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  GREEN EMPOWERMENT ZONE FOR THE NORTHERN WATERFRONT AREA OF 

THE COUNTY OF CONTRA COSTA 

 

Permits the establishment of a Green Empowerment Zone for the Northern Waterfront area of 
the County of Contra Costa. 
 

Background  

A variety of federal and state programs have provided tax incentives and other benefits to attract 

business and capital investment and to increase employment in such areas, including Enterprise 
Zones, Empowerment Zones, and Opportunity Zones, among others. 

 
Until 2013, California allowed income and corporation tax incentives for taxpayers who invested 
in Geographically-Targeted Economic Development Areas (GTEDAs): credits for employers 

paying wages to qualified employees, enhanced business expense deductions, preferential net 
operating loss treatment, credits for sales and use taxes paid on manufacturing equipment used in 

the area, and net interest expense deductions for financial institutions lending into GTEDAs.  
There were five kinds of areas: enterprise zones, local agency military base recovery areas, 
manufacturing enhancement areas, targeted tax areas, and the Los Angeles Revitalization Zone.  

Not all tax benefits were available for each kind of zone.  In 2013, the Legislature enacted AB 93 
(Committee on Budget) and SB 90 (Committee on Budget and Fiscal Review), which reformed 

California’s economic development policies by eliminating GTEDAs, instead allowing three 
new tax benefits: 
 

Empowerment zones are economically depressed census tract that qualify businesses within the 
zone eligible for federal tax incentives.  Federal empowerment zones were first authorized in 

federal law by the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993, then expanded in 1997 and 
again in 2001.  The United States Department of Housing and Community Development selects 
zones on a competitive basis.  California currently has empowerment zones in Fresno, Santa 

Ana, and in desert communities in Riverside County.  California does not conform to federal 
empowerment zone tax benefits. 

 
On December 22, 2017, President Trump signed HR 1, which enacted fundamental changes to 
the federal corporate income tax.  Among other changes, HR 1 created “Opportunity Zones,” 

adding two new sections to the Internal Revenue Code.  The first section set forth the process for 
states to nominate qualifying areas to the Secretary of the Treasury for designation as a zone, and 

the second section specified the requirements for designation as a Qualified Opportunity Zone 
Fund (QOF), and three specific tax benefits for taxpayers investing. 
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HR 1 allowed the Governor of each state to designate up to 25% of census tracts that either have 
poverty rates of at least 20% or median family incomes of no more than 80% of statewide or 

metropolitan area family income.  In March, 2018, Governor Brown designated a total of 879 
census tracts, which the U.S. Department of the Treasury subsequently certified.  Nationwide, 
Treasury designated 8,700 zones, or 12% of census tracts in the United States.  California does 

not conform to federal opportunity zone tax benefits. 
 

Seeking to foster regional collaboration in the hopes of revitalizing the economy in Contra Costa 
County, as well as advance important sustainability goals, the author wants to create a Green 
Empowerment Zone for the Northern Waterfront area in Contra Costa County. 

 

Proposed Law 

Assembly Bill 844 permits the establishment of a Green Empowerment Zone for the Northern 
Waterfront area of the County of Contra Costa.  AB 844 defines the zone’s geography, board of 

directors, duties, and reporting requirements. 

Geography.  AB 844 sets the geography of the Zone as the unincorporated area of Contra Costa 
County, plus the territory of the following cities upon adoption of a resolution by its city 

councils: 

 Antioch; 

 Benicia; 

 Brentwood; 

 Concord; 

 Hercules; 

 Martinez; 

 Oakley; 

 Pittsburg; and 

 Vallejo. 

The Zone’s board of directors may vote to include additional jurisdictions. 

Board of Directors.   The bill creates a board of directors for the Zone comprised of 41 voting 

directors: 

 12 local government directors, one from each of the jurisdictions listed above. 

 Five large employer directors, selected by each of the five largest employers in the fields 

of energy or manufacturing in the Zone, based on data from the local workforce board. 

 Four state government directors, who must be both residents of one of the jurisdictions 

listed above, and serve on: 
o The California Air Resources Board; 

o The California Transportation Commission; 
o The California Workforce Development Board; or 
o The California Energy Commission. 

 Five small business directors representing existing economic and business development 
organizations that serve the jurisdictions listed above nominated by the Association of 

Bay Area Governments (ABAG), and confirmed by the Zone board. 
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 Five directors from universities, laboratories, and foundations, nominated upon 
agreement by its Board of Regents by the Office of the President of the University of 

California (UC), and confirmed by the Zone board. 

 Five directors from the largest private sector labor organizations whose membership 

works in the jurisdictions listed above, with each of the five organizations selecting one 
director. 

 Five directors representing workforce development and public and private educational 

entities, at least one of whom must be a representative from the California State 
University and another from the California Community Colleges, nominated by ABAG, 

and confirmed by the Zone board.    

Except for the directors nominated by the Office of UC President, all directors serve two-year 
terms.  Each of the state agencies listed above selects one state government director.  Each 

member of Congress and the Legislature that represents a city listed above also serve as ex 
officio members of the board of directors.   

The bill requires the board of directors to choose a chair and two deputy chairs to two-year 

terms.  A director may serve as chair or deputy chair more than once, but not consecutively.  The 
board must choose as chair and deputy chair a member of the Legislature who represents one of 
the cities listed above, a local government director, and a director whose residence and place of 

employment is within one of the jurisdictions listed above.  The measure also directs the board to 
designate an executive board comprised of the chair, deputy chairs, and seven other directors by 

majority vote.   

Members cannot be compensated for service.  In the event a member of the board of directors 
has a potential or actual conflict of interest, the bill requires the member to notify the chair, 
recuse themselves, and leave the meeting until after the board dispenses with the item that gave 

rise to the conflict.  Members of the board of directors cannot use the name of the Green 
Empowerment Zone on any letterhead, business code, or identification badge unless the person 

has been authorized to do so by the board of directors. 

Duties.  AB 844 charges the zone with: 

 Identifying projects and programs that will best utilize public dollars and most quickly 
improve the economic vitality of the Northern Waterfront area of Contra Costa County, 

especially those that leverage federal, state, local, and private sector resources in a 
coordinated effort to support the development of the clean energy economy. 

 Working with members of the state’s congressional delegation and federal officials, 

including any relevant federal interagency task force, to gain federal support for projects 
identified by the Zone as critical to the region‘s energy economy. 

 Partnering with the University of California, the California State University, community 
colleges, and the state’s other research and educational institutions, as well as private 

foundations, to provide guidance, advice, and encouragement in support of studies of 
particular interest and importance to the energy industry in the Northern Waterfront area 

of the County of Contra Costa. 

 Reviewing state policies and regulations to ensure they are fair and appropriate for the 

state’s diverse geographic regions, including the Northern Waterfront area of the County 
of Contra Costa, and determine whether alternative approaches can accomplish goals in 
less costly ways. 
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 Making recommendations to the Governor that would improve the economic well-being 
of the region and the quality of life of its residents. 

Reporting.  AB 844 requires the board of directors to appoint a steering committee to develop 

metrics to report to the Legislature and state departments and agencies gauging the progress of 
the zone by January 1, 2023.  The metrics must include: 

 The number of jobs gained and lost in each sector of the economy. 

 The average wage of the jobs gained in each sector of the economy.  

 The number and types of grants solicited and received by, or on behalf of, the zone. 

 The type and amount of workforce training conducted in the zone, by whom it was 
provided, and the amount of capital investment attached to provision of that training. 

The zone must post the report on its website, and submit a letter to the Legislature informing it 
that the report has been posted, each January 1, starting with January 1, 2023. 

AB 844 sunsets its provisions on January 1, 2028. 

State Revenue Impact 

No estimate. 

Comments 

1. Purpose of the bill.  According to the author, “AB 844 will create the Green Empowerment 

Zone for the Northern Waterfront area of Contra Costa County, to prioritize access to tax 
incentives, grants, loan programs, workforce training programs, and private sector investment in 
the clean and green energy sector.  The Bay Area is the second largest oil refining center on the 

West Coast and home to five refineries.  In light of the Governor’s recent executive orders, and 
the potential for the loss of thousands of high-paying union jobs, it is imperative that an equitable 

transition to clean energy be a priority for Federal, State, and local stakeholders. The Zone will 
serve as a bridge, to facilitate the transfer of resources, expertise, and information between our 
local, state, and federal partners. With the possibility of significant new investment in the green 

energy sector coming from the Federal government, it is important that we have structures in 
place to receive and make good use of any new resources available to us.” 

2.  Necessary?  AB 844 seeks to foster collaboration to assist the transition of a region that is 

currently home to five oil refineries to a lower carbon economy.  The effort is modeled based on 
the San Joaquin Valley Partnership, and aims to convince the federal government to create an 
Interagency Task Force to support the Zone.  However, there is nothing in the measure that 

requires statute to accomplish: representatives from the entities described in the bill can meet at 
any time to carry out its tasks.  The measure neither grants governmental powers to the Zone, nor 

enacts state tax incentive applicable in the zone.  The bill does not house the Zone in a state or 
local agency which would be responsible for it.  While a formal structure in statute may 
encourage participation from state and local agencies, the Committee may wish to consider 

whether AB 844 is necessary. 

3.  Special statute. The California Constitution prohibits special legislation when a general law 
can apply (Article IV, §16).  AB 844 contains findings and declarations explaining that a special 
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statute is necessary, because of the unique circumstances and challenges regarding economic 
development in Contra Costa County. 

4.  Coming and going.  The Senate Committee on Business, Professions, and Economic 

Development approved AB 844 by a vote of 11 to 0 on June 21st.  The Committee on 
Governance and Finance is hearing the measure as the committee of second reference. 

5.  Technicals.  Committee staff recommend the following technical amendments: 

 Conforming change from 12 to 10 local government directors to reflect recent 

amendments reducing jurisdictions within the zone’s geography. 

 Providing that the state agency director residence requirement does not apply if there are 

not sufficient persons qualified. 

 Making the requirement to post the Zone’s report on a website contingent on finding an 

agency to manage the website. 

 Clarifying that members who are nominated by other entities cannot vote on their own 

confirmation. 

 Stating that the Chair must notify the deputy chairs if they have a conflict of interest. 

Assembly Actions 

Assembly Jobs, Economic Development, and the Economy Committee:   6-0 

Assembly Floor:          74-0 
 

Support and Opposition (7/5/21) 

Support:  California Professional Firefighters; Contra Costa County 

Opposition:  None submitted. 

-- END -- 


