
- 

f Urban growth squeezes agriculture 
Albert G. Medvitz 

A century ago, the state was popu- 
lated by 1 million Californians - 
about the same number who now 
attend the Rose Bowl Parade every 
Jan. 1. 

Today's state population is 33 
times greater. The Department of 
Finance recently reported a 1.8% in- 
crease for the year ending July 1997 
- 574,000 more people. The num- 
bers signaled a resurgence of net 
migration and a continuing high 
rate of natural increase. The same 
figures showed that all but four 
counties grew, and Monterey and 
San Benito counties tied for the 
state's highest growth, at 4.9%. 

Rapid growth is a century-long 
trend in California (fig. 1). Since the 
time of the Gold Rush, California's 
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in years slnca 1860. 

Fig. 1. California population growth, 
1860-1 990. 
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Fig. 2. Number of farms and land in 
farms versus population, 1910 to 1992. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Censuses 
of Agriculture. 

average yearly growth has exceeded 
3.36% per year. Even when growth 
slowed during the recession of the 
early 1990s, California's fastest grow- 
ing counties topped the growth rate of 
most countries in the world (table 1). 

In recent decades, urban growth 
has led to farmland losses and chang- 
ing economics for a number of farms. 
According to US. Bureau of the Cen- 
sus figures, the state lost close to 9 mil- 
lion acres of farmland between 1950 
and 1993, a decline of almost 25%, 
from about 38 million to 29 million 
acres. As California's population con- 
tinues to grow, so will urban land. By 
2100, if current land-use patterns don't 
change, urban land in California could 
occupy one-third of the state - more 
area than is currently occupied by 
agriculture. 

The reverse of a trend 
For the first half of this century, 

farms and farmland increased along 
with California's population growth. 
But after 1950, the trend reversed. As 
population increased further, farm- 
land declined (fig. 2). Urban popula- 
tions moved into the agricultural mid, 
coastal valleys of Ventura and 
Monterey and San Luis Obispo and the 
fertile valleys east, north and south of 
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c World War I1 to 350 crop and livestock 
commodities by 1996. 

Despite increasing production, mar- 
kets changed such that the value of the 
state's agricultural production experi- 
enced an extended decline after 1975, if 
figures are adjusted for inflation. In con- 
stant 1992 dollars, the 1975 value of pro- 
duction was $25 billion and the 1993 
value of production was $18 billion. Pro- 
duction value has shown an upward 
trend in the past 5 years. 

What lies ahead? 
More recently, population has 

spread over the Tehachapis south of 
Bakersfield and over the coastal 
ranges into the fertile Central Valley. 
This time agriculture has nowhere to 
go. The children of dairy farmers who 
sold their San Bernadino operations 
and resettled in the Central Valley 
don't have the same options their par- 
ents had, because additional dairy land 
is not readily available in the state. Relo- 

TABLE 1. Five-year average of population 
growth rates of selected countrles, California 
and selected California countlas, 1990-1995 

lmperlal 4.4. Orange 2.0 
3.8t Bangladesh 2.0 

iera 3.5 India 1.9 
r a r U  3.3 SanBemedlno 1.9 
Saudi Arabia 3.0 Haiti 1.8 

2.9 Brazil 1.6 
ing the landscape. Aerial photographs Kenya 2.8 Cdlfomla 1 A 

San Francisco, dramatically transform- , Nigeria 

(s& p. 9) show the consequence; of this Afghanistan 2.8 Santa Clara 1.3 

trend for the Santa Clara Valley. Zimbabwe 2.6 China 
Rlverrlde 2.6 Argentina 

Nevertheless, the volume of agri- Kern 2.3 
United States 1 .O 
Switzerland 1 .O 

cultural production has continued to p G y  2.3 2.3 
increase to the present. Farmland Vietnam 2.2 France 0.5 
losses were countered after World War Tulam 2.2 Japan 0.3 

I1 by massive irrigation projects such 

lowed the expansion of intensive irri- 
gated agriculture into othenvise arid 
grazing lands in the Southern San 

adopt new technologies and crops, 
and further diversified, expanding 
from 200 commodities at the end 

Great Britain 0.3 
Russia 0. I &,$&s 

* California and county rates, shown in blue, are 
mean yearly rates calculated for 1990-1 995. They 
are somewhat less than 1980-1990 averages and 

rather than US census counts. 
t Country estimates are 1990-1995 averages from 
the World Bank's World Populatlon ProJectlons: 

as the Central Valley Project, which al- Mexico 2.0 Italy 0.1 

Joaquin Valley. Growers continued to are based on rtment of Finance estimates 
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state’s aericul&al moductivitv: With to land I 
a $24.5 than farmiate value h 1996, 
agriculture remains a vital industry, 

 conservation^ 
an explicit . .  directive to 

and with 68% of its moduction ex-- protect farmland from Above, Santa Clara County in 1950 is 
unwarranted conversion. 

These general state 
policies are overseen by 
Local Agency Formation 
Commissions (LAFCOs) 
in each county, com- 

mainly fruit and nut orchards and a few 
row crops. Below, in 1980, the same land 
is covered by the rapidly growing suburbs 
of San Jose. 
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posed of city, county 
and public members. 
However, LAFCOs have 
no direct authority over 
land use, and cannot 
override city or county 
decision3 regarding de- 
velopment applications. 
Also, LAFCOs rarely re- 
ject an annexation or in- 
corporation proposal 
championed by a local 
community based on its 
impacts on farmland, 
and become mired in 
controversy when they 
do act to protect agricul- 
tural land. 

Agriculture is typically included in 
the local general plan, in either the 
state-mandated land use or open space 
elements, or an optional agricultural 
element. However, state law does not 
impose any meaningful substantive re- 
quirements that local governments ac- 
tually protect or preserve agricultural 
land in the face of development pres- 
sures. Instead, California’s strong tra- 
dition of local home rule grants indi- 
vidual cities and counties wide 
discretion over land use and develop- 
ment decisions, which they often exer- 
cise to allow the conversion of farm- 
land to urban uses. 
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The California Environmental Qual- 
ity Act (CEQA) is perhaps the pre- 
eminent state environmental statute in 
the nation. However, the act has sev- 
eral weaknesses when it comes to pro- 
tecting farmland. Farmland conver- 
sion per se is not considered a 
”significant environmental impact” 
under CEQA. As a consequence, many 
farmland conversion actions escape 
environmental scrutiny altogether. 
Even when significantly adverse farm- 
land impacts are identified, lead agen- 
cies are free to approve a project by 
making a finding that the benefits of 
the project outweigh the impacts, or by 
deciding that alternatives to the project 
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