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6. CEQA and Environmental Justice

7. CEQA and Climate Change

3



To address common critiques of CEQA, the following questions 

were analyzed:

• How frequent is CEQA litigation?

• How does CEQA affect housing production in California?

• What are the direct costs of CEQA compliance?

• Has CEQA constrained the state’s economic prosperity or its ability 

to develop in a sustainable way?

• Is CEQA an effective tool in combatting the problems of 

environmental injustice and climate change? 
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Study Questions



Study is data-driven to the extent possible.

▪ Literature Review of empirical studies

▪ Primary research and/or quantitative analysis of reliable 

published data for:

• CEQA lawsuits and litigation rates

• Housing production in California

• Use of SB35 for housing production

• Economic prosperity metrics

• Sustainable development metrics

▪ Case study research for:

• Costs associated with CEQA review

• Use of CEQA to address environmental injustice and climate change
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Study Methodologies



▪ CEQA requires a process of environmental review

▪ CEQA studies projects, evaluates environmental impacts, 

incorporates public and agency comments, and mitigates 

significant impacts

▪ CEQA does not involve an approval/disapproval of land use 

decision

▪ CEQA usually results in a better project

▪ CEQA is a “living law,” adaptable to changing science and issues 

of concern (e.g., climate change)
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What is CEQA?

1: Does  
CEQA 
Apply?

2: Initial 
Study

3: Environmental 
Review

4: Public 
Notice, 

Review, & 
Comment

5: Lead Agency 
Cerficiation



CEQA Litigation
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Litigation Rate
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with CEQA Review Documents
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Lawsuits Re: CEQA Review Documents

Total CEQA Projects with Review Documents (estimated)
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How Common are CEQA Lawsuits?



CEQA & Housing
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California Housing Production 1960 - 2020
Residential Building Permits
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Factors Affecting Housing Production
From 2022 Statewide Housing Plan



EIR MND

Categorical 

Exemption 

(b)

Community/ 

Specific Plan Infill SB 35 AB 83 (c) Total

Project Applications (a) 7 4 16 27 50 15 1 120

Number of Units

Market Rate Units 1,231 148 88 2,021 915 138 0 4,541

Affordable Units 964 28 0 459 581 1,519 232 3,783

Total All Units 2,195 176 88 2,480 1,496 1,657 232 8,324

a) For multifamily projects with 5+ units

b) CEQA Guidelines §15301-15333

c) Homeless- COVID exemption

Sources: City and County of San Francisco; The Housing Workshop, 2021.
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Streamlining: San Francisco Case 

Study of CEQA Review for Housing
Multifamily Projects 2018 - 2020
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Streamlining: Santa Barbara County &

Town of Truckee Case Studies
Multifamily Projects with 5+ Units, 2018 - 2020

County of Santa Barbara

Town of Truckee

EIR (a) SB 35 AB 2162 Total

Project Applications 1 1 1 3 

Number of Units

Market-Rate Units in MF Projects 6 0 0 6 

Affordable Units in MF Projects 0 60 23 83 

Total Units 6 60 23 89 

a) An EIR was completed for a school master plan that included childcare and pool facilities, 

six faculty housing units, and a wastewater treatment facility.

Sources: California Department of Housing and Community Development; County of Santa 

Barbara; The Housing Workshop, 2021.

EIR MND

Common 

Sense Infill Total

Project Applications 2 1 1 1 5 

Number of Units

Market-Rate Units 75 0   6 7 88 

Affordable Units 84 68 0 2 154 

Total Units 159 68 6 9 242 

Sources: California Department of Housing and Community Development; Town of Truckee; The Housing 

Workshop, 2021.
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Streamlining: Statewide Use of SB 35
2018 – 2020 
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Streamlining: SB 35

3,360 6,540 708 3,184 
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Type of Units Approved Under SB 35 in California 2018 – 2020

Total Units Approved Under SB 35 = 13,792
As Reported by Jurisdictions to HCD
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Cost of CEQA Compliance
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Cost of Compliance
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Redwood City MXD

Total Project Cost: $150M

Env Review Cost: $ 0.7M

Env Review %: 0.5%

Project includes 400 market-rate 

residential units, 120 affordable units, 

420,000 sf of office space, 26,000 sf of 

retail, 10,000 sf childcare center, and 

shared underground parking. CEQA 

review led to full EIR.

San Leandro Business Center

Total Project Cost: $70M

Env Review Cost: $ 0.12M

Env Review %: 0.2%

Demolition of closed 1949 plant. New 

project with 553,000 sf of industrial space 

and 55,320 sf of office space. CEQA 

review led to MND with focused traffic 

studies due to replacement of prior 

industrial uses.

Vivante Senior Housing

Total Project Cost: $60M

Env Review Cost: $ 0.09M

Env Review %: 0.15%

Demolition of former public art museum to 

build 90 senior housing units in Newport 

Beach. CEQA review led to addendum of 

previously certified EIR for unbuilt 25-story 

housing tower.



CA Prosperity & Sustainability 
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Top 10 State Employment Growth
2012 - 2019



17.9%

37.0%

31.1% 30.6% 30.2% 29.7%

United States #1 -
Washington

#2 - Utah #3 - California #4 - Colorado #5 - Idaho

Top GDP Growth Rate 2012 - 2019

Sources: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis; The Housing Workshop, 2021.
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Top 5 States GDP
2012 - 2019

$2,800,505 

$1,764,357 

$1,490,679 

$963,256 

$773,136 

#1 - California

#2 - Texas

#3 - New York

#4 - Florida

#5 - Illinois

Top 5 GDP States by Size in 2019 ($ millions)
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Top 10 State Median Household Income Growth
2012 - 2019



▪ US EPA study in 2012 found that CA and NY had highest percentage of 

infill development compared to all housing development 

23

Infill Development
2000 - 2009

New Home Construction Defined as Infill, 2000 - 2009
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Summary of Findings

▪ CEQA is not litigated frequently – just an average of 195 lawsuits 

per year

• Less than 2% of estimated CEQA review documents per year

▪ CEQA is not a key factor in housing production – peak year in CA 

was 1986, 14 years after CEQA review was applied to private 

development projects

▪ Streamlining  is addressing the housing crisis, especially SB 35 

for affordable housing projects

▪ Direct cost for most CEQA compliance is a small fraction of total 

development cost

▪ There is no evidence that CEQA affects CA’s economic 

prosperity or sustainable development



▪ Require better data reporting

• Method of environmental review (esp. for housing)

• Cost of environmental review (dollars and time)

▪ Track and analyze streamlining effectiveness

• Especially needed for housing projects

▪ Quantify CEQA benefits

• Direct benefits - tourism, economic growth, GHG reduction, etc.

• Indirect benefits – quality of life, values of views, reduction in 

injustice, indirect value of environmental conservation to economy, 

etc.
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Suggestions for Future Research
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Aruna Prabhala

Urban Wildlands Director

Senior Attorney

CEQA & Climate Change
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California’s Current 

Climate Crisis
• Rising summer temperatures

• Coastal flooding and erosion

• Increased frequency and intensity 

of wildfire

• Shrinking Sierra Nevada snowpack 

and water shortages throughout 

the state

• Worsening air quality

• Habitat degradation and loss of 

ecosystem function



NAME OR LOGO 37

Under CEQA, agencies required to:

• Disclose and review project’s 

contribution to cumulative climate 

impacts

• Assess significance of those impacts

• Identify effective mitigation 

measures

CEQA & Climate Change
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Landmark Cases

▪ Cleveland National Forest Foundation 

v. San Diego Assn. of Govs. (2017) 3 

Cal.5th 497

▪ Center for Biological Diversity v. Cal. 

Dept. of Fish & Wildlife (2015) 62 

Cal.4th 204

▪ Golden Door Properties, LLC v. County 

of San Diego (2020) 50 Cal.App.5th 

467
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CEQA Helps California Tackle 
the Climate Crisis

• Data Disclosure

• Cumulative Impacts Analysis

• Smarter Regional and Local Planning

• Accountability for Public Agencies and 

Private Developers

• Maximize Opportunities to Reduce and 

Mitigate Emissions
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Climate Crisis Will Present New 
Challenges

• Heat Waves: Daily temperature projected to 

increase by 5.6 to 8.8 degrees by 2100

• Drought: Water shortages of up to 16 % in 

certain regions by 2050

• Sea Level Rises: 31 to 67% of Southern 

California beaches may completely          

eroded by 2100; 300+ miles of highway 

susceptible to coastal flooding by 2100

• Wildfire: 77% average area burned could 

increase by 2100
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Aruna Prabhala
Center for Biological Diversity

aprabhala@biologicaldiversity.org

Protecting CEQA helps 
protect communities 
adapting to a rapidly 

changing climate


