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density to just seven homes per acre
reduces the land required for a given
population by 28%. With about 30,000
acres converted annually from farmland to more intensive urban uses
throughout the 18-county Central Valley, a 28% reduction would preserve
9,000 acres a year.
Other ways that growing cities can
use their land more efficiently include
setting aside less land for ambitious
commercial or industrial projects that
may fail to come to fruition and designing narrower streets - rights of
way account for as much as one-fourth
of the developed area in the typical
California city.

Farmland: a limited resource
As a limited resource, California’s
farmland is the arena for ongoing
competition between cities and farms.
Urban development directly cuts into
the farmland base in this state because
expanding cities generally are located
in the midst of prime cropland.
The negative consequences of this
competition, we suggest, can be lessened by adaptations in agricultural
practices and in urban form. Growers
and ranchers can continue to make

California is not a crowded state by national and international standards, but its sprawling development is crowding out farmland. Throughout the Central Valley, about 30,000
acres are converted annually from farmland to urban uses. Increasing residential density can reduce this rate.

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. Judging from
past experiences, agricultural adaptations may be easier to achieve than
changes in urban form. While farmland owners generally make production decisions according to market,
technological, taxation and farm policy
considerations, communities grow according to more perceptual and personal factors. As long as California
homebuyers and builders equate large
residential lots with quality of life,
limiting the conversion of farmlands
will continue to be difficult.
In any case, changes in farming
practices and urban form will only
temporarily ameliorate the problem of
accommodating both a rapidly growing population and a very large and
productive agricultural industry in the
same state. For example, the state will
continue to lose dryland farming acres
that have important environmental
values. If current population and

landuse trends continue, the state’s agricultural production will be sorely restricted in future decades. A California
with more than 60 million residents, as
seems entirely possible within the next
50 years, will be an entirely different
state in terms of both its agriculture
and its urban population.
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A.D. Sokolow is Public Policy Specialist,
Cooperative Extension, Department of
Human and Community Development,
UC Davis.
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