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1

Overview

In 2018, Fremont was ranked fifteenth out of the 4781 cities in California with a population of 226,551 individuals in about 76,000 households. These individuals are generally
“affluent, tech-savvy and highly educated with urban mentality.” Nearly half of all adults
in Fremont hold a Bachelors, Graduate, or Professional degree.2 With such a well-to-do
and well-educated population, it should be easy for Fremont to take big strides towards
sustainability. The city’s first climate action plan was adopted in 2012, based on the Sustainability element from the 2011 General Plan. Both of these documents required groundwork, like the 2005 GHG baseline survey, that took many years of work. Now that they’re
in place alongside a carbon reduction goal of 55% by 2030, hopefully the detailed work of
implementation can begin. This document provides an overview of the current situation in
Fremont along with potential challenges in each area, and recommends ways to alleviate or
mitigate negative impacts while building a more sustainable future for all.

1.1

Physical Landscape

Fremont is situated on the northeastern coast of the bottom of the San Francisco Bay.
This keeps it well out of the way of the fog that comes through the Golden Gate, and it
is generally hotter and dryer than cities further up like Oakland and Berkeley. Stretching
from the Bay shore to the top of Mission Peak (2520 feet), Fremont is largely flat suburban sprawl. It does contain several green spaces like the Quarry Lakes Preserve, Don Edwards National Wildlife Refuge, and Coyote Hills Regional Park. Along the northern border of the city is the 12 miles of the Alameda Creek Trail connecting the Niles district to
Coyote Hills and the Wildlife Refuge. Most of the industry is in the south and southwest
parts of the city, but there is also some on the northern border with Union City.3
Despite the growing industrialization along the Bay, Fremont seems to be committed
to keeping the shoreline both wild and publicly accessible. Especially with the advent of
Stay-At-Home orders during the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s more and more important to
have natural spaces that people can go. In a city with baking concrete sidewalks, it’s much
more pleasant to go for a walk in a park or preserve; unfortunately very few of them are
accessible by transit. Many places seem to be using their small parking lots as a limit on

1. League of California Cities 2019 Annual Report, technical report (League of California Cities, 2020),
https://www.cacities.org/Resources-Documents/About-Us/Annual-Reports/League-of-California-Cities2019-Annual-Report
2. Community Profile 2018, technical report (Fremont Economic Development, 2018), https://fremont.
gov/DocumentCenter/View/6859/Community-Profile
3. General Plan, technical report (City of Fremont, December 11, 2011), http://www.fremont.gov/398/
General-Plan

the number of people there, but perhaps in the future a shuttle service from a more central location would help reduce overall driving rates while also increasing access to natural
spaces for those without private vehicles.

Google Maps satellite view of Fremont, CA

Google Maps view of where Fremont sits in the greater Bay Area
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1.1.1

Sea Level Rise

Based on the visualization from Adapting to Rising Tide’s Bay Shoreline Flood Explorer (below),4 even a mean increase above current MHHW – the highest point of current
tides – of 108 inches does not quite reach the bulk of shoreline businesses. However, it entirely eliminates the salt flats and wetlands along the shore, and turns Coyote Hills into
Coyote Islands. This lack of buffer zone will bring King Tides5 and storm surges to the
doorstep of Fremont homes, and submerges the rail lines along the Bay that serve both
passengers and freight. In order to maintain the current industries, Fremont has a vested
interest in preventing large-scale sea level rise across the whole Bay.

1.2

Built Environment

Historical satellite images show that Fremont has both filled in and spread even since
the 1990s.6 Housing density appears to have increased as well as built-up areas reaching
further north and south along the Bay; growth is limited by Mission Peak on one side and
the Bay on the other. The salt ponds along Coyote Hills at the edge of the Bay have not
changed much, but the industrial infill just inland has. These areas have become the center
of Fremont’s industries.
4. “Bay Shoreline Flood Explorer [Interactive Online Map],” Adapting to Rising Tides, 2017, http :
/ / www . adaptingtorisingtides . org / project / regional - sea - level - rise - mapping - and - shoreline - analysis/,
(accessed 2020-12-02)
5. For an in-depth explanation, see the ExplOratorium’s Rising Tides | After Dark Online video; for the
overview, watch from 8:40 - 10:00.
6. Noel Gorelick et al., “Google Earth Engine: Planetary-scale geospatial analysis for everyone,” Remote
Sensing of Environment, 2017, doi:10.1016/j.rse.2017.06.031, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2017.06.031
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Other than the shoreline areas, Fremont is largely defined by concrete-heavy suburban sprawl. Streets are wide and heavily used; shopping is concentrated at freeway interchanges, train stations, and small strip malls; there are few shade trees above sidewalks,
leaving them sparsely populated; bike lanes exist only as an after-thought and are not
widely used; and there is no viable downtown area despite 50+ years of trying. Despite
the flat nature of the city seeming to lend itself to easy pedestrian and bicycle usage, there
is very little beyond a dedicated few.
1.2.1

Housing stock

Of the 28 “affordable” housing developments in the city (1525 units), four (131 units)
were listed in 2013/2014 as being at risk of converting back to market-rate housing before
2025.7 Even still, with a population of over 200,000 the total number of affordable units
is barely more than 0.5% of the population, and based on ACS 2018 estimates will need
to serve at least a quarter of the population. With a per-capita yearly income of almost
$60,000 and over a third of the population with over $3,000 in monthly housing costs,
something isn’t adding up in the housing cost to income ratio for the city.8 Ensuring that
everyone in the city has access to safe and stable housing should be a priority.

9

Most of Fremont housing was built in the decades following World War II; two thirds
was built before 1980. This older housing stock will require more programs to upgrade and
ensure safety for residents. The General Plan also details a “windshield survey” conducted
in 2008 about the state of repair of houses in Niles, Irvington, and Centerville. They were
shown to have 9%, 14% and 29% “extensive deferred maintenance” respectively, and “peeling paint” was the most common condition across all three.10 Fremont does have several

7. General Plan
8. U.S. Census Bureau, “American Community Survey 1-year estimates,” 2019, https://censusreporter.
org/profiles/16000US0626000-fremont-ca/, Retrieved from Census Reporter Profile page for Fremont, CA
9. “2020 Area Median Income (AMI) Figures,” City of Fremont, https://fremont.gov/2969/2020-AreaMedian-Income-AMI-Figures
10. General Plan
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options for residents to apply for technical and financial assistance for upgrades.11 None of
these seem to include specifics about sustainability upgrades or repairs, unfortunately.
1.2.2

Civic and Other Buildings

According to the 2012 Climate Action Plan, the largest share of GHG from city operations is 35% from buildings. This number is from 2005, but it seems unlikely to have
changed. If Fremont is serious about reducing city-wide GHGs, larger changes will be needed.
“[T]he 2006 policy that requires new City buildings greater than 10,000 square feet in size
to attain Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEEDTM ) Silver Certification”
is a good start, but how many new city buildings are being built? And what if the 9000
square foot building is a worse polluter than a 10,000 square foot building? This also does
not address the issue of retrofitting, which is barely mentioned in the initial Climate Action Report.12 Again, to be serious about GHG reductions, Fremont needs to address current GHG sources by ensuring that all buildings are not just retrofitted with LED lighting
and solar panels. Other proven steps include divesting from polluting companies, spending
money to invest in low-emission technologies, planting trees instead of cutting them down,
and ensuring that all city contracts have a “green rider” of adherence to similar policies.
These would be good first steps the city could take to set a good example.
1.2.3

Green Building

There are lots of options available for Fremont to promote green building and renovation practices. In the Bay Area, solar is a great option for reducing heating and cooling
costs for individuals and businesses while promoting independence from the fossil fuels
that PG&E sells. (They do offer some renewables, but it’s a complicated system that involves setting up a separate contract with a producer.13 ) One of the great benefits of having solar installed on an individual building, though, is the shade that the panels provide
on the roof can significantly reduce cooling energy needs in the hot Fremont summers. If
there were more trees in the city, perhaps this would be less useful or necessary. Solar water heaters are also popular and allow for instant access to hot water rather than waiting
for the tank to warm up while running the tap. All of these add up to significant costs, especially in low- or fixed-income households; these are also the people who are least able to
afford an install, unfortunately. Through city programs, there could be income-based assistance to help promote energy independence and lower regional emissions.
With the passage of the California Solar Mandate and other laws targeting new building, hopefully there will be a boost to options for solar power in Fremont. These requirements add cost for developers, though, which then is passed on to the buyer or renter.

11. “Emergency Home Repair Program,” City of Fremont, https://www.fremont.gov/2359/EmergencyHome-Repair-Program
12. Climate Action Plan, technical report (City of Fremont, November 2012), https://www.fremont.gov/
DocumentCenter/View/19837/Climate-Action-Plan
13. PG&E, “Regional Renewable Choice,” https : / / www . pge . com / en US / residential / solar - and vehicles/options/solar/solar-choice/regional-renewable-choice.page
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And it doesn’t do anything for existing homes, especially those that are rentals. Fremont’s
rental market is about 40% of the 80,000+ housing units available, and an average of 3.1
people per household (a little higher than regional and state-wide averages) provides a
large opportunity to get solar options to many households as well as drastically lower percapita emissions.
About 60% of housing in Fremont is owner-occupied, and the median value of those
homes is over $1mil.14 These would definitely be the easiest homes to push solar and other
renewable option onto/into first, simply based on cost. However, it’s the low-income folks
who stand to benefit most from both efficiency and provider improvements; in order for
solar to not be “just for rich people” any widespread effort should start with the lowestincome households first.

1.3

Industries

The healthcare industry in Fremont is so important that it has its own section on the
Chamber of Commerce website.15 With at least four major hospital chains represented –
Kaiser, Stanford, UCSF, and the VA – it’s easy to see why.
With its diverse population, Fremont has a wide range of restaurants that cater to
nearly everyone (though it’s still very limited if you’re vegan).
Fremont’s tech manufacturing boom started early - the first Apple computers were
made here, and it has been known as a hub of R&D and high-tech manufacturing ever
since.16 Now it’s the home of the main Tesla Factory, which they took over when Toyota/GM left it in 2010,17 as well as Seagate, Solar City, ThermoFisher Scientific, and other
major names. There is a push to keep this industrial work in Fremont, and to do it in a
“green” and “sustainable” way.18 Considering the amount of material that manufacturing requires, the only way into most of these industrial parks is by truck, and most GHG
emissions come from transport, it will be interesting to see how Fremont is able to balance
these business interests with their “Carbon Neutral by 2045” plan.19 There is some freight
rail through the area, as well as Amtrak’s Capitol Corridor. However, it is unlikely that
all of the manufacturing that is being courted will be able to be served by rail; long, loud
trains go through the Centerville district as well as many residential areas already, and
generate public frustrations.

14. U.S. Census Bureau, “American Community Survey 1-year estimates”
15. “Health Care,” Fremont Chamber of Commerce, https://www.fremontbusiness.com/health-care.html
16. Rob Dennis, “Fremont mayor Bob Wasserman dead at 77” (The Argus), archive.org, December 30,
2011, https://web.archive.org/web/20120111084641/http://www.insidebayarea.com/news/ci 19641994
17. Wikipedia contributors, Fremont, California — Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, [Online; accessed
05-October-2020], 2020, https : / / en . wikipedia . org / w / index . php ? title = Fremont , California & oldid =
984706141
18. “Think Fremont Think Silicon Valley,” Fremont Economic Development, https://www.thinksiliconva
lley.com/
19. City of Fremont, Resolution No. 2019-03, A Goal To Achieve Carbon Neutrality by 2045 (Feb. 19,
2019), https://www.fremont.gov/DocumentCenter/View/40532/Carbon-Neutrality-Resolution-2019-03
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1.3.1

Industrial Greening

The 2012 Climate Action Plan does not have any information about the types of businesses in Fremont, nor what their current GHG or other emissions are. Healthcare requires a huge amount of resources, largely disposable for sanitary reasons, and generates a
huge amount of waste that can be repurposed.20 With the new Housing Navigation Center
in Fremont around the corner from Washington Hospital, perhaps a public-private partnership could provide an alternative to part of the medical waste happening. It will take
many of these partnerships to use all of the supplies generated by one hospital, so perhaps setting up a third-party organization to handle the donations would be more efficient.
Either way, if the city of Fremont were to take issues of excess solid waste seriously, they
could develop regulations to govern thse types of partnerships, and perhaps manage to effectively control the amount of landfill-bound waste.
Other industries in the area don’t have such easily reusable waste – automotive parts
are not as widely usable as gauze. Again through regulation, Fremont could require local
manufacturing businesses to reduce their solid waste output through internal reuse programs. Even if an aluminum chassis can be recycled, the process of transporting it and
melting it down again leaves a huge footprint on other communities. Just because the
dirty process doesn’t happen in our backyards doesn’t mean we can ignore it completely.
Finding local options for reuse is sometimes better than actually recycling; not producing
the waste in the first place is clearly the best but sometimes unavoidable. The Climate Action Plan has a section about solid waste that does a good job of emphasizing the “cradle
to cradle” option but seems to offer little enforcement of this cycle on local businesses.
Transportation of both material and finished products is also a factor, with transportation being a major contributor of GHGs. Although the issues with rail access to the Fremont industrial areas has been discussed earlier, perhaps finding alternate routes for long
freight trains would be useful. It’s difficult to get approval to build new rail lines in such a
heavily-populated area, but perhaps there are other existing routes that do not go through
as much residential as the current ones.

2

Sustainability Policies

2.1

General Plan

Adopted in in December of 2011, Fremont’s General Plan has a Sustainability element
that was designed to both highlight specific practices as well as indicate how other elements of the Plan could be executed in sustainable ways. Specifically, it looks briefly at
climate change, transportation, green construction, solid waste, energy use and production,
water conservation, urban forests, and public health. Each section is tied into other parts

20. A quick search for “unused medical supplies” online pulls up hundreds of results about potential
reuse or donation options. A report from Johns Hopkins in 2014 found that $15mil in unused surgical
supplies alone were thrown away every year.
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of the Plan with one-sentence summaries about how, say, the Land Use element can be
used to promote policies that favor Transit Oriented Development.

21

Based on the chart above, the two largest built-up land uses are single-family homes
(nearly 14% of land in Fremont) and public/utility/ROW (over 25%). The only single
larger type is conserved open space, at nearly 33%. While it’s unlikely that these will change
much, it would be interesting to dig further into what higher-density efforts could be made
on the other types.

2.2

Climate Action Plan

Paired with the 2011 General Plan update, the 2012 Climate Action Plan was the first
one the city had ever developed.22 Citing lack of federal regulation and action, scientific
evidence, and Fremont’s position within a state taking climate leadership seriously, the
plan builds all of its recommendations from the base goal of reducing GHG past 2005 levels. Data gathered in 2010 was compared against baseline data gathered in 2008, and indi-

21. General Plan
22. Climate Action Plan
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cated that the city was on track to meet 2020 goals.23

24

This plan was developed with a good deal of input from the community, specifically through
the Green Task Force (GTF) – citizens appointed by the City Council to assist with the
planning. They hosted wider community workshops as well to get further input, all of
which served as a starting point for the City’s internal teams to work towards the final
Climate Action Plan in 2009. As an intermediate step, the GTF was able to get the Council to pass a GHG reduction resolution.25 Civic engagement like this is so critical because
it leads to buy-in by the general public who have had a hand in the decisions. This sense
of ownership also leads to better cooperation and meeting targets.

23. 2010 Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory Update, technical report (City of Fremont, January 2014),
http://www.fremont.gov/DocumentCenter/View/24248/Fremont-2010-GHG-Inventory-Update January2014
24. Planning Commission Staff Report : Climate Action Plan (PLN2011-00105), technical report (City of
Fremont, October 27, 2011), http://www.fremont.gov/DocumentCenter/View/6270/PLN2011- 00105Climate-Action-Plan
25. ibid.
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2.3

CAP 2.0 - the greener General Plan

Beginning with the “Carbon Neutral by 2045” resolution passed in 2019,26 Fremont is
in the process of developing a new Climate Action Plan (CAP 2.0) that will support the
carbon neutral goal by promoting “social, economic, and ecological well being across the
city while cultivating a mutually regenerative relationship with our planetary life support
systems.”27 With only one community meeting, on 22 September 2020, the current status
of CAP2.0 is unknown. I would guess that the timeline has slipped due to COVID-19.

28

This new plan has the potential to have some really positive impacts, especially since
a lot of the General Plan goals from 2011 were targeted in 2020. Seeing progress on GHG
reductions and how close to target they came could be a great boost for continuing the
programs that started the reduction. If the goals from 2011 were largely achieved, it also
makes it easier to up the stakes for the next round by setting stricter guidelines and lower
(or higher) goals. Only by continuing to push for changes will larger regional or global
progress be made. CAP 2.0 is also attempting greater citizen input, which will be interesting to track over the pandemic changes but will hopefully be achieved. A plan is much
more likely to succeed in its goals if the general public backs it.

3

Gap Assessment

3.1

Regulation

With CAP2.0 still in progress, it is difficult to know what the gaps will be in this new
regulation. However, based on the results of polling conducted during the first online work-

26. A Goal To Achieve Carbon Neutrality by 2045
27. “Sustainability,” City of Fremont, https://www.fremont.gov/sustainability
28. “Climate Action Plan Update,” City of Fremont, https://www.fremont.gov/1981/Climate-ActionPlan-Update
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shop, it is heartening to see that the participants were at least “somewhat involved” with
local climate efforts, and want to see immediate changes at the municipal level.29 It is
likely that this disconnect between the speed of government response and the public perception of the need will create further tensions. Again the COVID-19 changes to public
engagement could be a negative impact, but the broader accessibility of virtual meetings
could also be a bonus that drives more citizen engagement.
3.1.1

Regulating Sustainability

It’s great that Fremont has goals of carbon neutrality, but there seems to be very little
enforcement or teeth to any of these regulations. None of them lay out penalties for violation, nor seem to set aside funds for monitoring; both of these are necessary if there is
going to be any accountability for meeting these reduction targets. I see this as being one
of the biggest issues that any sustainability regulations will face.

3.2

Income Inequality

30

Fremont seems to be better than the county and area on income inequality – only about
a third of the population makes under $100,000 compared to about half in both the county
and the region. However, with average housing costs of $3,000 per month,31 that leaves almost 15% of the population unable to even meet that. And the upper end of incomes in
Fremont is unknown. With so much high income in the area, there should be ample opportunity to redistribute some of this through public programs. Looking at Salary.com,
manufacturing production jobs in Fremont are listed as having a salary range of $37,552

29. Fremont Climate Action Workshop #1, technical report (City of Fremont, September 22, 2020), http
s://www.fremont.gov/DocumentCenter/View/46048/CAP-Community-Workshop-Live-Polling-92220
30. Data from the ACS 2018 5-year projection via CensusReporter.org
31. U.S. Census Bureau, “American Community Survey 1-year estimates”
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to $46,272. This is at the high end of the section where Fremont has a smaller percentage
of population making these salaries. The Community Profile document lists the average
income as $114,68432 – right around the point where Fremont crosses above the Bay Area
and Alameda county in terms of percentage of population earning that much. This is also
three to four times a manufacturing salary, so it seems like a lot of non-manufacturing jobs
are living here, though it would only take a few of the manufacturing C-levels to pull the
average up a bit. (This is one of the problems with using averages instead of medians and
modes.) But this level of disconnect between what is likely “worker salary” and “manager
salaries” creates unnecessary tension and disparity in the community. Ensuring that everyone, even if they have no income, has a good and stable living situation should be a top
priority for Fremont’s future.
3.2.1

Making a Living

A geographic distribution of incomes could also be very telling; there are some fancy
neighborhoods on the east and south-east edges of the city (backing up onto Mission Peak
Preserve and Vargas Plateau Park) that are new construction of large and expensive homes.
Geographic income stratification is dangerous, as it leads to resentment in the lower-income
areas and a lack of perspective in the higher-income ones because they don’t see how others are struggling. Stratification also disincentivizes investment in lower-income areas,
leading to a downward spiral of delayed repairs and empty lots. Mixed-use mixed-income
residential areas are the best way to prevent this from happening; if new construction is
zoned properly, and builders follow the Density Bonus Laws in place rather than displaced,
it can happen.

3.3

Transit
Fremont was in large part planned and developed during a time when the automobile was the dominant form of transportation, fossil fuels were inexpensive,
roads were less congested, and climate change was not a concern. As a result,
the City’s infrastructure is oriented to cars, with wide streets, expansive parking
areas, and free right turns.
The City’s housing development pattern is also suburban in character. The majority of residents live in low- or medium-density single family homes or townhouses, and few residential neighborhoods are within easy walking distance of
basic services. Between now and 2035, much of Fremont is likely to remain suburban in character, but in specific locations near train or BART stations and
along bus corridors, uses will intensify and become more urban.33

An article touting Fremont as the ideal place for Silicon Valley businesses quotes the
General Plan as moving Fremont from “a national model of how an auto-oriented suburb

32. Community Profile 2018
33. General Plan
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can evolve into a sustainable, strategically urban, modern city.”34 However, all the focus
seems to be on buildings and bicycles rather than any sort of cohesive plan for getting
people out of individual cars. Even the poster image for Fremont’s Future only includes
private vehicles (other than a tiny BART train and one bicycle in the background).35 It
seems to me that without a broader strategy for land use changes and better public transit, Fremont will instead be an auto-oriented modern city.

36

The only mention of land use is in conjunction with programs for transportation.37 Fremont seems to be looking a lot of options for improving existing and building new bike
and pedestrian route but using zoning to change land use to support these programs does
not seem to be part of their written efforts. This is also the only place I could find that
regional planning organizations (Alameda CTC and the MTC) are mentioned. Fremont
doesn’t seem to be engaged in issues of public transportation; it’s a city of mainly suburban sprawl, with very limited bus service already.
34. “From Gold to Green: Fremont’s Journey to Sustainability,” Fremont Economic Development, https:
//www.thinksiliconvalley.com/sustainability/
35. “Fremont’s Future,” City of Fremont, https://www.fremont.gov/2786/Fremonts-Future
36. ibid.
37. “Bicycle and Pedestrian Program,” City of Fremont, https : / / fremont . gov / 534 / Bicycle - and Pedestrian-Program
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3.3.1

Accessibility

Fremont has great train connections to the rest of the region, but they are not well
connected to each other or the rest of the city. The ACE/Amtrak station in Centerville
is poorly labeled, and the tracks cross the busiest road in town – Fremont Boulevard – frequently stopping traffic and creating resentment. BART is a 20 minute bike ride away, and
although there is a bike lane along most of the route between it is frequently full of trash
or parked cars. It’s also not a particularly pleasant ride with two lanes of traffic going 40
mph, and a left-hand turn at one of the largest intersections in town. If Fremont were serious about getting people out of their cars, there would be a protected bike lane between
the train stations as well as a regular shuttle service. Washington Hospital and may bus
connections are located conveniently right at the bart station, but otherwise the area is a
wasteland of parking.
There is very little bike parking around town, even with a renewed effort to build bike
lanes. Like Livermore, this caters to a recreational cycling group rather than those who
bike for errands or necessity; without safe and convenient bike parking, no amount of green
paint will attract cyclists to businesses or other destinations. Lack of pedestrian (or bicycle) level attractions also doesn’t help. Bikeshare bikes seem to only ever be parked at the
BART station; dockless bikeshare could be a great solution for a place without bike parking but only if those bikes are available in residential areas.
With COVID-19 preventing indoor retail or food service, sidewalks in Fremont are seeing increased usage but not increased maintenance. Curb cuts are missing across many
areas, and degraded surfaces make it difficult to use any wheeled device. Most intersections do not have pedestrian priority, meaning that people are standing amid the roaring
traffic with no shade cover for long minutes waiting for their light to change. Sometimes
the “beg buttons” are tens of feet away from the actual crossing and out of reach for those
in wheelchairs. If Fremont were to redesign just the top 10 busiest intersections, it would
make a huge difference for all road users.

4

Conclusion

It’s an exciting time to be looking at sustainability planning in Fremont, with the opportunity to be involved in the development of the new CAP 2.0 plan. The city could use
some better messaging that this is happening; if I hadn’t been online looking for it already, I would never have known. This is a challenge with both a widely-distributed population as well as in the absence of a central area like a library that information can be
seen by many residents. I worry that the folks who will likely be most impacted by climate
change are the ones who are going to be left out of these conversations, since they are also
less likely to have access to these online meetings – extremely low income households, the
homeless, people working multiple jobs, individuals who need translation or interpretation
services, etc. It will be interesting to see what, if anything, the City is able to do to bring
everyone into the conversation about CAP2.0 and how it is able to move Fremont away
from a standard of suburban American sprawl into a new type of mobility.
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