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EDITORS’ NOTE
The year 2021 carries a special burden of hope 
and reform, as the world strives to recover from 
the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the trauma 
of the Trump years. The promise of the year is 
that vaccines are finally here and it is commend-
able that over 20 percent of adults in the United 
States have received a first dose of the vaccine, 
while the number of vaccinations administered 
worldwide has exceeded 400 million. President 
Biden’s American Rescue Plan — a $1.9 trillion 
agenda — offers some degree of optimism as 
it aims to vaccinate 100 million Americans by 
mid April, send out $1,400 stimulus checks, 
and boost the country’s family benefits by ex-
panding the Child Tax Credit in a way that is 
predicted to significantly reduce child pover-
ty in America.1 Meanwhile, the United States 
has reentered the Paris Agreement on Climate 
Change and pledged to cut carbon emissions by 
26 to 28 percent of its 2005 levels,2 a long over-
due measure as no other country in the world 
has emitted more carbon dioxide into the at-
mosphere since the industrial era began in the 
United States.

At the same time, we are at a juncture where 
we have inherited unprecedented liabilities that 
necessitate unprecedented policies. As we de-
cry the shameful racist shootings in Atlanta that 
resulted in the death of eight people including 
six Asian women, we recognize the urgency 
of reforming gun policies and we condemn 
the President’s avoidance of a conversation 
about gun reforms. While we appreciate the 
government’s commitment to reverse many of 
Trump’s regressive immigration reforms, we 
share the American Civil Liberties Union’s con-
cerns about its adequacy and believe that there 
is an immediate need to offer permanent legal 
status and restitution for all of the 5,500-plus 
families separated by the Trump administration. 
3 Further, as we reimagine wealth inequality in 
the aftermath of the pandemic, it is important to 
address the role of housing policies in generat-
ing and perpetuating racial disparities historical-
ly — an issue this edition sheds light on. In this 
context, we acknowledge that the President’s 
plan of turning the Housing Choice Vouch-
er into an entitlement, while helpful to many 
rent–burdened families, is premised on inac-

curate and overestimated values of Fair Market 
Rent, which could potentially lead to further 
economic and racial segregation.4

We introduce the Spring 2021 edition of the 
Berkeley Public Policy Journal with the hope 
to engage you in constructive analysis of critical 
policies at different levels of government, and 
propose a path towards a more equal society in 
the post-COVID era. We thank our authors 
and editors for their invaluable contributions to 
the journal, and we thank Professor Shelley Liu 
for sharing her insights on ethnic conflict and 
the fragility of democratic institutions.

Our journal begins with an analysis of food 
procurement and equitable community devel-
opment in school lunches by Master of Pub-
lic Health (MPH) student Roxana Rodriguez, 
Praxis Program Director Jenna Gaarde MPH, 
and Praxis Project Executive Director Xavier 
Morales PhD. Next, UC Berkeley MPH student  
Michael Abassian and Harvard MS student Lara 
Rostomian provide an overview of the primary 
healthcare system in Armenia and discuss the 
role of policy in strengthening the health sys-
tem. Then, MPP student Hannah Phalen ana-
lyzes federal and California housing policies and 
argues how they sustain and exacerbate the ra-
cial and generational wealth gap. MPP-MS stu-
dent Christina Ismailos discusses how Califor-
nia’s green building regulations affect affordable 
housing development, followed by MPP stu-
dent Randy Clopton who offers suggestions for 
effective data privacy management in local gov-
ernment. Finally, BPPJ editors Charlotte Aaron, 
Emily Clayton and Katherine Cohn interview 
Professor Shelley Liu on political violence and 
ethnic conflict. We are excited for you to read 
these articles and hope that the arguments and 
evidence presented can help inform your views 
about these crucial policy issues.

Lastly, this publication is the second and final 
edition from us as editors in chief. We are de-
lighted to introduce you to Katherine Cohn 
and Laila Heid as the next editors in chief of the 
journal, who we are confident will do a won-
derful job of leading it over the next year.

— Reyna McKinnon & Sana Satpathy

1. CNBC. 2021. https://www.cnbc.com/2021/01/23/how-bidens-covid-relief-plan-may-reduce-child-poverty.html

2. Washington Post. 2021. https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2021/03/23/biden-paris-climate-pledge/

3. ACLU. https://action.aclu.org/petition/reunite-separated-families-and-provide-relief-now

4. People’s Policy Project. 2020. https://www.peoplespolicyproject.org/2020/08/25/the-good-and-bad-of-joe-bidens-housing-plan/
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FOOD PROCUREMENT & EQUITABLE 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT IN 
SCHOOL LUNCHES

ROXANA RODRIGUEZ, JENNA GAARDE & XAVIER MORALES

Edited by: Dylan Crary & Laila Heid

Nutritional and budget considerations drive many of the choices school districts make regarding 
what food is served in schools. School food is important because it advances student nutrition, 
but obtaining this food at a cheap cost comes at the expense of communities, food chain workers, 
and the environment. We argue that how food is produced, processed, and distributed matters in 
what counts as healthy food. The problem is that a majority of schools do not partner with food 
producers proximal to their communities in both location and values. Procurement policies, or the 
guidelines schools use to decide the products that fill cafeterias, offer an opportunity to advance 
equity in food sourcing practices. K-12 institutions can apply equitable food sourcing approaches 
to look upstream and put food at the center of community wellness. Providing access to nutritious 
food in K-12 institutions that is sourced in alignment with the values of food justice* and racial 
equity* can promote overall health and well-being for students and communities. In this article, we 
highlight how procurement policies in K-12 institutions can advance health, justice, sustainability, 
equity, and community power..

INTRODUCTION

Food served in schools is not only import-
ant to individual student health, but it also 
affects community health throughout the 
entire food system. Schools find it diffi-
cult to purchase from smaller, local farms 
because large farms offer lower prices and 
rebates due to economies of scale. Exten-

sive research documents how institution-
al racism prevents Black, Indigenous, and 
people of color (BIPOC) from participat-
ing in large-scale agriculture business, in 
addition to the ways large-scale agriculture 
perpetuates racism.3,4,5 This creates inequi-
ty in the food system where large corpo-
rate farms have a considerable advantage. 
A much broader consideration of nutrition 

*Food justice, as defined by is the HEAL Food Alliance is “achieved when all people and all communities 
should have the right and the means to produce, procure, prepare, share, and eat food that is nutritionally 
and culturally appropriate, free from exploitation of themselves and any other people, and to be in their 
full power in harmony with the rest of the natural world.1

*Racial equity, as defined by the Center for Social Inclusion is “...both an outcome and a process. As an 
outcome, we achieve racial equity when race no longer determines one’s socioeconomic outcomes; when 
everyone has what they need to thrive, no matter where they live. As a process, we apply racial equity 
when those most impacted by structural racial inequity are meaningfully involved in the creation and 
implementation of the institutional policies and practices that impact their lives.”2
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and how it intersects with the health of in-
dividuals, communities, and the ecosystems 
that sustain us is needed to ensure equitable 
food system development throughout the 
entire supply chain (the sequence involved 
in the distribution of food goods).  

In order to level the playing field, pro-
curement policies could allow for equity 
focused-procurement to have an added 
value in the bidding process. The billions 
of dollars school districts spend on food 
purchases can lead the movement for food 
systems change by expressing their com-
munity’s values. A school district can set 
the procurement (the process of sourcing 
and buying food) criteria to encompass 
a holistic range of quality metrics, such 
as geographic preference for local foods. 
Market-based mechanisms may be able to 
effectively reorganize school lunch food 
purchasing to promote social justice, equi-
ty, and sustainability. This paper discusses 
case studies of school food procurement 
policies that promote these values. 

School food is important for all students, 
and especially for those affected by health 
disparities caused by structural inequities. 
The current structure of school food sys-
tems can perpetuate those disparities, as 
described in this article’s section The Role 
of the National School Lunch Program. 
To eliminate the structural effects of favor-
ing low-cost foods and labor, the Envi-
ronmental Nutrition Approach section 
details how we need to address the systems 
within which food security and nutrition 
are addressed. Values-Based Procurement 
has the potential to change food and agri-
culture practices by leveraging the demand 
for foods that are produced according to a 
set of identified values. We see current ex-
amples of these in the Case Studies section 

and collect a set of Policy Change recom-
mendations to move the work forward.

THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL SCHOOL 

LUNCH PROGRAM

The National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP) served an estimated 4.9 billion 
meals in 2019, the majority of which (74.1 
percent) were provided free or at reduced 
cost in public and nonprofit schools across 
the United States.6 Research shows that 
school breakfast and lunch programs are 
effective in alleviating food insecurity and 
poverty, supporting good nutrition, and 
improving health and learning.7 School 
food availability has a positive influence on 
individual student health, school perfor-
mance, and graduation rates, as well as on 
the broader communities that interact with 
those schools, foods, and students.8

Funding limitations impact the NSLP’s 
ability to prioritize dietary guidelines 
and sourcing practices that center equity. 
These practices include goals to improve 
environmental sustainability, racial equity, 
and healthy eating. In addition to provid-
ing more funding for school lunches and 
cafeterias, the definition of healthy food 
needs to consider health disparities present 
throughout the entire food system, and op-
portunities for equitable processes.

SCHOOL FOOD PURCHASING POWER

School district meal programs buy more 
than $6 billion of food per year and receive 
more than an additional $1 billion in do-
nated commodities from the federal gov-
ernment.9 Public tax dollars spent on food 
leave the local region when NSLP con-
tracts are centralized to large food service 
management companies. Through their 

Food Procurement & Equitable Community Development in School Lunches
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purchasing power, schools have a stake in 
shifting the food system towards health, 
justice, sustainability, 
equity, and commu-
nity power. Schools 
have the potential to 
change food and ag-
riculture practices by 
leveraging their de-
mands for foods that 
are produced accord-
ing to a set of values.

INEQUITABLE LABOR AND BUSINESS 

CONDITIONS UNADDRESSED BY NSLP

The NSLP pricing and budget has created 
an environment that favors low-cost food 
and labor sourcing.10 Schools with limited 
budgets often cannot supplement the NSLP 
average reimbursement rate for each lunch 
(about $3.50), which may barely cover the 
cost of ingredients.11 This compounds dis-
parities in the school food environment.

• Kitchen Capacity: Schools located in 
neighborhoods with greater concen-
trations of poverty, which also cor-

relate with greater populations of stu-
dents of color,12 may not have necessary 

funds to maintain the 
infrastructure required 
to cook whole foods 
on site. Meanwhile, 
schools in higher in-
come neighborhoods 
often purchase the 
equipment needed 
for all aspects of food 
service, particularly 
for receiving, storing, 

and preparing fresh produce.13 Data 
from the Pew Charitable Trust reveal 
that differences in the costs of need-
ed kitchen equipment vary by school 
region and poverty category, with 
high-poverty and urban schools need-
ing most equipment (see table below). 
As a result, poorer districts, especially 
those in rural areas, must resort to out-
sourcing to food service management 
giants and contracting with industries 
to provide meals and beverages to their 
students.14  Majority- Black or majori-
ty-Latino schools have been less likely 

"Through their purchasing 

power, schools have a stake 

in shifting the food system 

towards health, justice, 

sustainability, equity, and 

community power."

maintain the infrastructure required to cook whole foods on site. Meanwhile, schools in higher 
income neighborhoods often purchase the equipment needed for all aspects of food service, 
particularly for receiving, storing, and preparing fresh produce.​13​ Data from the Pew Charitable 
Trust reveal that differences in the costs of needed kitchen equipment vary by school region and 
poverty category, with high-poverty and urban schools needing most equipment (see table 
below). As a result, poorer districts, especially those in rural areas, must resort to outsourcing to 
food service management giants and contracting with industries to provide meals and beverages 
to their students.​14​ ​ ​Majority- Black or majority-Latino schools have been less likely to offer fresh 
fruit than predominantly white schools​15  

Estimated Cost of Equipment Needed Per School by School Food Authorities Characteristics (Kitchens) 

 

Source: Kitchen Infrastructure and Training for Schools Survey, 2012 © 2013 The Pew Charitable Trusts 

● School Nutrition Labor: Preparing more nutritious food can also increase cafeteria staff 
workload.​16 ​School cafeteria workers are among the lowest paid public sector workers, with low 
incomes pushing over one third of them to participate in at least one public assistance program to 
alleviate their own food insecurity or poverty.​17 ​The increased staff workload that comes with 
preparing more nutritious food may disproportionately affect womxn cafeteria staff of color.​18

School cafeteria workers are 93 percent female compared to the workforce force as a whole. 
Thirty percent are in families with incomes below twice the federal poverty line. 
 

● Food Source Infrastructure: The time-consuming administrative work that comes with handling 
federal reimbursements and following nutritional requirements falls on individual school food 
authorities. One way to reduce the labor and food budget involved in this process is to partner 
with third party food service management companies. These companies take charge of food 
procurement, preparation, menu development, price negotiation with food suppliers, and even 
staffing. The influence of the industrial food system has increased the number of school contracts 
by partnering with these foodservice management companies.​19 ​The foodservice company 
Aramark partnered with more than 380 school districts nationwide in 2015,​20​ ​but was also one of 

3 

Poverty Category Mean Cost Per School 

Low (fewer than 40%) $65,105 

Intermediate (40-60%) $61,638 

High (more than 60%) $65,470 

Community Type  Mean Cost Per School 

Urban $87,743 

Suburban $64,358 

Rural $80,891 

Table 1. Estimated Cost of Equipment Needed Per School by School Food Authority 
Characteristics (Kitchen)
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to offer fresh fruit than predominantly 
white schools.15

• School Nutrition Labor: Preparing 
more nutritious food can also increase 
cafeteria staff workload.16 School caf-
eteria workers are among the lowest 
paid public sector workers, with low 
incomes pushing over one third of 
them to participate in at least one pub-
lic assistance pro-
gram to alleviate 
their own food in-
security or pover-
ty.17 The increased 
staff workload 
that comes with 
preparing more 
nutritious food 
may disproportionately affect womxn 
cafeteria staff of color.18 S c h o o l 
cafeteria workers are 93 percent female 
compared to the workforce force as a 
whole. Thirty percent are in families 
with incomes below twice the federal 
poverty line.

• Food Source Infrastructure: The 
time-consuming administrative work 
that comes with handling federal reim-
bursements and following nutritional 
requirements falls on individual school 
food authorities. One way to reduce 
the labor and food budget involved in 
this process is to partner with third par-
ty food service management compa-
nies. These companies take charge of 
food procurement, preparation, menu 
development, price negotiation with 
food suppliers, and even staffing. The 
influence of the industrial food system 
has increased the number of school 
contracts by partnering with these 
foodservice management companies.19 

The foodservice company Aramark 
partnered with more than 380 school 
districts nationwide in 2015,20 but was 
also one of the nation’s lowest pay-
ing companies.21 Contracts with these 
for-profit companies and large-scale 
agricultural corporations outcompete 
smaller, local, and more sustainable 
producers.22

School food must pri-
oritize racial justice at 
all levels through ethi-
cal sourcing, just labor 
practices in alignment 
with migrant justice 
and equitable access 
to foods. Sourcing in 
alignment with the 

values of health, justice, sustainability, eq-
uity, and community power ensures that 
school nutrition programs do not perpetu-
ate systems of inequity, but instead support 
healthy students and communities.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL NUTRITION 

APPROACH

In order to eliminate the effects of favor-
ing low-cost foods and labor, it is necessary 
for the NSLP to employ an environmen-
tal approach that includes rethinking the 
sourcing practices of foods served in K-12 
institutions with a broader approach to nu-
trition. While the NSLP cannot address the 
structural inequities that produce inequity 
in the first place, it can reshape the school 
food landscape to create broader impacts.

Environmental nutrition examines the 
public health impacts of social, economic, 
and environmental factors related to the 
entire food system.23 While a traditional 
nutrition approach asks how much Vita-

Food Procurement & Equitable Community Development in School Lunches

"One third of [school food 

workers] participate in at least 

one public assistance program 

to alleviate their own food 

insecurity or poverty."
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min C and other nutrients are in an apple, 
environmental nutrition asks a broader set 
of questions, such as whether the apple was 
grown with toxic pesticides, whether the 
workers who grew it were treated justly, 
and which communities had access to pur-
chasing it.24

The problem is that a majority of schools 
do not partner with food producers prox-
imal to their communities in both loca-
tion and values. Instead, they supply their 
food from the aforementioned third-party 
food suppliers and industrial agriculture. 
Overall, the effects of cost-cutting impacts 
health across the fields, factories, and ware-
houses that form the supply chain of the 
NSLP. Industrial large-scale agriculture has 
harmful human health impacts, from pes-
ticide poisonings to instances of drinking 
water becoming contaminated from ani-
mal waste or pesticide runoff.25 Many of the 
most severe health impacts of food systems 
trace back to core industrial food and farm-
ing practices.26 The 
adverse health im-
pacts associated with 
the industrialized food 
system are not evenly 
distributed. They dis-
proportionately affect 
farm workers, rural 
communities, and 
low-income BIPOC. 
27 Poor working con-
ditions, below aver-
age wages, and discriminatory and abusive 
practices are all commonplace across the 
food chain including inability to access 
health insurance and quality healthcare.28

Grassroots organizers take a stand against 
these conditions to advance healthy food 
access through an environmental nutri-

tion approach. They demonstrate that in-
stitutional racism, in its intersections with 
economic inequality, has removed BIPOC 
from local food sovereignty — preventing 
many from growing, eating, and accessing 
nutritious food even within the NSLP.29  
For example, discriminatory housing poli-
cies have pushed BIPOC to neighborhoods 
with weak retail climates and a surplus of 
low-wage labor, both of which can lead 
to the proliferation of fast food. Schools in 
these neighborhoods may also lack the in-
frastructure to prepare healthier foods.

There are a number of organizations chal-
lenging these circumstances to reshape 
environmental nutrition for their com-
munities. For instance, the Detroit-based 
organization Black Community Food Se-
curity Network provides both food access 
and political education so members can 
“respond most specifically to the ways that 
the food system reflects powers of oppres-
sion that ultimately determines who can 

afford to be healthy.” 
Similarly, the National 
Black Farmers Asso-
ciation also addresses 
systemic barriers by 
providing technical 
assistance, outreach, 
and network building 
opportunities to Black 
farmers.30 A meat-pro-
cessing facility owned 
by the Quapaw Tribe, 

the first of its kind to be USDA approved, 
supplies meat to local schools31 and is also 
a source of income coming into the tribe 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.32 These 
examples highlight how healthy food ac-
cess is important for building community 
power, justice, and liberation. School nutri-
tion can thus incorporate political meaning 

"Environmental nutrition asks 

a broader set of questions, 

such as whether the apple was 

grown with toxic pesticides, 

whether the workers who 

grew it were treated justly, 

and which communities had 

access to purchasing it."
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beyond feeding hungry children through 
community input, control, and investment 
in foods closer to the community.

VALUES-BASED PURCHASING 

APPROACHES

Values-based procurement initiatives rep-
resent a growing movement to harness the 
purchasing power of institutions to re-em-
bed food markets in a set of social and en-
vironmental values.33 

The billions of dollars school districts spend 
on food purchases can lead the movement 
for food systems change by expressing their 
community’s values. A school district can 
set the procurement criteria to encompass a 
holistic range of quality metrics, such as fair 
labor compensation in alignment with mi-
grant justice. These market-based mecha-
nisms may be able to effectively reorganize 
school lunch to promote social justice, eq-
uity, and sustainability.

Institutional food policies are guidelines 
that direct the internal foodservice and 
procurement practices of a school. Ranging 
from nutrition standards to values-based 
procurement criteria, internal food poli-
cies are often included in bid solicitations 
for foodservice agreements and commod-
ity contracts. Specifically, procurement 
regulations can determine supply and the 
quality of that supply. These regulations 
can be altered to favor values-based pro-
curement. Combined, the public and gov-
ernment regulations determine the quality 
and sustainability of the food available to 
schools.34 Therefore, a school district’s food 
policies can influence which contracts and 
agreements are made. The schools and hos-
pitals that started this movement appear to 

be successful at gradually expanding infra-
structure in regional food systems.35

Schools have a tremendous influence in 
advocating for district, state, and national 
policies that can change their food envi-
ronments to advance equitable procure-
ment practices. Their scope of influence 
puts them in a unique position to be able 
to change the local food environment. 
Promising evidence indicates that equita-
ble procurement guidelines can promote 
the following: 

• Racial Justice: BIPOC farmers face 
higher rates of land foreclosure,36 thus 
making their ability to sell into whole-
sale market channels a way to ad-
dress this challenge. Securing BIPOC 
farms’ ability to contract with schools 
would help aggregate their product to 
a dedicated institutional contract. The 
USDA has been called on to recognize 
and support alternative, cooperatively 
owned marketplaces that value mi-
cro-market farms in order to advance 
racial equity.37 Providing incentives 
for contracting based on racial equity 
is one way to provide this support.

• Local Economies: Initial evidence has 
shown that local food purchasing sup-
ports the farmers and processors from 
which schools procure agricultural 
products.38 Agriculture has contributed 
to the economic health and employ-
ment of rural communities, particu-
larly when they are locally owned and 
managed or at least maintain produc-
tion and sales operations in local trade 
centers.39,40 School contracts can help 
these local farmers diversify their mar-
kets, increase off-season sales, gain an 
outlet for surplus, and increase their 

Food Procurement & Equitable Community Development in School Lunches



9

Berkeley Public Policy Journal   |   Spring 2021

business autonomy. There are also 
other socioeconomic benefits com-
ing from local food economies, such 
as the formation of relationships that 
strengthen social networks.41

• Environmental Conservation: Food 
production is the largest cause of glob-
al environmental change, but a transi-
tion to sustainable food production can 
mitigate this problem.42 Institutions are 
including local and sustainable food 
procurement to achieve carbon neutral 
goals. The long-term environmental 
effects have yet to be seen, but fewer 
food miles is directly correlated with 
less carbon emissions.

CASE STUDIES 

School districts, food manufacturers, and 
suppliers across the country have been 
working to make more values-aligned 
products available to school cafeterias. 
Here, we highlight a few examples of these 
schools:

1. GOOD FOOD PURCHASING 

PROGRAM & CHICAGO PUBLIC 

SCHOOLS

One initiative enabling large school dis-
tricts to use their purchasing power to pro-
mote equity is the Good Food Purchasing 
Program (GFPP). It is a national effort to 
transform public school food procurement 
to focus funds on creating a transparent and 
equitable food system. The program inte-
grates the five core values of local econo-
mies, health, a valued workforce, animal 
welfare, and environmental sustainabili-
ty. School districts are evaluated based on 
standards for each value, such as purchasing 
whole and unprocessed vegetables.43 This 

focus on health as a value rewards institu-
tions that improve equity, affordability, ac-
cessibility, and consumption of high-qual-
ity, culturally relevant food. It has spurred 
new opportunities for advocacy organiza-
tions and coalitions to advocate not only 
for healthier school food, but also supply 
chain improvements such as fair working 
conditions for food chain workers.

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) enrolls 
355,156 students, a majority of whom are 
Black and Latinx. CPS serves approxi-
mately 40 million lunch meals annually at 
free or reduced costs through the national 
school lunch program. The district part-
nered with a network of advocates from 
the Chicago Food Policy Action Council 
(CFPAC), The Chicago & Cook County 
Department of Public Health, and oth-
er government agents to advance a Good 
Food Purchasing Initiative for the Chicago 
Metro Area. The momentum built by this 
coalition of stakeholders set the stage for 
the adoption of the Good Food Purchasing 
Policy by Chicago Public Schools in 2017, 
and later by the City and County in 2018.

This win was facilitated by working across 
sector and district lines. Early on, CPS was 
engaged in conversation with some of the 
largest school districts across the Midwest 
to get higher quality foods in their schools. 
Concerns over student public health and 
wellness, along with input from a cohort of 
learners, helped them push the envelope in 
the role of school food procurement. This 
momentum spurred the creation of a good 
food purchasing coalition made up of over 
40 organizations advocating for the adop-
tion of the GFPP.

Recognizing that the $15.3 million spent on 
food and beverages in Cook County could 
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be adopted to help local economies, the 
county policy emphasizes the opportunity 
to build racial and social equity in the food 
system. The policy includes incentives 
for businesses located in and hiring from 
low-income communities; it similarly in-
centivizes hiring persons with prison or ar-
rest records.44 It also supports infrastructure 
to build land access for farmers and social 
entrepreneurs of color.

Good Food Purchasing Policy’s adoption  
presents both challenges and opportunities 
for implementation and evaluation in CPS. 
The early stages of adoption involve col-
lecting data on food purchasing to see what 
standards CPS is already meeting through 
their existing programs and best practic-
es. Large outsourced contracts complicate 
this process, but present an opportunity to 
rethink the current structure of contracts 
to be smaller and more controllable. The 
bidding process, where vendors propose 
prices and volumes to the schools, can be 
difficult for small- and mid-size farmers 
that may not have the capacity to supply 
the demands of a large school district. CPS 
and their partners 
want to address this 
challenge by creating 
more opportunities 
for smaller companies 
(more products from 
small and local grow-
ers) by working to 
break down the scale 
of this demand and 
conducting a food hub viability study for 
Black and Brown farmers. They intend to 
engage students and cafeteria workers in 
the implementation process.

CPS is carving a path to provide more stu-
dents with culturally relevant, nutritious, 

and healthy food that will have tremendous 
local impacts. Potential regional impacts 
include increased quality of food for CPS 
meals and new living-wage job creation. 
The process of creating a local, resilient, 
and equitable food system is a long-term 
goal that presents an opportunity for the 
involvement of public schools and public 
health nutrition experts.

2. FARM TO SCHOOL & OAKLAND 

UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT

Farm to School programs help schools 
source produce and other foods from near-
by farms. In 2010, Farm to School became 
embedded within federal policy through 
the enactment of the Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act (HHFKA). This set aside fund-
ing for programming to improve access 
to local foods in eligible schools through 
the USDA Farm to School Grant Program 
in 2012.45 According to the National Farm 
to School Network, Farm to School pro-
grams positively impact and shape public 
health (through boosting child health and 
reducing health care costs associated with 

diet-related diseas-
es); local economies 
(through school food 
dollars supporting lo-
cal farmers and food 
systems); the envi-
ronment (through the 
reduction of packag-
ing and food trans-
portation miles); and 

education (through experiential learning 
within school garden and nutrition edu-
cation programs).46 Tools also exist to help 
advance Farm to School programs com-
mitments to racial and social equity.

Legal Violence Over the Life CourseFood Procurement & Equitable Community Development in School Lunches
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creates more opportunities 

for smaller companies and 

Black and Brown farmers by 

breaking down the scale of 

their demand."
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Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) 
piloted the California Thursdays program 
through a farm to school grant in 2013. 
California Thursdays was developed in col-
laboration with the Center for Ecoliteracy 
(CEL), a nonprofit dedicated to sustain-
ability education, with the aim to increase 
students’ access to local, fresh, and healthy 
school meals procured 
entirely from Cali-
fornia.47 CEL guided 
districts through an 
implementation pro-
cess made up of small, 
manageable tasks, that 
were the building 
blocks to serve fresh-
ly prepared meals from California. The 
creation and scaling of California Thurs-
days demonstrates ways that local schools 
and organizations can develop innovative 
solutions for promoting educational equity 
and social justice across various contexts. 
Although California Thursdays cannot ad-
dress the structural inequities that produce 
inequity in the first place, it does reshape 
the school food landscape to create broader 
impacts.”48

3. LOCAL EMERGENCY FOOD 

CONTRACTS

The COVID-19 pandemic shines a spot-
light on the relationships between public 
health, the food system, and racial inequi-
ties. These inequities exist throughout the 
school food system, but there are innovative 
ways that supply chains are responding to 
meet community needs. School meals have 
supported recovery from COVID-19 when 

properly funded, showing how sourcing 
practices can be beneficial to schools and 
public health especially during this time of 
crisis.

Schools have become front-line provid-
ers of meals for communities dispropor-
tionately feeling the effects of rising food 

insecurity and un-
employment.49 Com-
munities of color that 
were already facing 
food apartheid*, un-
safe working condi-
tions, and economic 
inequality are now 
disproportionately af-

fected by COVID-19 deaths and infections 
along with exacerbated food insecurity. 
Many essential workers who continue to 
work outside the home are BIPOC. Ram-
pant outbreaks in U.S. meat packing plants 
have resulted in thousands of sick workers, 
about half of whom are immigrants, and 
dozens of deaths.50 In response, organiz-
ers are demanding companies like Tyson, 
which supply a majority of the nation’s 
school meats, implement essential worker 
safety measures.51

Meanwhile, schools are facing disruptions 
in sourcing the foods they need from these 
large corporations to feed communities. 
This points to longstanding flaws with the 
current mode of food sourcing and distri-
bution. Supply chains have been disrupted, 
meaning closed districts across the country 
are not able to connect to the same farmers 
that are being forced to waste most of their 
crops.52 Innovative programs have shown 

"[During the pandemic] 

schools are facing disruptions 

in sourcing the foods they 

need from large corporations 

to feed communities." 

*Food Apartheid, as defined by activist Karen Washington, results from political and economic decisions 
rooted in structural racism, which have inequitably led to long-term disinvestment in primarily low-income 
communities and communities of color
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how to connect the increase in food inse-
cure families to stable food sources.

The USDA’s Coronavirus Farm Assistance 
Program has made it easier for farmers and 
distributors at local levels to connect with 
schools through temporary contracts. Fed-
eration of Southern Cooperatives, a non-
profit cooperative of Black farmers and 
landowners, received a small contract as 
well as The Common Market, a Black-
led food hub that centers racial equity in 
its mission. These farmers and distributors 
are making progress on getting regional, 
mission-aligned food to the schools that are 
facing the most need.53,54 Fostering more 
partnerships like these can help a region 
remain healthy and resilient in times of cri-
sis, and is also essential to ensure that school 
food programs receive adequate funding 
to sustain those contracts and labor. Re-
imbursement for these meals isn’t nearly 
enough to make up for the additional costs 
they’ve incurred. A recovery process from 
COVID-19 would drastically reconsider 
our food and health policies to advance ra-
cial justice.

POLICY CHANGE

Through policy engagement, schools can 
create the conditions for a food system that 
integrates values and builds community 
power. They can do so by directly chang-
ing the procurement guidelines at their 
district or county, as was the case in Cook 
County. Policymakers, community orga-
nizations, and government agencies can 
also pass policies to expand opportunities 
for local procurement and ensure the sus-
tainability of such efforts at the local, state, 
and national levels. Here are a few policies 
and programs that are moving the needle 

toward more equitable school lunch sourc-
ing practices. 

1. EXPAND ACCESS TO SCHOOL 

MEALS

Advocates in school nutrition are advanc-
ing several policy platforms to grant more 
students in need access to school meals by 
making eligibility for them easier,55 pro-
tecting the staff that prepare meals,56 and 
ensuring school meal programs are finan-
cially stable.57 Policymakers need to fully 
fund school nutrition programs to cover 
the costs of operating the program, buy-
ing needed equipment, disseminating nu-
trition education, prioritizing values-based 
procurement, and paying staff a living 
wage. Investments from the federal gov-
ernment will be especially important for 
school districts to maintain the financial 
stability of their school meal programs in 
the face of revenue loss and demand given 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Example: A Universal School Meals Pro-
gram would be able to reinvest back into 
the community by sourcing fresh and nu-
tritious foods locally, as previously pro-
posed legislation for Universal School 
Meals included incentives for local food 
procurement.58 The USDA extended a 
pandemic response program allowing pub-
lic schools to serve free meals to all children 
for the 2020-21 school year.59 This tempo-
rary commitment should be made perma-
nent for all children. 

2. PROCUREMENT PRICE PREFERENCE 

PERCENTAGES

A state or local government may give pref-
erence to purchasing certain foods, such as 
those grown locally. These policies can tar-

Food Procurement & Equitable Community Development in School Lunches



13

Berkeley Public Policy Journal   |   Spring 2021

get the source of the funds and restrictions 
tied to using those funds. Some federal 
funds are more restrictive on the conditions 
of bid preference. Even when using local 
funds, state and county procurement laws 
can have authority on the purchasing pro-
cess. Currently, it is estimated that roughly 
half of school district policies include pref-
erences for local sourcing of foods. 

Policies must be further refined to better 
support local food purchasing. The deci-
sion-makers with the authority to set food 
procurement standards vary. At the school 
district level, school boards generally set 
the policy. At the city or county level, the 
governing body (such as a city or county 
council) could enact a binding policy (by 
ordinance, resolution, or motion).60 These 
policies are best crafted in partnership with 
those who are directly experiencing the 
effect of an inequitable food system, Food 
Policy councils, or health departments.

Example: Percentage price preference pol-
icies allow school districts to accept higher 
priced products from vendors who pro-
vide locally grown foods, even if non-lo-
cally sourced vendors provide lower bids. 
Maryland’s 2010 percentage price prefer-
ence policy allows schools to favor in-state 
purchasing so long as the higher price is 
within a ten percentage range of the lower 
priced item.61 

3. INCREASE FUNDING FOR STAFFING 

AND TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

Ongoing technical assistance can help 
schools as they expand their local procure-
ment efforts. This can start with listening 
to the voices of school food-service work-
ers to understand how to best support their 
concerns with the increased labor required 

to prepare these foods. Cafeteria managers, 
for example, can ease the friction of chang-
es for staff as they are rolled out  through 
direct support of staff workflow processes 
and messaging strategies. 

In addition to frontline staff, training and 
technical assistance can help food service 
directors overcome some initial barriers 
to values-based procurement. For school 
food professionals, the top cited deterrent 
for purchasing locally is related to the per-
ceived extra amount of time and cost that it 
takes to buy directly from local producers. 
To directly address the barrier regarding 
time, external staff or experts can help. 

Example: The Good Food Purchasing 
Program offers technical support to schools 
that are transitioning to values-based pro-
curement. Supporting school staff at vari-
ous levels of leadership made the shifts in 
food purchasing possible.62 

4. PROMOTE INCLUSIVE 

CONTRACTING

In order to meet the demand that schools 
will have for equitably sourced food, pol-
icies can create more opportunities for 
smaller companies by working to break 
down the advantages large-scale agricul-
ture has on the contracting process. As pre-
viously mentioned, institutional barriers in 
the food system make it difficult for all food 
businesses to have equitable access to con-
tracting opportunities. 

Inclusive contracting is the process of creat-
ing the environment for businesses owned 
by BIPOC and/or womxn to participate 
in a governmental procurement and con-
tracting process. Inclusive business partic-
ipation in local government procurement 
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and contracting is an important source of 
income and jobs in communities of color 
and helps to strengthen community and 
business partnerships. Policies that address 
past and present institutional barriers in 
business development and the governmen-
tal procurement process can make it easier 
to connect businesses of color to schools.49 
These policies are essential to allow for eq-
uitable development of the food businesses 
that contract with school districts.

Example: Cook County has implemented 
contracting preferences for Persons with 
Disabilities Owned Business Enterprise 
(PDBE). When soliciting bids, the county 
will make their best efforts to solicit bids 
from these businesses and can give a pref-
erence to contract with a PDBE business 
if their price is within five percent of the 
lowest bid.63  

5. FACILITATE FUNDING FOR 

GRASSROOTS FOOD SYSTEMS 

DEVELOPMENT

Large agribusinesses have a considerable 
advantage when negotiating contracts 
with school districts. Small food business-
es, especially those who are BIPOC, face 
challenges in accessing the capital, tech-
nical assistance, and resources required to 
scale their supply to meet the demand that 
larger school districts require.64 The exist-
ing funding structures used by banks and 
community development do not provide 
enough support for developing equity-ori-
ented food businesses. Policies could make 
funding more accessible for projects rooted 
in grassroots food systems development, 
such as BIPOC owned processing facilities 
or cooperatively owned food hubs.65

Grants and local funding from private en-
tities can be allocated for specific projects 
that invest in scaling up the operations of 
grassroots food systems work. Funding 
projects led by and for a community’s food 
system development can build a more eq-
uitable local food economy.66  Local, state, 
and federal governments can financially 
support start-up and operating costs. Gov-
ernments can tap into workforce devel-
opment dollars, state bond initiatives, and 
funding opportunities offered by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), the 
U.S. Department of Housingand Urban 
Development (HUD), and the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA).67

Example: The Farm Bill at the Federal lev-
el should include a significant increase in 
funding opportunities for organizing and 
legal support needed to resist the structur-
al barriers facing producers of color.68 The 
USDA currently administers grants annual-
ly as a part of the Regional Food Food Sys-
tem Partnerships (RFSP). Grantees work in 
projects that support partnerships to plan 
and develop local or regional food systems, 
and the application process asks grantees to 
describe their plants for engagement with 
marginalized populations.69 

CONCLUSION 

K-12 institutions can apply different food 
sourcing approaches to look upstream and 
put food at the center of community well-
ness. School food is important because it 
advances student nutrition, but it should 
not do so at the expense of communities, 
food chain workers, and the environment. 
Instead, equitable and justice-oriented food 
procurement practices can have a beneficial 
impact on students’ health, as well as on the 
broader community.

Food Procurement & Equitable Community Development in School Lunches
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Together, workers, public health profes-
sionals, and activists can advance food pro-
curement policies that protect the environ-
ment, provide meaningful employment, 
and promote the health of whole com-
munities. A much broader consideration 
of nutrition and how it intersects with the 
health of individuals, communities, and 
the ecosystems that sustain us is needed to 
ensure equitable food system development 
throughout the entire supply chain. A food 
system that conserves and renews natural 
resources, advances social justice, builds 
community wealth and power, and fulfills 
food and nutrition needs can be the future 
that schools work towards.
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Amid a global pandemic, Armenia found itself simultaneously affected by conflict with Azer-
baijan in the nearby region of Nagorno-Karabakh. Investigating consequential health outcomes 
revealed a healthcare system under pressure. Within a month of fighting, over 75,000 Armenians 
from the contested region were displaced to Armenia, and weekly average COVID-19 cases went 
up seven-fold in the country. These catastrophic events have exacerbated existing population 
health challenges, including  that every third person in Armenia dies prematurely before reaching 
the age of 65. There is great potential for policy reform to improve capacity and prevent death and 
disability in the country.

COVID-19, conflict with Azerbaijan, and the burden of chronic disease highlights that Armenia 
needs to strengthen its healthcare system. Government spending on health services in the country 
accounted for 1.4 percent of GDP in 2017, a number that is concerningly low relative to the region. 
In this review, we recommend increased interventions targeting vulnerable populations who are at 
an increased risk for many of the chronic health conditions primary care is meant to prevent and 
manage. To ensure long-term sustainable strengthening of the country’s healthcare system, we rec-
ommend investing in the development of internal intellectual capacity including medical education 
reform, decreasing prevalence of harmful behaviors in the population through community-based 
interventions, and incorporating more innovative data-driven policy to develop robust electronic 
data records for cancer and non-communicable disease.

INTRODUCTION 

Armenia is a country in the South Caucasus 
that is undergoing transformation, even 29 
years after gaining independence from the 
Soviet Union in September of 1991. In 2018, 
former Prime Minister Serzh Sargsyan re-
signed due to a series of anti-government 
protests led by parliament member Nikol 
Pashinyan, the current Prime Minister. 
This nonviolent transition of power be-

came known as the “Velvet Revolution” 
and has resulted in several economic and 
social reforms, including that of the health-
care system.1 

Like many countries, Armenia has strug-
gled with the COVID-19 pandemic. Un-
like many countries, it has been simulta-
neously affected by a war in the nearby 
disputed region of Nagorno-Karabakh, an 
unrecognised sovereign state with an eth-
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nic Armenian majority. In late June, Ar-
menia was a world leader in total con-
firmed COVID-19 cases per million people 
as well as new daily cases per million peo-
ple.2 After this peak, conditions began to 
improve in early July 
due to shifts in policy 
like state of emergen-
cy orders that helped 
contain transmission 
by limiting group 
gatherings and en-
couraging mask wearing and hand wash-
ing.3 Then, on September 27th, Azerbai-
jani military forces launched a military 
offensive on Nagorno-Karabakh with the 
support of Syrian jihadist fighters from 
Turkey.4 Within a month, over 75,000 
Armenians from Nagorno-Karabakh were 
displaced to Armenia, where government 
officials and residents turned their attention 
and resources to armed conflict, resulting 
in over a seven-fold increase in weekly 
average COVID-19 cases in the country.5 
The humanitarian crisis continues as resi-
dents rebuild infrastructure and experience 
the resulting trauma of the indiscriminate 
artillery shelling that lasted over a month.6 

This article seeks to examine the strength 
and flexibility of Armenia’s health-
care system amid armed conflict and the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, how 
has primary care infrastructure and public 
health policy influenced outcomes in re-
sponse to the pandemic in the context of 
growing chronic disease burden and the 
physical, mental and infrastructural harm 
caused by the recent Nagorno-Karabakh 
war? For a country with a population of 
about three million and tense geopolitical 
relations with its neighbors, population 
health is fragile. Land, identity, culture, 
and the right to existence are at stake. What 

role health policy has not only for promot-
ing population health but also for national 
security are important considerations. We 
examine key population health indicators 
and the nation's healthcare system to shed 

light on how well 
equipped the country 
is to minimize mor-
bidity and mortali-
ty from preventable 
conditions, and pro-
pose some policies and 

strategies that could help strengthen Arme-
nia’s healthcare system and build its capac-
ity. In particular, national resources and 
philanthropic contributions should priori-
tize robust and sustainable electronic health 
data collection systems, reform of medical 
education and training, community and 
evidence-based health education programs, 
and increased taxation on harmful products 
to increase government- funded health-
care.

TOP PREVENTABLE CAUSES OF 

MORTALITY AND MORBIDITY

Every third person in Armenia dies before 
reaching the age of 65. The probability of 
dying prematurely (before the age of 70) 
was 22 percent in 2016, and 37.1 percent 
in 2019, and is twice as high for men than 
women.7,8,9 According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), the probability of 
dying between the ages of 30 and 70 from 
the four main noncommunicable diseases 
(NCDs) including cardiovascular disease, 
cancer, diabetes and chronic respiratory 
disease is 30 percent.10 This probability is 
22 percent in Georgia, 23 percent in Azer-
baijan, 17 percent in Iran, and 26 percent 
in Belarus, all countries nearby or also 
formerly part of the Soviet Union.11 Large 
variations in these numbers from year to 
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year are likely due to low sample sizes and 
different methodology and cutoffs for ar-
riving at estimates. However, close atten-
tion should be paid to trends, and the role 
of NCDs on COVID-19 hospitalization 
and mortality rates when the data become 
available. The rate of total premature death 
in Armenia among men is 494 per 100,000, 
and among women is 226.4 per 100,000.12 

An aging demographic further burdens 
population health. As of early 2018, 12 per-
cent of the Armenian population is 65 and 
older and NCDs like diabetes mellitus, de-
mentia, and cancer account for an estimat-
ed 93 percent of all deaths in Armenia.13,14 
The World Health Organization estimates 
that NCDs cost the Armenian economy 
362.7 billion dram (approximately $750 
million) annually (6.5 percent of Gross 
Domestic Product in 2017).15 Studying the 
leading causes of death and disability and 
their risk factors can help guide health poli-

cy to improve preventative care and reduce 
premature death. 

Leading causes of mortality and disability 
in Armenia in 2019 include ischemic heart 
disease, stroke, lung cancer, diabetes, and 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
(COPD).16 These rates are higher than the 
global burden of disease regional average 
and are disproportionately felt across the 
different regions in Armenia.17

A 2019 report from WHO reveals similar 
trends, finding that the four major NCDs 
in Armenia are cancer, cardiovascular dis-
ease, diabetes, and chronic respiratory dis-
eases.18 Many of these conditions have been 
shown to increase hospitalization rates and 
risk of severe illness in patients diagnosed 
with COVID-19.19 However, significant 
progress has been made in certain health 
indicators, including the under-five mor-

Figure 1. Leading risk factors and causes of death and disability combined in Armenia, 
2019. Source: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation.
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tality rate which has dropped from 49 to 
12.4 deaths per 1,000 live births from 1990 
to 2018 largely due to the introduction of 
obstetrics and a state children’s insurance 
system.20,21 

LEADING RISK FACTORS

Behavioral risk factors, including daily 
smoking and alcohol consumption in men, 
overuse of salt, sedentary lifestyle, and be-
ing overweight are on the rise among the 
Armenian population.22 Associated with 
these trends has been a rise in biological 
risk factors, including high blood pressure, 
high body mass index (BMI), and high 
fasting plasma glucose, responsible for the 
most death and disability combined in Ar-
menia.23 Not all of these risk factors are en-
tirely modifiable but modifications can be 
made to prevent premature mortality on 
a population level. For example, reducing 
rates of tobacco use and improving diet can 
reduce incidence of lung cancer, hyperten-
sion and diabetes. Roughly 50 percent of 
men drink alcohol and use tobacco, and 
roughly 50 percent of the adult population 
is overweight or obese, a level that is con-
cerningly high relative to Europe.24 For-
mer Minister of Health, Arsen Torosyan, 
has indicated that over one thousand men 
in the country lose their lives to lung can-
cer every year, a loss largely attributable to 
smoking.25 Thus, there is great opportunity 
to substantially reduce these avoidable out-
comes if policies are successful in not only 
reducing behavior harmful to health, but 
increasing behavior that delays the onset of 
chronic disease.

HEALTHCARE EXPENDITURES, 

UTILIZATION, AND CAPACITY

The aforementioned health risks are com-
pounded by the maldistribution of health-
care workers, increasing demand for 
high-quality medical education and prac-
tice, and physical contraction in terms of 
acute care hospital beds. These aspects of 
capacity should be considered in the con-
text of how minimal funding for healthcare 
services is from the government, which in 
turn should be considered in the context 
of Armenia’s history as an independent 
republic and its geopolitical challenges, 
which continue and are especially relevant 
in 2020. 

HEALTHCARE EXPENDITURE AND 

OUT-OF-POCKET SPENDING

Total healthcare spending in Armenia 
comprises approximately 10 percent of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP). However, 
Armenian government spending on health 
services accounted for 1.4 percent of GDP 
in 2017, a low number in comparison to 
the region.26,27 Government spending on 
healthcare accounts for only 12.3 percent 
of all healthcare spending in Armenia, 39.5 
percent in Georgia, 26.5 percent in Azer-
baijan, 45.9 percent in Iran and 70.4 per-
cent in Belarus.  Despite a publicly fund-
ed Basic Benefits Package (BBP) which 
encompasses a list of services determined 
by the Ministry of Health (MoH) that are 
either fully or partially covered depending 
on whether you are in a socially vulner-
able group, 84.3 percent of current health 
expenditures are out-of-pocket. This puts 
many Armenians at risk of economic disas-
ter should they get sick or require care that 
is not covered under BBP. Voluntary health 
insurance plays a very minor role in health-
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care expenditure (0.3 percent of total health 
expenditure in 2011).28 Total health expen-
diture as a percentage of GDP was 7.11 per-
cent in Georgia, 3.51 percent in Azerbaijan, 
8.66 percent in Iran and 5.64 percent in Be-
larus in 2018.29 The WHO has historically 
cited at least 5 percent of GDP as an optimal 
level of government spending on health-
care, but it is difficult to come up with a 
benchmark number for all countries as each 
country has unique epidemiological and 
public health challenges.30 Additionally, 
healthcare spending does not always cor-
relate with health outcomes as other factors 
need to be taken into account. An import-
ant distinction also needs to be made be-
tween government spending on healthcare 
and total spending on healthcare. Never-
theless, it is clear that government spending 
on healthcare in Armenia is concerningly 
low. We discuss some strategies to increase 
healthcare financing towards the end. 

Changes to government expenditures in 
healthcare and other sectors have been un-
derway since 2018. For example, health-
care spending has increased by 21 percent 
from 2019 to 2020 from 91.7 to 111 billion 
drams, and Armenia’s MoH has proposed a 
6 percent tax on every working Armenian 
to finance half of a comprehensive univer-
sal health insurance program that would 
cost $525 million per year.31,32 Unfortu-
nately, polling has shown that such initia-
tives are unpopular among residents. In an 
online survey, 64 percent of respondents 
opposed the tax to increase healthcare fi-
nancing,33 citing that the new government 
had promised to reduce taxes. However, as 
just discussed, over 80 percent of healthcare 
spending is out of pocket, and total health-
care spending is $1,246 per capita in Arme-
nia (approximately 640,000 AMD).34

The average monthly nominal wage in 
Armenia is 181,768 AMD (350.38 USD), 
or about 4,200 USD annually.35 Thus, the 
overall burden of out of pocket spending 
on healthcare likely exceeds what would be 
felt by increased taxes.  

UTILIZATION AND ACCESS OF 

PRIMARY CARE SERVICES 

Levels of primary care visits in Armenia are 
concerningly low, half that of the Europe-
an average.36 Armenia’s HSPA shows that 
62 percent of the population visits primary 
health clinics when they believe medical 
care is required.37 Factors that contribute to 
this could be high out of pocket costs (17.2 
percent of the population may not seek 
care because it is not financially affordable), 
distrust or perception of inadequate medi-
cal practice, or the perception that medical 
problems can be solved at home.38 Screen-
ings, prenatal care, breastfeeding and im-
munization programs are some examples 
of services and behaviors that are integral 
to long-term health. Capacity of these ser-
vices should continue to be developed and 
increased. For example, the five-year sur-
vival rate following diagnosis of breast can-
cer from 2010 to 2015 was 59 percent.39 The 
proportion of expectant mothers receiving 
early prenatal care was 68 percent in 2015 
and 73 percent of Armenian infants 0-6 
months old were breastfed.40 

DISTRIBUTION OF HEALTHCARE 

RESOURCES

While only about 36.2 percent of Arme-
nia’s population resides in the capital city 
of Yerevan, the majority of health facilities 
including specialized care clinics are lo-
cated in the capital.41 This has resulted in 
a surplus of physicians and nurses in Yere-
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van and a shortage of healthcare workers 
in rural areas.42 There are about 45 phy-
sicians for every 10,000 people in Arme-
nia and about 54 nurses and midwives for 
every 10,000 people.43 The rate of primary 
healthcare doctors and nurses is 17 and 26 
per 10,000 people, respectively.44 There-
fore, one of the challenges of the healthcare 
system and of primary care is not so much 
that Armenia faces a shortage of doctors 
and care providers, but that these provid-
ers are not equally and efficiently distrib-
uted across villages and marzes to provide 
essential health services across the country. 
The World Health Organization recom-
mends a minimum of 23 doctors, nurses 
and midwives per 10,000 population to 
properly deliver maternal and child health 
services.45 There is no universal guideline 
to the number of general physicians rec-
ommended per capita, as this number var-
ies by country.  

MEDICAL EDUCATION, TRAINING AND 

PRACTICE 

Another challenge is improving the quality 
of medical knowledge and practice among 
medical graduates and healthcare work-
ers. A recent survey conducted in 2018 of 
51 medical graduates in Yerevan suggests 
that many are aware of gaps in their med-
ical training and education, and 84.3 per-
cent believe they would benefit from ad-
ditional training and education to enhance 
their leadership and administrative skills.46 
Changes to medical education seem wel-
come by students, and provides interna-
tional and diasporan healthcare profession-
als with an opportunity to contribute to 
educational reform efforts.

HEALTHCARE INFRASTRUCTURE 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
healthcare system has been contracting to 
become more efficient. Acute care hos-
pital beds per capita have decreased from 
772 beds per 100,000 population in 1991 to 
341 per 100,000 population in 2014.47 This 
is a trend seen across many post-Soviet 
countries. The average number of acute 
care hospital beds per 100,000 people in 
the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS) has decreased from 979 to 564.48 Al-
though more investment in primary care 
infrastructure is needed, contractions like 
this may also signal ongoing healthcare 
reform and potentially increase efficiency. 
While considering efficiency, health policy 
should also ensure effective crisis manage-
ment and emergency preparedness in order 
to rapidly mobilize resources when needed.

EFFECTS OF CRISIS ON HEALTHCARE 

CAPACITY POLICY INTERVENTION 

Armenia’s healthcare system reached ca-
pacity by June of 2020, even after transi-
tioning some  hotels into health facilities 
to provide additional beds for confirmed 
patients with mild or minimal symptoms.49 
The number of COVID-19 cases was de-
clining until late September, right around 
when Azerbaijani forces attacked Na-
gorno-Karabakh. This decline was due to 
key policy interventions, including declar-
ing a state of emergency in mid-March, af-
ter which transparent and daily communi-
cation from the MoH kept people informed 
on how to best minimize COVID-19 
transmission and risk.50 Although this is not 
inherently unique and is expected, the use 
of social media through Facebook Live and 
Twitter by government officials and the 
MoH was particularly effective at commu-
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nicating updates, battling misinformation 
and conspiracy theories, and giving sound 
guidance to the population. Since late May, 
residents have been required to have masks 
when walking outside or entering busi-
nesses or to face a 10,000 AMD (approxi-
mately 20 USD) fine.51 However, residents 
don’t always adhere to these rules and level 
of enforcement is unclear.52 Additionally, 
on June 18th, around the peak of the first 
wave, the Prime Minister’s office and 1,500 
Armenian Red Cross volunteers began a 
countrywide public awareness campaign 
to promote social distancing, mask wear-
ing, and to combat misinformation.53 

As of this writing, a peace agreement has 
been signed between the leaders of Ar-
menia, Azerbaijan and Russia that cedes 
large portions of Armenian controlled 
Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan.54 As of 

mid November, over 100,000 Armenians 
in Nagorno-Karabakh have been dis-
placed,55 including 40,000 children who 
are deprived of their right to education. 
Azerbaijani forces targeted peaceful settle-
ments, including civilian residences, edu-
cational institutions, and hospitals.56 With 
the targeted destruction of these infra-
structures, communities are losing access 
to healthcare, safe shelter, and education.57 
Seventy one schools and 12 kindergartens 
have been damaged, and current condi-
tions have jeopardized access to clean wa-
ter and sanitation, increasing COVID-19 
transmission.58 Since the conflict began, 
the seven-day rolling average of daily new 
COVID-19 cases has increased nearly sev-
en fold in Armenia.59 This current spike is 
likely due in part to constant shelling forc-
ing civilians to stay grouped together in 
underground bomb shelters, allowing no 

Figure 2. COVID-19 7-Day Average between March and November of 2020 in 
Armenia with key policy interventions and events highlighted.
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opportunity for those infected to self-iso-
late. Due to these conditions, many doc-
tors and nurses in Nagorno-Karabakh have 
also been infected, yet continue treating 
patients because of the immediate need to 
care for wounded soldiers.60  

The conflict presents additional challenges 
to fighting COVID-19 on multiple fronts. 
First, COVID-19 has become a second-
ary issue as the preservation and defense 
of identity, land, and culture takes prece-
dence for residents in Armenia and Na-
gorno-Karabakh.61 The MoH and other 
key stakeholders have adapted mask pro-
motion to include the need to wear masks 
to save resources for 
wounded soldiers and 
vulnerable healthcare 
workers.62 Second, in-
tensive care resources 
are back under pres-
sure as COVID-19 
surges along with the 
need to care for those 
wounded in battle.63 As 
of November 18th, ca-
pacity for COVID-19 
beds is full, and 375 
patients are awaiting 
hospital admission, 
including 25 who are 
in critical condition.64 
COVID-19 testing 
and reporting continues as before, but the 
shortage of emergency care and resources 
is felt across the country. Hotels are again 
likely to transition into medical facilities to 
care for patients and to reach capacity. The 
Armenian government has called for a mo-
bilization of all Armenian people both in 
Armenia and in the diaspora, resulting in 
many Armenians living abroad with medi-
cal experience traveling back to assist with 

the crisis.65,66 It is no surprise that the prior-
ities of both the government and the peo-
ple of Armenia have shifted in response to 
this war. Many feel that with an existential 
threat to national security, protective mea-
sures and policies regarding COVID-19 are 
secondary.

RECOMMENDATIONS

One cannot expect a system that has expe-
rienced years of underfunding in a country 
dealing with a variety of pressing crises to 
become robust overnight. Yet, COVID-19 
and conflict with Azerbaijan highlights that 
Armenia needs to strengthen national se-

curity on many fronts, 
including the often 
forgotten healthcare 
system and its capacity 
to prevent death and 
disability. 

Increased government 
healthcare expenditure 
and continued health 
policy reform is in-
tegral to improving 
Armenia’s population 
health, and the current 
administration has the 
potential to catalyze 
such change. Addi-
tional public health 

interventions targeted at women, those in 
midlife, residents living in villages, those 
without secondary education, and house-
holds with severe economic challenges are 
especially important as these vulnerable 
populations are at increased risk for many 
of the chronic health conditions primary 
care is meant to prevent and manage. This 
now also includes mental health and finan-
cial support for families impacted by war. 
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Although investment in physical infra-
structure and medical supplies are essential, 
especially in the context of COVID-19 and 
rebuilding Nagorno-Karabakh, long-term 
sustainable strengthening of the country’s 
healthcare system depends more on de-
veloping internal intellectual capacity, de-
creasing prevalence of harmful behaviors 
and incorporating more innovative da-
ta-driven policy. 

DATA INFRASTRUCTURE 

IMPROVEMENTS

Sound health policy must be based on 
sound epidemiological health data. Invest-
ment in comprehensive and robust regis-
tries for cancer and non-communicable 
disease, and electronic health infrastructure 
(i.e. electronic health records and wide-
spread secure inte-
gration of healthcare 
and the internet) will 
enable comprehen-
sive observational, 
longitudinal and ex-
perimental studies to 
be conducted as well 
as assist in the provi-
sion of needed medical care. While such 
a system is vital to coordinating nation-
wide medical progress, implementing and 
maintaining such a system is enormously 
expensive. During a crisis, it is unlikely that 
the MoH and other policymakers will pri-
oritize such an initiative when it is easier 
to justify more urgent, downstream health-
care needs, a prioritization also reflected in 
diasporan aid. While prioritizing the pro-
vision of immediate aid like food, clothing 
and medical supplies is understandable, 
it is important to recognize that such aid 
will always be needed in greater amounts 
as long as the underlying healthcare infra-

structure is underdeveloped. A centralized 
system for funneling aid backed by the Ar-
menian government in a transparent and 
coordinated way will help donors see how 
and where their funds are spent, and amid 
these efforts, policymakers, healthcare lead-
ers, physician groups and institutions need 
to advocate for robust epidemiological sur-
veillance systems to guide evidence-based 
health policy.

INCREASING INTERNAL 

INTELLECTUAL MEDICAL CAPACITY 

As established previously, Armenia’s 
healthcare system is in dire need of intel-
lectual capacity building, improved med-
ical education and practice, and additional 
leadership training (with a focus on crisis 
leadership training given the geopolitical 

nature of Armenia). 
Fortunately, there 
is an opportunity to 
drastically improve 
medical practice in 
Armenia in collabora-
tion with international 
practitioners, insti-
tutions and members 

of the Armenian diaspora.  While some 
studies have begun examining educational 
and professional gaps, we recommend that 
medical education and training institutions 
undertake further investigation and that 
they collaborate with the Armenian dias-
pora community and international practi-
tioners to pilot didactic and clinical inter-
ventions to improve medical education and 
practice.67,68 These interventions should fo-
cus on mentorship, guidance, curriculum 
development, rotational training, oppor-
tunities for independent practice and must 
undergo evaluation to determine their ef-
fectiveness.

"Many feel that with an 

existential threat to national 

security, protective measures 

and policies regarding 

COVID-19 are secondary."
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Pilot programs that are successful must be 
implemented as long-term interventions 
with the logistical and financial support of 
the MoH to ensure benefits are integrated 
into medical schools and clinical programs 
across the country. For instance, continu-
ing medical education (CME) and con-
tinuing professional development (CPD) 
programs are known to improve patient 
health outcomes.69 Although Armenia be-
came a member of the European Union of 
Medical Specialists (EUMS) which over-
sees the European Accreditation Council 
for CME (EACCME) in 2009, there is 
currently a lack of standards monitoring 
educational curricula 
or residency programs 
for specialty-based 
practice. As recently as 
May of 2020, amend-
ments have been made 
to national law that 
require physicians 
and dentists to earn 
220 credits every five 
years in order to recertify.70 Such amend-
ments and policies are helpful but must be 
enforced, applied to all specialties and must 
be digitized and modernized.

Potential unintended consequences of such 
pilot programs to consider include intro-
duction of medical practices and knowl-
edge that may not be appropriate to Arme-
nia's population health, clinical capacity, or 
geopolitical context. For instance, certain 
surgical procedures or treatment regimens 
may require equipment or resources that is 
difficult to obtain in Armenia, especially on 
a long-term basis. Complex medical pro-
cedures often require long-term follow-up 
in care, and healthcare professionals outside 
of Armenia should carefully consider this. 
Another consideration to policies similar 

to the amendment passed in May of 2020 
is ensuring that healthcare workers are not 
overburdened with unrealistic expecta-
tions. Healthcare workers including phy-
sicians and nurses are typically stretched 
thin, especially in light of the ongoing pan-
demic. Ensuring policies have appropriate 
incentives for healthcare workers in place 
for furthering their professional and edu-
cational development and participation in 
proposed pilot programs may be required. 

HARMFUL BEHAVIOUR REDUCTION 

As discussed previously, a large share of 
the burden on Arme-
nian healthcare is due 
to preventable dis-
eases resulting from 
a variety of harmful 
behaviours. Com-
munity-based health 
education interven-
tions can help reduce 
tobacco use, cut sugar 

and salt consumption, and increase phys-
ical activity, medication adherence and 
utilization of preventative care services, 
ultimately decreasing the prevalence of 
NCDs in Armenia. Interventions targeting 
the outlined risk factors could help mit-
igate their negative effects. For instance, 
the government should provide direct 
support (financial or otherwise) to various 
NGOs and community organizations such 
as Women’s Resource Center in Armenia 
(an NGO founded in 2003) to collaborate 
with community partners, local hospitals 
and universities to host educational series 
around reproductive health, diet quality, 
and promote a number of behavioral fac-
tors that not only contribute to women’s 
health but also to women’s rights.

Primary Care in Armenia

"With the targeted 

destruction of these 

infrastructures, communities 

are losing access to 

healthcare, safe shelter, and 

education."
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These educational programs should be part-
nered with increased taxation on tobacco, 
alcohol and other unhealthy products to 
discourage their overconsumption. Similar 
policies have been effective in the United 
States,71 although the difficulty in achieving 
good health outcomes should not be un-
derestimated. For example, a systematic re-
view of food and bev-
erage taxes estimates 
that taxes on sugary 
drinks that raise pric-
es by 20 percent can 
reduce consumption 
by about 20 percent.72 
Educational outreach 
and risk communica-
tion strategies utiliz-
ing well-liked figures 
in the community to 
promote healthy be-
haviors and discourage unhealthy ones can 
reverse negative attitudes towards such pol-
icies. While there is ample reason to believe 
such taxes would generate revenue to fund 
increased preventative healthcare services, 
there is some risk that such taxes would dis-
proportionately affect lower income fami-
lies and individuals, a result that will likely 
result in opposition to such policies. How-
ever, based on the estimates from the MoH 
of Armenia and WHO, the benefits of such 
taxes would far outweigh the costs. In a re-
port released in 2019, the Ministry and the 
WHO found that a tobacco control pack-
age would cost 2.8 billion dram ($5.43 mil-
lion) and over a 15 year period would save 
7,000 lives, return 14.5 billion dram ($28.13 
million) in saved healthcare costs, and pro-
vide 40.4 billion dram ($78.37 million) in 
productivity benefits.73 A national salt re-
duction program would save 14,000 lives 
over 15 years and provide similar economic 
benefits. Local and national governments 

will have to coordinate to best balance 
benefits and unintended consequences.

Finally, while such a measure is not central 
to the overhaul of the national healthcare 
system, Armenian mental health services 
should be greatly expanded. As a people 
who have experienced an abundance of 

trauma (from the Ar-
menian Genocide of 
1915 to the current 
conflict over Na-
gorno-Karabakh ) , 
there is ample reason 
to believe such services 
are needed.. Invest-
ment in population 
mental health resourc-
es should be priori-
tized, particularly due 
to the vulnerability of 

the Armenian population attributed to the 
transgenerational trauma they universally 
experience.74 

This article has merely scratched the sur-
face of opportunities and challenges that 
lay ahead for the healthcare system in the 
Republic of Armenia. As Armenia recovers 
from war and COVID-19, proposals that 
focus on increasing funding for health sys-
tems should be prioritized, and philanthro-
pists and outside funders should consider 
health systems strengthening in addition 
to building physical infrastructure. The 
risk of poor health outcomes and financial 
disaster among families is reduced when 
the burden of financing health services is 
spread across the population. Working to-
wards an efficient and well-funded health-
care system prepares Armenia to mobilize 
its resources in order to mitigate long-term 
population health and economic impacts 

 "As a people who have 

experienced an abundance of 

trauma (from the Armenian 

Genocide of 1915 to 

the current conflict over 

Nagorno-Karabakh), there 

is ample reason to believe 

[mental health services] are 

needed."
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when faced with catastrophic events such 
as war, pandemics, and natural disasters.
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Have federal and California state housing policies upheld their intent to provide affordable 
homeownership opportunities and rentals for all, including people of color and low-income 
populations? Most homeowner-related benefits and opportunities are heavily skewed to-
wards White and higher-income people, as well as those who already own a home. Even 
with rental subsidies — especially in California — it is increasingly difficult for people of 
color, millennials, and students to find affordable housing. Low-income families and people 
of color can receive help with rentals, but that has proven insufficient in the current economic 
climate. Overall, these policies are sustaining and exacerbating the racial and generational 
wealth gap. Since homeownership is the primary avenue of wealth creation in the United 
States, current policies keep these groups at an economic disadvantage. Limiting mortgage in-
terest tax deductions for high-income earners and/or eliminating deductions for any property 
beyond a family’s first owner-occupied home would allow for redirecting those funds to first 
time buyers through funding more down payment assistance, subsidies, and additional tax 
credits during the first five years of ownership.

INTRODUCTION 

Since the 1930s, both federal and state 
programs have supported constructing 
and providing affordable housing op-
tions or otherwise making them avail-
able for low-income families. But the 
federal government has shifted away 
from overseeing the majority of these 
programs, instead giving state and local 
governments more control. As a result 
of this and job growth that has outpaced 
housing development, housing has be-
come increasingly unaffordable and 
homeownership rates for low-income 
families and people of color have fallen 
behind. 

The Great Recession of 2007-2009 hit 
families of color particularly hard. It 
resulted in less aid aimed at increasing 
homeownership rates. More direct aid 
now goes to renters to alleviate low-in-
come families’ cost of living. But the 
majority of overall federal housing-re-
lated expenditures still goes to current 
homeowners in the form of deductions 
for real estate tax and mortgage inter-
est, and capital gains exclusions. In fact, 
homeowners receive over 70 percent of 
federal housing subsidies, despite mak-
ing up less than 40 percent of those with 
severe housing cost burdens.1
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These trends are exacerbated in Califor-
nia. Rapid job and population growth in 
the state has inflated the cost of homes, 
and housing construction has not kept 
up.2 California lacks affordable housing, 
so families throughout the state struggle to 
make ends meet. This is especially the case 
for low-income families, people of color, 
millennials, and students. 

Limiting tax deductions for high-income 
earners and/or eliminating deductions 
for any property beyond a family’s first 
owner-occupied home would allow for 
redirecting those funds to first time buy-
ers through funding more down payment 
assistance, subsidies, and additional tax 
credits in the first five years of ownership. 
As California attempts to meet Governor 
Newsom’s goal of 3.5 million new housing 
units by 20253 to address the supply crisis, 
additional funding and programs that spe-
cifically assist low-income families with 
down payments and monthly mortgage 
bills are the best ways to invest in Califor-
nia’s low-income residents and help them 
build equity. 

Programs that were initially created to 
benefit those in need have primarily ben-
efited White, more affluent homeowners. 
This article begins with a synopsis of key 
findings, a comparison of the benefits of 
homeownership over renting, and back-
ground on the policies in question. The 
next two sections provide a detailed look 
at how homeownership rates fall across ra-
cial and income lines, both nationally and 
in California, and how currently fund-
ed California programs fit into the nexus. 
The article ends with a discussion of what 
these findings mean for people of color, 
millennials, and students. The conclusion 
includes recommendations as to how fed-

eral and state funding allocations could be 
distributed in order to help alleviate the 
current wealth gap. 

WHAT HOMEOWNERSHIP DOES THAT 

RENTALS CANNOT 

Rental units are a crucial part of our society 
and provide shelter to those who cannot 
own a home. But for renters, their home is 
an expense, not an investment. Owning a 
home, however, is an investment for both 
families and the community. Affordable 
rentals can provide safe, healthy, and com-
fortable shelter for those unable to buy. But 
homeownership creates a possible avenue 
for wealth accumulation and a stronger 
financial foundation. Homeowners have 
control over their environments. They 
can make improvements on their homes 
and invest money into them, which often 
yields an investment return. 

Homeownership is the primary way for 
families to build wealth in the United 
States. It helped create the great middle 
class that emerged in the middle of the 
20th century.4 Conventional wisdom and 
many researchers have found that higher 
homeownership rates correlate with in-
creased political and community participa-
tion, higher life satisfaction and self esteem, 
increased school performance among chil-
dren, and better life outcomes. Homeown-
ership improves the social and economic 
status of the family by acting as a savings 
account, building equity and capital for 
family investments like education, busi-
ness, and retirement.5 

However, we also know that homeown-
ership is historically not experienced the 
same by all home buyers; indeed, the Unit-
ed States has a dark history of racist prac-
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tices like excluding people of color from 
wealthier neighborhoods, refusing to grant 
loans to families in low-income neighbor-
hoods (redlining), giving subprime mort-
gages and charging higher interest rates, 
and “steering” into segregated neighbor-
hoods.6 We now have strict regulations 
and enforcement mechanisms like the Fair 
Housing Act and the Federal Housing Fi-
nance Agency to prevent this going for-
ward, but the legacy of these practices per-
sists intensely to this day. This article will 
present arguments to support using home-
ownership as a tool for those who have 
been left out systematically, in so many 
ways, since the beginning.

Beyond questions of equity, there are eco-
nomic arguments for increasing home-
ownership rates. In the same way that 
owning property benefits the families and 
individuals who are able to invest in it, 
home building generates local economic 
activity—including additional income and 
jobs—and more revenue for local govern-
ments. The numbers tell the story. Accord-
ing to a study by the National Association 
of Homebuilders, building 100 single-fam-
ily homes in a typical state brings in $30.4 
million in income for residents, $6.1 mil-
lion in taxes and other revenue for the state 
and local government, and 419 jobs within 
one year. By contrast, construction of 100 
multifamily rental units generates $12.4 
million in income, $3.3 million in taxes, 
and 170 jobs.7 

Despite the clear economic benefits of in-
creasing homeownership rates, state gov-
ernment programs have not prioritized 
it. More funding goes towards current 
homeowners through tax credits than to 
current renters who could potentially be-
come homeowners themselves. Further, 

the funding spent on renters is primarily 
through rental credits or programs that 
provide temporary shelter, which—while 
important—do not increase one’s ability to 
own a home. 

But how did this inequity come to pass? 
Wasn’t the federal housing assistance pro-
gram originally designed to help everyone 
in the quest for homeownership? To pro-
vide some insights, the next section briefly 
reviews critical historical aspects of gov-
ernment housing assistance.

U.S. HOUSING ASSISTANCE 

PROGRAMS: A LOOK BACK 

The United States government used to 
support homeownership for poor families 
and first time homeowners, although the 
programs were never equally distributed 
and have a dark history of explicitly ex-
cluding groups by race. Now, government 
programs have shifted away from support-
ing homeownership for poor or first-time 
homeowners, instead focusing on incen-
tivizing homeownership through tax de-
ductions but not providing support in ac-
cessing homeownership in the first place. 

The United States federal government has 
provided housing assistance to low-income 
families since President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt’s response to the Great Depression 
in the 1930s. It began primarily by mak-
ing mortgages more accessible through 
the establishment of the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) and constructing 
low-rent public housing through public 
housing authorities (PHAs). Fifteen- and 
thirty-year mortgages became the standard 
package. A loan would be paid off at the 
end of its term and the borrower would be-
come the owner. The FHA insured lenders 
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for full repayment in case the borrowers 
defaulted. This FHA-backed method of 
government support for homeowners does 
exist today, and is the most common mort-
gage loan in the United States. 

Even so, people of col-
or and low-income 
families were denied 
the kind of loan access 
that White families 
with higher incomes 
enjoyed for most of 
the 20th Century. As a 
result, they have fallen 
far behind White fam-
ilies in homeownership 
rates, and therefore in 
wealth and equity. In the past, several fed-
eral agencies were concerned with the lack 
of homeownership rates of low-income 
and people of color communities. But the 
2007-09 foreclosure crisis virtually put 
an end to this type of assistance for these 
groups.

Housing assistance now falls into three 
primary categories: rental housing assis-
tance, federal assistance to state and local 
governments, and housing finance and 
homeownership assistance. These are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive—many pro-
grams use a combination. Today, the fed-
eral government has shifted towards more 
rental subsidies than construction subsidies 
or mortgage assistance programs. 

This shift began in the 1980s, when federal 
priorities were to lower taxes and increase 
defense and military spending during the 
last phase of the Cold War. It effectively 
reduced federal spending on social pro-
grams. State and local governments—in 
addition to NGOs—picked up the effort. 

Congress agreed with the notion that local 
control was more efficient and valuable. So 
it granted more authority and incentives 
by way of block grants and tax credits. And 
this pattern continues today.

In contrast, rental as-
sistance now happens 
primarily through 
rent vouchers for the 
private market and 
below-market rental 
units via contracts with 
landlords. Tenant-
based rental assistance 
is the most prevalent 
form of federal hous-
ing assistance. It be-

gan in the 1970s with Section 8 certificate 
and voucher programs, replaced in 1988 by 
the Housing Choice Voucher program. 
Both of these programs function through 
the private market. Local public housing 
agencies (PHAs) and some state agencies 
form contractual agreements with the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD) and private landlords. 
All covered housing must meet safety and 
quality standards. Subsidies and vouchers 
supplement low-income tenant’s monthly 
rent payments.8 

Homeownership assistance includes sub-
sidies, tax incentives, and incentivizing 
mortgage insurance programs for the pri-
vate market to meet the needs of under-
served communities.9 

As the next section will demonstrate, his-
torically, these benefits have primarily 
been awarded to Whites and higher in-
come groups. In turn, this trend has cre-
ated and perpetuated an enormous racial 
and income disparity in homeownership 

"Historically, 

[homeownership assistance 

has] primarily been awarded 

to Whites and higher income 

groups... this trend has 

created and perpetuated an 

enormous racial and income 

disparity in homeownership 

rates."
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rates. This change demonstrates a defense 
for government intervention as a crucial 
system for equitable housing and econom-
ic mobility.

HOMEOWNERSHIP: RACIAL AND 

INCOME DIVIDE 

The homeownership rates for households 
of color are significantly lower than those 
for White households, nationwide and 
in California. The non-Hispanic White 
homeownership rate is 62.7 percent in 
California and 73.2 percent in the United 
States. Only 44 percent of households of 
color in California own their own homes, 
and that number is 46 percent nationwide. 

The United States Census Bureau conduct-
ed the first census on homeownership rates 
in 1940, however they have only collected 
consistent data by race since 1994 (Figures 
1 and 2). Figure 1 shows the categories of 
race the Census has consistently accounted 
for. Figure 2 shows the average of all non-
White groups. It demonstrates homeown-
ership opportunities were only accessible 
to White families, while being denied to 
people of color. This is also demonstrated 
by the fact that less than two percent of the 
$120 billion worth of new housing subsi-
dized by the government between 1934 
and 1962 went to non-White families.10 

Figure 1: Homeownership Rates by Race

Figure 2: Non-White Groups Averaged
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There is a huge racial disparity in home-
ownership. The following charts by 
CityLab calculate the difference between 
the percentage of homeowners (in red) and 
renters (in green). They reveal that Black 
and Hispanic households are much more 
likely than White households to live in a 
house that is rented far later into their lives, 

and that Black households are more likely 
to live in rental units regardless of income.11 
This means that everyone in the rental units 
cannot count on stable monthly payments, 
and is missing out on the wealth-building 
opportunities of homeownership as well as 
the associations of better life outcomes.

Figure 3: Black, Hispanic Americans More Likely to Rent

Figure 4: How Race, Income, and Homeownership Intersect
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California has shown similar racial trends. 
For example, in 2018, the homeownership 
rate among White households was 63.5 per-
cent, with households of color at 34.4 per-
cent.12 However, since the 1960s, the state 
has consistently fallen about 10 percent be-
hind the national rate in all racial categories 
(Figure 5). This shortfall is partially due to 
the state’s generally more mobile popula-
tion. But it occurs primarily because there 
is a severe lack of residential construction 
to match the exponentially increasing job 
and population growth in California since 
World War II.13 The lack of supply for the 
growing population forces homeowner-
ship out of reach for potential homebuyers 
and drives up the cost of all types of hous-
ing exorbitantly.14

Nationwide, more Americans own their 
homes than rent. 2017 estimates showed 
that 56 percent of housing units are occu-
pied by owners and 31.75 percent by rent-
ers.15 But the majority of households with 
housing cost burdens—who pay more than 
30 percent of their income on housing—
are renters. Low-income renters are much 
more likely than homeowners or high-in-
come renters to pay a higher percentage 
of their income for housing. They are also 
more likely to experience overcrowding or 

become housing insecure, or even home-
less.16 

Households earning less than $50,000 
per year have a homeownership rate of 
45 percent. For those making more than 
$50,000 it leaps to nearly 80 percent.17 In 
most categories of income, renting rates 
are the highest between ages 20 and 30, as 
highlighted in Figures 3 and 4 through the 
grey column. But wealthier households are 
more likely to own than rent at all ages. 
The majority of lower-income Americans 
don’t become homeowners until nearly 
age 50. 

The next two sections will examine how 
housing subsidies are shared among popu-
lations, first at the federal level and second 
at the state level as it pertains to California.

FEDERAL HOUSING SUBSIDY 

DISTRIBUTION 

Since 2003, the federal government has 
been providing around $50 billion per 
year to assist low-income households with 
housing-related costs. This amount has 
remained relatively stable, with the excep-
tion of temporary increases after the reces-
sion. Unlike other forms of government 

Figure 5: California vs U.S. Homeownership Rates
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assistance, direct housing assistance (not 
provided by the tax code) is not available 
for all eligible households due to a lack of 
available funding and long waiting lists.18 
For example, Section 8 vouchers subsi-
dize renting for low-income families and 
the elderly in the private 
market, but the waiting 
lists are huge compared 
to available housing, and 
depending on the coun-
ty, eligible households 
wait between three and 
seven years to receive the 
subsidy.19 Over 450,000 
families are on waiting 
lists for public housing 
and rental subsidies in 
20 local jurisdictions in-
cluding the City and County of Los Ange-
les, San Francisco, Oakland, and Fresno.20

But how is this support being distributed? 
In 2014, only one fourth of eligible low-in-

come households received housing assis-
tance through federal spending programs. 
$18 billion of federal funds went towards 
vouchers to help individuals pay for rent-
al units in the private market, $12 billion 
to federally contracted and subsidized rent 

in designated pri-
vately-owned and 
operated buildings, 
and $7 billion for 
public housing 
which includes 
subsidized rent. 
The remaining $8 
billion was spread 
among other cat-
egories, but most-
ly in the form of 
grants to state or 

local governments.21

Although the majority of assistance aimed 
at alleviating low-income families’ housing 
cost burden goes to renters, most overall 

"This system provides the 

majority of government aid 

to those who have already 

purchased a home, and could 

likely afford to without any 

subsidies, while failing to 

provide programs which 

may help renters become 

homeowners."

Figure 6: Most Federal Housing Expenditures Benefit Existing Homeowners



44

federal housing-related expenditures go to 
current homeowners in the form of real es-
tate tax and mortgage interest deductions 
and capital gains exclusions (Figure 6). To 
be clear, the homeowners that these tax in-
centives benefit pre-existing homeowners. 
The federal government spends over three 
times more on tax subsidies for homeown-
ership—most of which benefit households 
with incomes over $100,000—than on 
rental assistance.22

This system provides the majority of gov-
ernment aid to those who have already 
purchased a home, and could likely afford 
to without any subsidies, while failing to 
provide programs which may help renters 
become homeowners. Notice in the graph 
that all of the homeownership programs are 
tax incentives that go to all homeowners, 
and do not differentiate or help first time 
homebuyers any more than existing home-
owners, and that the rental programs are 
direct aid programs. Homeowners, most of 
which are not first time homebuyers, re-
ceived over 70 percent of federal housing 
subsidies, despite making up less than 40 
percent of those with severe housing cost 
burdens. In 2015, households with incomes 

over $200,000 received an average hous-
ing benefit of $6,076— around four times 
the average for those with incomes below 
$20,000.23 By tying tax deductions to the 
value of a home and not providing enough 
first time homebuyer support, this perpetu-
ates the cycle which makes those who pre-
viously bought or inherited homes better 
off, while making it more difficult for those 
who haven’t to break in. This is especially 
true in high cost states like California.

So how does California measure up? Is the 
state’s distribution equitable? Does it foster 
homeownership for lower-income families 
and people of color? The next section will 
answer these questions.

CALIFORNIA HOUSING SUBSIDY 

DISTRIBUTION 

Californians spend disproportionate shares 
of their income on housing compared to 
the rest of the United States. This is one 
of the largest contributors to the state hav-
ing the highest poverty rate in the Unit-
ed States according to the Supplemental 
Poverty Measure (SPM), which includes 
data from government programs designed 

Figure 7: Households Spend Over 35 percent of Total Income on Housing
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to assist low-income families and individ-
uals that are not included in the official 
poverty measure.24 Among homeowners 
with mortgages, median monthly housing 
costs are 47 percent higher in California 
than nationwide. California renters pay 40 
percent above the nationwide median, yet 
California’s median household income is 
only 18 percent higher. 

This means that the share of Californians 
with excessive housing costs is quite high: 
30 percent of mortgaged homeowners and 
46 percent of renters spend more than 35 
percent of their total household income on 
housing, compared with 21 and 40 percent 
nationwide, respectively (Figure 7). In ad-
dition, more than 1 in 5 households in Cal-
ifornia faced severe housing cost burdens, 
spending more than half of their income 
toward housing expenses.25

California and national homeownership 
rates are currently the lowest in more than 
a dozen years. California’s rates—already 
much lower than in the rest of the nation—
have declined even more sharply over the 

last decade. Between 2004 and 2016, the 
homeownership rate in California fell 5 
percent, from 58.6 percent of occupied 
units to 53.6 percent. This is compared 
with 64.3 percent in the rest of the country 
as of 2016. Owner-occupied units fell by 
about 133,500  even as the state’s population 
grew by almost 5 million26 and rental units 
increased by more than 877,000.27

There is a vast disparity in how Cali-
fornia supports its low-income renters 
as compared with current homeowners. 
For example, the state-funded California 
Housing Partnership Corporation spends 
a whopping $929 per owner household 
versus just $71 per renter household. In 
2018, the state spent 14 times more on cur-
rent homeowners than on renters, even as 
rental demand has dramatically outpaced 
supply. California would need 1.5 million 
more homes to meet the current demand. 
Moreover, renters need to earn 3.5 times 
the state minimum wage to afford the av-
erage monthly asking rent of $2,004.28 If 
we continue to support current homeown-
ers the most, it leaves less public funding 

Figure 8: Homeownership Rates by Race in California Cities
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to provide assistance to current renters such 
that they can start saving money to become 
homeowners themselves.

This inequity also persists between White 
households and households of color. If we 
take a look at cities in California like Sac-
ramento, San Francisco, and Bakersfield, 
we see that as of 2016, White households 
have a higher homeownership rate than 
Asian, Hispanic, or black households (Fig-
ure 8).29,30

Most California housing programs primar-
ily assist renters with direct aid. There is a 
lack of assistance that would help first time 
homebuyers. For example, the 2014-2015 
report from the California Department of 
Housing and Community Development 
(CDHCD) shows that many counties re-
ceived more direct financial assistance 
for multifamily housing (rentals) than for 
homeownership. Cal-
ifornia counties have 
local funds for hous-
ing assistance, but also 
receive a lot of mon-
ey from the state. The 
CDHCD is currently 
supporting a variety of 
programs (see: Appen-
dix). Of these nineteen 
programs, only two are focused on increas-
ing homeownership rates; instead the rest 
are focused on rental assistance.31

• Below is a sample of California coun-
ties, and how their funds are distribut-
ed between rental and homeownership 
assistance programs.

• San Diego County received over $16 
million for affordable rental housing, 

and $3 million for mortgage assistance 
programs. 

• San Francisco received $15 million for 
affordable rental housing projects and 
less than $1 million for mortgage as-
sistance. 

• Santa Clara received $4 million for af-
fordable rental housing and no fund-
ing towards homeownership.

• Yolo County received more than $6 
million for affordable rental housing 
and a little over $5 million for first-
time home buyer programs. 

Some programs allocate small portions of 
their total CDH and community grants 
to homeownership projects, but only two 
stand out as prioritizing first-time home-
owners or homeowners in need of reha-

bilitation projects, 
CalHome and The 
Home Investment 
Partnership Program 
(HOME). Laudibly, 
CalHome’s purpose 
is to enable low — 
and very low-income 
households to become 
and remain home-

owners by providing grants to local public 
agencies and nonprofits to assist individual 
first-time homebuyers through programs 
like deferred-payment loans for down 
payment assistance, homebuyer counsel-
ing, or technical assistance for self-help 
homeownership. The program received 
$7,200,000 from the CDHCD. But since 
2016 they have focused specifically on fam-
ilies affected by natural disasters.32 

"CalHOME and HOME 

programs ... [in 2016] were 

only able to directly assist 

about 121 homebuyers ... that 

barely makes a dent in the 

homeownership rate."
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HOME did allocate a majority of its total 
2016 grants of $14,505,343 to their First-
Time Homebuyer Programs and Own-
er-Occupied Rehabilitation Programs in 
twenty-one California counties, while also 
running some Tenant-Based Rental Assis-
tance Programs.33 

Of the nineteen, these programs are the 
only two that may directly improve the 
homeownership rate for low-income fam-
ilies and people of color. However, they are 
only receiving a total of $22,900,000—a 
mere 4.75 percent of the $460 million that 
the CDHCD granted between 2016 and 
2017. 

Because large amounts of those grants 
went towards rentals, disaster relief, and 
program operations, CalHOME and 
HOME programs and projects were only 
able to directly assist about 121 homebuy-
ers or homeowners in need of rehabilita-
tion projects statewide. Unfortunately, that 
barely makes a dent in the homeownership 
rate.34 

It is essential that these diverse housing 
programs exist, and they are providing 
valuable support to those in need. But too 
few of them allocate money towards build-
ing affordable, purchasable homes or lend-
ing programs to assist families of color and 
families who are not otherwise able to buy 
homes at California’s exorbitant market 
rates. 

Our final section will show how these dy-
namics are affecting an important, inter-
secting population, now and in the fore-
seeable future if policies and practices do 
not change radically.

PEOPLE OF COLOR, MILLENNIALS, 

AND STUDENTS FACE A DIFFICULT 

FUTURE 

Homeownership has been out of reach for 
most people of color throughout the history 
of the United States. Yet in recent decades, 
millennials and generation Z have begun 
to face a similar future, stuck in the cycle 
of lower wages, higher cost of living, and 
increasing debt. This cycle has contributed 
to lower homeownership rates today. Left 
unchecked, it appears it will continue to do 
so in the future.

People of color, millennials, and generation 
Z share an intersectionality of identities 
that overlap and connect with each other. 
This is especially so given that millennials 
are the most ethnically and racially diverse 
generation in U.S. history. Millennials are 
also the most educated. As a result, they are 
weighed down by student debt. And at the 
same time, wages have stagnated and ed-
ucation has come at a very high price. In 
addition to this, millennials lived through 
the subprime mortgage crisis, so there’s no 
baseline for trusting what homeownership 
can do. Families of color and millennials 
also faced a particularly rough recession 
in 2008-2009, when their unemployment 
rate was higher than the average.

Moreover, the face of higher education is 
changing. There are more students who 
work full time, students of color, first-gen-
eration students, students that come from 
low-income families, and students who 
balance studies with parenting.35 Since the 
2007-2008 school year, California has been 
one of the second leading states in rising 
tuition—up to a whopping 70 percent at 
four-year public institutions.36 Students 
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from low-income backgrounds are the 
most impacted by these rising tuition costs. 

Although many view college as a path to 
a better life, low-income students can be 
forced to make choices that limit their abil-
ity to succeed in school. Students of col-
or, first-generation students, students with 
children, and former foster children are 
among those most likely to become home-
less. Those who do are more likely to fail a 
course, or withdraw from school altogeth-
er. These students are also more likely to 
suffer from stress and mental health chal-
lenges.

Due to the decreased likelihood of home-
ownership, higher taxes and the costs 
of living, and with the lack of affordable 
housing, more California millennials are 
finding themselves forced to leave the state. 
Every year, California falls about 100,000 
units short of keeping up with the demand 
of the population and job growth. Low-in-
come Californians who cannot compete 
with  the rising price of housing are mov-
ing in larger numbers to states such as Tex-
as, Arizona, Nevada, Oregon, and Wash-
ington. 

It is also common now for millennials and 
students to live with roommates or their 
parents. However, 70 percent of millen-
nials want to be married, 74 percent want 
children, and 93 percent of 18-34 year-old 
renters would like to own a home some-
day.37 Although this remains a part of their 
“American Dream”, many in these groups 
don’t find these goals to be realistic or ac-
cessible in the same way to previous gener-
ations. All of these factors mean that many 
have delayed the decision to live on their 
own.

California must work to narrow this grow-
ing wealth gap and to avoid becoming a 
state where only wealthy families can af-
ford to live. It is critical to make policy and 
systemic changes that focus on helping 
people of color and millennials gain access 
to sustainable homeownership opportuni-
ties earlier in life and to maintain them.

CONCLUSION 

Homeowners receive significantly more 
benefits than renters. At the same time, 
most government programs for low-in-
come families are targeted towards more 
affordable rentals, not homeownership 
opportunities. Although affordable rentals 
give necessary shelter, they are the mini-
mum the state could provide. They should 
not be the long-term solution for most 
families who could become homeowners 
with some assistance. Families who never 
have the opportunity to own a home will 
forgo the wealth created through owning 
a home. 

Homeowners have control over their en-
vironments and can make improvements 
and invest money into their homes with 
the likelihood of positive returns. Incen-
tives to buy homes through tax credits is 
a great advantage for those who are for-
tunate enough to have the money for a 
down payment and mortgage. But real 
change would occur by creating avenues 
so those who do not can get on that path. 
That would go far to close the racial and 
generational wealth gap.

Although this is a problem throughout the 
United States, California has fallen particu-
larly behind, especially for a state with such 
a large and powerful economy. Through 
tax credits, California and federal funds 
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allocate more money for homeownership 
than for rentals. But on the local level, 
municipal governments spend a dispro-
portionate amount on rentals compared to 
homeownership. 

The tax credits do not necessarily help 
families become new owners, but instead 
primarily give advantages to people who 
have already purchased a home. Granted, 
there is a great need for 
rentals. About 45 percent 
of Californians current-
ly rent and 1.5 million 
more multifamily hous-
ing needs to be built to 
fill the need. But wealth 
cannot be accumulated 
through renting. More 
must be done to help 
families get on that track.

This could occur in Cal-
ifornia through limiting or eliminating 
deductions on second homes (or any res-
idential or commercial property beyond a 
family’s first owner-occupied home) and 
redirecting those funds to first time buyers 
through funding more down payment as-
sistance, subsidies and additional tax credits 
in the first five years of ownership. Both 
state and federal policies should reallocate 
the money budgeted for homeownership 
assistance to incentivize new owners rath-
er than existing ones, especially those with 
multiple properties. 

Local governments, especially in Califor-
nia where supply is severely lacking, need 
to invest more in building homes that 
current renters can own. Since 2010, less 
than 100,000 new homes have been built 
per year, at a significantly slower rate than 
most other states, which a basic economic 

model can tell you will push supply down 
and demand and prices up. Governor 
Newsom’s goal of 3.5 million new hous-
ing units by 2025 (500,000 per year) is a 
step in the right direction. As more homes 
are built, more funding and programs that 
specifically assist families with down pay-
ments and monthly mortgage bills is one 
of the best ways to invest in California’s 
low-income residents. Programs like this 

provide more perma-
nent shelter, are better 
for the local economy, 
increase political partic-
ipation and community 
involvement, and priori-
tize closing the racial and 
generational wealth gap 
by allowing these fami-
lies to build capital.

Communities of col-
or have fallen behind in 

owning homes for centuries, and this is 
not by coincidence. Now, millennials and 
younger generations are losing the oppor-
tunity as well. Local governments should 
invest in their people of color and young 
residents, so their homeownership rates can 
grow in the same way as White families 
who have been provided this opportunity 
since The Great Depression. The wealth 
gap continues to widen, and although 
owning a home is not the only answer, it is 
a step in the right direction.
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California regulators are charged with both overcoming the housing affordability crisis and mit-
igating the worst impacts of climate change. While these priorities are often discussed in tension, 
making progress on one issue at the expense of the other is counterproductive; they can and must 
be addressed together through intentional, efficient governance across jurisdictional boundaries. 
This paper reviews the role of California’s building energy regulations in climate change mitiga-
tion, assesses the impacts that these regulations have on housing costs and residents’ utility bills, 
and explores the sustainability-affordability compromise pertinent to the residential energy sector 
conversation. A combined approach of furthering current energy efficiency policies while shifting to 
low-carbon energy sources is presented as vital to keeping tenant energy bills low while shifting to 
a greener housing stock. Furthermore, six recommendations are presented as a staring point in this 
broad conversation on a just transition toward sustainable housing: 1) align state and local energy 
requirements to streamline construction; 2) establish a state-level residential sector decarboniza-
tion plan; 3) leverage existing training programs by utilities to support innovative construction 
techniques; 4) center workforce development on the anticipated needs of building decarbonization 
while prioritizing underserved communities; 5) engage with communities to develop existing 
housing retrofit policies; and 6) for all of these, prioritize equity when developing policy to ensure 
that all communities benefit from safe, affordable, and sustainable housing.

INTRODUCTION: THE INTERSECTION 

OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND HOUSING 

IN CALIFORNIA 

Regulators face the challenge of acting 
effectively to curtail the worst impacts of 
climate change while also confronting 
California’s housing affordability crisis. At 
a glance, these two objectives may seem at 
odds with one another; greater environ-
mental regulations placed on housing can 

introduce greater costs for builders and 
residents. In the absence of intentional, 
efficient governance across jurisdictional 
boundaries, progress toward one cri-
sis could mean compromising the other. 
However, both priorities share a central 
objective: ensuring all Californians have 
access to safe, resilient, and affordable 
homes for generations to come. If policy-
makers can coordinate their efforts, both 
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crises can be addressed concurrently – in 
fact, they must be.

Housing affordability is a chief concern 
for many Californians – with rent-bur-
dened populations on the rise. In Califor-
nia, more than half of renters and a third 
of homeowners are cost-burdened, and 
two out of three Cal-
ifornians with unaf-
fordable housing costs 
are people of color.1 
Many experience en-
ergy-poverty, having 
to make tradeoffs be-
tween paying utility 
bills and other essen-
tials like food and rent. 
Meanwhile, the cost of 
constructing housing 
is rising across the state, posing further 
barriers for new homeowners and renters 
who carry the cost.2 Understanding the 
major drivers of this trend is essential to 
supporting the construction industry and 
providing sufficient, accessible new devel-
opment.

Buildings will play a key role in mitigat-
ing the climate crisis and bringing Cali-
fornia into a sustainable future. The effects 
of climate change have already resulted 
in devastating damage to both ecological 
systems and private property across Cal-
ifornia. These damages are projected to 
increase to tens of billions of dollars by 
2050.3 To avoid the worst damage to the 
built and natural environments, it is clear 
that greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
must be significantly and immediately 
reduced across the building sector, which 
presently produces a quarter of emissions 
in the state.4 This is only achievable if state 
and local regulators significantly advance 

their energy performance requirements 
through the building code and other stan-
dards.

Policymakers must address affordabili-
ty and sustainability in cooperation, not 
competition. Expanding building regu-
lations can contribute to the already high 

price pressures on 
the housing market. 
However, if policy-
makers don’t take ef-
fective climate action, 
California residents 
and building owners 
will continue to suffer 
from property dam-
age, energy unreli-
ability, and exposure 
to weather extremes. 

While there exists a tension between these 
priorities, the goals of environmental reg-
ulation and housing development are ulti-
mately aligned from a holistic perspective. 
This article explores the existing landscape 
of energy regulations that are used to re-
duce residential building sector emissions 
and the potential impacts these regulations 
may have on the housing market. It con-
cludes with several key recommendations 
on how these two regulatory pathways 
can better coincide to achieve both goals 
concurrently. Note that these observa-
tions were current at the time of writing 
in Summer 2020; a rapidly shifting policy 
landscape may mean newer developments 
are not mentioned in this article.

WHY REGULATE ENERGY IN 

HOUSING? 

California has committed to sweeping 
GHG reduction over the next thirty years. 
Current law mandates that statewide emis-

Intersecting Climate and Housing
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to the built and natural 

environments, it is clear 

that greenhouse gas 
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sions be reduced to 80 percent below 1990 
levels by 2050. To achieve this goal, GHG 
emissions must be reduced across each of 
the major polluting sectors, particularly 
industry, transportation, and buildings.5 
While the building sector contributes a 
major portion of total GHGs, it also pro-
vides many cost-efficient opportunities to 
reduce emissions.

The environmental 
impact of the build-
ing sector can be ex-
amined from many 
directions. Urban 
planning, housing 
density, waste dis-
posal and water us-
age all play an important role in the sustain-
ability of the built environment. However, 
in this high-level discussion, only building 
energy policies will be reviewed. The inte-
gration of other environmental policies can 
and should be brought into the discussion 
in the future.6

Building sector GHG emissions are the 
result of the carbon intensity (GHG emis-
sions per unit of energy used) and overall 
rate of energy consumption. In California, 
homes are powered with a combination of 
electricity and on-site fuel consumption, 
predominantly natural gas.7 The majority 
of lifetime emissions stems from daily en-
ergy consumption used for heating, hot 
water, appliances, and lighting. Therefore, 
major emissions reductions can be achieved 
by both:

• Improving the efficiency of energy 
use; and

• Reducing the carbon intensity of the 
energy used (called decarbonization).

Policies that prioritize energy efficiency 
seek to reduce the total annual energy con-
sumed by buildings, for example through 
more efficient appliances and better insu-
lation. Decarbonization policies seek spe-
cifically to reduce the carbon intensity of 
energy consumed by the building sector. 
This means switching to low-carbon fuel 

sources, which in the 
California context es-
sentially requires a shift 
from natural gas-fired 
equipment to all elec-
tric systems.

Combining these prin-
ciples of energy effi-
ciency and decarbon-

ization, tomorrow’s sustainable housing 
will be highly efficient in order to minimize 
energy used by occupants and all-electric 
to capitalize on a carbon-neutral electricity 
grid.8 The result will be a dramatic reduc-
tion in overall GHG emissions produced 
by the building sector, leaping closer to 
California’s climate mandate. In the fol-
lowing sections, we will examine more 
closely how state and local regulators have 
attempted to propel the building sector to-
ward this sustainable future.

STATE REGULATIONS ARE ADVANCING 

ENERGY EFFICIENCY

Across California, minimum building en-
ergy performance and GHG emissions are 
primarily regulated through the California 
Code of Regulations Title 24, part of the 
California Building Standards Code. Title 
24 is maintained by the California Building 
Commission but is regulated and updated 
triennially by the California Energy Com-
mission (CEC).

"The majority of residential 

building emissions result 

from burning natural gas, 

particularly for water and 

space heating."
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Most code requirements target energy ef-
ficiency as opposed to carbon intensity di-
rectly. By reducing the total energy con-
sumed in a year, this strategy reduces GHG 
emissions and monthly utility bills, making 
it attractive for consumers. Greater effi-
ciency is achieved through more stringent 
requirements for appliances and HVAC,9 
while also improving the building enclo-
sure with better insula-
tion, high-performance 
windows, and other 
passive measures that 
reduce energy demand. 
While these standards 
continue to improve en-
ergy efficiency, progress 
has been far too slow to 
achieve California’s cli-
mate goals by 2050.

Natural gas based emissions are still a major 
obstacle for GHG reduction. The majority 
of residential building emissions result from 
burning natural gas, particularly for water 
and space heating.10 This makes decarbon-
ization critical to any feasible GHG reduc-
tion strategy. So far, state regulators have 
not published a plan to eliminate natural 
gas from buildings, but have identified the 
need to establish building decarbonization 
pathways in future building programs.11 In 
the meantime, local governments are tak-
ing on the task through all-electric or elec-
tric-preferred reach codes, and even out-
right bans on natural gas. The next section 
will explore how local ordinances have 
assumed a critical role in residential GHG 
reduction in the state, and the challenges 
associated with local level oversight.

LOCAL CODES ARE LEADING 

DECARBONIZATION

A growing list of local authorities are phas-
ing out and banning natural gas in build-
ings. In July 2019, the City of Berkeley ad-
opted an ordinance adding a new chapter 
of the Berkeley Municipal Code (BMC) 
prohibiting natural gas infrastructure in 

new buildings. The or-
dinance came into effect 
January 1, 2020 as the 
first of its kind. Since 
then, over 40 jurisdic-
tions across California 
have adopted their own 
natural gas bans or some 
version of an electric 
reach code.12

The GHG benefits of 
this carbon-centric strategy are signifi-
cant. Due to the relatively clean electric 
grid, fully electric single-family homes can 
currently reduce CO2eq by roughly 30 to 
60 percent below their traditional counter-
points.13 As the grid further decarbonizes in 
the coming years, CO2eq reductions are 
estimated to be 80 to 90 percent per home 
by 2050.14 This level of reduction aligns 
with the magnitude required statewide to 
achieve California’s 2050 emissions target.

Predictably, these decarbonization man-
dates are met with opposition. They are 
more restrictive than traditional efficien-
cy-based codes, essentially forcing build-
ers to install all-electric systems. Evolving 
changes to building requirements across 
jurisdiction lines may contribute further 
learning costs and uncertainty to an al-
ready complicated construction industry. 
Developers have also expressed concerns 
about the cost implications for building 

"Due to the relatively 

clean electric grid, fully 

electric single-family 

homes can currently 

reduce CO2eq by 

roughly 30 to 60 percent 

below their traditional 

counterpoints"
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all-electric housing, and homeowners and 
consumer advocacy groups have reserva-
tions about the cost premium of electricity 
bills in comparison to natural gas.15 How-
ever, early evidence suggests that switch-
ing to all-electric buildings may actually 
save construction costs. What is clear is that 
the rapid progress in codes for new housing 
brings the energy and carbon performance 
gaps with the existing housing stock into 
stark contrast.

Existing buildings are being left behind, 
despite having the greatest need. Roughly 
two-thirds of building area that exists to-
day will still exist in 2040.16 Energy regula-
tions for new housing construction are ad-
vancing across the state, but for California 
to feasibly meet its climate commitments, 
there needs to be a unified, aggressive strat-
egy to address the existing housing stock. 
This extends beyond GHG savings – there 
are severe equity implications for major 
development in new homes while existing 
structures remain dependent on aging en-
ergy infrastructure and are more vulnera-
ble to the elements. Older homes not only 
lose the benefits of greater efficiency and 
energy independence but also shoulder 
the costs and risks associated with reliance 
on natural gas infrastructure shared across 
fewer customers. This inequity, particular-
ly when combined with the prevalence of 
energy poverty, will be central to address-
ing the housing crisis.

IMPACTS ON HOUSING MARKET AND 

RESIDENT COSTS

California is home to some of the most ex-
pensive housing markets in the world. In 
2017, a study by Turner and Townsend 
found that of 43 global markets, San Fran-

cisco had the second most expensive con-
struction market, costing an average of 
$330 per square foot to build.17 High con-
struction costs play a major role in San 
Francisco’s affordability crisis and make 
this and similar markets sensitive to addi-
tional sources of cost.

Not all construction costs can be controlled 
by local authorities: macroeconomic con-
ditions, labor cycles, and lack of skilled 
subcontractors and trades all affect the cost 
of building. Local authorities can directly 
influence city permitting processes, build-
ing codes, workforce regulations and or-
dinances, and procurement requirements. 
These environmental and development 
regulations all have a role in the mounting 
cost to build in California.18 While these 
and other process obstacles do pose chal-
lenges to development, they are not the 
central focus of this article.

New attention on energy performance 
in recent years complicates a challenging 
housing market. Anecdotally, industry 
professionals acknowledge the important 
role that environmental regulations have 
in creating a sustainable future while ar-
guing that these requirements introduce 
additional cost.19 A more rigorous exam-
ination of cost trade-offs between the lay-
ers of multiple environmental regulations 
could illustrate the effect these policies have 
on GHG reduction commensurate to their 
impact on the housing market. 

The following section will begin to high-
light some of the ways that the building 
code and construction practices can impact 
housing development and what might be 
done to mitigate negative effects.
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COMPLEX SOURCES OF 

CONSTRUCTION COSTS

Housing construction costs are rising in 
California, but the causes are complicated. 
Between 2008 and 2018, the construction 
costs for building multifamily housing 
rose by 25 percent in California when ad-
justing for inflation.20 Rising costs are at-
tributable to many factors including land, 
capital costs, hard 
costs (materials and 
labor), and regula-
tions. A recent study 
of hard construction 
costs showed that 
on average, afford-
able housing projects 
cost more to build 
than mixed and mar-
ket-rate projects. This difference is less sig-
nificant when accounting for project size, 
suggesting that perhaps large market-rate 
projects are more likely to realize efficien-
cies of scale. However, considering that the 
cost of development is a frequently cited 
obstacle to building housing, these rising 
costs jeopardize progress toward mitigat-
ing the housing shortage particularly for 
low- and mid-income residents.21

Advanced requirements for more efficient 
mechanical equipment, more insulation, 
and better materials do add to construction 
costs. Likewise, there may be more labor 
hours required for the design and construc-
tion of energy efficient housing, including 
solar PV installation. Still, when consid-
ering the macro-trends, these factors are 
unlikely to be major contributors. A recent 
study of multifamily housing construction 
costs showed that on average, hard costs 
account for approximately 60 percent of 
total project costs, soft costs account for an-

other 20 percent, and the remaining costs 
are split between conversion and acquisi-
tion fees.22 So while energy regulations do 
add marginal costs, they are but one piece 
of the much more complex puzzle of high 
construction costs in California. However, 
it is worth pursuing any opportunities to 
reduce cost. Furthermore, understanding 
where construction costs originate can help 
policymakers and builders design energy 

reduction strategies 
that create higher 
quality housing at 
low or no premium.

From 2008 to 2018, 
the hard costs that 
have seen the great-
est increases are line-
item categories for 

finishes, wood, plastics and composites.23 
Further, Type I construction, mainly com-
posed of concrete and steel, is significantly 
more expensive than other construction 
types. Flexible, performance-based ener-
gy codes could help developers avoid high 
cost materials by not confining them to a 
prescriptive solution.

Increasing productivity can help curb ris-
ing costs for affordable housing. Between 
2011 and 2016, construction costs rose by 
12.6 percent in San Francisco, 13.6 per-
cent in Los Angeles, and 11.8 percent na-
tionwide.24 Importantly, during the same 
period, the construction industry expe-
rienced a decline in productivity, despite 
growth in other sectors of the economy. 
According to McKinsey Global Institute, 
increasing productivity will be crucial to 
achieving adequate levels of affordable 
housing.25 Innovations in the construction 
industry, such as prefabricated and modu-
lar construction, could improve productiv-

"Innovations in the construction 

industry, such as prefabricated 

and modular construction, could 

improve productivity while 

standardizing more energy 

efficient construction."
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ity while standardizing more energy effi-
cient construction. Mass timber structures 
could also address a market niche for tall 
multi-family housing currently dominated 
by more costly Type I construction. Con-
sidering these structures can accommodate 
superior environmental performance, be 
built quickly with modular construction, 
and can satisfy the need for more infill de-
velopment, they offer a promising solution 
for both cost and energy efficiency.26

Sponsored training programs can stimu-
late innovative construction techniques, 
reducing costs until new practices become 
more efficient. Infrastructure for such sup-
port programs already exists; PG&E Ener-
gy Centers provide professional training 
and access to industry experts that can help 
designers and contractors learn new skills 
and technologies.27 If applied to the con-
struction innovation challenges faced by 
the housing sector, this could be a powerful 
opportunity to mitigate learning costs and 
advance the housing industry.

INTERSECTING WORKFORCE NEEDS 

AND EQUITY

Housing sector decarbonization will re-
quire significant workforce development. 
One chief concern for housing develop-
ers is overcoming a current shortage of 
workers, particularly those with experience 
in multifamily construction and specific 
trades.28 Employment data from the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics suggests that hir-
ing of certain trades, including carpenters, 
cement masons, and concrete finishers, has 
lagged during the past decade.29 This coin-
cides with survey responses from Califor-
nia general contractors, who consistently 
responded that it was harder to hire trades 
in 2019 than in the previous year, particu-

larly plumbers, pipelayers, roofers, equip-
ment operators, drywall installers, sheet 
metal workers, and cement masons.30

If California follows through with its 
sweeping building electrification targets, 
it will have tremendous impacts on em-
ployment in the state. The residential de-
carbonization retrofits sector is projected 
to require upwards of 40,000 new jobs 
between 2020 and 2045.31 Notably, this 
includes specifically construction-related 
jobs; additional employment will be re-
quired in the renewable energy industry, 
manufacturing and electric grid operations.

Expanding support for workforce develop-
ment can mitigate costs and provide need-
ed opportunities for underserved commu-
nities. New efficiency and decarbonization 
requirements are likely to shift labor needs 
and require new skills in the workforce. 
This is an opportunity to address equity 
and cost concerns simultaneously. Work-
force development should be integrated 
into sustainability programs, particularly 
building electrification. Training and pro-
fessional development opportunities should 
support creating more labor in the trades 
that are currently in demand, as well as an-
ticipate future demand.

Regulators should engage with affected 
unions to attract skilled workers and re-
tain new workers.32 Communication with 
building trade unions is important to en-
sure construction professionals are receiv-
ing training and apprenticeships that align 
with decarbonization needs. By engaging 
with local unions and communities, these 
opportunities should also be intentionally 
designed to prioritize communities that are 
underemployed and more likely to experi-
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ence energy poverty or other environmen-
tal burdens.

BALANCING THE ENERGY-

AFFORDABILITY COMPROMISE

Many Californians cannot afford to be left 
behind on the pathway to decarbonization. 
Almost half of Californians are renters, 25 
percent of whom live on low incomes.33 In 
2016, between 19 to 25 percent of Califor-
nia families were energy insecure, meaning 
many face disconnection or trade-offs with 
other basic needs to make utility payments. 
For these and many others, increases in util-
ities or rent costs are unbearable. A central 
debate around housing decarbonization is 
whether it will cost homeowners and ten-
ants more or actually save them money. For 
single-family housing construction, going 
fully electric likely yields modest monthly 
cost savings resulting from major gains in 
energy efficiency, as well as from eliminat-
ing gas lines and other related fees.34

The CEC estimates that the 2019 building 
standards upgrades will increase the cost 
of home construction by approximately 
$9,500 but that improvements will save 
$19,000 in energy and maintenance costs 
over 30 years. Over a 30-year mortgage, 
this will add about $40 per month to the 
average cost of owning a home. Improved 
energy efficiency is estimated to save con-
sumers on average $80 per month in heat-
ing, cooling and lighting bills, yielding a 
net benefit. This is in addition to the major 
social benefits of increased resilience, less 
pollution, and a more stable climate.

While this may be favorable over the long 
term, each additional $1000 on the cost of 
a new home prices out thousands of house-
holds from the market.35 The conversation 

is also more complicated for existing build-
ings, particularly tenant occupied housing. 
Tenants have little or no control over the 
renovations to their home but carry the 
cost of decisions made by their landlords.

There also exists a cost-efficiency issue for 
the many existing residential buildings that 
will transition to all-electric systems slowly 
rather than do a full outfitting at once as 
in new construction. A piecemeal approach 
to upgrading natural gas appliances for 
electric may not yield the cost savings ex-
perienced by the new construction sector. 
While switching to modern electric space 
and water heaters will likely yield annual 
household energy savings, upgrading ex-
clusively electric stoves or dryers are more 
likely to be a net loss due to smaller effi-
ciency gains.36 Depending on how build-
ing owners decide to pursue decarboniza-
tion programs, it could negatively impact 
tenants who are responsible for paying for 
utilities.

One way the state is shielding residents 
from costs is through incentive funding. 
The California Public Utilities Commis-
sion recently issued a proposed decision on 
$200 million in funding over four years for 
two residential building decarbonization 
programs37:

• $80 million for the Building Initia-
tive for Low Emissions Development 
(BUILD) pilot program – funding 
for new construction, specifically for 
buildings that do not include a gas 
hookup

• $120 million for the Technology and 
Equipment for Clean Heating (TECH) 
pilot program – funding for existing 

Intersecting Climate and Housing



61

Berkeley Public Policy Journal   |   Spring 2021

buildings to replace gas-powered hot 
water heaters and space heaters.

One third of funds are reserved for low-in-
come customers in an effort to support 
an equitable transition to a decarbonized 
building sector. While these and similar 
voluntary incentive programs help to stim-
ulate the low-carbon industry and grow 
capacity to efficiently build and convert 
sustainable housing, they are temporary. 

Environmental incentives are also histor-
ically underutilized by communities of 
color, and disparities in income and home-
ownership do not fully explain discrep-
ancies. One notable example is in rooftop 
solar installations. A recent study shows 
Black and Hispanic majority census tracts 
have significantly lower rates of rooftop so-
lar installation than majority White tracts.38 
This pattern holds true even after adjust-
ing for differences in median household 
income and home ownership. Possible ex-
planations for distri-
butional injustices 
include low diversi-
ty in the renewable 
energy workforce 
(notably, 80 percent 
of management and 
senior executive 
roles in solar firms 
are held by white 
people), procedural injustices, and lack of 
community inclusion in decision-making 
for accessing energy solutions.39

A just transition of the housing market 
requires long-term strategies backed by 
community support. To have significant, 
lasting grassroots buy-in, regulators need 
to engage authentically with the commu-

nities most affected by environmental de-
cisions. Policymakers should apply lessons 
from the rooftop solar industry to volun-
tary programs during the shift to housing 
decarbonization to ensure that historical-
ly-excluded communities access the ben-
efits of healthier, more efficient homes. 
Achieving this means putting equity at the 
center of decarbonization solutions, partic-
ularly government interventions. Failing 
to do so will result in uneven distribution 
of investments, leaving behind disadvan-
taged and energy-insecure communities.

Regulators must engage authentically with 
frontline communities, providing oppor-
tunities for citizen participation and de-
cision-making power. Including trusted 
community partners in planning will not 
only improve the reach of these policies but 
will be critical in demystifying the connec-
tion between household energy bills, hu-
man health, jobs, and a resilient future.40

Building electrifi-
cation, and climate 
change action more 
broadly, has been 
highly politicized. It 
is important to gar-
ner public under-
standing and sup-
port of approaching 
changes, particularly 

within the context of how household costs 
may be affected. Eliminating fossil fuels 
will lead to safer, healthier, and more sus-
tainable homes. Distributing these benefits 
justly will require broad public apprecia-
tion that carbon-neutral housing is not a 
luxury but rather a necessity that can im-
prove the lives of all.

" To have significant, lasting 

grassroots buy-in, regulators 

need to engage authentically 

with the communities most 

affected by environmental 

decisions."
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CONCLUSION: CONNECTING 

SUSTAINABILITY AND 

AFFORDABILITY

Environmental and housing needs are 
two sides of the same coin – they must be 
solved collaboratively. Ultimately, policy-
makers are driven to address the environ-
mental crisis and housing crisis for the same 
reason: to create a better future for all Cal-
ifornians. One where everyone has access 
to a safe, affordable home and where future 
generations can enjoy the same quality of 
life. Making progress on one issue at the 
expense of the other is counterproductive; 
they can and must be addressed together. 
California’s residential sector will be trans-
formed in the coming decades. It is crucial 
that this transformation occurs efficiently, 
collaboratively, and equitably.

State regulators and local governments are 
currently addressing the building stock 
through greater energy efficiency re-
quirements and by mandating a shift to a 
low-carbon energy supply. With rising 
energy and construction costs, it will be 
crucial to combine these strategies to keep 
monthly energy bills low while supporting 
efficient housing production. The follow-
ing Six Key Recommendations come from 
the research presented in this article and are 
a starting point in this broader conversa-
tion on a just transition to more sustainable 
housing.

SIX KEY RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Coordination: Align building energy 
requirements between state and local 
jurisdictions. Better certainty, trans-
parency, and streamlined requirements 
are central to efficient construction 
across jurisdiction lines. Public long-

term policy plans will help developers 
prepare for what will be asked of them 
in the future.

• State Decarb Leadership: State regu-
lators should publish a multi-staged 
decarbonization strategy tailored for 
the residential sector, including when 
leaps in performance will be required 
and how they will support efforts over 
the next crucial decades. A version of 
this policy should be made available 
in plain English to clearly describe ex-
pectations for the construction market. 
Managing this responsibility at the 
state-level will allow local jurisdictions 
to shift focus to training and work-
force needs that may be contributing 
to regional construction cost pressures.

• Innovation:  Leverage existing train-
ing programs provided by utilities to 
support innovative construction tech-
niques including modular and prefab-
ricated construction, as well as prom-
ising alternative materials that have 
seen lower cost increases, such as mass 
timber. Help professionals specifically 
connect these techniques to environ-
mental challenges in the housing sec-
tor. A greater portfolio of practiced 
techniques will assist builders and de-
signers in optimizing construction at 
lower cost.

• Workforce Development: Center local 
workforce development on the de-
mands of building decarbonization 
programs and policies. These oppor-
tunities should prioritize underserved 
communities, particularly for trades 
likely to be involved in housing ret-
rofits

Intersecting Climate and Housing
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• Existing Housing Strategy: An imme-
diate and equitable transition plan is 
required to bring existing housing to 
future climate and health standards. 
Presently, this housing stock does not 
reap the same cost-saving benefits of 
improved energy efficiency, has low-
er returns on energy investments due 
to an incremental approach, and is 
much more costly to upgrade. These 
homes and their tenants will also bear 
the burden of aging infrastructure 
shared across fewer buildings as new 
buildings decarbonize. State regulators 
should engage communities in the de-
velopment of a comprehensive retro-
fit policy, which should be developed 
alongside local resilience strategies.

• Center Equity: Center policies on equi-
ty. For all of these recommendations, 
this involves fostering authentic part-
nerships with community leaders to 
better understand how to reach vul-
nerable populations when developing 
policies.
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Data privacy has become highly important in our everyday lives. Amidst the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the rise of calls for more scrutiny of police surveillance practices, local governments now 
have a stronger call than ever to elevate their data privacy practices. One nascent trend could be 
an excellent solution for city and county governments: privacy principles. Privacy principles are 
a set of broad guiding principles that inform the data practices across departments. Resolutions 
establishing privacy principles usually comprise six to eight principles addressing concepts like 
transparency, accountability, and limiting collection of information.

Cities that have implemented privacy principles, including Seattle, Portland, and Oakland, have 
seen several benefits to their implementation. First and foremost, city employees were much more 
aware of privacy issues and were able to develop concrete practices that improved upon existing 
privacy practices. Local governments can also use privacy principles to engage their citizenry and 
allow for citizen input into their own data privacy. Finally, privacy principles can serve as a strong 
signal of a government’s commitment to its citizens.

When developing privacy principles, local governments should gather knowledge and input from 
all relevant stakeholders, including citizens, experts, and city officials. Next, governments should 
create a formal oversight department and a network of “privacy champions.” The oversight body 
should also be responsible for reinforcing practices through trainings and workshops. Finally, local 
governments can gain insights from other local governments with privacy principles. These practic-
es can help establish a strong culture of privacy within a local government.

INTRODUCTION

As the world continues to transition into 
the digital realm, issues of privacy and se-
curity continue to take center stage. The 
International Association of Privacy Pro-
fessionals (IAPP) describes information 
privacy as “the right to have some control 
over how your personal information is 
collected and used.” However, as the way 

we use technology evolves, the nuances 
surrounding the IAPP definition must also 
change. The rapid pace of technological 
progress has made it difficult to settle on a 
universal definition of privacy that captures 
the nuance needed to navigate the modern 
technological landscape.

The United States has passed several federal 
data protection laws to protect the private 
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and personal information of specific groups 
of individuals and institutions. However, a 
comprehensive federal privacy law does 
not yet exist. Therefore, privacy as a con-
cept, legal right, and law is dependent on 
the type of regulation and personal infor-
mation that is at hand. For instance, the 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) defines 
privacy in very specific terms, such as con-
sidering data and information that can be 
linked or reasonably linkable to a person as 
personal data. Unauthorized access, usage, 
or sharing of this personal data, which in-
cludes device identifiers and Internet Pro-
tocol (IP) addresses, would constitute a vi-
olation of privacy.1 On the other hand, the 
constitutional “right to privacy” is much 
broader, protecting Americans against 
government intrusions2 but providing lim-
ited guidance and protection from private 
actors on the internet.

Data privacy in the context of local gov-
ernment has faced new challenges in recent 
years. The COVID-19 pandemic and the 
excessive police surveillance associated with 
the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter 
movement highlight two major local data 
privacy issues. Regarding COVID-19, lo-
cal governments serve as major health care 
providers, and combatting the pandem-
ic requires extensive data collection and 
sharing throughout a region. All of these 
data are currently protected by the federal 
Health Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act, but nevertheless carries a large 
degree of privacy risk due to the sensitivity 
of public health information. In addition, 
in many jurisdictions, concerns about data 
collection, surveillance, police brutality, 
and the structural racism which has facili-
tated these practices have led to constraints 
on the excessive use of surveillance by law 
enforcement. Examples include San Fran-

cisco’s ban on facial recognition and Oak-
land’s and Santa Clara County’s surveil-
lance ordinances.

PRIVACY PRINCIPLES: A SOLUTION 

FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

Privacy principles have begun to prolif-
erate in local governments over the past 
five years as a tool to address the issues 
presented above. Privacy principles are a 
set of non-binding standards or guidelines 
intended to act as an overall aspirational 
philosophy for the protection of the per-
sonal information of individuals collected, 
held, and used by government authorities 
and their partners. The basis for modern 
privacy principles stems from the FTC, 
which developed its Fair Information Prac-
tice Principles (FIPPs) in 1973.3 The FIPPs 
were among the first sources of privacy 
guidelines for both the public and private 
sectors. Since then, these principles have 
evolved and have been infused into the 
privacy framework of several national and 
state governments around the world and 
are beginning to find their way into local 
governments. 

Most local governments necessarily collect 
a large amount of personal information in 
order to operate programs and protect res-
idents. These data come from the day to 
day provision of government services such 
as vehicle licensing and registration, tax as-
sessment and collection, delivery of health 
care and social services, and countless other 
programs. 

Governments have a responsibility to pro-
tect the personal information of their con-
stituents. Privacy principles can serve to 
inform any decision made by a local gov-
ernment, such as which new information 
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technology system should be acquired, 
what data should be included in pub-
lic-facing reports, and how the govern-
ment should work with third-party ven-
dors. For example, a privacy principle may 
state that the collection of personal infor-
mation should be lim-
ited to that required 
to provide the specific 
service requested and 
collect no additional 
information on indi-
viduals. 

Privacy principles are intended to be as-
pirational in nature rather than serve a 
compliance or legal function. They com-
plement—but do not replace or super-
sede—existing ordinances, rules, and oth-
er binding policies. While ordinances and 
rules come with explicit means to enforce 
them, privacy principles do not, and are 
more concerned with establishing a broad-
er philosophy rather than direct govern-
ing. According to other jurisdictions that 
have adopted privacy principles, creating 
an aspirational set of principles allows for 
a shared vision of how information privacy 
can be implemented. For example, in some 
jurisdictions, privacy principles coexist 
with surveillance ordinances that are very 
explicit in their governance of data priva-
cy and surveillance. In these cases, the role 
of privacy principles is to guide privacy 
management at a broader level, particularly 
covering situations where specificity is im-
practical, and inform the creation of new 
rules, ordinances, and policies. 

For many local governments, privacy prin-
ciples have reinforced privacy practices 
throughout various government opera-
tions. The remainder of this paper con-
sists of a synthesis of current practices in 

pioneering localities, a discussion of the 
benefits seen in select localities, and a set 
of recommendations for local governments 
that may be looking to update their priva-
cy practices. The bulk of this work comes 
from original research conducted by the 

author working with 
the City of Oakland 
and the County of 
Santa Clara at vari-
ous stages of privacy 
principle development 
and implementation 
over the past year, and 

most information is sourced directly from 
interviews with city officials and privacy 
experts.

BENEFITS OF PRIVACY PRINCIPLES

Cities that have implemented privacy prin-
ciples have seen several notable benefits, 
stemming both from the development 
process and from the final implementation. 
The first and most direct benefit is im-
proved privacy practices. Post implementa-
tion, many local governments have report-
ed a heightened awareness of data privacy 
and improved privacy practices. The prin-
ciple development process also assists with 
developing a “culture of privacy” where 
government employees consider privacy as 
a part of their daily practice. One govern-
ment official relayed a story in which the 
county government sent a batch of infor-
mation to the city that contained far too 
many data fields for its intended purpose, 
and department employees immediate-
ly contacted the privacy office to inform 
them of the county’s poor practices. Over-
all, individual departments within local 
governments felt the principles provided 
them with concrete and proactive meth-

"Governments have a 

responsibility to protect the 

personal information of their 

constituents."
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ods to better handle data and information 
within their departments.

The second benefit involves communi-
ty engagement during the development 
process. Privacy principles are necessarily 
developed for the protection of individ-
ual citizens from misuse of their personal 
information. Several cities have actively 
engaged the public directly through work-
shops and public hearings to comment 
on the development of privacy principles, 
giving constituents a voice in how their 
personal information is collected, main-
tained, used, and shared. In many cases, 
citizens have no direct influence over the 
policies that affect their daily lives and can 
only express their voice through referenda 
and elections. The emerging field of citi-
zen-focused privacy practices allows citi-
zens to instead directly engage with gov-
ernments on how they feel policies should 
be shaped. The case studies on Seattle and 
Portland expand on the specifics of public 
engagement. 

Privacy principles 
serve as proof of a 
government’s contin-
ued actions to pro-
tect the privacy of its 
constituents. These 
principles help to 
provide an easily un-
derstandable concep-
tual framework that 
ties together existing 
privacy commitments found in various 
binding frameworks, such as ordinances or 
formal policies. Privacy principles can help 
both government employees and members 
of the public as they exercise their duties 
and access government services, respec-
tively. 

At the moment, the small number of cit-
ies with privacy principles and the relative 
nacency of their implementation does not 
allow for robust examination of outcomes 
for the public. However, the benefits can 
be surmised by examining the effects of 
other major privacy principle implemen-
tations, the most salient of which are the 
FIPPs. Over the years, the FIPPs have 
served as the guiding document for ma-
jor privacy legislation, practices, and other 
privacy principles around the world. The 
FTC has listed several benefits to individ-
uals stemming from the FIPPs, including 
providing citizens with more information 
to make informed decisions about their 
data and facilitating correction of inaccu-
rate data.4

OVERVIEW OF PRIVACY PRINCIPLES 

IN LOCAL AND STATE GOVERNMENTS

Before a local government begins to craft a 
set of privacy principles, it is crucial to ex-
amine existing implementations found in 
other local and state government contexts 

(though this analy-
sis will focus on local 
governments). At least 
seven local govern-
ments have adopted 
privacy principles in 
the past five years, be-
ginning with Seattle 
in 2015 and followed 
by Kansas City later 
that same year. Since 

then, several jurisdictions have adopted pri-
vacy principles, including Portland (2019); 
San Jose (2019); Oakland (2020); Mesa, AZ 
(date uncertain); Alameda County (2019); 
and Santa Clara County (ongoing). For 
comparison, this analysis also includes in-

"Before a local government 

begins to craft a set of 

privacy principles, it is 

crucial to examine existing 

implementations found 

in other local and state 

government contexts."
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formation on West Virginia’s privacy prin-
ciples.

While working to advance principles in 
Santa Clara County and Oakland, the au-
thor spoke to representatives from four of 
these eight jurisdictions (Oakland, Port-
land, San Jose, and Seattle) as well as rep-
resentatives from the think tank Future of 
Privacy Forum, to understand the benefits, 
challenges, and lessons learned in develop-
ing privacy principles. Many of these gov-
ernments took cues from Seattle’s privacy 
principles as well as subsequent principles 
adopted by other cities. However, many 
municipalities have also introduced new 
ideas that are tailored to their specific needs 
and circumstances and go on to inform 
subsequent efforts. For instance, Portland’s 
inclusion of an equity principle was later 
reflected in principles developed in Oak-
land, Alameda County, and Santa Clara 
County. 

PRIVACY CONCEPTS COMMONLY 

ADDRESSED IN PRINCIPLES

There are a number of common factors 
that appear across most sets of privacy prin-
ciples. Within a set, each principle is based 
on a central theme, 
such as limiting data 
collection, working 
with third parties, 
transparency of data 
collection, storage, 
and use practices, and 
accountability to resi-
dents of a given juris-
diction. Often, cities 
will tie together two 
similar concepts under 
one principle due to their similarity or syn-
ergy, particularly within a jurisdiction’s lo-

cal context. Governments tend to keep the 
number of principles small and their scope 
broad, opting for between six to eight 
principles in order to cover a wide array of 
unique departmental contexts while keep-
ing a consistent core ideation of privacy. 

The analysis below sets out an original 
framework breaking down the contents 
of privacy principles. There are eleven dis-
tinct concepts that are represented in some 
form across the eight jurisdictions surveyed 
for this analysis. These include account-
ability, accuracy, equity, ethics, informed 
consent, limiting the collection and reten-
tion of information, managing informa-
tion, responses to public records requests, 
reviewing new and existing systems, col-
laboration with third parties, and transpar-
ency of practices. 

These practices represent a mix of concepts 
that are common across the public, private, 
and non-profit sectors as well as concepts 
that are unique to the context of govern-
ment. For example, the major technolo-
gy companies Google,5 Facebook,6 and 
Amazon7 — all of which collect very large 
amounts of user data — have privacy prin-
ciples addressing accountability, informed 

consent, data man-
agement, third party 
access, and transpar-
ency but also have 
principles  honoring 
data deletion requests 
and direct control 
over privacy,8 both of 
which are impractical 
for governments that 
require data for tasks 
like vehicle licensing 

or tax collection. Concepts like limiting 
collection and retention, public records 

"Concepts like limiting 

collection and retention, 

public records disclosure, and 

system reviews make little 

sense in the private sector … 

but are central to effective 

privacy management in the 

public sector."
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disclosure, and system reviews make little 
sense in the private sector — where data 
collection is a central business model and 
there are no public records or systems — 
but are central to effective privacy manage-
ment in the public sector. The table below 
provides definitions for each concept and 
the frequency with which it appears in the 
privacy principles of the eight jurisdictions 
listed above.

All eight of the state and local govern-
ments surveyed included language around 
Accountability, Transparency, and Limit-
ing Collection/Retention in their privacy 
principles. While the number of state and 
local governments that have implemented 
privacy principles is still relatively small, it 
is noteworthy that those surveyed all chose 
to include these three concepts, suggesting 

Privacy Concept Definition Frequency 

Accountability 
The responsibility to protect the personal information 
of individuals and be held accountable for breaches of 
responsibility and trust 

8 

Limiting 
Collection/Retenti
on 

The practice of collecting only the specific information 
needed to provide a service and storing it only as long 
as it is needed 

8 

Transparency 
The directive to make the public aware of what 
information is collected, how it is used, and who may 
have access 

8 

Informed Consent 
The responsibility to inform individuals of how their 
information will be used and to provide the option for 
individuals to refuse data collection 

7 

Third Party Access 

The imperative to extend privacy practices to 
interactions with third parties, including limiting access 
to information where possible and requiring third 
parties to comply with privacy principles 

7 

Managing 
Data/Stewardship 

The responsibility to protect and store information in a 
manner that prevents unauthorized access 

6 

Public Record 
Disclosures 

The responsibility to maintain individual privacy as 
much as possible when responding to requests for 
public records while still complying with regulations 
governing requests 

6 

Ethics 
The directive to evaluate the risks to individual privacy 
of any practice that collects and uses information 

5 

Accuracy 
A promise to maintain the most accurate information 
possible 

4 

Review of Systems 
The task of reviewing current and future information 
systems and evaluating their potential impact on the 
privacy of individuals 

4 

Equity 

The directive to treat information collected from 
vulnerable populations with the same care as all others 
and to not use such information to exploit or harm 
vulnerable populations 

3 

All eight of the state and local governments surveyed included language around Accountability, 
Transparency, and Limiting Collection/Retention in their privacy principles. While the number

Table 1.
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that these concepts are pertinent to include 
in privacy principles.

The remaining concepts are the product of 
customization of principles to suit a city’s 
unique environment. Much like the pub-
lic/private comparison described above, 
a locality may have a particular structure, 
demographic makeup, historical context, 
or truly any other rea-
son to add additional 
principles to the core 
group above. For ex-
ample, Oakland and 
Alameda County fol-
lowed Portland’s lead 
in including a princi-
ple addressing Equi-
ty. Alameda County 
as a whole (including 
Oakland) has a high 
share of people of color, and including an 
Equity principle explicitly addresses the 
history of tension between local govern-
ment and the underprivileged segments 
of the population. On the other hand, 
Santa Clara County already has an estab-
lished framework and process for review-
ing systems, and as a result, may not in-
clude Review of Systems in their privacy 
principles (currently under development). 
In a third example, governments that have 
historically kept comparatively inaccu-
rate records would greatly benefit from 
an Accuracy principle, while a data-savvy 
city may decide against its explicit inclu-
sion and build the Accuracy concept into 
a Data Management/Stewardship principle 
instead. Furthermore, local governments 
need not artificially restrict themselves to 
the privacy concepts displayed above. A 
locality that has an outsize issue with data 
theft may choose to further break down the 
Data Management/Stewardship concept 

into more specific components and include 
a principle regarding improved data secu-
rity.

The concept of Informed Consent merits 
additional discussion. In general, a signif-
icant amount of information collection 
practices occur as a necessary prerequisite 
to providing services. As a result, the con-

cept of “consent”—as 
typically defined in 
the context of private 
sector information 
collection—is simply 
not a relevant factor 
for many kinds of in-
formation collection 
by governments. This 
raises questions about 
the utility of a priva-
cy principle dedicat-

ed to the concept of Informed Consent. 
However, one government leader indi-
cated that a principle calling for informed 
consent—which was not included in that 
jurisdiction’s principles—would be useful 
to address the use of surveillance by local 
governments.  

DEVELOPMENT AND 

IMPLEMENTATION OF PRIVACY 

PRINCIPLES IN SEATTLE AND 

PORTLAND

Among the state and local governments 
surveyed, two in particular serve as models 
for the development of privacy principles: 
Seattle and Portland. The following section 
examines the implementation of privacy 
principles within these two cities at a more 
granular level to inform recommendations 
for other local governments seeking to im-
plement privacy principles.

"Seattle used a community-

based process in the 

development of its privacy 

principles … the city engaged 

three key groups: privacy 

professionals in academia, 

Seattle city employees, and 

the general public."
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Seattle

Seattle adopted its privacy principles by 
resolution in 2015, making the city one of 
the first local governments to adopt formal 
privacy principles. Much as in other cities 
and counties including Oakland and San-
ta Clara County, Seattle originally passed 
an ordinance regulating the use of surveil-
lance technology by their agencies and de-
partments. However, members of the Se-
attle City Council and the general public 
felt that the ordinance was too narrow in 
scope, given that it only focused on sur-
veillance technologies. Privacy principles, 
on the other hand, would address broader 
goals, and thus the city council subsequent-
ly tasked the Chief Technology Officer 
(CTO) with developing a set of aspirational 
privacy principles. 

Seattle used a community-based process in 
the development of its privacy principles. 
Led by the Chief Privacy Officer (CPO), 
the city engaged three key groups: privacy 
professionals in academia, Seattle city em-
ployees, and the general public. Academics 
from the University of Washington initial-
ly provided key input on the concept of de-
veloping privacy principles, and based on 
their input, the CPO created a commission 
of academics, members of the public, con-
cerned advocacy groups such as the ACLU, 
and representatives of private industry. 

The commission met three times over the 
course of several months to workshop pri-
vacy principles. The CPO felt that these 
workshops with stakeholders were vital to 
the process of developing principles. She 
stressed that in order for this process to 
be inclusive of all stakeholders, the work-
shops should allow principles to develop 
organically instead of requesting edits on 

a pre-prepared document. In addition, 
confirming that the principles were aspira-
tional rather than a strict legal framework 
helped promote an environment of col-
laboration toward shared goals. The CPO 
also interacted with representatives from all 
of Seattle’s 38 city departments, both with 
high-level executives and staff employees. 
The CPO noted that it was particularly im-
portant to engage high-level executives in 
the discussion to legitimize the effort, stat-
ing that the principles would have never 
been passed without the support of the city 
council, the mayor, and the CTO.

Seattle provided organizational support to 
facilitate the departments’ implementation 
of the privacy principles. First amongst 
these was the Privacy Office, created in 
2015 within the Information Technology 
department to support city departments in 
implementing and managing compliance 
with the privacy principles. After conven-
ing a group of representatives from 15 de-
partments to create policies and practices, 
the Privacy Office designed a citywide Pri-
vacy Program to provide guidance and tools 
to city employees working with personally 
identifiable information. The Privacy Of-
fice provides annual privacy training for 
city employees, conducts privacy reviews 
on technologies used in new and existing 
city programs across all departments, and 
carries out advocacy work.9 Since Septem-
ber 2017, the Privacy Office has completed 
more than 2,000 privacy reviews and in 
2019, it provided annual privacy training to 
around 12,000 city employees.10

Seattle also decided to implement a depart-
mental Privacy Champion program, where 
Privacy Champions provide department 
support for incorporating the Privacy Pro-
gram objectives into systems and processes, 
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such as handling basic inquiries, carrying 
out risk reviews, and building awareness 
about privacy. Privacy Champions also 
serve to provide a network of focal points 
on the department level to promote the 
Privacy Program.11

Seattle also created pro-
cesses and a toolkit to help 
departments implement 
the city’s privacy prin-
ciples. The toolkit con-
tains an online collection 
of resources that includes 
process documents, re-
view forms, training and 
awareness links and con-
tract language that de-
partment employees can 
make use of to incorporate privacy prin-
ciples into daily operations.12 According to 
the city’s Privacy Program, owners of proj-
ects carry out a three-step privacy review 
process to determine the project’s level of 
privacy risk and identify steps to mitigate 
those risks. The initial step is completing 
an assessment questionnaire; if the answers 
indicate a low privacy risk, project owners 
are tasked with using the resources pro-
vided in toolkits to handle the risks them-
selves. For projects determined to have a 
higher privacy risk, the project owners 
respond to a Privacy Threshold Analysis 
where the departmental Privacy Champion 
reviews the answers to determine wheth-
er the project owners can use the toolkit 
resources to handle the risk or whether an 
in-depth privacy review is required. For 
projects determined to represent a signifi-
cant privacy risk, project owners complete 
a Privacy Impact Assessment which takes a 
more detailed look at projects to determine 
all potential impacts and options for miti-
gation. 13

Portland

Portland’s motivations to develop privacy 
principles stemmed from the Smart City 
PDX team, the group responsible for the 
city’s larger plan to reshape its data manage-
ment practices. The  Smart City team first 

spent a significant amount 
of time building support 
and obtaining feedback 
on the development of 
principles from top level 
officials in the city council 
and commissioners’ offic-
es (the offices of the heads 
of city bureaus), as well as 
from the city attorney’s 
office. With this support, 
Portland then sought si-

multaneous feedback from the public and 
the various bureaus within the city. Ulti-
mately, the Portland City Council adopt-
ed the privacy principles by resolution in 
2019. 

Much like Seattle, Portland hosted a series 
of public workshops to engage the pub-
lic. The Smart City team engaged mul-
tiple public networks and reached out to 
other city bureaus such as the Equity and 
Human Rights Office, organizations such 
as the Digital Inclusion Network and the 
Portland Business Alliance, and advocacy 
groups such as the Coalition of Commu-
nities of Color to draw in several relevant 
stakeholders. The workshops employed an 
“unconference” format, effectively an open 
discussion among equals with no moder-
ators, to mitigate tensions that some or-
ganizations may have with the city. This 
structure was particularly important to 
encourage participation from minority 
communities that were often at odds with 
law enforcement or other bureaus and to 

"Creating an effective 

and comprehensive 

system of privacy 

practices requires an 

understanding of how 

various stakeholders 

view and define 

privacy."
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include a diverse set of voices. The Smart 
City team also reached out to other orga-
nizations whose missions may not be typi-
cally associated with advocating for greater 
privacy protections but nevertheless would 
provide important perspectives. 

Within the city, the Smart City team 
pursued a similar strategy to those used 
in Seattle. Early on, the Smart City team 
identified key high-level champions of pri-
vacy principle development, including the 
police chief, whose high visibility and au-
thority could be used to demonstrate and 
encourage support for the development of 
the principles. In general, Portland found 
that many departments were in favor of 
developing such aspirational principles, 
especially those who felt they had little di-
rection on privacy for the large amount of 
information they collected. 

Although Portland’s principles have only 
been in place for one year, the Smart City 
team feels the principles have been a valu-
able investment. In addition, the team has 
gained insight into the changes they would 
have made to the process. Most notably, 
the Smart City team’s Open Data Coor-
dinator (ODC) suggested that principles 
regarding consent and the right to know 
what information the city collects should 
be considered, mainly due to the risks of 
government surveillance being deployed 
in an unfair and discriminatory manner. 
The Smart City team stressed the need to 
keep elected officials in the loop at all times 
during the process, as well as the need to 
keep language simple and easy to under-
stand, recommending a software applica-
tion to help achieve this.

A Discussion on Police Surveillance

In Seattle, Oakland, and Santa Clara Coun-
ty, the discussion of privacy principles was 
preceded by an explicit surveillance ordi-
nance. In Oakland and Santa Clara County 
in particular, the council or board of super-
visors passed these ordinances in response 
to public outcry over new surveillance pro-
grams. In Oakland, the public took issue 
with the police department’s use of a Do-
main Awareness Center (DAC) installed 
in Oakland by the local port authority in 
2013. A DAC operates similarly to a typical 
network of traffic cameras but is augment-
ed by additional equipment that monitors 
everything from emergency calls to social 
media posts in order to track events in real 
time.14,15 The public response was decided-
ly negative, and one of the major concerns 
was how the Oakland police might use this 
system to unfairly target people of color. 
The Oakland Police Department has a tu-
multuous history of over-surveilling the 
city’s black population, dating back to the 
rise of the Black Panthers in the 1960s, and 
many people of color felt the DAC would 
perpetuate an unfair system. This led Oak-
land to pass a surveillance ordinance gov-
erning how police could use surveillance 
technology, which eventually led to the 
development of privacy principles. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on a review of existing privacy prin-
ciples and input from privacy professionals 
and key stakeholders in several cities, local 
governments seeking to develop and im-
plement a set of privacy principles should 
follow the general guidelines described be-
low.
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Gather knowledge, input, and backing from 
relevant stakeholders 

Creating an effective and comprehensive 
system of privacy practices requires an un-
derstanding of how various stakeholders 
view and define privacy as well as an un-
derstanding of how privacy principles can 
be incorporated into existing paradigms 
and frameworks. Engaging stakeholders 
must take place at each stage of develop-
ment and involves a number of key activ-
ities. During the development stage this 
includes:

• Engaging academics and students at 
local universities

• Gathering input on existing privacy 
practices from government officials 
(both staff employees and manage-
ment)

• Engaging community members, or-
ganizations, companies, and networks 
dedicated to maintaining equity (local 
ACLU chapters, neighborhood orga-
nizations, private companies, watch-
dog organizations)

• Securing a champion for citizen data 
privacy within the government to le-
gitimize the practice (possibly the city 
manager, mayor, or a member of the 
city council or county board of super-
visors)

Once these stakeholders have been iden-
tified and engaged, the author strongly 
suggests convening a multi-day workshop 
to begin crafting the first drafts of privacy 
principles. These should be open invitation, 
with key stakeholders explicitly invited. In 
addition, most local privacy profession-

als recommend taking a fairly hands-off 
approach. Portland’s workshop series, for 
example, used the “unconference” format, 
where there were no designated discussion 
leaders and input from all participants was 
treated as equally valid.

During the implementation stage, networks 
need to remain engaged, particularly the 
managers of government departments and 
the employees responsible for maintaining 
the ideals of the privacy principles. This is 
crucial to gaining an understanding of how 
each of the principles will operate within 
specific departments. Representatives of the 
Future of Privacy Forum suggest allowing 
individual departments a degree of autono-
my in order to be more effective in imple-
menting privacy practices. This should be 
done in collaboration with experts at the 
city level in order to ensure departmental 
practices remain harmonious with practic-
es implemented citywide. 

Formalize institutional structures to manage 
privacy throughout the city

The continued engagement with individ-
ual departments must also carry with it two 
key organizational structures: a privacy 
oversight body and a network of privacy 
champions. Both organizational structures 
have appeared in some form among the lo-
cal governments surveyed above.

The primary job of the oversight body is 
to review actions taken by local govern-
ments that may have a privacy impact. 
This includes anything from the purchase 
of new data maintenance software to the 
use of surveillance technology by the po-
lice. Most municipalities require the use of 
a privacy impact assessment (essentially a 
breakdown of the privacy implications of a 
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technology or practice at hand), submitted 
to the oversight body prior to the purchase 
or implementation of a new practice. The 
oversight body should also be responsible 
for retroactively assessing existing prac-
tices. In addition, a privacy office should 
provide trainings and re-
sources to departments 
to help enshrine privacy 
principles within depart-
mental practices. The pri-
vacy oversight body takes 
many forms throughout 
local governments, in-
cluding a Privacy Office 
such as those found in 
Seattle and Santa Clara 
County, a Smart City 
team as found in Portland, and an inde-
pendent, citizen-lead Privacy Commission 
as found in Oakland. Representatives from 
every city surveyed recommended hous-
ing the oversight body in a central loca-
tion, often as part of a central Information 
Technology office, a central administrative 
office, or the office of the mayor, city man-
ager, or county executive.

The privacy champions network consists 
of a group of employees from across a lo-
cal government’s various departments who 
have an interest in privacy within their 
specific departmental context. This is not 
a responsibility that requires a dedicated 
position; rather, it is a responsibility that 
should be taken on by an employee within 
the department in addition to their exist-
ing tasks. The privacy champions network 
is the key link between the privacy over-
sight body and the different departments 
within a local government. The relation-
ship is intended to be bilateral, with privacy 
champions providing input on oversight 
practices and the oversight body provid-

ing training and resources that the privacy 
champions can utilize in their departments. 
The privacy champions should also com-
municate within the network to share best 
practices and additional expertise.

It should also be noted 
that an oversight body 
should engage a network 
of department heads. As 
mentioned by represen-
tatives from each city and 
the Future of Privacy Fo-
rum, no paradigm can be 
sustained without support 
from the top as well as the 
bottom, and department 
heads should be brought 

on board to ensure successful deployment.

Reinforce privacy practices through training, 
resource provision, regular auditing, and 
continued visibility

In addition to conducting privacy reviews, 
the oversight body should also be a prima-
ry source of expertise on protecting citizen 
data privacy within a local government. 
As a result, cities like Seattle and Portland 
have developed a comprehensive set of re-
sources designed to ease implementation, 
including trainings and toolkits designed 
to facilitate implementation into a depart-
ment’s unique context. This should also be 
built into the engagement of stakeholders 
throughout the implementation process. 
In addition to these practices, local privacy 
practitioners recommend keeping employ-
ees aware of the existence and importance 
of privacy principles. Both Seattle’s CPO 
and Portland’s ODC recommended some 
form of “privacy day” event, co-sponsored 
by a key stakeholder like a councilperson 
or mayor, where the city’s employees gath-

"Setting up a meeting 

with a chief privacy 

officer, privacy 

commissioner, or other 

privacy professional 

can both illuminate 

new opportunities and 

strategies."
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er for mass awareness events, trainings, and 
updates.

In addition, an oversight body should con-
duct regular audits of existing practices 
independent of the privacy impact assess-
ments already conducted. As technology 
is constantly evolving and more and more 
datasets are made public, information and 
data that previously could not lead to per-
sonal identification may be used to identi-
fy individuals in the future. For example, 
more powerful reidentification techniques 
may be developed or information may be 
linked across old and new datasets to in-
crease the possibility of reidentification. 
Moreover, the public may have changing 
perceptions of privacy or different attitudes 
towards government holding data as time 
passes. As such, it is important to undertake 
periodic auditing of data and processes to 
ensure privacy principles are upheld and 
updated as needed.

Engage other local governments 

If any issues or questions arise, it is likely 
that one of the governments surveyed in 
this report has encountered a similar situ-
ation and can serve as a resource for sug-
gestions and advice. In the author’s expe-
rience, setting up a meeting with a chief 
privacy officer, privacy commissioner, or 
other privacy professional can both illu-
minate new opportunities and strategies as 
well as build the network of local privacy 
professionals beginning to form through-
out the country.

CONCLUSION

Local government privacy is a novel con-
cept.While the federal government has 

been operating in this space for nearly 50 
years, the oldest formalized local privacy 
regimes are no more than five years old. 
Nevertheless, the need for local govern-
ment data privacy practices has been el-
evated to critical levels in the past several 
years, even more so with the advent of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the increased 
racial tensions as a result of police brutal-
ity. Police surveillance, equity issues, and 
the necessary collection of vast amounts 
of public health surveillance data have cast 
a spotlight on the clear necessity for local 
data privacy. More American cities should 
consider enhancing their local data priva-
cy and security regimes through the im-
plementation of privacy principles (and 
complementary surveillance ordinances) in 
order to ensure that their constituents’ data 
stay in safe hands.
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Shelley Liu is an assistant professor in the Goldman School of Public Policy at UC Berkeley. 
She studies political violence and development in sub-Saharan Africa, focusing particularly on the 
relationship between citizens and the state during times of conflict and state fragility. Her current 
projects examine how governments develop the state after conflict, how citizens respond to devel-
opment policies, and how access to education and information mediates the relationship between 
citizens and their government.

Dr. Liu received her PhD in government from Harvard University and holds a BA in political 
science from Columbia University. At the Goldman School, she teaches courses on the politics of 
civil war and development in the Global South. 

Editor’s Note: This interview took place 17 December 2020. While many of these topics may 
seem familiar, it is important to keep in mind that the U.S. Capitol had not yet been stormed by 
a white supremacist mob (which erupted 6 January 2021.) As we reviewed the interview only a 
few weeks later, Liu’s warnings were strikingly spot-on. Current events that have since unfurled 
only further demonstrate the fragility of democratic institutions. As Liu reflects, ethnic conflict and 
distrust of the democratic process are not new themes, but they are crucial problems to continue to 
address.

Content Warning: This conversation discusses conflict zones, and as such, includes descriptions of 
war crimes, psychological processing of trauma, and sexual violence.

BPPJ: In your research on authoritarian 
governments during COVID, you inves-
tigate how to get social media sources and 
trusted local sources of information to dis-
tribute accurate information cheaply. Can 
you talk about your findings? Do you think 
any of these findings could be useful for 
some of the misinformation issues we are 
facing in the United States?

Shelley Liu: A lot of misinformation re-
search has been done in the United States. 
There has not been a lot done in devel-
oping countries, and they face a different 
set of challenges. One thing about a lot of 
the governments in developing countries 
is they are authoritarian, so a lot of citi-
zens don’t trust their governments. I guess 
that’s something that’s happening in the 
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US now, as well. You might imagine in an 
authoritarian government, a lot of people 
inherently don't believe anything that their 
government is saying. In addition, it's very 
expensive to get data in developing coun-
tries. [Instead of paying to directly access 
news], people get news on WhatsApp for-
warded to them. People will get a lot of 
these terrible misinformation pieces and 
don't [have] the money to actually go on 
Google to fact check it, whereas WhatsApp 
is often free.

[As for your question about my research,] 
we partnered with a local civil society orga-
nization in Zimbabwe that [has a news ag-
gregation project which] sends out news-
letters to its followers. We were working 
with them on something else at the time 
COVID hit. Obviously, everyone was 
concerned. In the United States, we were 
not really sure what was going on, and we 
didn't know what was true or false. It was 
so much worse in some of these develop-
ing countries where people can't go on-
line. Their governments are saying things 
but people thought “we don't believe you 
because we don't believe anything that 
you say.” [We facilitated an intervention 
meant] to push out some of the early in-
formation about COVID and correct some 
of the things that people had been reading 
and sharing on WhatsApp about the lock-
down that was being implemented. 

We did find that there was knowledge and 
behavioral change. It was good for us to see 
that people would now know that you can't 
just drink orange juice, or inhale garlic and 
ginger, to cure COVID: these were viral 
posts that went out throughout Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. There were a lot of people who 
believed [this] and decided that if they did 
those things, they would still be able to go 

out to the informal markets, a huge prob-
lem during the COVID pandemic. So, we 
did find that people were more willing to 
stay home and less willing to go out. That 
was an encouraging experiment.

This intervention was about COVID, but 
we are [now] trying to see if we can get 
similar results on other forms of misinfor-
mation, about politics and partisanship. 
We're [currently] rolling out these same 
interventions in South Africa and Zimba-
bwe, and we're going to do a slightly dif-
ferent project in Turkey to see if we can 
reduce partisanship and increase trust in 
real information that's being provided by 
civil society organizations. 

I think that [these themes] are especially 
applicable to the United States. Our trust 
in our government is a little bit low these 
days, but everyone has trust in their own 
civil society organizations. Unfortunately, 
if you trust an organization that is not nec-
essarily telling you the truth, that's a prob-
lem that we have to contend with. That's 
for future research.

BPPJ: You mentioned that COVID has 
prevented your work in the field, so you've 
been conducting a lot of interviews or 
questions through WhatsApp instead of in 
person. How does this affect the results you 
collect?

Shelley Liu: Oh, it affects it so much. That's 
the problem with this type of research. It 
affects the questions you can ask and the 
responses you get. If anyone is answering 
questions through Qualtrics, they're go-
ing to be very wealthy and slightly older. 
WhatsApp is a platform that [most] ev-
eryone uses, so it's the most egalitarian in 
that way, but you are not going to get re-
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sponses from the older generations who are 
not super into smartphones, and you're not 
going to necessarily get people from rural 
areas. Doing this sort of WhatsApp survey 
would not be possible in Liberia for exam-
ple, as the rural areas are just not connect-
ed. So, in that sense, I'm just not doing any 
[research] in Liberia right now, and a lot 
of my focus is on Zimbabwe, because it’s 
quite connected. 

In terms of answer quality, I think we 
do have to worry. When it comes to 
WhatsApp as opposed to a face-to-face in-
terview, people aren't necessarily going to 
lie to you, but [they will] just try to get to 
the end of the survey 
so they can collect 
their $2 for taking the 
survey. I think a lot 
of people are mov-
ing to online surveys 
because of COVID 
and this is going to be 
something we have 
to contend with for 
years down the line 
when all of these results are published and 
[we have to think critically about the sam-
ple responses]. This could go several ways. 
Maybe someone will come up with a really 
cool method of detecting bad data, and that 
will be a push for the field. 

BPPJ: We know that we, Americans, can 
sometimes have an egocentric perspective 
about our government and elections, and 
we can think that we live in an uncorrupt-
ed democracy even though, as you men-
tioned, there is less trust these days. Based 
on your work researching authoritarian 
governments, at what point do civilians 
learn not to trust their government? 

Shelley Liu: That's such a tough question. 
When you look more broadly at the pol-
itics of the world, it's a slippery slope. It 
doesn't happen overnight, [unless] there's 
a coup and then someone takes over and 
everyone is screwed. But, most of the time, 
it is a slippery slope. What's holding up 
democracy is a bunch of institutions that 
we trust and that we believe in and that 
we as citizens continue to agree to uphold. 
What happens when these institutions fall? 
There's nothing holding them there. Law 
is manmade. If the people who uphold the 
law decide not to uphold the law, that be-
comes a huge problem. 

This is something that 
we see today in the 
United States. [Recent 
events] shook a lot of 
people because we do 
think that we have 
these institutions, that 
they're deep rooted, 
and that we are a con-
solidated democracy. 
What happens when a 

bunch of people in the government decide 
that they're not going to uphold these [and 
are] going to contest the elections? When 
people start distrusting their institutions, 
that is when the slippery slope begins.

I don't know if I want to get into this, but 
the United States has a presidential system 
and comparative politics has long found 
that presidential systems are much more 
likely to backslide from democracy. Hav-
ing one person have so much power as 
opposed to a parliamentary system where 
people can vote for their representatives is 
different.

"What's holding up democracy 

is a bunch of institutions that 

we trust and that we believe 

in and that we as citizens 

continue to agree to uphold. 

What happens when these 

institutions fall?"
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BPPJ: A lot of our questions for you earlier 
were comparative in nature. It seems tricky 
to apply a comparative lens to issues and 
individual countries, whether between two 
different African countries or across con-
tinents. What is an example where you've 
had to navigate an uncomfortable compar-
ison?

Shelley Liu: I compared Zimbabwe and 
Liberia for my dissertation, and that is a ter-
rible comparison on multiple avenues. My 
argument was that they were comparable 
in [certain] avenues and the fact that we 
saw some very similar results in these two 
countries says some-
thing about the way 
rebels think. I finished 
Liberia first, and I 
went to Zimbabwe, 
and the people asked 
me what my research 
was about before they 
were willing to talk 
to me. They [asked], “what's your research 
about?” I told them, and [they responded], 
“how dare you compare us to Liberia,” 
which is fair in a lot of ways. 

I think that you can draw comparisons, 
but you have to draw comparisons on rel-
evant dimensions. I don't think America 
should feel slighted by being compared to 
countries that they feel are not democratic 
or developing in any way. If you look at 
the same dimensions that matter at a spe-
cific moment and see how certain parts of 
history have developed, then you can draw 
conclusions.

BPPJ: In an interview earlier in the fall, 
you mentioned that in trying to under-
stand why people go to war, the answer 
is partly about the social contract offered 

by rebel groups and not the state. From 
your research, do you find that there's a 
tipping point where people tend to take to 
the streets and decide to commit to a rebel 
group?

Shelley Liu: It's not that easy. When we're 
talking about this social contract, it's about 
a certain group of people who decide to 
form a rebel group as opposed to fight-
ing or working within the system. It’s this 
trade off between guns and ballots. Maybe 
you're thinking about a group of people 
who feel that they have no place in the po-
litical system. I don't want to characterize 

[motivations to fight 
as purely political], 
because I think that 
there's a lot of re-
search that shows that 
there are wide moti-
vations for why peo-
ple fight. One way to 
think about this may 

be that people fight because they are re-
pressed, poor, there's high inequality, and 
they are just angry at the government, and 
they realize that there's nothing they can 
do besides fight. 

When we're thinking about ordinary cit-
izens, people don't want to go to war. 
People are not interested in death and 
destruction. A lot of people end up fight-
ing because they have to. If a rebel group 
storms your part of town or storms your 
village, you either go with them, or you 
don't. So, people fight because they're tired 
of the political system, because they've 
been politicized, because they're poor, or 
because the rebels offered to pay them. And 
then people fight because they're afraid. 
These are really the motivations writ large 
for why people fight.

"One thing that we have to 

keep in mind is that a lot of 

rebel fighters are just ordinary 

people who were thrown into 

some terrible situations."
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BPPJ: Based on your experience working 
with members from rebel groups, what can 
we understand about their mindset?

Shelley Liu: The people that I've worked 
with are rebels, rebel commanders, and 
rank and file soldiers. I can't speak for [the] 
core set of fighters who started the war 
because these are people that are either in 
the Hague, like Charles Taylor, or they're 
president of Zimbabwe. The people that 
I worked with are lower down the chain, 
and I have to emphasize, a lot of people 
were fighting because they had to. Once 
they joined the rebel organization, they re-
alized they were good at it, or maybe some 
higher up commander took a liking to 
them, and they went up in the ranks. [The 
people I worked with] have been politi-
cized to some degree, or to a huge degree 
in some cases. They said they all believed 
they were doing the right thing and were 
[fighting] for the good of the nation, but 
so much of it just [stemmed from the fact 
that] they were poor. They felt repressed 
and then someone came and gave them a 
gun and said “If you join us, we won't kill 
you.” 

It's like that -- people 
can be politicized, not 
because they're inher-
ently violent or be-
cause they inherently 
want to fight. Some-
one offered them a 
lifeline, and they decided to take it.

BPPJ: So many people have preconceived 
notions about rebel fighters. In your expe-
rience, what are some of the biggest mis-
conceptions out there?

Shelley Liu: That they're violent, or that 
they were born to be violent. That they're 
bad people.

You talk to [some former combatants] and 
they don't repent it [while] other people 
talk about how they just had to do it [for 
their own survival]. Then you talk to ci-
vilians, and some of them talk about how 
rebels saved their lives because they hid 
them or recognized them and decided to 
save them and their kids and send them to 
refugee camps by hiding and smuggling 
them across borders.  

One thing that we have to keep in mind 
is that a lot of [rebel fighters] are just ordi-
nary people who were thrown into some 
terrible situations. Their entire family was 
killed, [or] everyone in their family was 
raped in some way, and then they just had 
to do what they had to do.

BPPJ: Leading up to the 2020 U.S. elec-
tion, many believed we were at heightened 
risk for political violence in the U.S. Giv-
en what you know, or what you've seen 

in other countries, 
in what ways do you 
think this concern 
is legitimate? What 
similarities or differ-
ences exist between 
the U.S. and other 
countries leading up 
to political violence?

Shelley Liu: The U.S. is still a democracy. 
Democratic countries tend not to go to civ-
il war because people believe that they can 
vote and that their vote will change things. 
I think that's something that we have seen 
in this past election. We voted, and the 
people who voted for Biden believed that 

"Democratic countries tend 

not to go to civil war because 

people believe that they can 

vote and that their vote will 

change things."
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they could change things. Now, the ques-
tion is whether the people who voted for 
Trump think that their vote didn't matter 
because it was all fraud. That's the ques-
tion. But for war to start, you need people 
who are dedicated and are willing to form 
a rebel group. They need to have funding. 
They need to be able to find the guns. And 
then, you can't just have a bunch of people 
who are mad. They need political organi-
zation. They need to be able to convince 
other people to join them, and they need 
to do this through a lot of social networks. 
That's what you need for rebellion to be-
gin. I think the thing about rebellion is a 
lot of it happens behind the scenes before 
it even starts. We're talking years and years 
of people recruiting and years and years of 
people training themselves to fight guer-
rilla warfare. That's the kind of thing that 
doesn't really happen in democracies any-
more. 

What does happen in democracies is ter-
rorism, domestic terrorism, particularly in 
middle income democracies. Although, 
not necessarily [in] the U.S., because we're 
not a middle income democracy. In mid-
dle income democracies, where the state is 
strong and has a strong coercive apparatus 
[through the] police and the military, what 
we are more likely to see is urban terror-
ism, bombing buildings, etc. I think if the 
U.S. is worried about violence, it should be 
more worried about that type of violence. 
We have seen that type of violence bear 
out in the U.S. more recently, but in terms 
of returning to civil war, I don't think that 
it's going to happen. 

BPPJ: Can you speak about the ethics of 
gathering data or doing research with peo-
ple who have experienced trauma and been 

involved in civil wars? What have you 
found helpful to keep in mind?

Shelley Liu: There are ethical consid-
erations from [several] points of view. 
There's obviously psychological trauma 
that you have to take into account. [There 
are also considerations about] what the 
government is okay with you saying. [This 
is] especially [true] in Zimbabwe, because 
the government did win the war. You 
should try not to talk to people who might 
be harmed by the government. You should 
just use archival work and use existing data. 
Another good way to go about [research] 
is that there is often a diaspora who are 
no longer controlled by, or fearful of, the 
government, and you can definitely talk to 
those people as well. 

Psychological trauma is significantly hard-
er to deal with. You should focus on ask-
ing questions that are not about them. One 
way that scholars have tried to help people 
step away from the situation is to ask them 
about their community or their thoughts 
about what was happening during that 
time, but not necessarily what happened 
to them. If they're willing to talk about 
their experiences, that's great, but if your 
research doesn't necessarily have to do with 
their trauma or their violence, you don't 
have to bring it up. 

My research was about how rebels formed 
a social contract with citizens. A lot of my 
interview [questions] just [asked], “Did 
they provide you rice? How did you pass 
messages from one group to the other? Did 
they have checkpoints or gates?” A lot of 
people talked about the violence that was 
going on, but you don't have to bring it 
up, they can bring it up. A lot of the studies 
that [look at] individual experiences abso-
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lutely have to have psychologists on call or 
on the research team. There are studies that 
did lead to psychological trauma, and that's 
obviously very troubling. You cannot ask 
people about their trauma unless that's re-
ally the core of your research. There's an 
unfortunate tradeoff here if we want to un-
derstand human experiences during con-
flict and think about social healing — just 
like researchers [do] who study difficult 
issues such as domestic violence, PTSD, 
and other forms of traumatic experiences. 
I think the key is to be sure that you have 
appropriate support available.

BPPJ: In some fields, like medicine and 
the law, professionals receive training for 
interacting with clients/patients. However, 
even with this training, it can be difficult to 
navigate. Has that been something you've 
struggled with?

Shelley Liu: Yeah, it's quite unfortunate 
but, for grad students, we did not get 
training for that. They always teach you 
quantitative methods in class. But, there's 
no in depth training [on] how you should 
approach people. I know that a lot of grad 
students and researchers do want that 
training. They do call for it. Unfortunate-
ly, when you are only allowed to take four 
or five classes, you're going to take the one 
that teaches you more stats rather than the 
one that teaches you how to talk to people. 
Those classes are seen as... learn as you go 
kind of work. I don't know if this is true 
in other fields, but at least in political sci-
ence, the view is that you just land on the 
ground, get off the airplane, then figure it 
out. Just talk to people, and that's that. That 
was the advice that I was given. When it 
was my first time in fieldwork, people said, 
“just go forth and discuss.” So, I went forth, 
I looked for people, and I discussed. I wish 

that I had had training, but the problem is 
that it doesn't exist. It didn't exist in my 
program, and it doesn't exist in a lot of 
programs.   

BPPJ: Do you think research can be used 
as a tool for healing in post conflict con-
texts? What might that look like?

Shelley Liu: That's tough. My honest fear 
is that research does a lot of bad in some of 
these contexts. For example, I went to Li-
beria twice, and the first time it was [pret-
ty straight forward.] In 2018, the situation 
changed a little bit because then [everyone] 
was talking about the war crimes [trial.] I 
went back and did my research, complete-
ly unrelated to this war crimes [trial], but 
then everyone thought that this foreigner 
was in the country asking about the war 
and [that] she was trying to get informa-
tion for this war crimes court. Suddenly, I 
got all of these requests like, “Please tell the 
war crimes court this or that.” 

But, that wasn’t in my power. I wasn’t af-
filiated with the war crimes court people in 
any sort of way. They got this idea in their 
head that I could help them and I just, I 
couldn’t. As a researcher, that's a really ter-
rible feeling. It feels like people are trading 
their stories for help that they think you can 
bring in -- something you just can't pro-
vide. They think that you can make their 
lives better. They [think you can provide] 
this truth and reconciliation, and [that they 
will] be able to see the people who killed 
their families.

[They think] that you can bring economic 
development. As a researcher, you can't. I 
can go back and run economic RCTs, but 
those will only do so much. People that you 
see and help you with your research, you 
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know that in two years time, [when] you 
see them again, you won’t have brought 
anything back and that's... that's a really 
terrible feeling. 

I think in terms of [research] being a tool 
for healing, I have [also] seen that when 
people tell you their entire life stories, it is 
cathartic in a way. It differs from person to 
person. The people who are not interested 
won't talk to you, obviously. Sometimes, 
the people who are interested in telling 
their stories feel better: they cry, they give 
you a hug, and it feels like they've been 
able to say something that they kept re-
pressed for 10-15 years. I guess that's one 
way to think of it. 

Conflict research that 
deals with wartime 
events is (quite nec-
essarily) focused on 
learning from some 
cases and then us-
ing that [acquired] 
knowledge to help 
solve problems in 
other contexts. The 
primary beneficiaries 
of our research, there-
fore, are not the people we are working 
with, [and it is through that dynamic that] 
a lot of my unease comes [to bear.] The 
types of research that aim to solve issues in 
the post-conflict arena are quite different. 
In those cases, research will hopefully di-
rectly benefit the people with whom we 
are working.

BPPJ: Do you think there are lessons that 
can be applied from post-conflict societies 
to the U.S.? For example, do you think a 
tool like truth and reconciliation commis-
sions could be useful in societal healing? 

Shelley Liu: There have been truth and 
reconciliation commissions (TRCs) in the 
West, in the United States. And the ques-
tion now is whether it would be helpful to 
do it again. 

So, TRCs were [originally] set up after 
some of the dictatorships in Latin Ameri-
ca, where a segment of the population was 
victimized by the dictator, and then [the 
same model] was used after civil wars. The 
most famous [example] is the South Africa 
TRC: after apartheid, the new government 
came in and there was a TRC. TRCs are set 
up in different ways but basically the per-
petrators of the violence get [asked] certain 
questions, admit to things that [they've] 
done wrong, and apologize to the vic-

tims. The victims ac-
cept [their] apology. 
The victims go on 
the stand. They talk 
about what happened 
to them. It's supposed 
to be a cathartic ex-
perience for them. 
[The] idea is that by 
getting this truth out 
there, the country can 
begin healing. This 

usually happens after conflict, [when] the 
entire country has this fissure and then they 
want to get things back together. 

There are a lot of problems that come out 
of truth and reconciliation [commissions] 
including that the perpetrators are not al-
ways willing to repent. Just because the 
war is over doesn't mean your problems 
are gone. [The] South Africa [TRC] is 
considered to be one of the best ones, [and] 
although they did find that there was truth 
said, [there was not necessarily] reconcil-
iation. [Sometimes] people accepted the 

"[To respond to an issue like] 

police brutality, truth and 

reconciliation is often done 

after the violence has ended. 

And so the question is, [given 

that] the violence has not 

ended, what are we truthing 

and reconciling?"
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truth, but they did not necessarily want 
to reconcile. That's one of the things that 
truth and reconciliation commissions have 
to deal with. 

When it comes to 
the U.S. context, if 
the perpetrators don't 
think they did any-
thing wrong, what 
are they going to say 
on the stand? [To respond to an issue like] 
police brutality, truth and reconciliation 
is often done after the violence has ended. 
And so the question is, [given that] the vi-
olence has not ended, what are we truthing 
and reconciling?

BPPJ: Our last question: based on your 
work with ethnic-based conflict, what 
have been some forms of conflict resolu-
tion that have been impressive to you? 
Similarly, what forms of post conflict re-
construction have you seen that appear to 
have positive results?

Shelley Liu: I guess maybe truth and rec-
onciliation commissions (TRCs) might be 
an example of the post [conflict recon-
struction that has positive results].

Unfortunately, a lot of ethnic conflicts 
don't get resolved. They seep into politics, 
peaceful politics, in other ways. I do think 
that the research on this is almost all bad 
news, which is that you have to find anoth-
er common enemy to bond against. That's 
not exactly the best news, but that's one 
way to go about it.

I think that [there have been successes 
from] TRCs, although the success is mod-
erated by whether you know people are 
willing to forgive what has been terrible 

atrocities against them. Weirdly enough 
in Liberia, there is much less ethnic ten-
sion than before the war, and much of it 

has to deal with put-
ting in an entirely 
new government that 
is not associated with 
the war at all. That's 
not something that 
you can implement in 
most other countries, 

[Liberia is] a specific case in which things 
got incredibly terrible. In most cases where 
there's ethnic war, it just simmers in other 
ways. I don't really know what [more] to 
say about that. 

In terms of reconstruction there's good 
work [out there]. A lot has to do with eco-
nomic [rebuilding], because that's the kind 
of thing that we can change. We can re-
duce inequality, we can reduce corruption 
in some ways, we can offer jobs programs, 
and we can give people cash to spend, to 
pay rent. We can provide food. All of that 
reduces people's anger, and reduces people 
looking around [thinking,] "Hey, every-
one else has this except me." 

The thing about ethnic conflict is that so 
much of it is politicized. It's not something 
[where] you just go around [thinking] “I 
hate everyone around me.” It's more [along 
the lines of], “I'm very poor, and that group 
seems not poor at all because they're affil-
iated with the government in some way.” 
That type of anger festers.

BPPJ: How do you think about the future 
of your career? And does that differ from 
how you thought about it five years ago?

Shelley Liu: I think that one thing I did 
not know about academia, or did not re-

"Unfortunately, a lot of ethnic 

conflicts don't get resolved. 

They seep into peaceful politics 

in other ways."
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alize, is how much your research changes 
based on so many factors. I started my PhD 
with the very strong idea that I was going 
to be a fully conflict scholar, with a certain 
set of scholars that I [was going to be] con-
versing with, and I did eventually write my 
dissertation with that literature in mind. 
But, given the advisors [and cohort mates] 
that I had at Harvard, I started [becoming 
interested in] a lot of development [topics]. 
By the time I was on the job market, I was 
suddenly a conflict and development schol-
ar [thinking], "How did this happen?"

Since then, because of COVID, a lot of the 
organizations that I have been working 
with, that my co-authors have been work-
ing with, have been so focused on COVID 
and misinformation. When you're doing 
research, you want to [work on] what 
interests the organizations. So, we started 

working on [COVID and misinforma-
tion], and now my work has shifted to-
wards misinformation. 

With these bans on actually doing field 
work, a lot of our surveys and experiments 
have started being done online through 
WhatsApp, through chatbots. I do imag-
ine that, just because of what we've had to 
start working on, my research will take a 
turn [again]. I don't know where we'll end 
up, but I can imagine that, over the next 
three years, all of a sudden I'll be working 
on a lot of misinformation stuff and devel-
opment through online channels. I would 
have never expected that I would [work 
on] that but, you know, whatever helps the 
organizations who want to work with us... 
I guess it's how it goes.
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