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California’s current 

housing stock is 

shaped by our 

traditional planning 

schemes. 

I. Planning and How it Impacts Affordable Housing 

If more housing, better housing, or different housing is needed in your community, chances are 

there is a planning process to realize these goals. “Planning” generally covers a variety of short 

and long-term plans that help to determine the future of a community. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

there are several government plans that address affordable housing. 

California’s current housing stock has been shaped by our traditional 

planning schemes. The affordable housing crisis of today stems in part from 

a zoning legacy that created and enforced racial and economic segregation, 

that under-represented the needs of low-income people, and that 

discouraged the construction of low-income and affordable multifamily 

housing. While current planning laws are no longer expressed in the 

explicitly racists terms that were common in the last century, exclusionary 

patterns persist in many jurisdictions. As a result, there is not enough affordable housing for low-

income individuals and families and much of the existing affordable housing is segregated. 

Today’s plans often facilitate profitable development and land speculation. This is partly the result 

of a planning process that is controlled by those whose primary goal is to profit from 

development. To change developer-driven development, low-income people and their advocates 

must participate effectively in the planning process. 



 

 

Housing for All: Western Center on Law & Poverty’s Affordable Housing Manual 

The Advocate’s Role in the Planning Process 
3.3 

 

A. The Benefits of Advocacy in the Planning Process 

1. Advocacy can increase the supply of affordable housing 

Plans determine current and future housing needs, including the needs of special populations, 

and identify how necessary housing will be financed. Once approved, the plan becomes an 

obligation—the local government must attempt to meet the affordable housing needs cited in the 

plan. When plans understate or ignore the future demand for affordable housing, the local 

government has no mandate to provide the housing that is needed. When this happens, housing 

construction fails to keep pace with demand, vacancies decrease, rents increase, and the risk of 

homelessness rises. 

When a plan accurately reflects housing needs, the local government may be more likely to 

pursue programs and policies that result in the construction of sufficient affordable housing. 

Advocates are then in a better position to ensure adequate housing is built. In addition to creating 

more housing, participation in the planning process can address jobs and public services for the 

community. 

That is not to say that good plans always make for good implementation. A good plan is just 

writing on paper if there is no one working to make sure it is being implemented. Without a good 

plan as a starting point, however, the advocate’s job becomes much tougher. 

2. Advocacy brings local expertise to the planning process 

Residents know what is going on in their neighborhood and often know what is needed in a way 

that planners or elected officials do not. Planners do not have the kind of intimate knowledge of a 

community that a person gets from living in it. Planners cannot benefit from residents’ ideas if the 

Advocacy Delivers Results 

Advocacy in the planning process can . . . 

• Increase the supply of affordable housing; 

• Bring local expertise and experience to planning process; 

• Educate the public, elected officials and agencies about affordable 

housing issues; 

• Create more balanced and equitable development patterns; 

• Create a record for litigation/future advocacy; and 

• Build power for your organization. 
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residents do not know how the planning process works or have the tools to participate in the 

process. 

Community advocates can help bridge gaps between residents and planners. Advocates can 

facilitate resident participation by teaching about the planning process. Without resident 

advocacy, decisionmakers will depend upon government staff who may never fully consider 

affordable housing needs or the broad array of potential solutions. 

3. Advocacy educates elected officials, government agency staffers, 

and community residents 

Through trainings, meetings, presentations and written comments, advocates can provide 

information to residents, planners, and elected officials that they might not otherwise hear. The 

audience may not always be ready to listen to housing advocates, but the planning process 

provides the opportunity for education. 

4. Advocacy creates a record 

Participation helps create a record of the community’s housing needs, the land available to 

address that need, the funds needed to develop the housing, and other essential facts. When 

advocates present data or maps at a hearing or in written comments, the data becomes part of 

the administrative record. The ultimate decisionmakers must take the record into account when 

making their final decision. By creating a supportive record during the planning process, 

advocates create the potential for successful litigation should the planning process result in a 

negative outcome. 

5. Advocacy builds power for an organization or community 

Participation in the planning process will increase your organization’s understanding of how public 

policy decisions are made. The experience helps to develop skills and knowledge that will 

increase the impact of future advocacy. Participation can help also to build relationships. It 

provides an opportunity to build trust and credibility with other organizations and with 

policy makers. 

Participation can lead to increased visibility that can improve the organization’s fundraising ability 

and clout. Increased visibility and improved relationships can also broaden the organization’s 

constituency. In addition, participation can help the organization develop new leaders and 

energize old leaders. Finally, planning participation can build better understanding of how 

decisions are made, which enables advocates to influence those decisions. 
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Successful policy 

advocacy requires 

regular and consistent 

effort. 

II. Overcoming Barriers to Advocate Participation 

For advocates, the fastest route to burnout may be our attempt to solve too many problems. 

Advocates and advocacy organizations are a scarce resource and should be used only when and 

where most effective. By engaging in the planning process, advocates can use precious 

resources to positively impact large numbers of low-income households and the entire 

community. 

While there are clear benefits to participating in the planning process, there are also barriers. 

Time is a major obstacle to participating in planning work. There will be lengthy documents to 

read, multiple hearings to attend, and research to conduct in addition to the regular workload of 

the organization. There may be prohibitions against using certain funding sources for policy work 

unless requested to do so by a client or a legislator. With careful internal planning and partnering, 

however, these barriers can be overcome to enable successful advocacy activities. 

A. Calendar time for policy work 

Successful policy advocacy requires regular and consistent effort. However, 

even though such advocacy is important work, direct services may demand 

most of your time. To make sure that there is enough time to work on larger 

issues, schedule policy advocacy into your daily or weekly calendar. 

Alternatively, schedule at least one day a week for someone in the 

organization to work on policy issues, similar to scheduling case intake. 

B. Find appropriate funds for policy work 

Money may be another barrier to policy work. Some foundations only fund direct services and are 

reluctant to fund policy advocacy. Look to different sources to fund your work. Often it is just a 

question of how the advocacy is framed. Direct service work addresses the needs of one client at 

a time. Policy advocacy addresses the needs of many clients at one time. Policy advocacy often 

ensures that there are sufficient direct services for many clients. 
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C. Use this Manual 

The final barrier to advocating in the planning process is a lack of knowledge about how to begin. 

How does the process work? Should I work on the issue? What information do I need to know? 

How do I get the information? Who should I work with? Which laws apply? That is the focus of the 

next chapter—what is necessary for successful advocacy. 

Disclaimer: Although Western Center on Law and Poverty strives to ensure that the information 

contained in this chapter is accurate and up-to-date, we make no warranties in that regard. 

Frequent changes in this area of the law can render some sections out of date. This Guide is not 

intended to be a substitute for independent legal research. (Updated 2016). 
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