STRENGTHENING STABLE HOUSING FOR ALL VALLEJO
RESIDENTS TO IMPROVE HEALTH OUTCOMES

Strong Immigrant Communities Through Collective Action for Housing Affordability and Ownership, Vallejo, CA

POWERED BY

BOLD

Move outside
existing power
structures to purchase
land directly in
order to influence
availability,
affordability, and
tenant rights

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

UPSTREAM

Address interrelated
issues of displacement,
overburdened renters,
bias, discrimination,
and deportation to
attain housing
stability and
access to care

INTEGRATED

Create a housing
affordability
framework, including
the first local land
trust launched by
community, public
health, and health
care institutions

LOCAL

Empower tenants to
have ownership over
the land they occupy
through the Vallejo
Community Land Trust,
managed through the
Vallejo Housing Justice
Coalition

DATA-DRIVEN

Utilize data to
confirm that
housing cost is a
serious health risk,
and Vallejo is a
key community
experiencing housing
inequity

COMMUNITY IMPACT

Local organizers knocked on
500+ doors in 4 months

BUILD partners secured
a $2M grant from CalH

INTRODUCTION
Maria Cortado, a full-time worker in the
service industry, was displaced from
Oakland, California, more than 10 years
ago. She came to Vallejo because of the
affordable rents, and has lived in the same
apartment since she arrived. During the
past five years, Cortado has seen her rent
increase by more than $500 and now spends
more than half of her income on rent. While
she had always paid rent on time in the
past, when her employer had to close down
during the pandemic she was unable to pay
rent for more than a year. To make matters
worse, Cortado’s landlord has refused
to participate in local rental assistance
programs or make any repairs on the
property. She recently returned to work, but
isn’t sure she’ll be able to resume paying
rent immediately due to accumulated
expenses. With few tenant protections,
Cortado also is afraid she will be evicted
and have nowhere to go.

We have a once in a generation
opportunity to stabilize
communities from displacement
and create permanently
affordable homes for Vallejo
residents.—Bob Allen, Urban
Habitat
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Unfortunately, Maria Cortado is one of
tens of thousands of local residents at
risk of eviction. Vallejo has many housing
unstable families with children, some of
whom are living in cars, unable to maintain
their belongings or bathe regularly. For
instance, the Gomez family of five lives
in two cars. During the pandemic school
closures, none of the Gomez children were
getting the attention they needed with
virtual learning. Rents being raised 100
percent increased the emotional stress
of uncertainty. Families like the Gomezes
are being offered incentives to leave the
area, but renters have few good options
for finding new homes elsewhere. These
kinds of stressors from the lack of stable
housing contribute to health issues. Meileen
Acosta, an epidemiologist at the Solano
County Public Health Department, shared
that families cannot focus on health without
housing. Sustained housing insecurity
especially impacts children and can
create generational trauma. Overcrowding
means that issues—such as mold and other
infrastructure challenges—which may be
present end up impacting multiple people.

BACKGROUND
Vallejo, in Solano County, California, is
situated northeast of San Francisco. Prior to
the city’s founding in 1851, it was settled by

https://www.northbay.org/about/upload/Solano-County-CHNA-Report-5-13-16_FINAL.pdf
https://worldpopulationreview.com/us-cities/vallejo-ca-population
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Coastal Miwok and Suisunes and other Patwin
Native American tribes. After 1851, Vallejo
was known for a naval shipyard, but with
shifts in the economy and demographics,
it closed in the 1990s. This closure created
a loss of identity for the town. With a
population of roughly 125,000, Vallejo was
named the most diverse city in the United
States in 2012. Vallejo is roughly equally
balanced between Latinx, Asian (primarily
Filipino), Black, and white residents. Among
its residents, 26.6 percent are foreign-born.1
While this diversity is a strong asset,
inequity persists. In 2022, 12 percent of
residents were below the poverty line, and
the unemployment rate was 7 percent.2
In 2017, 54 percent of renters were cost

burdened (spent over 30 percent of their
income on housing) in Vallejo, compared
to the national average of 49.5 percent.3
As an outcropping of the larger Bay Area,
Vallejo has also experienced dramatic shifts
in income and housing needs. As people
have been priced out of the San Francisco
area, demand for housing in Vallejo has
increased, and rents have nearly doubled.
This rent increase would have displaced
nearly 100 residents during 2021; however,
the city enacted an emergency short-term
rent increase moratorium. As new residents
came to Vallejo, immigrant families felt

3

powerless, and many were afraid to access
public services because of anti-immigrant
hostility and fear of deportation.

Vallejo needs to keep diversity
and not just have transplants
from other more expensive
cities. When people have to leave
Vallejo, that affects emotional
health, among other things.
—Melissa Jones, Bay Area Regional
Health Inequities Initiative

The City of Vallejo identified housing as a
key issue affecting a large proportion of
the population. Meileen Acosta elaborated,
“Those who are affected are our seniors,
communities of color, and low-income
people and they cannot stay in the city
and neighborhood that they live in. We
have to have stable affordable housing and
solutions that we may not have thought of
before.” Residents of Vallejo seek renter
protections and long-term solutions like
permanent affordability and community
control. Unfavorable policies, such as
landlords being able to legally raise rent
with very little notice, have major negative
impacts on residents. Bob Allen of Urban
Habitat shared, “We need more people to
share the story that underinvesting in firsttime homebuyer programs is a disservice.”
Displacement has far-reaching consequences
that can have emotional and physical ripple
effects across the community.
Chronic housing instability also causes longerterm health issues. A health needs study for
Solano County identified eight key issues
in Vallejo that need immediate attention:
access to behavioral health services for
substance abuse and mental health; healthy
eating and active living; safety; disease
prevention and treatment (for issues such as
asthma and heart disease); transportation;

https://www.timesheraldonline.com/2018/09/26/vallejo-renters-struggle-more-than-most/
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basic needs (including education); access
to quality health care; and pollution-free
environment. Many of these needs seem
fundamental. However, Vallejo residents
have unmet needs in these areas, many of
which are strongly linked to a lack of stable
housing.

The partnerships that come
together that help us understand
peoples’ experience, help us
share that experience through
data so that we can see the scale
of the issues that need to be
addressed, and then partnership
strategies that help us identify
policy or partnership solutions,
or community-based solutions and
volunteer solutions are all really
important for long-term stabilities
for communities.—Melissa Jones,
Bay Area Regional Health Inequities
Initiative4

APPROACH
In Vallejo, several BUILD Health Challenge®
(BUILD) partners—including Bay Area
Regional Health Inequities Initiative, Urban
Habitat, Solano County Public Health
Department, and Kaiser Permanente—are
addressing key social determinants of
health impacting low-income, immigrant
communities of color. Particularly, the
group is focused on housing, with the aim
of giving tenants more ownership over
the land they occupy, and providing more
stability for people who are on the brink of
prohibitive rent increases or evictions. Bay
Area Regional Health Inequities Initiative
(BARHII) brings the collaborative together
as the backbone, and Vallejo Housing
Justice Coalition (VHJC) leads the work.
They now hold monthly meetings at which
representatives from Northern California
Land Trust (NCLT), Urban Habitat, and
Solano County Public Health Department
can coordinate their efforts with those of
BARHII and VHJC.

ADVANCING HEALTH EQUITY: Despite having the lowest home prices in
the area, Vallejo residents of color and immigrants are disproportionately
experiencing cost-based displacement that forces them to move farther from
jobs and transit. Living farther away from work then creates or exacerbates
health equity, racial justice, and climate change issues.

4

Before VHJC was formally established, a
number of community meetings were held
to discuss housing issues in Vallejo. From
these meetings, residents identified three
top priorities to focus on: tenant protections;
policy advocacy; and a community land
trust. In order to address these priorities, the
BUILD collaborative identified that building
resident power through the land trust and
improving policy systemically are together
likely to have the strongest long-term impact

Equitable Data-Sharing & Engaging Communities in Housing Justice: An Interview with Melissa Jones and Cristal Little, All In podcast, https://www.allindata.org/resources/podcast-s3e2/
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toward achieving housing justice and health
equity. As described by NCLT, “A Community
Land Trust (CLT) is a legal entity that
provides affordable housing and facilities for
low-income residents. CLT homeowners own
their homes, but lease the land underneath
it from the CLT. Generally speaking, the
land lease contains restrictions on future
sale prices, ensuring affordable housing for
generations.”5
To start, the group worked to communicate
that a healthy community is not just about
accessing health care but about creating
stable networks and reducing stress about
being displaced. The collaborative then
made the case for affordable housing,
something that hasn’t been as high a
priority for the local community until
recently. To buy residents time, the county
passed an eviction moratorium. While
these measures have helped, they are not
permanent solutions. Through the BUILD
work, the group has been able to focus
more on the long term, including multi-year
resources to support organizing efforts and
the creation of a land trust.

PANDEMIC IMPACTS
The pandemic put pressure on the BUILD
project, as well as the community. From
a project standpoint, priorities shifted to
deal with the immediate health threats of
COVID-19. With people getting sick, work
5

shifted to helping people with immediate
needs access basic resources. Smaller
issues, such as being unable to meet in
person, also influenced how the work
progressed. BARHII Executive Director
Melissa Jones noted, “We spent time and
resources supporting tenants to access
emergency rental assistance. This was
challenging, but helped us organize in new
ways together and live out our collective
vision of supporting what the Vallejo
community needs. Meeting over Zoom was
challenging and we have hardly any photos
of events together as a result.”

COVID-19 has helped to show and
emphasize the need for housing
and the inequities that people are
facing.—Meileen Acosta, Solano
County Public Health Department
In the community, COVID-19 had a major
impact. Healthwise, rates of COVID-19 were
very high. With a fear of eviction, many
residents had to report for work at essential
jobs and were not able to effectively shelter
in place. With the eviction moratorium, the
community used effective messaging to keep

https://nclt.org
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everyone informed of their rights. Beyond
information, real impact also came from
rental assistance and federal government
funds that helped residents deal with job
instability. In many situations where residents
could shelter in place, overcrowding was
an issue. According to Cristal Little, Vallejo
Housing Justice Organizer at Urban Habitat,
“If someone is infected, isolation is virtually
impossible—so the whole family gets it.
This creates disincentives to report COVID-19
or stay home from work.”

or retaliation if they applied for help.
As of the end of March 2022, only 223,103
households have been given rent relief out
of the roughly 507,000 that applied.6 These
gaps are driving inequities in access to relief
as many Californians face longer spells
of unemployment, rent debt, and other
economic hardships from which it will be
difficult to recover.

In the broader context, while help has been
provided, assistance has been spotty and
confusing. California, like all states, received
federal funding to provide back rent relief
to those who experienced financial hardship
during the pandemic. Unfortunately, a series
of administrative challenges have delayed
the deployment of these resources to the
communities who need them most urgently.
BARHII launched a statewide campaign to
address these hurdles, producing a report
highlighting that many Californians are
losing their homes during the pandemic
and aid remains out of reach for some
tenants because of loopholes and barriers
in the policy. The research found major
barriers, including lack of internet access,
immigration status, credit card debt, and
predatory loans causing ineligibility. Tenants
also were fearful about landlord harassment

From the start, the collaborative recognized
the need to shift power into the hands
of residents. Cristal Little was hired as a
community organizer working with the
Vallejo Housing Justice Coalition. It was
significant to have a paid employee in this
role. Little immediately started powermapping the area—or visually mapping
individuals to assess who to target for social
change. She also began introducing herself
to community members in Vallejo, Solano
County, and the wider Bay Area region to
build both the base and allies within the
wider housing justice area. These strategies
effectively use stakeholders and shift power
to communities, which signifies a move
toward more equitable decision-making. The
team has succinctly articulated that the goal
is to build enough community leadership/
power to generate long-term change.
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EQUITY & SHIFTING POWER
TO RESIDENTS

https://www.sfchronicle.com/california/article/California-just-extended-eviction-protections-17049442.php#photo-22287872
Equitable Data-Sharing & Engaging Communities in Housing Justice: An Interview with Melissa Jones and Cristal Little, All In podcast, https://www.allindata.org/resources/podcast-s3e2/
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There is the power to move our
whole set of decision-making
toward equity.—Melissa Jones, Bay
Area Regional Health Inequities
Initiative7
In the second year of the BUILD award, the
project was able to procure a CalHome
award to launch the Vallejo Community
Land Trust. The CalHome Program provides
grants to local public agencies and nonprofit
corporations for first-time homebuyers. The
program also supports housing rehabilitation
assistance, homebuyer counseling, and
technical assistance activities to enable
low-income and very low-income households
to become or remain homeowners.8 As Bob
Allen shared, “Early meetings with Vallejo
residents in 2018 revealed that they
showed real excitement about permanent
affordability through CLTs as a communitydriven solution to the housing crisis.”
Fund development for the Trust initially
came from the Strong, Prosperous, And
Resilient Communities Challenge (SPARCC),
a national collaborative of funders focused
on equitable development. This funding
from SPARCC allowed the team to raise
capital funds for projects, train residents,
and bring in a land trust expert, Northern
California Land Trust. The funding also
will support enough home acquisition to

8

avoid the sale of all homes currently in
the foreclosure process in Vallejo. These
purchases help reduce the number of
properties being acquired by cash investors
without vested interest in the future of
Vallejo and its residents. The BUILD project
has had a major influence through allowing
the team to address power imbalances
by spending time on resident-led, longerterm affordability solutions—such as the
land trust.
Community power has also increased
awareness around the eviction moratorium.
The team used data from neighboring
areas effectively to convince the Board of
Supervisors of the Health Department of
the value of moratoriums. VHJC focused

on spreading the word throughout the
community about the moratorium. This
helped tenants better understand their
protections and rights—and combat
landlords’ misinformation about what
specifically is protected and how long the
ban lasts.

It’s time to shift power back to
the hands of residents that are
most at risk of gentrification
and displacement. All Vallejoans
deserve dignified, stable, safe,
and affordable housing.
—Cristal Little, Urban Habitat

https://www.hcd.ca.gov/calhome
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The movement for greater community
power has included a focus on racial justice
as well. Campaigns to spread information
also spurred the creation of new community
groups. A partnership with Oakland Rising for
a text campaign resulted in groups organizing
around racial justice and convening a rally
with over 400 attendees. The team also
hosted a reporter roundtable with Black-led
organizations, including the Vallejo-based
youth organizing group Club Stride, to
connect housing to the broader movements
for racial and health justice. In addition,
BARHII has created a Black housing initiative
to support Black residents in purchasing
homes throughout the region. By connecting
Black-led housing groups in Vallejo, the
initiative seeks to address the role of
segregation in cities that had seaports in
World War II, such as Mare Island.

The city acknowledges that lack of
housing is the number one source
of stress for Vallejo residents.
—Liat Meitzenheimer, Vallejo
Housing Justice Coalition

CITY COLLABORATION &
POLICY CHANGE
While empowering residents, the team also
recognized the need for change at a systems
level. In particular, a long-term affordable
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housing strategy must be built into local
government policies. Community residents
are also being encouraged to work directly
with the Vallejo City Council to make lasting
changes. Four years ago, listening sessions
led to residents successfully pushing for an
eviction moratorium in particular buildings
(pre-COVID-19). To work on making this
kind of approach sustainable, the team
is building capacity in leaders like Liat
Meitzenheimer, a resident leader and VHJC
Steering Committee Member. These leaders
want to drive change and can be resident
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voices with the City Council by making
public comments. The collaborative is using
BUILD support to provide this training, but
identifying the natural leaders who can
engage at this level is difficult. The team
acknowledges that potential leaders are
out there; however, helping these leaders
find time for this kind of work can be
challenging due to their work and caregiving
responsibilities. Infrastructure is also
lacking—VHJC is currently the only resource
other than legal aid for tenants who want to
learn how to organize.

Challenge® award. The first step will be to
increase funds for the Vallejo Community
Land Trust, for which the team is specifically
looking at matching dollars from Kaiser
Permanente and Wells Fargo. In addition, the
team aims to have a continued connection
with public health that will secure the link
between health and housing.

The City of Vallejo is also working on issues
from its perspective, including a housing policy
report that expresses a desire to increase
affordable housing in high-resource areas.
However, the report also focuses heavily on
increasing sales taxes, which are regressive
and cause the largest hardship for the poorest
residents. VHJC is concerned by a lack of
focus on equity and community engagement,
as well as a need for a system for ensuring
that affordability milestones are being met.
While there is promise, advocating to the City
Council has been a slow-moving approach.
Both building the base that will lead to policy
outcomes and building the land trust to
change the way housing is delivered are long
processes. Cristal Little summarized, “Local
9

city government is failing to address the needs
of local poor and working-class families, who
are forced to make tough trade-offs to be
able to keep a roof over their heads.” Despite
the fact that progress is slow, important
steps forward have happened. The team has
supported a Steering Committee to serve as
an explicit equity voice during Vallejo’s first
housing planning process. While the Steering
Committee may not result in short-term
policy changes, it will almost certainly have a
positive impact in the future.

FUTURE
The collaborative is clear that it aims to
continue this work beyond the BUILD Health

By December 2023, the team aims to
build on the wins of the COVID-19 eviction
moratorium and anti-rent gouging legislation
to support continued partnership between
Vallejo Housing Justice Coalition and the
Solano County Public Health Department.
This effort will continue to advance housing
and health policies and launch a land
trust to ensure permanent affordability
in Vallejo. In addition, a continued series
of workshops will allow residents to gain
a variety of skills that prepare them to
engage their neighbors and elected officials
at various levels of government. With their
new skills, participants will be better able
to advocate for tenant rights and speak to
the importance of community-controlled
land and housing. The team will also take
advantage of policies and processes, such
as the Housing Element Update,9 to train on
advocacy and organizing skills. The outcome
will be increased community support for
alternative land and housing policies, such as
Vallejo Community Land Trust, and longerterm housing stability in Vallejo.

https://www.hcd.ca.gov/housing-elements/docs/vallejo-5th-draft031115.pdf
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The Build Health Challenge® is contributing
to the creation of a new norm in the U.S.—
one that puts multi-sector, community-driven
partnerships at the center of health in order to
reduce health disparities caused by systemic
or social inequity.
BUILD is a national program designed to support partnerships between
community-based organizations, health departments, hospitals/health
systems, health plans, and residents that are working to address important
health issues in their community. Each community collaborative addresses
root causes of chronic disease (also commonly referred to as the social
determinants of health) in their local area by moving resources, attention,
and action upstream. To date, BUILD has supported 55 projects across
the U.S. over the course of three award cycles.
To learn more about BUILD, visit buildhealthchallenge.org.

First cohort site
Second cohort site
Third cohort site

BUILD's third cohort (2019—2022) was
made possible with generous support from:
• BlueCross® BlueShield® of South Carolina
Foundation (An independent licensee of
the Blue Cross Blue Shield Association)
• Blue Cross and Blue Shield of North
Carolina Foundation
• Blue Shield of California Foundation
• Communities Foundation of Texas
• The de Beaumont Foundation
• The Episcopal Health Foundation
• The Kresge Foundation
• Methodist Healthcare Ministries of
South Texas, Inc.
• New Jersey Health Initiatives
• The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
• The W.K. Kellogg Foundation

