
California Population Growth Impact on Agriculture 
 

California’s population is continuously increasing, causing more development and urbanization 
throughout the state. However, as the leading agricultural state in the entire country, this trend of 
urbanization could soon cause irreversible damage to California's agriculture lands. 
 
California is the leading agricultural state, making it a critical link in the food supply chain. 
California alone produces about half of the United States grown vegetables, nuts, and fruits 
(California Department of Food and Agriculture, 2019). Because of this, California makes more 
money off of agriculture than any other state, selling roughly $50 billion worth of food annually. 
Since agriculture is so important in California's economy, job market, and self-sustainability, any 
significant harm to the industry will  have detrimental effects. 
 
California’s agriculture lands continue to be threatened as the population increases and more 
housing and development is needed. Around 3.4 million acres in California's agriculture counties 
are now urbanized, another 2 million acres are so urbanized that there is no more agriculture at 
all (Thompson, 2009).  
 
Urbanization of land is a threat for agriculture because agricultural land is typically on level land 
and near a water source; the same qualities that make for easy development. Due to this 
similarity in resources, urban lands currently comprise 5.3 million acres, about 5% of the total 
area of the state. Of this, nearly 85% of urbanized land was converted from what was originally 
rangeland (Brown, 2017). The issue  of the loss of agricultural land for development is ever 
increasing.  
 
If current development trends continue, 1.3 million acres of California agricultural land, 
including 670,000 acres of prime, unique and statewide important farmland, will be developed 
by 2050. For irrigated cropland alone, this would entail an annual loss of an estimated $2 billion 
in agricultural production in current farm gate dollars (Thompson, 2009). 
 
The continual rise in the California population increases the pressure on farmers and ranchers to 
provide more food while having to cut back on the resources necessary to produce this food. If 
actions are not taken soon, California, the leading state in agriculture production, will not be able 
to produce the necessary amount to continue to be self-sustaining. 
 
Given the current status of urbanization of agriculture land, and the projected future of a 
continually increasing population in California, it is evident that a solution must be found to 
protect agricultural land and improve production rates. While there are some current efforts 
being made to protect agriculture land, it is not enough to make a significant impact. Agriculture 



lands under the California Land Conservation Act, also known as the Williamson Act (WA), 
offers lower property tax assessments in return for an annually renewed 10-year agreement not to 
develop or subdivide, encouraging the preservation of farmland (Brown, 2017). While this is a 
step in the right direction, this does not apply to all agricultural land and can be ineffective if 
someone is willing to pay the extra property tax amount. 
 
If more regulations are made to monitor the amount of agriculture land that can be developed on, 
a significant amount of agriculture can be preserved. Proposition 70 of 1988 provided state bond 
funding to a number of land trusts throughout the state for these programs. However, while some 
land trusts, such as those in Marin, Sonoma and Napa counties, have been successful in 
protecting locally important agricultural areas, land trusts to date have had only a minor impact 
on statewide farmland conversion. Well below 1% of California land is in public or private land 
trusts, and a small fraction of that is agricultural land (Sanders, 1998). If there was a 28% 
reduction of annual development in the Central Valley, it would preserve 9,000 agricultural acres 
a year. In addition to making efforts to preserve land, growers and ranchers can continue to make 
more productive use per acre of a decreasing farmland base, while cities and other urbanizing 
communities can consume smaller amounts of land by increasing their population densities and 
infill development (Medvitz, 1995). 
 
The increasing population has already caused issues for agriculturalists throughout the state and 
has the potential to get worse. However, farmers and ranchers are continuously trying new 
farming methods and using new technologies to maximize production while limiting the amount 
of resources exerted. 
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