities, while other funding is directed to
reduce pollution overall.
Funding can be used for a variety of investments including affordable housing, public
transportation, and environmental restoration. For example, the City of Orange Cove was awarded
$14,790,000 by the Affordable Housing and Sustainable Communities program (funded by capand-trade money) to develop 81 units of net-zero energy affordable housing located in the walkable
core of Orange Cove, connected by over a mile of new sidewalks with drought resistant native
landscaping” (SGC 2019). In addition, the City of San José was awarded funding $18,908,818 to
make active transportation improvements, including developing a protected bikeway that would
connect the Convention Center to neighborhoods and adding urban greening improvements to the
active transportation corridor (SGC 2019).
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Section 4

City Demographics

This section of this EJ Element summarizes distribution of age, race and ethnicity, income,
languages spoken and linguistic isolation, and educational attainment (i.e., education level).
Overall, the City is young and diverse in income and race and ethnicity. Moreover, a high percent
of the population does not speak English as their primary language and does not have a high school
education level.

4.1

Age

The City features a large population of young people. The average median age in the City is 30
years old. Figure 3 shows the distribution of age throughout the City. As shown on Figure 3,
residents under the age of 9 and between the ages of 20 and 29 compose the greatest percent of the
population (17 percent and 16 percent, respectively) (City of Watsonville 2020a). Higher
percentages of older adults (aged 65+ years) are in the southeastern and northeastern portions of
the City.

6,399
2,301

5,544

POPULATION

6,263

7,146

8,797

8,428

9,083

Figure 3. Age Distribution

0 TO 9

10 TO 19

20-29

30 TO 39

40 TO 49

50 TO 59

60 TO 64

65+

AGES
Source: City of Watsonville 2020a.
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4.2

Race and Ethnicity

The City is racially and ethnically diverse, featuring a large Hispanic population, as illustrated in
Tables 2 and 3.
Table 2. Percent of City Population by Ethnicity
Ethnicity

% Population

White (non-Hispanic)

10.93%

Black (non-Hispanic)

0.49%

American Indian (non-Hispanic)

0.24%

Asian (non-Hispanic)

3.02%

Pacific Islander (non-Hispanic)

0.03%

Other (non-Hispanic)

0.11%

Multirace (non-Hispanic)

0.86%

Hispanic

84.33%

Source: City of Watsonville 2020a.

Table 3. Percent of City Population by Race
Ethnicity

% Population

White

41.01%

Black

1.03%

American Indian

1.25%

Asian

3.72%

Pacific Islander

0.07%

Other

48.36%

Multi-race

4.55%

Source: City of Watsonville 2020a.

4.3

Income

The average household income in the City is $86,304 (City of Watsonville 2020a). As shown on
Figure 4, nearly 25 percent of households have incomes over $100,000, while approximately 41
percent of households have incomes of $50,000 or less. The average per capita income from 20142018 was $19,930 (in 2018 dollars), corresponding to a poverty rate of approximately 16%. As
discussed in Section 5.4, Access to Safe and Sanitary Homes, high housing costs result in a
relatively greater percent of household incomes going to rent and mortgage payments.
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11.86

10.12
$50-$60K

12.03

10.03

8.58

10.28

$40-$50K

3.32

9.08

% HOUSEHOLDS

24.69

Figure 4. Average Household Income Distribution

<$10K

$10-$20K

$20-$30K

$30-$40K

$60-$75K $75-$100K

>$100K

AVERAGE HOUSEHOLD INCOME
Source: City of Watsonville 2020a.

4.4

Languages Spoken & Linguistic Isolation

Given the large percent of Hispanic residents, many residents speak Spanish as their primary
language. Approximately 76 percent of the City’s population speak a language other than English
(US Census 2019). Furthermore, a significant portion of the City’s households (up to 85 percent
in one census block group) do not have a resident over the age of 14 who speaks English only or
speaks English “very well” (“% Households No English”) according to the U.S. Census, as shown
in Figure 5. Households without a fluent English speaker are less able to communicate with the
City and access information, resulting in residents experiencing “linguistic isolation.”

4.5

Educational Attainment

Of the City’s population over 25 years of age, 60 percent graduated high school, and 11.4 percent
have a bachelor’s degree or higher level of education. Figure 6 identifies areas of the City where
residents have lower levels of educational attainment, which is indicated by the percentage of the
population over the age of 25 that do not have a high school diploma (“% Population No High
School”).
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Section 5

Existing Conditions

The OPR EJ Element Guidelines (OPR 2020) recommend that local agencies work with
disadvantaged communities, once identified, to understand existing conditions with respect to the
following EJ topic areas to better understand the drivers of inequality.







Pollution exposure, including access to clean air and water
Access to public facilities and services, including access to transit, health care,
childcare, parks, and other civic facilities
Access to healthy food
Access to safe and sanitary homes
Access to physical activity and recreational opportunities
Unique or compounded health risks, including climate exposure

The City utilized indicators to assess existing conditions with respect to each EJ topic area based
on public, open-source datasets. Many of the indicators rely on U.S. Census data. Although census
data is the primary and standard source of high-resolution geographic information about the United
States population, some indicators have large margins or error, attributable to specific
methodological decisions made by the Census Bureau. Therefore, census data was supplemented
by local data and knowledge, where feasible and determined appropriate by the Community
Advisory Committee (CAC), which is comprised of local agency staff, community stakeholders,
and residents.

5.1

Pollution Exposure

Pollutants can be found in the environment in which people live, work, and recreate.
Disadvantaged communities can often face disproportionately exposure to pollutants. To minimize
the potential impact of pollution exposure on disadvantaged communities, the City seeks to 1)
identify areas within the City that experience greater exposure to pollution and 2) better understand
the factors and conditions that contribute to heightened exposure in disadvantaged areas.
5.1.1

Air Quality

The City of Watsonville is located in the Monterey Bay Air Resources District (MBARD). In 2018,
the basin was in attainment for all national ambient air quality standards, but did not meet state
ozone and PM10 ambient air quality standards (MBARD 2020). More information on air quality in
the region can be found in the MBARD 2017 Air Quality Plan (MBARD 2017). Although air
quality is generally regarded as a regional issue, there are also local contributors to air pollution in
and near the City of Watsonville. Proximity to high-volume roadways, hazardous waste sites, and
industrial/agricultural land use types and other high-emission sources can result in adverse health
impact. Disadvantaged communities are often disproportionately subjected to adverse air quality
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due to proximity to polluting activities and are also more likely to have underlying medical
conditions that may be worsened by pollution.
Poor air quality can result in negative health outcomes ranging from higher rates of asthma to
cardiovascular disease and even premature death (CARB 2020). To determine proximity to
polluting activities, the City identified residents’ proximity to major roads and agricultural
activities, identified as indicators in Table 4. Both indicators rely on a buffer analysis, which are
used to determine proximity or distance of one feature from another. For example, to assess
exposure to vehicular emissions that contribute to poor air quality, the City created a 200-foot
radius buffer around roads to identify residential zones within 200 feet of a major roadway.
Buffer analyses are used to 1) identify areas (on a map) within the City that experience greater
environmental burden or lack physical access to services based on proximity to, or distance from,
residential zoned areas and 2) provide a metric (approximate percent of residential zoned areas
within or outside of a given radius) that allows the City to gauge progress with respect to a given
EJ topic area over time.
Table 4. Indicators to Assess Drivers of Reduced Air Quality
Indicator

Description

Source

Proximity of residential zones to major
roads

Residential zoned areas within 200 feet
of a major arterial road or highway

City GIS Data

Proximity of residential zones to
agricultural activities

Residential zoned areas within 200 feet
of agricultural land

City & County GIS Data

Roadways and Vehicle Use
The primary source of air pollution in the Monterey Bay Air Basin is mobile source emissions
from cars and trucks traveling on local freeways and roadways (MBARD 2017). The City has
several major arterial roads, including Main Street, Freedom Boulevard, Green Valley Road, East
Lake Avenue (Highway 152), Riverside Drive (Highway 129), and Cabrillo Highway (Highway
1) which extends along the western City boundary. Higher levels of air pollution are present in
proximity to high-traffic roadways and can cause negative health effects within about 1,000 feet
(CARB 2017). High-traffic or high-volume roadways are roads that, on an average day, have
traffic in excess of 50,000 vehicles in an urban area (California Public Resources Code, Section
21151.8).
Table 5 provides the annual average daily traffic data for Watsonville’s major arterial roads.3

3

Annual average daily traffic is the total volume for the year divided by 365 days. The traffic count year is from October 1st through
September 30th.
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Table 5. Annual Average Daily Traffic of Major Arterial Roads, City of Watsonville
Major Arterial Road
Intersections

AADT (Ahead)4

AADT (Behind)5

High-Volume Roadway?

Freedom Boulevard/Main Street

24,600

30,000

No

Riverside Drive/Blackburn Street

12,100

19,500

No

East Lake Street/ Lincoln Street

17,000

17,800

No

Main Street/Riverside Drive

24,400

18,900

No

Main Street/Green Valley Road

30,000

27,700

No

Hwy 1/Harkins Slough Road

38,900

48,000

No

Source: CDOT 2020.
Notes: AADT = Annual Average Daily Traffic

As shown in Table 5, the major arterial road intersections in Watsonville are not classified as highvolume roadways. Since the major roads in Watsonville are significantly below the “high volume
roadway” designation set by CARB, the City opted to adopt their own threshold based on
proximity (200 feet) to assess exposure to air pollutants from vehicle use. Figure 7 shows
residential parcels in the City that are within 200 feet of a major arterial or highway.
The two roadways with the greatest traffic volume are Green Valley Road (30,000 ADT) and
Highway 1 (48,000 ADT). As shown in Figure 7, there are several multi-family (medium density)
and single-family zoned parcels within 200 feet of Green Valley Road, and only multi-family
zoned parcels within 200 feet of Highway 1, together representing approximately 17 percent of the
residential zoned areas in the City.

4
5

Represents traffic South or West of the count location
Represents traffic North or East of the count location
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Agricultural Activities
While industrial activities can contribute to air pollution, most industrial land uses within the City
are distribution warehouses that are not associated with significant air pollutant emissions. On the
other hand, agricultural land bordering the City tends to have higher rates of on-site pollution.
There is a large population of farm workers in the community who may be regularly exposed to
pesticides at work. As part of the Santa Cruz County Community Health Assessment, one
Watsonville community group expressed concern about the potential health outcomes associated
with pesticide exposure, most notably cancers and respiratory issues (SCCPH 2017). Numerous
studies have substantiated community concerns linking occupational pesticide exposure to poor
respiratory health, including asthma and impaired lung function (Alif et al. 2017; Kim et al. 2016;
Ye et al. 2013). Therefore, agricultural activity is likely to be a significant driver of poor air quality
and health outcomes for residential areas in close proximity to agricultural land uses. Therefore,
the City has adopted a policy to site all residential parcels at least 200 feet away from agricultural
land.
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Despite widespread adherence to this policy, residential areas located near the City boundary
(closer to agricultural activity) may be more likely to experience poor air quality and potential
health impacts, including asthma. Figure 8 shows the distribution of asthma prevalence throughout
the City (defined as the number of asthma emergency room visits per 10,000 people). Most of the
City averages approximately 60 asthma emergency department visits per 10,000 people. In
comparison, the average asthma prevalence for the County of Santa Cruz is 30.49 visits per 10,000
people. Therefore, the data suggests that City residents suffer disproportionately from health
impacts associated with poor air quality, which could be due in part to the prevalence of highpolluting agricultural activities in proximity to the City’s borders. Other potential contributors to
high asthma rates include substandard housing conditions (such as excessive moisture and
dampness, poor heating and ventilation systems, deteriorated carpeting, second-hand smoke, etc.),
as discussed later in Section 5.4.
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5.1.2

Water Quality, Accessibility and Affordability

Low-income communities can be disproportionately exposed to drinking water contaminants
(VanDerslice 2011). Hundreds of communities across the state currently lack access to safe and
affordable drinking water because activities such as over pumping, over-fertilization, and pesticide
use (in agricultural areas) introduce contaminants such arsenic, nitrates, trichloropropane, and
other chemicals into the water system. Moreover, communities in coastal areas face an additional
risk of saltwater intrusion due to climate-induced sea-level rise combined with over pumping.
While there is no current risk to the City’s potable water supply from saltwater intrusion, it does
present a potential future risk.
In response to these issues, AB 685 (2012) added Section 106.3 to the California Water Code,
which declares that “every human being has the right to safe, clean, affordable, and accessible
water adequate for human consumption, cooking, and sanitary purposes.”
More recently, SB 200 (2019) directed the state to “bring true environmental justice” to its
residents, and to “begin to address the continuing disproportionate environmental burdens in the
state by creating a fund to provide safe drinking water in every California community, for every
Californian.” The fund is now known as the Safe and Affordable Drinking Water Fund, and in
August 2019, the State Water Resources Control Board announced an initial round of funding to
develop and implement sustainable solutions for small systems with violations of drinking water
standards. Funds may be spent on operations and maintenance or consolidating with larger systems
(CA Water Boards 2020).
The State Water Resources Control Board maintains a Human Right to Water portal that includes
data, maps, grant programs, and other information that should be considered in local analyses of
existing conditions and potential actions to address water quality issues in disadvantaged
communities. OEHHA also recently published a Human Right to Water tool for assessing water
quality, affordability, and accessibility that should be considered for use by local agencies. The
tool provides draft scores for water quality, accessibility, and affordability. Draft scores range from
0 to 4, with higher scores indicating better outcomes.
As recommended by OPR’s EJ Element Guidelines, the City employed OEHHA indicators to
assess water quality, accessibility, and affordability.
Water Quality
As shown in Table 6, the City of Watsonville’s water system scored 4 out of 4 for water quality
and each sub-component and indicator, which indicates acceptable levels of water contaminant
concentrations and a high level of compliance with regulatory standards. More information on the
methodology for each indicator can be found in the 2019 Achieving the Human Right to Water in
California: Assessment of the State’s Community Water Systems (CalEPA 2019).
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Table 6. OEHHA Right to Water, Water Quality Indicator Scores
Sub-Component
Exposure

Compliance

Indicator

Description

Score

Score Explanation

High Potential
Exposure

Identifies how many contaminants (out of
19) had at least one year with an average
annual concentration above MCL.

4

The system had 0
contaminants with
high potential
exposure

Presence of Acute
Contaminants

Identifies if any of the contaminants for
which there was high potential exposure are
acute contaminants as defined by
regulatory standards.

4

The system had 0
acute contaminants
with high potential
exposure.

Maximum Duration of
High Potential
Exposure

Identifies for how long high potential
exposure occurred for each of the 19
contaminants.

4

The system had 0
years of high potential
exposure.

Data Availability

Identifies whether data exists for 14
contaminants that should have data
following monitoring requirements

4

The system had all 14
contaminants with the
minimum required
data in the time
period.

Non-compliance with
primary drinking
water standards

Counts how many contaminants received
an MCL violation at least once from 2008 to
2016, for 17 out of 19 contaminants.

4

The system had 0
contaminants with
MCL violations.

Presence of Acute
Contaminants

Identifies if any of the contaminants for
which there was a non-compliance event
are acute contaminants as defined by
regulatory standards.

4

The system had 0
acute contaminants
with relevant MCL
violations.

Maximum Duration
non-compliance

Sums the total number of years for which a
system had at least 1 MCL violation in a
given year (from 2008 to 2016), across
contaminants.

4

The system had zero
years of noncompliance.

Source: CalEPA 2019.
Notes: MCL = Maximum Contaminant Levels

As indicated in Table 6, Watsonville’s potable water supply meets state and federal drinking water
standards. The City’s comprehensive water quality-monitoring program ensures that all customers
receive water that is in compliance with all regulatory criteria, and that no maximum contaminant
levels for regulated chemicals, bacteria, or pollutants are exceeded (City of Watsonville 2020b).
Accessibility
In addition to water quality, the OEHHA Right to Water Framework assesses water accessibility,
defined by the City’s ability to provide sufficient and continuous amounts of water to meet
everyday household needs (CalEPA 2019). As shown in Table 7, the City of Watsonville’s water
system scored 4 out of 4 for water accessibility, and each sub-component and indicator, indicating
that the City is equipped to meet household demand for all residents.
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Table 7. OEHHA Right to Water, Water Accessibility Indicator Scores
Sub-Component

Indicator

Description

Score

Score Explanation

Physical
Vulnerability

Physical Vulnerability to
Water Outages

Examines the system’s main water
source and how many permanent and
back up sources a system could use in
the case of emergency

4

The system has 10 or
more sources of
surface, groundwater,
or combined
groundwater-surface
water.

Institutional
Vulnerability

Institutional Constraints

This indicator uses the combination of a
system’s size and the economic
resources available to the community to
jointly define a system’s potential
institutional constraints.

4

The system is large,
regardless of the
community’s
Disadvantaged
Communities status.

Managerial Constraints

Estimate the system’s managerial
constraints by summing the total number
of monitoring or reporting violations a
system received

4

The system had 0
monitoring and
reporting violations.

Source: CalEPA 2019.

Affordability
Another important aspect of environmental justice is ensuring residents (customers) can afford to
pay for water to meet their household needs, taking into consideration other household living
expenses, as well as the direct and indirect costs associated with obtaining access to the water
(CalEPA 2019). As shown in Table 8, the City of Watsonville’s water system scored 2 out of 4 for
water affordability.
Table 8. OEHHA Right to Water, Water Affordability Indicator Scores
Indicator

Description

Score

Score Explanation

Affordability Ratio for Median
Household Income (MHI)

Measures the annual system-wide
average water bill for 6 hundred cubic feet
relative to the annual MHI of the water
system

3

The average water
bill ranges from
0.75% to less than
1.0% of the MHI.

Affordability Ratio for County
Poverty Threshold (CPT)

Measures the annual system-wide
average water bill for 6 hundred cubic feet
relative to the County poverty threshold
for the water system’s County.

2

The average eater
bill ranges from
1.0% to less than
1.5% of the CPT.

Affordability Ratio for Deep
Poverty Threshold (DPT)

Measures the annual system-wide
average water bill for 6 hundred square
feet relative to the County deep poverty
threshold for the water system’s County

0

The average water
bill exceeds 2.5% of
the DPT

Source: CalEPA 2019.

The City’s water system scores lower on water affordability due to the high number of low-income
populations in the City. Low-income populations spend a greater percentage of their income on
utility bills, and many struggle to afford their water bill. The USEPA defines water affordability
as a rate below 4 percent of MHI – 2 percent for water and 2 percent for wastewater. As shown in
the Affordability Ratio for Median Household Income, the average water bill ranges from 0.75
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percent to less than 1.0 percent of the MHI. Therefore, the City meets the federal water
affordability target.
In addition to using the OEHHA and the USEPA indicators to assess water affordability, the City
of Watsonville compared average monthly water and wastewater bills to other communities and
cities in Santa Cruz County. The City of Watsonville has the lowest cost commensurate with its
lower MHI compared to the other communities (Figure 10).
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Figure 9. Single-Family Household Monthly Rate Comparison

Source: City of Watsonville 2020c.

The City tracks the number of customers with delinquent bills, which indicates the (in)ability of
residents to afford water for their household needs. As of February 2020, the total number of
customers with delinquent bills was 4 percent. This reflects “pre-COVID” conditions. During the
height of the pandemic (November 2020), the delinquency rate increased to 5 percent. Moreover,
the total amount outstanding per customer increased to more than $1,000 per customer
(equivalent to 7 months of outstanding bills). The City of Watsonville currently does not provide
financial assistance for low-income households to pay their utility bill. However, the City strives
to deliver safe, clean and affordable drinking water for the community that meets or exceeds all
federal and state regulatory guidelines at a rate that is sufficient to effectively fund the operation
and maintenance of the system. The City endeavors to maintain the most affordable rates in the
County for all utility service provided to the community.

5.2

Access to Public Facilities and Services

Access to public facilities and community-serving amenities is important for quality of life, as well
as disaster preparedness and recovery capacity. Therefore, an important component of
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environmental justice is equitable access and connections to public facilities and community
services including schools, daycare, community centers, public transit, and health care.
5.2.1

Public Facilities

The City assessed the access of disadvantaged communities to civic and public facilities and spaces
in Watsonville, including schools, daycare centers, and civic facilities (libraries, post office, etc.)
as indicated in Table 9.
Table 9. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Public Facility Access
Indicator

Description

Source

Residential zones within walking
distance of schools

Percent of residential zones further
than 0.25 miles radius from nearest
school

City GIS Data

Residential zones within walking
distance of day care centers

Percent of residential zones further
than 0.25 miles radius from nearest day
care center

-Homeland Infrastructure FoundationLevel Data (Daycare Centers)
-City GIS Data

Residential zones within walking
distance of community center

Percent of residential zones further
than 0.25 miles radius from nearest
community center

City GIS Data

Schools and Daycare Facilities
There are 30 schools within walking distance of residentially zoned areas, representing 86 percent
accessibility for residents (Figure 10). Many schools in the City of Watsonville also have park
space on-site; however, most schools do not allow access to the general public due to potential
liability and maintenance costs. Given the distribution of schools throughout the City, the amount
of available park space within walking distance of residential areas (assessed below) would
significantly increase if the school district opened their park space to the general public outside of
school hours.
There are 21 daycare centers serving Watsonville residents6 (Figure 11). As shown on Figure 11,
approximately 75 percent of residential areas are within 0.25 mile (walking distance) of a daycare
center, and the residential areas in the southeast portion of the City have the least walkable access
to daycare centers.
While quantity and proximity to daycare centers is an important aspect of providing equal access
to child care, it does not address the multitude of barriers that prevent low-income families from
accessing quality education and daycare services for their children. For example, one key factor in
determining access to daycare is affordability. Community Bridges is a community-based
organization that operates in the City of Watsonville and seeks to provide the community with
6

There are also several other in-home daycares throughout the City.
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equitable access to essential resources. Their Fairgrounds Child Development Center on Lake
Avenue provides part-time and full day care with fees based on a sliding scale, offering subsidized
care for qualified, low-income families (Community Bridges 2020).
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Community Centers
The City also recognizes that equitable access to community centers as an important goal to
achieve environmental justice. Figure 12 shows the distribution of community centers throughout
the City. Approximately 82 percent of the residential zones are within walking distance of the
nearest community center. Many community centers in the City also feature recreational facilities
that encourage physical activity, an EJ topic area discussed in Section 5.5, Access to Physical
Activity and Recreational Opportunities.
As shown on Figure 12 the primary residential areas that lack community centers within walking
distance of their homes include the northwest (near the airport), city-center, and southeast areas of
the City.
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5.2.2

Public Transit

In addition to improving local air quality, access to public transit is another important factor of
environmental justice. Heavy traffic along Highway 1 (heading north in the morning toward Santa
Cruz and south in the evening toward Watsonville) limits access to jobs throughout the County,
opportunities for families to take advantage of services within or outside of the City, and the ability
to participate in public involvement activities. Improving access to public transit, therefore,
increases access to employment, schools, and services (Ewing 2013), without relying on a personal
vehicle. Public transit in the City is currently under-utilized, with most of the population relying
on their personal vehicles. [Insert EJ survey statistics once available] The history of public
transit in Watsonville can help explain the quality and ridership rates of the City’s bus service.
In 1952, the Watsonville Transit System featured a local private bus service that originally
included four lines: Pajaro, East Lake, Freedom-Airport, and Corralitos. Low ridership resulted in
the discontinuation of the Corralitos line and reduced service of the Pajaro line, leading to the
eventual abandonment of the Watsonville Bus Lines altogether by 1961 (SCMTD n.d.).
In 1975, bus service in Watsonville was restored by the Santa Cruz Metropolitan Transit District
(District), which increased weekend service, expanded bus lines, and resulted in increased
ridership. In 1979, Measure G was approved, which changed the source of transit funding from
property tax to a ½ cent sales tax, and three additional routes in Watsonville were added for a total
of six local routes in 1980. The Santa Cruz-Watsonville route provided service between
Watsonville and Santa Cruz, with buses arriving every 15 minutes. By 1983, local service was
available within ¼ mile of the entire Watsonville urban area, and the Route-93 Watsonville Santa
Cruz Express provided the first trans-county express service with only five in-route stops and 45minute travel time (SCMTD n.d.).
By 1990, however, declining federal and state revenues and the 1989 Loma Prieta Earthquake
significantly reduced District revenues. As a result, bus fares were increased, and many routes
were changed or eliminated. Despite having a significant percent of transit-dependent populations7
(approximately 62 percent) as of 2012, only 1.2 percent of the population recorded utilizing public
transit for their commute, compared to 2.9 percent for Santa Cruz County (SCMTD 2012). [Insert
EJ survey statistics re: transit ridership once available]
Mapping baseline conditions related to public transit routes and stops/stations can help identify
areas that could benefit from improved transit. The City assessed disadvantaged communities’
access to public facilities in Watsonville using the indicators listed in Table 10.

7

Youth, Seniors, persons with disabilities, low-income individuals, and persons with no vehicle access
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Table 10. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Transit Access
Indicator

Description

Source

Residential zones within walking
distance of public transit

Percent of residential zones further
than 0.25 miles radius from nearest bus
stop

City GIS Data

Transit Service Frequency

Average Weekday Daytime Hourly
Arrivals

Santa Cruz Metro

Transit Affordability

Index models transportation costs as a
percent of income for renters.

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development

The region’s public transit system primarily features buses. A bus transit center is located in
downtown Watsonville, which provides residents access to Santa Cruz Metro, Monterey-Salinas
Transit and Greyhound bus lines.
Caltrans’ Caltrain provides rail transit in the Bay Area between San Francisco and Gilroy, which
has a station 20 miles east of Watsonville via Highway 152. Caltrans’ long-range plans include
extending rail service to Pajaro, which is south of Watsonville just over the bridge, and to Salinas
in Monterey County. Once established, the Caltrain station in Pajaro would provide commuter
access to the Bay Area and Salinas (City of Watsonville 2020d).
To identify areas of the City with less access to public transportation, the City identified residential
zoned areas outside of a 0.25-mile radius of City bus stops. As shown on Figure 13, residential
zones in the southeast area are outside the 0.25-mile buffer including the areas near Martinelli
Street and Rodgers Street, as well as areas near the intersections of Santa Clara Street/Marin Street
and E. Riverside Drive/Lincoln Street.
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In addition to physical proximity, transit service frequency and duration are also important factors
in determining transit access. The Santa Cruz Metro bus stops within the City of Watsonville
average 0.57 arrivals per hour (equivalent to one arrival every 1.5-2 hours) during weekdays.
Frequency of transit service between Watsonville and the Santa Cruz is especially important given
the significant number of residents who commute north to their jobs in the Santa Cruz area.
Currently, Santa Cruz Metro provides 32 trips departing from Santa Cruz Metro Center (from
6:45am to 11:45pm) and 33 trips departing from Watsonville Transit Center (from 5:34 am to
11:15 pm). However, there are other key locations in Watsonville that are not served, such as the
Union & Beach stop near Cabrillo College Watsonville Center.
The bus ride duration between Watsonville and Santa Cruz is 1-1.5 hours, based on the Santa Cruz
Metro schedules for both Route 71 and Route 91X (Commuter Express), compared to a 20-40
minute car ride. However, anecdotal evidence suggests that the bus ride duration is usually longer
than one hour. [Insert survey results on transit service]
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Affordability is an important factor in making public transit accessible to all residents. The United
States Department of Housing and Development’s Transportation Cost Index estimates
transportation costs as a percent of income for renters.8 Values range from 0 to 100. The higher
the transportation cost index value, the lower the cost of transportation in that census tract. The
City has an average transportation cost index value of 83, indicating relatively low costs of transit.
The Santa Cruz Metro transit fares are shown in Table 11.
Table 11. Santa Cruz METRO Fare Policy
Indicator

Adults (Age 18+)

Youth (Age<17)

Discount Fare

Children (<46” Tall)

Cash/1-Ride

$2

$2

$1

Day Pass

$6

$6

$3

Rides free with a farepaying passenger

3-Day Pass

$15

$15

$7.50

7-Day Pass

$32

$32

$16

31-Day Pass

$65

$48

$32

Source: SCMTD 2020.

[Insert survey results on transit affordability/costs]
5.2.2

Health Care

Populations at higher risk to environmental stressors include those who are uninsured or
underinsured or lack access to health care. These groups are also the ones more likely to have
greater exposure to environmental stress, resulting in more significant physical and mental health
impacts that would require health care. The City assessed the access of disadvantaged communities
to health care in Watsonville using the health care source and population with health insurance as
indicators (Table 12).
Table 12. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Health Care Access
Indicator

Description

Source

Health Care Source

Percent of population who have a
regular source of health care, by source

PVCHT

Population with health insurance

Percent of population who have health
insurance

PVCHT/Public Health Alliance of
Southern California

Notes: PVCHT = Pajaro Valley Community Health Trust

In 2013, the PV Community Health Trust surveyed residents on health and other quality of life
indicators. The survey focused on Pajaro Valley residents in south Santa Cruz County zip codes
(95019, 95076, 95077), which includes the City of Watsonville and the unincorporated
communities of Corralitos, Freedom and Pajaro. The resulting report “A Glimpse of Reality:
Health & Other Disparities in the Pajaro Valley” compared responses of PV residents with those
of Santa Cruz County residents as a whole.
8

Renters are defined here as a 3-person single-parent family with income at 50% of the median income for renters for the region.
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The report found that 80 percent of Pajaro Valley residents have a regular source of health care,
compared to 90 percent for other (non-Pajaro Valley) Santa Cruz County residents. Specific
sources of health care reported for Pajaro Valley and Santa Cruz County residents are summarized
in Table 13.
Table 13. Source of Health Care for Pajaro Valley Residents Relative to County
Source of Health Care

Pajaro Valley Residents

Santa Cruz County

Private Practice

59%

81%

Community/Urgent Care Clinics

35%

12%

Emergency Room

18%

8%

Source: PVCHT 2013.

As shown in Table 13, Pajaro Valley residents rely more on community/urgent care clinics and
emergency room visits for health care services compared to Santa Cruz County residents, who
primarily rely on private practice. Importantly, 68 percent of Pajaro Valley residents reported
having health insurance compared to 88 percent for other Santa Cruz County residents. As shown
on Figure 14, the area with the least amount of insured adults (ages 18–64) (“% Insured”) is the
southwestern portion of the City.
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5.3

Access to Healthy Food

While many people associate environmental justice with reducing pollution problems, access to
healthy food is similarly essential to improving health outcomes (Kavi et al. 2019). Disadvantaged
communities are more likely to have limited access to healthy and affordable foods (PolicyLink
2013). Access to healthy food has become a greater priority given that the percentage of obese
adults and children has been increasing, particularly in low-income communities. New research
shows the risk of developing diabetes during an average lifespan in the U.S. population has
increased to nearly 40 percent, further supporting the need to improve nutrition (Gregg et al. 2014).
Many Californians have experienced “food insecurity,” defined as a time when they could not
afford enough food or had to forgo other basic life expenses to buy food (Pai Chaparro et al. 2012).
Food insecurity is broadly considered to have four pillars: 1) availability, 2) access, 3) utilization
and 4) stability. Although individuals make food choices, those choices are made within the
context of what is consistently accessible, affordable, or available.
The City assessed disadvantaged communities’ access to healthy food in Watsonville using the
frequency PV residents eat fruits/vegetables and fast food (Table 14).
Table 14. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Food Access
Indicator

Description

Source

Frequency of residents eating fruits and
vegetables

Percent of population who eat 5 or more
servings of fruit and vegetables a day

PVCHT

Frequency of residents eating fast food

Percent of population eating fast food in the last
week

PVCHT

Notes: PVCHT = Pajaro Valley Community Health Trust

According to the Pajaro Valley Community Health Trust’s 2013 report, a little more than half of
PV residents surveyed reported eating 5 or more servings of fruit and vegetables a day over the
last week, and half of respondents reported eating fast food in that same time period. By
comparison, 33 percent of SCC residents reported eating fast food the prior week and 60 percent
indicated they had eaten 5 or more servings of fruit and vegetables a day during this time frame.
Thus, PV residents reported eating less fruits and vegetables and more fast food compared to the
rest of the County.
Many Watsonville residents rely on local food banks to access food. The two primary food banks
serving the Watsonville community include Pajaro Valley Loaves and Fishes (PVLF) and Second
Harvest Food Bank. In 2018, PVLF served 1,756 households and provided 428,407 meals (PVLF
n.d.). The two groups that most rely on the PVLF food bank are farmworkers (76 percent) and
children under the age of 18 (42 percent) (PVLFN n.d.).
In 2017, SHFB distributed 7.8 million pounds of produce, 68 percent of which was fresh fruits and
vegetables, to 55,000 SCC and City residents. In addition to distributing food, SFHB offers formal
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nutrition education classes to educate residents on how to cook using fresh fruits and vegetables
(SHFB 2018). Local food banks continue to play an important role in ensuring Watsonville
residents have access to healthy, affordable food.
Additionally, there are other local organizations such as Esperanza Community Farms, a non-profit
Watsonville-based farm which grows fresh, organic produce for families experiencing food
insecurity in PV.

5.4

Access to Safe and Sanitary Homes

Housing location, quality, affordability, and stability have health implications. Often, individuals
who experience unique or compounding health risks face multiple, interrelated barriers to
accessing safe, stable, and affordable housing (Taylor 2018).
The City assessed residents’ access to safe and sanitary homes in Watsonville using the indicators
of housing stock age and cost-burdened households (Table 15).
Table 15. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Safe and Sanitary Homes
Indicator

Description

Source

Housing Stock Age

Age of residential housing stock

CoreLogic

Cost-burdened households

The estimated amount (base rent +
essential utilities) that a property in a
given area typically rents for relative to
MHI

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development

Notes: MHI = median household income

5.4.1

Housing Stock Quality

The quality of available housing stock has direct health implications. Older housing that has not
been maintained or updated can lead to unsafe conditions due to pest infestation, water intrusion,
mold, poor insulation, and exposure to toxins, such as lead and second- and third-hand smoke.
Water intrusion, poor insulation, and mold can exacerbate respiratory illnesses such as asthma and
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. Exposure to lead, a known neurotoxin, can have lifelong
health consequences for young children. Figure 15 maps the age of residential housing stock,
which can be used as a proxy for housing stock quality. As shown on Figure 15, the majority of
older residential buildings are located in and near downtown Watsonville. In general, areas with
older housing stock are also in areas with higher asthma rates. Excessive moisture and dampness,
poor heating and ventilation systems, and deteriorated carpeting, all of which are associated with
older, substandard housing, may contribute to asthma prevalence in the City (Krieger 2010).
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5.4.2

Housing Affordability

Jurisdictions can take actions to preserve existing quality housing stock in addition to pursuing a
path to create additional affordable housing. Access to affordable housing helps alleviate undue
stress suffered from unstable living conditions. Many families in disadvantaged communities often
have relatively low and fixed incomes; thus, affordable housing allows them to put their remaining
income toward other goods and services, health care needs, and basic necessities such as healthy
food. Also, a lower housing cost burden allows for less financial burden and can allow for more
time to pursue other healthy behaviors, such as exercise or cooking healthy meals. When housing
prices rise, household occupancy rates often increase, which can result in overcrowded and unsafe
living conditions and increase the risk of spreading infectious diseases. Rising rents can also lead
to displacement of residents resulting in a disruption of social networks and school attendance,
which can change the fabric of the local community.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) releases a database of Fair
Market Rent estimates, which includes base rent plus essential utilities. Table 16 lists the Fair
Market Rent estimates for the Santa Cruz-Watsonville Metropolitan Statistical Area in 2018.
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Table 16. Fair Market Rent Estimates, Santa Cruz/Watsonville
Rental Type

Fair Market Rent Estimate (2018)

% Median Household Income (2018)

0 bedrooms (studio)

$1,253

34.8%

1 bedroom

$1,477

40.9%

2 bedrooms

$1,965

54.2%

3 bedrooms

$2,615

72.0%

4 bedrooms

$2,961

82.24%

Source: HUD 2018.

HUD defines moderate cost-burdened households as those “spending more than 30 percent of their
income for housing” and severe cost-burdened households as those “spending more than 50
percent of their income on housing” (HUD 2017). As shown in Table 16, households that have a
median household income of $4,500 per month ($54,000 per year) in Watsonville would be paying
over 30 percent of their income on rent for an efficiency apartment and over 50 percent of their
income on a 2-bedroom home, indicating that the average household is moderately or severely
cost-burdened.
In addition to high-rental costs, home-ownership is becoming more expensive and un-attainable
for many current Watsonville residents. The median home value in 2018 was $575,000, but has
since increased to $634,000 as of September 2020 (Zillow 2020). Though housing costs are less
expensive than other areas in the County, housing is not affordable and home-ownership is not
attainable for the average Watsonville household and much less so for low-income or
disadvantaged households. Households that are severely cost-burdened are more vulnerable to
experiencing economic hardships associated with food insecurity, homelessness, and health risks.

5.5

Access to Physical Activity and Recreational Opportunities

Physical inactivity is one of the key contributors to chronic disease in California (CDPH 2015).
Inactivity is linked to obesity, the second leading cause of preventable death in the United States
(Danaei et al. 2009). Obesity increases the risk for many chronic diseases such as diabetes, high
blood pressure, high cholesterol, heart disease, and many cancers. According to the 2013 Pajaro
Valley Community Health Trust’s 2013 report, 41 percent of adults in the PV are overweight and
34 percent are obese (PVCHT 2013). Furthermore, nearly half of children in Watsonville are obese
(Babey et al. 2012). Increasing physical activity is one of the most important contributors to
improved health. It helps people manage weight; reduces risk of cardiovascular disease, type 2
diabetes, osteoporosis, and some cancers; and improves mental health and well-being.
Active living incorporates physical activity into one’s daily routine, such as walking or biking to
work, school, errands or nearby open space or community centers to pursue recreation. According
to the National Household Travel Survey (2017), nearly half of the trips people make are under 3
miles away, and over a fifth are within 1 mile (FHWA 2017). To help facilitate making these short
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distance trips by means other than driving, transportation systems should be designed to increase
and encourage “active transportation” options (i.e., walking and biking). Providing equitable
infrastructure investments to support active transportation can help reduce some of the disparate
health outcomes seen across California. Active transportation options also allow for less time spent
in vehicles and can help to reduce vehicle miles traveled, resulting in less greenhouse gas emissions
and air pollution. Many local jurisdictions have developed active design guidelines that can also
complement General Plan policies.
The City assessed residents’ access to physical activity using the indicators listed in Table 17.
Table 17. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Access to Physical Activity
Indicator

Description

Source

Residential zones within
walking distance of parks

Percent of residential zones further than 0.25 miles radius
from nearest park

City GIS Data

Residential zones within
walking distance of open
space (walking trails)

Percent of residential zones further than 0.25 miles radius
from nearest park

City GIS Data

Walkability

The Walkability Index dataset characterizes every Census
2010 block group in the U.S. based on its relative
walkability

U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency

Residential zones near bike
paths

Percent of residential zones further than 0.25 miles radius
from nearest bike path

City GIS Data

Bicycle and Pedestrian
Collisions

Top intersections in Watsonville with highest number of
bicycle-involved and pedestrian-involved collisions, and
number of collisions by severity

Statewide Integrated Traffic
Records System (SWITRS)

Parks & Open Spaces
Open space is any open piece of land that is undeveloped (i.e., has no buildings or structures).
While open space typically includes green space (land that is partly or completely covered with
grass, trees, shrubs, or other vegetation), it may also encompass vacant lots.
There is significant open space in Watsonville, primarily around Struve Slough. Although the open
space primarily protects wildlife and provides flood control benefits, there are several walking
trails that are used by residents. As shown on Figure 16, most residentially zoned areas in the
southwest portion of the City are within walking distance (0.25 miles) of a slough trail entrance,
representing approximately 22 percent of all residential zones. In addition to slough trails, the
Salsipuedes-Pajaro Cycleway (“Levee Trail”) extends from the intersection of Corralitos Creek
and E. Lake Ave, along the creek to the point where Salsipuedes Creek meets the Pajaro River.
The trail continues along the Pajaro River to the coast. However, the Levee Trail is not maintained
as a walking/biking path by the City. Multiple jurisdictions, including the federal government, are
in the process of rebuilding the Levee Trail for flood control purposes. .

Environmental Justice Element
City of Watsonville

42

November 2020

The City of Watsonville currently has three classifications for parks: pocket parks, neighborhood parks,
and community parks. Pocket parks are small parks (0.5 to 2 acres) that serve adjacent neighborhoods
and include basic recreation amenities. Neighborhood parks (2 to 10 acres) are located within walking
or bicycling distance of most users, are designed primarily for non-organized recreation activities, and
include recreational facilities such as playground equipment, outdoor courts, picnic tables, pathways,
and multi-use open grass areas. Community parks are larger parks (14 to 20 acres) that provide active
and passive recreation opportunities for multiple neighborhoods and often include sports fields,
outdoor courts, skate parks, or other recreation centers (City of Watsonville 2009).
Figure 17 shows the distribution of City parks, and identified residential zoned parcels within walking
distance (0.25 mile) of parks. Those residential zones outside the buffer area have less park access,
including the northwestern area near Anna Street and Holmes Road, City-center near Santa Clara Street
and Napa Street, and the southeastern area near Center Street and Hill Avenue. Although the
northeastern portion of the City is served by three pocket parks (Cherry Blossom, Davis Ave Park, and
Arista Park), the combined square footage of these parks is less than one acre. Therefore, the
northeastern portion of the City also lacks park space relative to other areas of the City.
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As stated in the Watsonville 2009 Parks and Recreation Facilities Master Plan (2009 Parks Master
Plan), the City set a goal of acquiring 5 acres of parkland per 1,000 residents (the national average
is 10 acres). As of 2009, the City has about 2.25 acres per 1,000 residents. The 2009 Parks Master
Plan also included a needs assessment developed through a community outreach process.
The City’s 2020 Parks and Recreation Strategic Plan (2020 Strategic Plan) expands upon the goals
set forth in the 2009 Parks Master Plan to create a number of actionable objectives that better guide
the future growth and modernization of the City’s parks and recreation system.
Key goals of the 2020 Strategic Plan are listed below:


Provide safe, well-maintained and accessible parks and facilities.



Celebrate Watsonville’s cultural heritage and encourage community building through
provision of programs, services, events and facilities that are culturally relevant, responsive
to community priorities and that support health and wellness, personal development and
public safety.
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Ensure organizational effectiveness and fiscal stability for long-term community benefit.

The following provides a summary of high priority activities and strategies that emerged
throughout the 2020 Strategic Plan community engagement and planning process.


Address parks deferred maintenance and upgrades.



Construction of City Plaza conceptual design.



Phased Construction of Ramsay Park conceptual design.



Address trails deferred maintenance and extensions.



Work with local schools, churches, and other landowners to create land use and
maintenance based partnerships to meet the needs of the public.



Construction of a multi-generational Community Center.

The City is currently in the middle of a joint use pilot program with Pajaro Valley Unified School
District to open up school sites for community use outside of school hours. There are currently
three school fields/playgrounds open and available for public use during this pilot. The City
continues to seek funding and other opportunities to implement high priority strategies identified
in the 2019 Master Plan.
[Insert needs assessment findings from the community advisory committee re: parks and
open spaces]
Walking & Biking
Walkability is a measure of how friendly an area is to walking. Walkability depends upon
characteristics of the built environment that influence the likelihood of walking being used as a
mode of travel, such as the presence and width of sidewalks, path connection uses, and traffic
conditions, including separation from vehicles. Figure 18 features a Walkability Index that
characterizes every census block group based on its relative walkability (1–20), with higher scores
(20) representing greater walkability. The index utilizes variables including mixed-use
development, diversity of employment types, and street intersection density to calculate the
Walkability Index Score by block group. As illustrated on Figure 18, the southwestern portion of
the City is the least walkable compared to other areas of the City.
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Over the years, the City of Watsonville has worked on becoming bike-friendly. As shown in Figure
19; however, very few residential zoned areas are within 200 feet of the nearest designated bike
path. The City is currently in the process of implementing their 2012 Trails & Bicycle Master Plan,
which provides “a framework for building an integrated system of trails and bikeways that will
link residents to the outdoors” (City of Watsonville 2012). In 2017, the City received a “bronzelevel” Bicycle Friendly Community award from the League of American Bicyclists (LAB).
According to the BFC 2017 report card, 1.3 percent of commuter’s bike to work and 41 percent of
the road network includes a bicycle network (LAB 2017). In order to progress to a “silver-level”
designation, the LAB recommends the City adopt a Complete Streets policy, continue work on
connecting the Monterey Bay Sanctuary Scenic Trail to downtown, and increase staff time spent
on improving conditions for biking and walking.
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The residents decision to walk or bike instead of drive is also dependent on their perception of the
safety of such activities. Figures 20 and 21 illustrate the locations of bicycle collisions and
pedestrian collisions, respectively, from 2015 to 2020. As expected, these figures indicate a large
number of collisions occur along major roadways, such as Main Street and Freedom Boulevard.
Intersections with the most collisions include Airport/Freedom, Freedom/Green Valley, and Green
Valley/Main. Table 18 compares Watsonville bicycle and pedestrian collision data per capita
compared to the County and state. The City has slightly higher per capita pedestrian collisions and
slightly lower per capita bicycle collisions than the County.
Table 18. Bicycle and Pedestrian Collisions per Capita
Collision Type

City of Watsonville

County of Santa Cruz

Pedestrian

0.003

.002

Bicycle

0.002

.003

Source: UC Berkeley 2020.
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Figures 22 and 23 provide a breakdown of the number of bicycle and pedestrian collisions by the
severity of the incident.
Figure 22. Number of Bicycle Collisions by Collision Severity

Figure 23. Number of Pedestrian Collisions by Collision Severity
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Watsonville has also been working to improve pedestrian safety. The State of California Office of
Traffic Safety annually reviews pedestrian and bicyclist collision data and provides rankings for
incorporated cities of similar size. Regrettably, Watsonville had one of the poorest ratings for
pedestrian collisions from 2009 to 2016, including the worst rating for two of those years. In
response, in 2018, the Watsonville City Council approved a resolution calling for implementation
of Vision Zero. This included adopting the goal of eliminating traffic fatalities and serious injuries
on City Streets by 2030, creation of a Vision Zero Task Force and development of an Action Plan.
The Task Force conducted outreach and surveys within the community to identify unsafe behaviors
and safety tips. The Task Force also analyzed collision data to identify the times, behaviors and
locations that most contribute to collisions. In February 2020, the City adopted the Safe Streets
Save Lives - Vision Zero Action Plan (Vision Zero Plan). The Vision Zero Plan includes a mission
statement, objectives, core principles and a number of action items, including 6 priority projects
aimed at reducing traffic related deaths and severe injuries including:
1. Create a Traffic Safety/Vision Zero Task Force,
2. Develop a comprehensive pedestrian, bicyclist and driver public safety education
campaign,
3. Develop and implement Pedestrian Safety Zones on Main St, Freedom Blvd, and Airport
Blvd and other high collision corridors,
4. Identify and secure consistent funding,
5. Implement data analysis to document and predict collisions to measure progress, and
6. Continue Neighborhood Traffic Plan & traffic calming programs
The City has also developed two Complete Streets Plans in 2019 and 2020 with grant funding from
the California Department of Transportation. One focused on the downtown area and the other
focused on the area in and around 15 public and private school campuses within City limits. These
plans include significant public outreach and provide a series of policies, programs and projects to
improve pedestrian and bicyclist safety. The Vision Zero Plan and the Complete Streets Plans
continue to assist and guide the City’s efforts to secure funding and provide safety improvements.
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[Insert survey data on perception of safety of active transportation modes]

5.6

Unique or Compounded Health Risks

California communities vary significantly by type, location, and size, which impacts the nature of
environmental issues they face. To fully address EJ, the City of Watsonville goes beyond the topics
outlined previously and also addresses the unique or compounded health risks to disadvantaged
communities in Watsonville.
5.6.1

Climate Change

Climate change will likely increase the severity of existing hazards and their associated risks to
people in Watsonville. Climate change may even cause displacement from increased frequency or
severity of hazards like flooding, drought, wildfire, extreme heat, and other impacts.
The City’s General Plan Public Safety Element currently addresses the potential loss of life, injury,
property damage, economic loss, and social dislocation due to flooding, wildfires, and other
hazards. In 2020, the City prepared an LHMP and CAAP to provide an up-to-date analysis of
potential hazards and assess risks from climate change on the built, social, and natural
environment. The LHMP and CAAP included a risk assessment of the potential current and future
impacts of climate change on the City. The LHMP has been approved by the California Office of
Emergency Services and is anticipated to be adopted by the City in early 2021 at which time it will
be incorporated by reference into the City’s Public Safety Element of the General Plan. Similarly,
the CAAP is anticipated to be adopted by the City Council in early 2021.
Climate change is anticipated to present a significant threat to public health for decades to come.
Long-range land use planning can help by setting goals, policies and implementation measures in
a jurisdiction’s General Plan that can help communities to both reduce greenhouse gases that cause
climate change and adapt to a changing climate. It is also known that climate change can
disproportionately impact some groups more than others. As part of the socially vulnerability
analysis of the LHMP, economically disadvantaged, older adults, linguistically isolated, medically
uninsured, mobile home residents, and renters were identified as more sensitive to hazards than
others. Climate sensitive populations, which are often already suffering from other
disproportionate environmental burdens and health risks, were mapped relative to hazard areas to
identify areas with the greatest risk. The CAAP expanded on the LHMP’s socially vulnerable
analysis to include outdoor workers, populations without access to a vehicle, populations with low
levels of educational attainment, and populations with a pre-existing health condition (i.e., asthma
and cardiovascular disease). The distribution of specific socially vulnerable groups relative to
hazard severity zones are mapped on the City’s CAAP web application.
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The City assessed unique and compounded health risks for disadvantaged communities’ in
Watsonville using the indicators of proximity residents to flood and fire hazard zones and the Heat
Health Action Index (Table 19).
Table 19. Indicators to Assess Climate Risks on Disadvantaged Communities
Indicator

Description

Source

Residential proximity to flood zone

Location of residential zoned areas
relative to 100-year floodplain

Federal Emergency Management
Agency

Residential proximity to fire hazard
severity zone

Location of residential zoned areas
relative to moderate, high, and very
high fire severity zones

California Department of Forestry and
Fire Protection

Heat Health Action Index (HHAI)

The HHAI score is a statistically
weighted result of heat health indicators
and is intended to represent total heat
and health vulnerability

California Energy Commission

As indicated on Figure 24, residential areas near the Pajaro River and Watsonville slough system
are more prone to flooding (located in the 100-yr flood zone). Similarly, Figure 25 highlights
residential areas that are within moderate and high fire hazard severity zones. Communities near
Ohlone Parkway and South Green Valley Road are more exposed to future fire risk. In summary,
climate hazards including more intense wildfire and flood events are projected to occur more
frequently, and may have a disproportionate impact on low-income, disadvantaged communities
that have the least resources to prepare for and recover from disaster.
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As detailed in the City’s LHMP and CAAP, the City is projected to experience a greater number
of extreme heat days, which is defined in the City’s LHMP and CAAP as days over 90 degrees
Fahrenheit. To assess heat vulnerability with respect to disadvantaged communities, the City
utilized the Heat Health Action Index (HHAI). The HHAI score is a statistically weighted result
of the indicators listed in Table 20 and is intended to represent total heat and health vulnerability.
Figure 26 shows HHAI scores for Watsonville by census tract. As shown on Figure 26, the area
with the greatest vulnerability to extreme heat are the south/southwestern portion of the City.
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Table 20. Heat Health Action Index Indicators and Description
HHAI Indicators

Indicator Description

Percent Children

Percent of population aged 5 years or younger

Percent Without a High School Diploma

Percent over the age of 25 with a high school diploma or GED

Percent 65 Years or Older

Percent of population aged 65 years or older

Percent Outdoor Workers

Percent of people employed and aged > 16 years working outdoors

Total Population

Number of residents

Percent in Poverty

Percent of population whose income in the past year was below the national
poverty level

Percent Two or More Races

Percent of residents who identify as two or more races

Percent Non-White

Percent of residents who identify as a race other than White

Percent Without a Vehicle

Percent of occupied households with no vehicle ownership

Percent Non-English Speaking
Households

A "limited English speaking household" is one in which no member 14 years old
and over (1) speaks only English or (2) speaks a non-English language and
speaks English "very well." In other words, all members 14 years old and over
have at least some difficulty with English

Percent No Transit Access

Percent of population residing within at least 0.5 mile of a major transit stop

Asthma Prevalence

Asthma emergency department visits per 10,000 people

Percent Low Birth Rate

Percent of low weight births (<5.5 lbs)

Cardiovascular Disease Rate

Heart attacks per 1,000

Percent Ambulatory Disability

Percent of population having serious difficulty walking or climbing stairs

Percent Cognitive Disability

Percent of population having physical, mental, or emotional problem, difficulty
remembering, concentrating, or making decisions

PM 2.5 Concentration

Annual mean ambient concentration of PM2.5

Percent Impervious Surfaces

Percent of the land area covered by impervious surfaces (population weighted)

Changes in Development

Percent change (estimated) of land area from unpaved to paved due to
development in 2050. Projections by the Land Use and Carbon Scenario
Simulator by USGS, 2016

Percent No Tree Canopy

Percent of area not under tree canopy (population weighted)

Urban Heat Island

Temperature difference from nearby rural areas

Ozone Exceedance

Three-year ozone concentration exceedance above state standard

Source: CEC 2018.
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Across hazards, census tracts in the southwestern portion of the City more exposed to flooding,
fire and extreme heat events, which are projected to become more frequent and severe due to
climate change. These areas will need the greatest investment in activities and programs that build
community resilience to minimize the disproportionate impact climate change will have on
disadvantaged communities.

5.7

Civic Engagement in Public Decision-Making Processes

Community engagement is a fundamental part of any General Plan Update to inform the
community vision. It is particularly important with respect to EJ because it allows communities
that have often not been included in the planning process to be engaged in the decisions that impact
their health and well-being. Therefore, it is important to first identify the populations or areas with
groups that, due to lack of resources or trust in the government, have not been civically engaged.
The City assessed the status of civic engagement for disadvantaged communities in Watsonville
using the voting percentage as an indicator (Table 21).
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Table 21. Indicators to Assess Existing Conditions: Civic Engagement
Indicator
Voting

Description
Percentage of non-voters in 2012
election

Source
Public Health Alliance

Figure 27 shows the percent of population by census tract that did not vote in the 2012 elections. As
shown on Figure 27, up to 64 percent of the population did not vote, indicating low levels of civic
participation. However, the City has had success in engaging members through community surveys
in support of recent planning processes, including the preparation of the City’s LHMP, CAAP, and
this EJ Element. The City received nearly 300 responses in the first CAAP survey. The City will
continue to work with the Community Advisory Committee to improve community outreach and
ensure planning processes are transparent and inclusive.
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Section 6

Goals and Objectives

[TBD]
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