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Brownfields: The Opportunity

● 2,500,000 homes needed.
● 42,000 sites on the Cortese List. 
● 97 EPA Superfund sites. 

CCLR - 150,000-200,000 
undiscovered sites in 
California that are at 
least one acre or larger.

150,000 acres
2,250,000 new 

townhomes.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KYgDHTtgJVSpc17gICi5TDG-jmskTnXf/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KYgDHTtgJVSpc17gICi5TDG-jmskTnXf/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KYgDHTtgJVSpc17gICi5TDG-jmskTnXf/view?usp=drive_link


Climate Disaster Time Bomb
● Without clean-up, brownfields could 

poison our water and communities. 
● Sea level and ground water rise will 

mobilize toxins.
● Nearly half a million people may be 

exposed to contaminated 
groundwater by the end of the 
century. 

● Over 5,000 sites at risk of 
contaminating the ocean or 
groundwater in the Bay Area alone. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1u86EB09S3vr735iDA2E27gxwxs0MZsIi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1u86EB09S3vr735iDA2E27gxwxs0MZsIi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1u86EB09S3vr735iDA2E27gxwxs0MZsIi/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1u86EB09S3vr735iDA2E27gxwxs0MZsIi/view?usp=sharing
https://essopenarchive.org/users/621729/articles/645176-rising-coastal-groundwater-as-a-result-of-sea-level-rise-will-influence-contaminated-coastal-sites-and-underground-infrastructure
https://essopenarchive.org/users/621729/articles/645176-rising-coastal-groundwater-as-a-result-of-sea-level-rise-will-influence-contaminated-coastal-sites-and-underground-infrastructure
https://essopenarchive.org/users/621729/articles/645176-rising-coastal-groundwater-as-a-result-of-sea-level-rise-will-influence-contaminated-coastal-sites-and-underground-infrastructure


Limited and Decreasing Public Funding

● ECRG = $0

● EPA funds will be way 
down next year.

● Without private 
funding many of 
these sites will 
remain 
contaminated.



Redeveloping Brownfields Benefits Communities

By passing strategic reforms, we can safely accelerate clean-up and 
deliver the following benefits for California:

● New housing where we need it most.
● Improved health outcomes by removing pollution.
● Increased local government revenue.
● Vibrant, inclusive spaces in formerly polluted and failing areas.
● Protection of our communities from sea level rise and the associated 

spread of pollution as our ground water levels push higher into 
previously dry soil.



So you found a vacant lot!



About your lot

● used to be a gas station or auto body shop
● near a bunch of great amenities
● infill location in a high-demand housing area

Let’s build some housing!



What can you build?
● Policy Constraints: zoning, state 

law, local requirements.
● Environmental Investigation/ 

Contamination: previous uses, 
current impacts, regulatory 
oversight, listing on Cortese.

● Planning Process: entitlement, 
permitting, remediation, 
occupancy.

● Financing!



Securing the $$
● Most developments have a 

combination of equity and debt 
financing. 

● Calculations are based on what 
can be built, and likely revenue 
per unit. 

● Economic feasibility significantly 
impacted by environmental/ 
CEQA, permitting, entitlements.

● Inability to secure financing for 
housing projects is one of the 
single biggest challenges in CA 
cities. 

Credit: UC Berkeley Terner Center, “Making it Pencil” 
https://www.ternercenter.app/demystifying-development-math



Cortese List Sites
The Cortese list is 42K sites that are or were contaminated where 40K are 
listed as “closed” aka cleaned-up to regulatory satisfaction.



Cortese List: how policy frustrates clean-up
● Likely cannot use recent 

pro-housing legislation.
● Financing for remediation will 

need to come from a source that 
is willing to front the money 
without knowing the full scope of 
cost for clean-up or revenue from 
potential future uses.

● Being on this list exposes projects 
to additional legal risks and costly 
red tape. 



Cortese List + CEQA/Ministerial Pathways
If your site is on the Cortese List and was certified as safe by a regulator, can 
you use housing streamlining laws?

● Class 32 Infill CEQA Exemption - NO

● AB 130 Infill CEQA Exemption, SB 35/423, SB 9, & SB 1123: cannot be on the 
Cortese list except (NEW/CURRENT CLOSURE often required):

o Underground storage tank site that received a uniform closure letter for residential or 
residential mixed uses

o The State Department of Public Health, Water Board, DTSC, or a local agency making a 
determination under H&SC section 25296.10(c) has determined that the site is suitable 
for residential or residential mixed uses

● AB 2011 - must do a Phase 1 ESA and if a REC, undertake a preliminary 
endangerment assessment, and if a release, clean it prior to COO.



Housing ≠ Pollution
● Why one Project under CEQA?
● Combining remediation activities 

with housing development creates 
confusion between the potential 
environmental impacts of clean-up 
versus redevelopment activities. 

IGNORES: Clean-up has a standalone 
environmental benefit.



What to do with dirty dirt?
● Remediation Negotiations: 

investigation, reporting and data 
review, interventions, ongoing 
monitoring and maintenance 
(OM&M)

● What does this mean for building 
housing on brownfields?
○ Communication with regulators is key.
○ Regulator are understaffed and 

overworked!
○ Increased time, risk, and cost.

● Alternatives: Regulatory abundance 
with LSRP models like New Jersey?



Permitting, Oversight, and Mitigations

At each step there are negotiations:
● Investigation and Planning 
● Legal
● Remediation Oversight
● Financing
Misalignment of Timelines:
● Building permits and regulatory 

oversight often operate on 
conflicting timelines that increase 
costs and uncertainty for a 
project.



Finishing the Build and Getting Closure

● You complete the housing 
project!

● Final sign off on safety often 
requires indoor air testing, 
maintenance of engineering 
and/or institutional controls 
(e.g., deed restrictions), and 
regulatory review.



Transforming Land, Empowering Communities

Together, we can pass reforms to accelerate the 
redevelopment of brownfields, scale up infill housing 

production, enhance public and environmental health, 
and revitalize neighborhoods that have been left 

behind. 

Join us in creating more vibrant, affordable, and 
healthy communities!



Case Studies
(optional)



Santa Monica Airport
● 220 acres and is scheduled to 

close by the end of 2028. 
● 10% increase in Santa Monica’s 

housing stock: If a mix of 
townhomes and mid-rise 
apartments were built on half of 
this land, it could create an 
estimated 5,000+ new homes right 
next to a new 110-acre park. 

● 20% more homes in Santa Monica: 
If the same mix of housing was 
built on the entire site, it could 
create 10,000 new units. 



Concord Naval Weapons Station
● 5,000-acre site in the Bay Area, 

surrounded by urban development and 
served by Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) 
stations on both sides.

● More than half of this land is slated for 
open space, but on the remaining 2,350 
acres, we could build 35,250 townhomes. 

● The City of Concord, right next door, had a 
total of 47,597 housing units in 2020. 

● The military made the land available for 
redevelopment in 2007, and almost 20 
years later, it remains vacant. 



Lehigh Cement Plant
● Limestone quarry and cement facility that 

sits on 3,500 acres near Cupertino. 
● Much of the 3,500 acres is steep grade 

and less attractive for homebuilding, but 
great for open space. 

● The owners have submitted a 
reclamation plan that will clean up 921 
acres of land that was developed and 
used for their operation. 

● Could produce 13,815 townhomes in one 
of the most expensive and supply 
constrained housing markets in the 
nation.



THANK
YOU! We appreciate your feedback, follow this QR code 

to submit an evaluation form on Whova.

Join the conversation, use #CALRC2026 to share 
your photos, insights and highlights!

IMAGINE, INNOVATE, IMPLEMENT 
THE FUTURE OF LAND RECYCLING


