
 

 

 
ALAMEDA COUNTY HEALTH CARE SERVICES AGENCY                              David J. Kears, Director 

PUBLIC HEALTH DEPARTMENT         Anthony Iton, Director & Health Officer 
 

1000 Broadway, 5
th

 Floor  

Oakland, CA  94607    

  

Access to Affordable Housing and Health Outcomes 
Testimony before the San Leandro City Council 

by Alexandra Desautels, Policy Analyst 

November 22, 2008 

 

 

My name is Alexandra Desautels and I am here on behalf of the Alameda County Public Health 

Department to talk about the health impacts of affordable housing and transit oriented development, 

highlighting the potential impacts for San Leandro residents.   

 

I will start by discussing the need for affordable housing in San Leandro. 

 

• According to the San Leandro General Plan (2001), there is a definite lack of affordable housing in 

the city.   The median priced home in San Leandro is affordable to only about 20% of its residents.  

The rental market is unaffordable to many San Leandro residents as well, 39.4% of which are 

renters. The authors of San Leandro’s Housing Element estimate that a family of four – with two 

working parents and two school aged children – would have to spend 41% of a $52,000 annual 

income to rent a typical 3 bedroom unit in San Leandro.  As of the last census, almost half of San 

Leandro’s residents have an income below $50,000.  The situation for homeowners and renters has 

contributed to the fact that nearly a quarter of San Leandro residents are overpaying for their 

housing, defined as putting over 30% of income towards housing. 

 

• The evidence shows that there is a need for affordable housing.  The question I am here to answer 

are what are the potential health consequences of a lack of affordable housing: 

o When households begin to spend more than 30% of their income on housing, 

affording other goods and services can prove difficult. Unaffordable housing can 

lead to food insecurity and poor nutrition, as well as make childcare, health care 

 



and prescription drugs unattainable.  For instance, research shows that overpayment 

on housing is linked to inadequate nutrition, particularly among children. 

 

o The stress due to a lack of affordable housing is associated with a greater likelihood 

of developing hypertension and lower levels of psychological well-being.   

 

o A lack of safe, affordable housing can lead vulnerable residents to settle for 

substandard housing situations. Moldy walls, old carpets and pest infestation are all 

major contributors to the development of serious respiratory and skin infections.  

 

o To deal with a lack of affordable housing, many households “double up.”  

Overcrowding is linked to respiratory infections, increased stress in poor academic 

outcomes. 

 

o The ultimate lack of affordable housing is homelessness.  Homelessness is linked to 

higher rates of mortality and increased morbidity due to respiratory infections and 

poor nutrition.  In addition, homelessness has been linked to depression among 

children.  

 

Meeting the housing needs of all San Leandro residents will help protect the health of the City’s residents 

most vulnerable to economic downturns and most at risk for poor health outcomes.  Building such 

affordable housing as part of Transit Oriented Development, however, will not only positively impact the 

health of the residents of affordable units, but of all residents in San Leandro whose health is negatively 

impacted by air pollution. 

 

• In Alameda County, those census tracts found to have higher exposure to air pollutants, such as 

here in San Leandro, are at increased risk for cancer and respiratory disease when compared with 

the rest of the Bay Area. 1   As a result of the higher exposure, San Leandro has 50% more 

Asthma-Related hospitalizations than the county-wide average. 2   Long-term exposure to air 
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pollution leads to higher rates of illness and premature death3. Shorter-term exposures can make 

allergies, asthma, and chronic bronchitis worse4. Air pollution can also affect fetal development, 

decrease lung function, and increase susceptibility to respiratory infection5. 

 

• As cars are the number one contributor to air pollution, a reduction in driving is essential for 

improving air quality and reducing related illnesses in San Leandro.  Research shows that transit-

oriented development reduces driving.  For instance: 

 

o A study of Santa Clara County's light-rail corridor found that TOD residents 

patronized transit as their predominant commute mode more than five times as much 

as residents countywide. 6 

 

o An extensive study of the Bay Area showed that both higher density (number of 

households per acre) and compact design (size of the blocks in a neighborhood) 

significantly increased the probability that a resident in those neighborhoods would 

take transit instead of driving. 7 

 

Finally, Transit-Orient Development promotes physical activity.  Physical inactivity is linked with 

increased risk of coronary heart disease, colon cancer, and diabetes, and is also a risk factor for 

overweight, which puts people at greater risk for type 2 diabetes, stroke, and other chronic diseases. 8 

Given that almost one in three children attending San Leandro schools was considered overweight in 2003 

– the 4th highest rate of all County school districts – increasing physical activity rates is paramount for 

improving long term health outcomes in this City.   
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• TOD has an added benefit of increasing opportunities for physical activity. Both national and local 

studies have found that dense, mixed-use neighborhoods significantly increase the likelihood of 

walking and cycling.910 

 

When considering this Transit Orient Development, please remember the potential health impacts, both in 

terms of promoting physical activity and improving the air we breathe.  When considering the affordable 

housing units currently proposed as part of this transit orient development, please remember the health 

threats posed to your neighbors enduring housing stress.   

 

The Alameda County Public Health Department is working to ensure the health of all County residents, 

but we need your help to make improved health outcomes a reality.  

 

Thank you.   
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