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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 farm- 
land to more intensive urban uses 
throughout the 18-county Central Val- 
ley, 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 de- 
signing 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 less- 
ened 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 sprawl- 
ing development is crowding out farmland. Throughout the Central Valley, about 30,000 
acres are converted annually from farmland to urban uses. Increasing residential den- 
sity can reduce this rate. 

more productive use per acre of a de- 
creasing 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 adapta- 
tions may be easier to achieve than 
changes in urban form. While farm- 
land owners generally make produc- 
tion decisions according to market, 
technological, taxation and farm policy 
considerations, communities grow ac- 
cording to more perceptual and per- 
sonal 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 grow- 
ing 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 ag- 
ricultural production will be sorely re- 
stricted 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. 

A.G. Medvitz, a rancher in the Rio Vista 
area of Solano County, has an Ed.D. de- 
greefrom Harvard University in Admin- 
istration, Planning, and Social Policy; 
A.D. Sokolow is Public Policy Specialist, 
Cooperative Extension, Department of 
Human and Community Development, 
UC Davis. 

For further reading 
Arrow, Kenneth, et al. 1995. Economic 

growth, carrying capacity, and the environment. 
Science, 268: 520-52. 

Bank of America, California Resources 
Agency, Greenbelt Alliance and Low Income 
Housing Fund. 1995. Beyond Sprawl: New Paf- 
terns of Growth to Fit the New California. 

nians. Center for Immigration Studies. 

earth’s human carrying capacity. Science, 269: 
341-46. 

Bouvier, Leon F. 1991. Fiffy Million Califor- 

Cohen, Joel E. 1995. Population growth and 

CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE. NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 1995 17 




