California’s hottest housing bill was just
unexpectedly shelved. What you need to
know:
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Editor’s note: This story was updated at 12:24 PM, May 27 to reflect new comments
from Senate Pro Tem Toni Atkins.
Shock. Depression. Relief.
Those were just some of the reactions as the year’s most controversial state
housing bill met its sudden demise. But very few people—supporters, opponents,
and even the author himself—can claim to have seen this coming.

In a procedural vote this morning, Senate Bill 50, which would have prohibited
many cities from banning four-to-five-story apartment buildings around public
transit and effectively ended local zoning rules exclusively reserved for singlefamily homes, failed to advance out of a key state Senate committee.
Its fate dealt an unexpected setback to pro-development forces in the state Capitol
and a major victory for defenders of local control over housing decisions. It also
throws an obstacle into Gov. Gavin Newsom’s path as he tries to goad the state
into building a lot more housing.
While it’s theoretically conceivable that the bill could be resuscitated this year,
odds are the earliest it will be reconsidered is January 2020.
“Even though this is an intensely controversial bill, we were in a good place and
thought we had the votes on the Senate floor,” said author Sen. Scott Wiener, a
San Francisco Democrat. “It was surprising to me when I learned that the bill was
going to be converted into a two-year bill.”
Urbanist “Yes In MY Backyard” (YIMBY) groups, developers and other supporters
are mourning the bill’s postponement as yet another roadblock to building the new
housing the state so desperately needs, while representatives for many cities and
some tenants-rights and slow- growth groups cheered the outcome.
“We were told from the beginning that the bill was green lit and was going through
no matter what,” said Jill Stewart of the Coalition to Preserve LA, one of the bill’s
most vociferous opponents. “The wheels of democracy do start turning when
something wrong is happening—and in this case something very wrong was
happening.”
What to make of all of this? Here are some key takeaways:

Wiener had an impressive, potent coalition behind him. Once
again, it wasn’t big enough.

No this isn’t exactly déjà vu. Last year, Wiener introduced a similar bill that
attempted to take away the power of cities to limit what types of housing can be
built within a half-mile of public transit.
Despite receiving a good deal of national publicity, that bill failed with a
resounding thud in its first committee vote.
This time around, Wiener built a much broader coalition. Among its supporters:
not only developers and Realtors, but construction labor unions, senior citizens
and mayors of many major cities, including San Francisco, San Jose and
Sacramento. Many anti-gentrification groups that opposed last year’s legislation
were satisfied with tenant protections in this year’s version and remained neutral.
The New York Times and Los Angeles Times’ editorial boards endorsed the bill.
The new coalition was instrumental in getting the bill through two earlier
committee votes, and gave proponents confidence that the legislation could be
shepherded through the state Senate without significantly more pushback.
But supporters didn’t count on Sen. Anthony Portantino, a Democrat from the La
Cañada Flintridge area and the chair of the powerful Senate Appropriations
Committee. Portantino’s district includes Pasadena, whose city representatives
were some of the bill’s most vocal opponents.
“My preference has always fallen on the side of incentives for local governments to
accomplish goals,” Portantino said in a statement, expressing concerns about the
bill’s “unintended consequences,” including gentrification and discouraging public
transit expansion.
The bill was among those Portantino’s committee suffocated as it sifted through its
biannual suspense file—a rapid-fire approach to legislation that allows lawmakers
to quickly pass favored bills while quietly dispatching others, either by holding

them in committee or redesignating them “two-year bills,” effectively killing them
for a year.

The bill’s death could jeopardize a broader housing package—
including tenant protections.
“To have a meaningful housing package that actually does something,” said
Wiener, “it has to have a strong production component, a strong tenant protection
component, and a strong affordable housing funding component. The beauty of a
package is that everyone comes together…and everyone swallows some measures
they do not love.”
With the premature demise of the signature “strong production” bill of the year,
the coalition that backed the bill may have a harder time sticking together in
support of the tenant protection bills that remain.
Take for example, San Francisco Democratic Assemblyman David Chiu’s AB 1482,
an anti “rent gouging” bill opposed by the state’s landlord lobby.
“I hope and believe that all stakeholders know how important it is for us to keep
pushing on critical solutions to the crisis,” Chiu said, adding that he was
“surprised” and “very disappointed that the SB50 conversation will not be
continuing this year.”
“I don’t know how excited the business community is to get on board with
something that doesn’t include production of new housing,” said Matt Lewis,
spokesman for California YIMBY, one of the bill’s cosponsors. “So if there isn’t
another (bill) for production, does this mean that the governor’s housing agenda is
D.O.A.?”
Newsom never explicitly supported the bill, although he regularly expressed
interest in the idea while on the campaign trail. He has also vowed to see the state

produce an addition 3.5 million new units within the next eight years—a goal that
most experts say is infeasible, but would almost certainly require radical zoning
reform to achieve.
In a statement, Newsom said he, too, was “disappointed” with the outcome and
that “developing housing around transit must also be part of the solution, and
today’s developments can’t end or stall that critical conversation.”
Still, many of the bill’s backers expressed frustration that the governor and Senate
leader Toni Atkins didn’t do more to help shepherd it through the legislative
process.
“We’re past the idea of good intentions and wonderful rhetoric around this issue,”
said Michael Lane, deputy director of Silicon Valley at Home, an affordable housing
group. “We need real political will and that means intervention from leadership to
really get this done. It’s not going to happen on its own.”
Wiener said that he had “absolutely no criticism of the governor’s office.”

Is this the end of the idea? No—but this year, the fight looks over.
Is it possible that Wiener’s bill could come back from the dead? Crazier things have
happened.
California YIMBY asked supporters to call Sen. Atkins and ask her to “do
everything in her power” to bring the bill back. “She has the ability to go to the
Rules Committee, pull the bill out of Appropriations and send it to the floor,” said
Lewis. “It’s her Senate.”
Wiener also tried to hold out hope.

“There are potential opportunities if there are dynamic shifts for the bill to move
this year,” he said.
But in a statement released the day after the bill was put on pause, Atkins threw
cold water on hope for a hail-mary revival.
“I will not circumvent the decision made by the Appropriations Committee Chair
on SB 50,” Atkins said in the statement.
“Short of significantly amending the bill and limiting its applications in large
swaths of the state, there was no path to move forward this year.”
Whenever it resurfaces, opponents of the idea say they are ready for that battle.
“I give credit to Senator Wiener for venturing into this very thorny area,” said
Michael Weinsten, the president of the AIDS Healthcare Foundation who earlier
this year funded an ad campaign comparing the bill to “Negro removal.”
But, he added: “I don’t think the third time will be the charm.”
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Poll: To tackle housing crisis, most
Californians would limit local control
Ben Christopher

Oakland Council member At-Large, Rebecca Kaplan energizes the crowd by sounding the
shofar during a pro-rent control rally on Monday, April 23, 2018. (Laura A. Oda/Bay Area
News Group)

A majority of California voters want state lawmakers to aggressively address
READ MORE

an ever-worsening housing crisis, even if that means strong-arming uncooperative
local governments according to a new poll
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Shouts, tears and 67 ‘yes’ votes push police
use-of-force standard through state
Assembly
Ben Christopher

Assemblywoman Shirley Weber, a Democrat from San Diego, speaks at a press conference
with Sen. Toni Atkins and Speaker Anthony Rendon, among others, after the passage of
AB392.
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Charter school curbs pass Assembly, but
drama foretells compromise
Ricardo Cano

Teachers unions rallied in Sacramento as the Assembly narrowly passed part of a package
of charter school reforms. Photo for CALmatters by Ricardo Cano

Updated May 30, 2019: The charter debate continued as two of the four main charter
regulation bills—one calling for a moratorium on new charters, the other for a cap—
stalled. Senate Bill 756 and Assembly Bill 1506 failed to meet deadlines for passage in
their house of origin; click here for details. The other two charter bills, regulating farREAD MORE

flung charters and giving school districts more control over charter authorizations, are
still alive and move to the Senate now
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Why California’s efforts to limit soda keep
fizzling
Laurel Rosenhall

Despite public health warnings, the beverage industry is continuing to block efforts to tax
sugary sodas in California.

Earlier this year, Democrats in the state Capitol introduced several measures
READ MORE

intended to limit Californians’ consumption of soda, arguing that rotting teeth and
rising diabetes presented a public health crisis demanding action akin to
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In housing, privacy and more, a Capitol
lightning round nixes controversial bills
Laurel Rosenhall

This year’s annual culling of the legislative suspense ﬁle dispatched with hundreds of bills
—including some high-proﬁle ones—at lightning-round speed,

Some of the most contentious ideas California lawmakers were considering this
READ MORE
year—to expand internet privacy protections
and require denser housing

development—were jettisoned Thursday as the Legislature culled hundreds of bills
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Asbestos in your makeup? Legislature
rejects proposal to ban toxics from

cosmetics
Elizabeth Castillo

A bill to ban toxic chemicals in cosmetics stalled in its ﬁrst committee. Photo illustration
by DGLimages.

Vivian Song of Sacramento tries to keep
with the latest makeup trends. While
READup
MORE
she pays attention to the ingredients in her beauty routine, she says others are
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5 takeaways from Newsom’s revised budget
plan

Judy Lin

Gov. Gavin Newsom released his revised budget proposal, May 9, 2019, with a focus on
education, health care and ﬁghting homelessness. Photo for CALmatters by Judy Lin

Buoyed by California’s strong economy, Gov. Gavin Newsom sent state lawmakers
READ MORE

a revised budget on Thursday that boosts his already-hefty January proposal to
$213.6 billion. Ka-ching!
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‘Governor Dad’ Newsom budgets tax breaks
for diapers, focuses on families

Laurel Rosenhall

Family policy priorities in Gov. Gavin Newsom’s proposed budge include tax breaks for
diapers and tampons and expanded family leave. Photo for CALmatters by Judy Lin
READ MORE

California’s generational changing of the guard showed in the governor’s office on
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How powerful lawmakers are killing
California bills—without a peep

Laurel Rosenhall

Bills that are objectionable—or just inconvenient—for powerful Democratic lawmakers
have been dying in the Assembly without even a hearing. Photo of the California Assembly
via Creative Commons.

Gun control, school spending, curbs on greenhouse gases: With Democrats holding
more power at the Capitol than they’ve had since the 19th century, California’s
READ MORE

legislative pipeline is full this year with big, blue-state ideas.
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State rent-gouging bill advances, but still
no action on tighter rent control

Matt Levin

A bill aimed at protecting California tenants from “egregious” rent hikes cleared a
key hurdle in the state Legislature today, less than 24 hours after pro-tenant
groups learned their latest try to expand tighter rent controls throughout
California is flailing in the Capitol.
The anti-rent-gouging bill, modeled after a first-in-the-nation statewide law
READ MORE
enacted earlier this year in Oregon, would
cap the amount that landlords could

raise the rent year-over-year at 5% plus inflation. Authored by Assemblyman
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