
Rural Communities – Successful 
Interventions for Increasing Healthy 

Eating and Active Living

6th Biennial Childhood Obesity Conference
June 28, 2011



Community Equity Initiative

� Project of California Rural Legal Assistance, Inc., PolicyLink, and the 
California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation

� Interdisciplinary effort designed to address and eliminate social, political and 
environmental factors that negatively impact disadvantaged unincorporated 
communities

� Working alongside community leaders to raise awareness of disadvantaged 
unincorporated communities, increase investment in community 
infrastructure, advocate for equitable development, promote environmental 
justice, guarantee fair representation and build leadership capacity so that 
residents can meaningfully engage in decision-making processes that 
impact their neighborhoods and their families. 



Disadvantaged Communities in the San Joaquin 
Valley 
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PolicyLink, 2009

•Over one million 
residents statewide



Infrastructure Barriers to Healthy 
Communities

� Contaminated drinking water
� No public sewer

� No community centers

� No parks
� No adequate storm water drainage

� No sidewalks

� No streetlights

� Unpaved roads
� Proximity to land uses that impact the 

overall environmental health of the 
community

� Non existent  or insufficient public 
transit

� Little or no access to healthy foods



Widespread Systemic Neglect

� No accurate data or information

� Lack of equitable infrastructure investment 

� Lack of long term sustainable plans for communities

� Lack of infrastructure and governmental analyses for 
short term and long term planning

� Continued discrimination



Public commitments to communities with little or no authentic feature should be 
carefully examined before final action is initiated.  These non-viable communities 
would, as a consequence of withholding majority public facilities such as sewer 
and water systems, enter a process of long term, natural decline as residents depart 
for improved opportunities in nearby communities. 

- Tulare County General Plan, 1971



Multiple Approach to Advocacy

� Community Empowerment - education and capacity 
building

� Legal advocacy

� Research : data collection, analysis, mapping

� Policy



Matheny Tract, Tulare County

� Fringe community outside of the City of Tulare

� Approximately 1,212 residents

� 320 homes

� Predominantly Latino, African America, White

� Nitrate and arsenic contaminated drinking water

� Failing septic tanks

� No sidewalks, streetlights, adequate storm water drainage



Matheny Tract and the City of Tulare

� In 2010, the City of Tulare attempted to annex 400 acres 
right to up to the border the community for heavy 
industrial purposes

� The City did not consider nor mention the community in 
their environmental impact report 

� The City did not notify the community of their plans 
despite significant environmental burdens to the 
community



















Matheny Tract

� Community Education and Capacity building
� Creation of Matheny Tract Committee 
� Education on Land Use Laws, Local Government and Public 

Participation Rights
� Education on the Transportation Development Act (Unmet needs 

process) and the Safe Routes to School Program
� Legal Advocacy

� Regarding the Annexation: LAFCO’s failure to consider 
Environmental Justice implications of annexation; potential 
violations of Fair Housing and Civil Rights  

� Transportation Development Act and Housing Element / General 
Plan Development

� Research 
� Historical analysis public investment for infrastructure in Matheny 

Tract
� Historical mapping of exclusionary and discriminatory land use 

decisions



Matheny Tract – Unprecedented Victory

� LAFCO approved the annexation with the following conditions
� City of Tulare will provide water and sewer services to Matheny 

Tract and will work in good faith with the County of Tulare to gain 
access to grant funding to do so

� All Matheny Tract residents will be notified in English and 
Spanish of proposed industry to be placed near their community

� City of Tulare will pay for and process annexation of Matheny 
Tract if 25% of property owners submit a petition  

� Tulare LAFCO enacted a policy that provides for the reduction of
costs for a disadvantaged unincorporated community to be annexed
into a City to facilitate annexation of communities like Matheny Tract



Transit and Traffic Safety Victories

� 4 new bus stops - 2 of which will have sheltered benches

� Working with Tulare County, School officials, Law 
enforcement officials, Public Health officials, Caltrans to 
submit a Safe Routes to School Application



Lanare, Fresno County

� Legacy community in Fresno County

� Approximately 600 residents

� 147 homes 

� Predominantly Latino, African American 

� Arsenic and E-Coli contaminated drinking water

� Failing septic tanks

� No sidewalks, streetlights, adequate storm water drainage



Lanare – Abandonment and Neglect

� 1.3 million for arsenic treatment plant
� Plant was constructed and shut down after only 6 months of 

operation
� Unsustainable costs for local Community Services District
� Failure to dedicate technical assistance and resources
� Lack of analysis, information, and data for disadvantaged 

communities to rely upon when exploring solutions to contaminated 
drinking water



Lanare Advocacy

� Community Education and Capacity Building

� Creation of Community United in Lanare
� Education on Public Participation, Local Government, Water governance, 

Transportation Development Act
� Efforts to keep their community center and park open through fundraisers 

and collaboration with County officials
� Legal Advocacy

� Writ against the California Department of Public Health for their failure to 
prepare the Safe Drinking Water Plan 

� Juventino Gonzalez v Ken Souza  - Saved the community approximately 
$30,000

� Water system consolidation with nearby community
� Research

� Developed and implemented household survey to gather accurate data and 
community priorities

� Policy 

� SB 244 (currently in Assembly)



Successes

� Raised enough funds to cover the operation and maintenance costs
of the community center and park for 1 year

� Rural transit agency will survey the community for improved transit 
services

� Fresno Board of Supervisors to waive community’s past debt

� Food distributions that feed over 200 families each month

� $5,000 for leadership development

� Legal compliance with public participation laws



Community United in Lanare – March 26, 2011



Questions 

For more information:

Veronica Garibay
(559) 233 6710 Ext. 318

vgaribay@crla.org


