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Note on Administrative Definitions
In this report, the term “Metropolitan Los Angeles” is used to refer to a five-county area, including Los Angeles,
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, and Ventura Counties. The term “region” also refers to this five-county area.
Individual municipalities and neighborhoods are referred to by specific names, such as City of Los Angeles, Boyle
Heights, Covina, etc.
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For more than a century, Los Angeles has been regarded as an exception to the rules governing American urban growth. Starting
out as a region with little or no apparent urban potential, Southern California has grown with remarkable speed into one of the
world’s most important metropolitan areas. At the beginning of the 21st Century, the region faces new challenges that inevitably
accompany emergence from a short, turbulent metropolitan adolescence. These challenges require a new way of seeing ourselves
and our city-region, and fresh ways of working together to confront them.

The Los Angeles metropolitan region originally emerged as a series of decentralized and self-contained towns, each with 
its own complement of housing, jobs, and shopping. The outlying counties grew to prominence by deliberately establishing 
identities separate from Los Angeles proper. The region’s almost 200 individual cities likewise sought to serve their residents by
viewing themselves locally, even parochially, rather than as part of some larger whole. Historically, then, the entire region was
built on a kind of “suburban” assumption: that individuals and communities could best thrive by creating multiple, discrete
centers of political, economic and social life, rather than focusing on a single dominant core (as happened in most other
American cities). 

These assumptions no longer hold true. All indicators suggest that the suburban idyll in metropolitan Los Angeles is long
past. New communities are still being built on the metropolitan fringe, but little land or natural resources remain for more
outward expansion. Most people live in existing urban areas that are aging rapidly and densifying. Many neighborhoods, old and
new, are quickly stratifying in ways that increase the separation of affluent and poor residents. And as previously separate
communities abut and coalesce, the need for collaborative political approaches to the problems of an emerging world city
becomes paramount.

In 1998, the Southern California Studies Center of the University of Southern California began a two-year investigation 
into the problems and opportunities facing the region. With generous support from The James Irvine Foundation, a group of
researchers and practitioners committed themselves to diagnosing the health of the region, and opening up a conversation 
about our future.

As this work unfolded, we also entered into a collaboration with The Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan
Policy, a national research organization committed to understanding and responding to the complex mix of issues that confront
cities and metropolitan areas. The Southern California Studies Center joined a nation-wide project with scholars from other major
cities, convened by Brookings, to examine the role of government policies in shaping metropolitan growth and development
trends. The findings in this report have been informed by that national network, and will be incorporated into a separate book 
to be published by The Brookings Institution Press.

Our hope is that Sprawl Hits the Wall will contribute to emerging local, regional, and national debates about our urban
future. What happens in Los Angeles affects the turn of events throughout the world, just as global events have an impact 
on LA’s neighborhoods. We must be careful to protect those qualities that for more than two centuries have made Southern
California the destination of choice for millions of immigrants; yet at the same time, we cannot afford to squander the
opportunities opening up to a world city of the 21st century. As a consequence, we face some tough challenges and choices,
which are spelled out very directly in this document. We need to grow smarter, grow together, grow greener, and grow more
civic-mindedly. This report spells out why these actions are necessary, and begins a conversation about how we may achieve
those goals.

Michael Dear
Director
Southern California Studies Center
University of Southern California
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To paint this portrait of present-day
Metropolitan Los Angeles, the Southern
California Studies Center of the University of
Southern California drew upon an enormous
body of research that has emerged during
recent years, and involved a large number 
of people in producing new knowledge 
about our region. We are deeply indebted to
countless individuals who assisted in this
project, and offer our heartfelt thanks to 
the following collaborators.

Above all, this report is the product of 
over two years' work by more than a score 
of researchers at seven universities in 
Southern California, as well as at The
Brookings Institution Center on Urban and
Metropolitan Policy in Washington, D.C., and 
at the Solimar Research Group of Ventura,
California. A complete listing of the members
of this project is given on page iv. Many
experts, advocates, and professionals in the
region also read and commented upon various
drafts of the report at different stages of 
the work.

This work was made possible by a generous
grant from The James Irvine Foundation to the
Southern California Studies Center (SC2) at the
University of Southern California. Michael Dear,
SC2 Director, was overall coordinator of the
project. Special thanks are extended to 
Dennis Collins, Nick Bollman, Kim Belshé, and
Bob Shireman of The Irvine Foundation.

The project research team responsible for
the report was led by Jennifer Wolch, Professor
of Geography at the University of Southern
California, along with Manuel Pastor Jr.,
Professor of Latin American and Latino Studies
at the University of California, Santa Cruz, and
Peter Dreier, E.P. Clapp Distinguished Professor
of Politics at Occidental College. Post-doctoral
Associate Pascale Joassart-Marcelli provided
superior analytic support to the project.

The enormous responsibility for synthesizing
these multiple sources and writing this report
fell principally upon William Fulton, Senior
Research Fellow at USC’s Southern California
Studies Center, and President of Solimar
Research Group.

Graphics in this report were prepared by
Alicia Harrison (Solimar Research Group), and
Dallas Dishman (SC2), with the support of
Alejandro Alonso. Additional assistance was
provided by Yan Xu, Joseph Kamholz, Falan
Guan, and Julie Park, of USC’s Geographic
Information Systems Research Laboratory (John
Wilson, Director).

From Washington D.C., Bruce Katz, Amy Liu,
Jennifer Bradley, and Robert Puentes from The
Brookings Institution Center on Urban and
Metropolitan Policy provided invaluable support
and critical insights that were vital to the
completion of our work. 

Myron Orfield, of the Metropolitan Area
Research Corporation, graciously allowed us 
to reproduce two of his maps in this report.
The Southern California Association of
Governments provided files from which Map 1
was constructed.

Photographic images were provided by
Michael Dear, Mark Elliot and Photodisc.

Drafts of this report were kindly read by:
Joan Abrahamson, The Jefferson Institute
Kim Belshé, The James Irvine Foundation
Nick Bollman, California Center for Regional

Leadership
Thomas Chabolla, The Roman Catholic

Archdiocese of Los Angeles
Peter Dreier, Occidental College 
Lee Harrington, Los Angeles County

Economic Development Corporation
Ron Loveridge, Mayor, City of Riverside
Myron Orfield, Metropolitan Area Research

Corporation
Manuel Pastor Jr., University of California,

Santa Cruz
Jaime Regalado, California State University,

Los Angeles

The following people attended focus group
conversations on a draft of the report:

Joan Abrahamson, The Jefferson Institute
Thomas Chabolla, The Roman Catholic

Archdiocese of Los Angeles
Glen Gritzner, Southern California

Transportation & Land Use Coalition
Lee Harrington, Los Angeles County

Economic Development Corporation
Melissa Infusino, Los Angeles Area Chamber

of Commerce
Kim Lewand, Lawyers for Clean Water
George Malone, County of Los Angeles

Department of Regional Planning
David Myerson, Environment Now
Sylvia Patsouras, Southern California

Association of Governments
Katherine Perez, Southern California

Transportation & Land Use Coalition
Michael Woo, Local Initiatives Support

Corporation

USC’s Stephanie Pincetl helped arrange special
meetings to provide input into our work. These
meetings were generously convened by Angela
Johnson Meszaros and Joe Lyou of the
California League of Conservation Voters
Education Fund, and by Jim Favaro and Michael
Dieden of the Westside Urban Forum. 

Maria Sese Paul and Christopher J. Paul of
Sese/Paul Design were responsible for graphic
design work on this report.

Additional funding in support of this research
came from The Brookings Institution, the
Hewlett Foundation and the Stern Foundation.

The work of the Southern California Studies
Center is supported by a grant from the 
Office of the Provost, Lloyd Armstrong, Jr., 
at the University of Southern California.
Leadership and guidance are also provided 
by Steven B. Sample (President of USC), 
Martin Levine (Vice-Provost), Joseph Aoun
(Dean of the College of Letters, Arts 
and Sciences) and his predecessor 
Morton Owen Schapiro.

Disclaimer: Given the enormous range of
contributions to this work, it is more than
usually important to emphasize that the views
expressed in this report are solely those of SC2,
and do not necessarily reflect those of any
collaborators.

Mission Statement
The Southern California Studies

Center / SC2 is a nonpartisan,

multidisciplinary research and

educational organization that

mobilizes the intellectual

resources of the University of

Southern California to illuminate

the distinctive characteristics and

dynamics of Southern California,

and to foster collaborative

dialogue in confronting the

challenges and opportunities

facing the region.
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During the suburban era—between the 1950s and the 1970s—Los Angeles gained a reputation as the

archetypal suburban metropolis. Fueled by the defense and entertainment industries and by a good deal

of traditional unionized manufacturing, metropolitan L.A. created an unparalleled middle-class economy.

With the construction of the freeway system and the rise of production homebuilding, the region became

the capital of suburbia, transforming such outlying areas as Orange County and the San Fernando Valley

into classic postwar suburban communities. 

The Los Angeles region is still spatially organized around the assumptions of the
suburban era: that it serves a middle-class suburban population engaged in a middle-class
suburban economy; that the supply of buildable land is practically unlimited; and,
following from the first two assumptions, that the region’s middle-class and wealthy
residents can simply move away—always outward—from “urban-style” problems. But this
is no longer the reality of the region.

This report is an attempt to take a clear-eyed look at metropolitan Los Angeles’s new
reality. It seeks not to portray the Los Angeles of history or the Los Angeles of popular
perception, but the five-county region today as it really exists—a rapidly changing and
immensely complicated metropolitan region with an emerging set of challenges that must
be dealt with now if the region is to maintain both livability and prosperity in the future. 

Thus, we hope that readers of this report will not just be better-informed, but act on
this information. If metropolitan Los Angeles is going to overcome its challenges and 
grow differently, the list of necessary actors is long: community groups, local leaders,
elected officials and business leaders in Ventura, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and 
San Bernardino counties, as well as state officials and decision-makers in Sacramento 
and Washington D.C. 
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❶ SPRAWL HAS HIT THE WALL IN THE

LOS ANGELES REGION. THERE IS

LIMITED ADDITIONAL LAND ON WHICH TO

GROW, AND THERE ARE FEW ADDITIONAL

RESOURCES LEFT TO CONSUME. 

For more than a century, metropolitan Los Angeles has grown by moving on to “the next
valley”. When the coastal plain of Los Angeles was filled up, suburbs were constructed in
the San Fernando and San Gabriel Valleys and in Orange County. When those areas were 
full, new communities sprung up in Ventura County, in northern L.A. County, and in the
Inland Empire. 

Today, sprawl has hit the wall in metropolitan Los Angeles. Almost all the natural
locations for urban development have been consumed, and most of the remaining areas are
constrained by government policy. And at the same time, many of the other resources that
have helped fuel sprawl in the past—for example, low-cost water supplies and efficient
water delivery systems—appear to be exhausted as well. This means that the Los Angeles
region will have to accommodate an additional 6 million people in the next 20 years—or
“two Chicagos,” as policymakers often say—without additional resources. 

Los Angeles and Orange Counties do not have enough developable land to accommodate
expected growth in the next 20 years. Outward urban growth still continues on the fringes.
But even in these outlying areas, most of the remaining undeveloped land is either too
mountainous to accommodate major development or has been reserved by government
policies. Most of the region’s land is owned by the federal government. Endangered species
preservation efforts are likely to set aside well over a half-million acres of land.
Agricultural preservation efforts in Ventura County have set aside 100,000 acres of land
that could otherwise have been developed into urban communities. 

In areas on the metropolitan fringe where land is available—such as southern Orange
County, the Santa Clarita Valley, and the Temecula Valley in Riverside County—some
growth is likely to occur. But these are battleground areas. The only part of the region
with a large amount of unconstrained land is the high desert, which is environmentally
fragile, has the harshest climate in the region, and is located far from most job centers. 

Other natural resources required for urban growth, such as water, are dwindling as well.
All of the region’s imported water sources are under threat—the Los Angeles aqueduct
from the Owens Valley, the State Water Project’s aqueduct from Northern California, and
the Metropolitan Water District’s aqueduct from the Colorado River. 

All these trends mean that metropolitan Los Angeles must accommodate a continually
growing population in the decades ahead, but with less water than is now available, and
with little room for outward expansion.

The Great Wall of L.A.
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❷ THE REGION CAN NO LONGER ESCAPE

THE PROBLEMS CREATED BY THE

PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT AND

THE SPATIAL ORGANIZATION OF

ACTIVITIES THAT UNDERGIRDS IT. 

THESE INCLUDE:

■ A DISTRESSED REGIONAL CORE THAT

HAS SPREAD TO ALL OF THE OUTLYING

COUNTIES IN THE REGION;

■ AN ENVIRONMENT THAT HAS BEEN

SEVERELY TAXED BY GROWTH, AND

■ A GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE THAT

DOES NOT APPEAR ABLE TO MEET

THE REGION’S CHALLENGES.

T H E  D I S T R E S S E D  R E G I O N A L  C O R E
Many older urban areas—areas that are both ethnically and economically mixed—have
coalesced to form a large regional core. This core cuts across city and county boundaries. 
It does not consistently divide coastal areas from inland areas, nor Los Angeles County 
from neighboring counties, nor cities from suburbs. Broadly speaking this area includes 
the inland parts of the old coastal plain, stretching from Hollywood all the way to
Anaheim, as well as the flat lands of the San Fernando Valley, and the Interstate 10 corridor
from downtown L.A. through the San Gabriel Valley all the way to San Bernardino. 

This core does contain some of the region’s most vibrant communities. Generally
speaking, however, it is flatter, older, more racially mixed, and more economically troubled
than the rest of the region. This is where the significant changes in the economy and
demography of Southern California are seen most strikingly, and hurt the quality of life
most dramatically. Specifically, this is where most of the region’s growing working poor
population lives. Immigration and first-generation births have increased the number of
low-skilled workers in the region, and the decline in the middle-class economy has created
more low-wage jobs. As a result, having a job does not guarantee rising to the middle-
class, but more likely staying in the ranks of the working poor. Furthermore, this part of
the region is growing dramatically in population, but housing opportunities in the regional
core are stagnant or in decline.

The core is ringed by a series of more affluent foothill and coastal communities—many
of them now 30 to 40 years old and adding jobs dramatically even as their population
grows slowly. These places are in some ways the mirror image of the core: a slow-growing,
but affluent population, and a generous flow of high-paying jobs. Meanwhile, the middle
class is being squeezed into the transitional areas between the rich and the poor, or is
“leapfrogging” out to the metropolitan fringe where more affordable single-family homes
are being constructed.

T H E  S T R A I N E D  E N V I R O N M E N T
Perhaps no other major metropolitan area in the United States has had to work so hard 
to keep nature at bay by ruthlessly channelizing watercourses, suppressing fires, and
strengthening structures to withstand earthquakes. 

Nevertheless, especially in the last decade, Los Angeles’s armature against the natural
environment has become strained, and it is unclear how the region will sustain itself
against long term natural threats. Natural hazards such as fire, floods, and earthquakes
remain real risks for all residents, because of the interconnected ecology between 
the inland areas and the coast, and between the foothills and the flats. As urban
development has reached deeper into natural areas, the threat to plant and animal 
species has increased. 

Meanwhile, the dangers associated with the interrelationship between the urban
environment and the natural environment have become more obvious. Water pollution
remains an important—and largely untackled—problem for all areas of the region,
including inland and coastal areas. The dramatic improvements in the “smog” problem
represent a major success story for the region, but the Los Angeles air basin remains one

Backyard coyote, 

Santa Monica.
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G R O W  S M A R T E R
It is no longer possible to facilitate growth and prosperity by growing outward. Therefore, it
is necessary for the region to begin growing “smarter”—that is, making conscious choices
about how land, water, and transportation infrastructure are deployed, so that future
growth reinforces existing communities in positive ways and improves our regional patterns
rather than destroys them. Most likely, this effort will require: 

■ Overhauling the state’s fiscal system to encourage a healthy balance in communities,
including housing and jobs.

■ Increasing the supply of affordable housing throughout the region by providing
incentives to build housing near centers of population growth and job growth, and 
by revising state housing law.

■ Undertaking a regional effort to alter the physical form of the region’s communities—
including land conservation on the metropolitan fringe, responsible infill
development, and better transportation linkages—so that they reflect the current
demographic and economic structure of the region.

G R O W  T O G E T H E R
Perhaps the most disheartening part of the Los Angeles story today is the growing regional
divide between rich and poor, which manifests itself not only in geographical separation
but also in social and economic turmoil throughout the region. But the regional divide need
not get worse—and the region’s economy could actually grow faster—if a commitment is
made to grow together in the following ways:

■ Link the working poor to employment opportunities wherever they are through better
use of urban land and regional information sharing. 

■ Invest in older communities and restore neighborhood economies, especially 
through state and local investments and the investments of the California Public
Retirement System.

❸ THE REGION MUST GROW

DIFFERENTLY TO ADDRESS ITS

INTERLOCKING CHALLENGES. 

IT MUST GROW SMARTER, 

GROW GREENER, GROW TOGETHER, 

AND GROW MORE CIVIC-MINDED.

T H E  F R A G I L E  G O V E R N A N C E  S T R U C T U R E
The vast majority of metropolitan Los Angeles’s residents live inside the boundaries of 
the region’s 177 cities. These municipalities are mostly small to medium sized, with an
inevitably parochial view. Even as the region itself becomes more diverse, these
municipalities are becoming more segregated by race and by income. They sometimes 
work together on limited issues of mutual concern, but often fight with one another 
over attractive tax producers and the adverse impacts of growth and development. 
The longstanding fiscal inequity among them appears to be getting worse as the result 
of Proposition 13 and its progeny. Federal revenue flows do not alleviate this inequity; 
in fact, the federal dollars, while vital to many cities, appear to make the fiscal inequity
problem worse. 

Finally, the regional institutions that once held the promise of bringing the region’s
local governments together are themselves crumbling. The state government, which holds
the potential to create a “new set of rules” to improve the situation, has been stalled for
many years by political gridlock among lobbying groups on issues associated with growth
and local government finance. In short, the region’s governance structure does not appear
capable of a creative and collaborative response to the changing realities of metropolitan
Los Angeles.

of the most polluted in the nation and it will be very difficult for the region to comply
with federal air standards by the target date of 2020. 

Furthermore, the cancer risks associated with hazardous air contaminants suggest that
major air pollution problems remain. The geography of the region’s natural systems,
combined with the patterns of the region’s industrial pollution, tend to place poor and
working-class residents at risk more frequently than middle-class and affluent residents. 
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■ Close the income divide through state tax and spending policy by adopting a state
Earned Income Tax Credit, by using flexibility in federal programs for the working
poor, and by increasing outreach efforts to ensure that the working poor take
advantage of these programs.

G R O W  G R E E N E R
The dramatic changes of recent decades have made it clear that metropolitan Los Angeles
cannot continue to grow and prosper until it comes to terms with the natural environment
in which it is located. The region should take steps to ensure that growth is greener and
cleaner as well as smarter. These goals should be combined and built upon to create a
regional “growing greener” agenda that citizen groups, businesses, regional agencies, and
local governments could all sign on to. The growing greener agenda should include the
following steps:

■ Combine stormwater runoff programs with ecological restoration of riparian areas and
wildlife corridors.

■ Stabilize the region’s use of water, energy, and other natural resources. 
■ Ensure that all communities in the region have equal access to environmental health,

open space, and other environmental qualities that currently separate affluent from
poor communities.

G R O W  M O R E  C I V I C - M I N D E D
No matter how powerful the region’s ideas for dealing with future growth are, they will not
be effectively implemented unless metropolitan Los Angeles overcomes the long-standing
deficiencies of its “civic infrastructure”. To meet the regional challenge in metropolitan Los
Angeles today—to grow smarter, grow together, and grow greener—civic leaders throughout
the region must show the foresight to grow more civic minded in the following ways:

■ Improve the basic information the region collects on growth, the environment, and
market trends—and the impact of those trends on all parts of the region.

■ Create “benchmarking” goals in all three areas described above—growing smarter,
growing together, and growing greener—and a system of tracking progress 
toward those goals.

■ Improve the region’s civic infrastructure and initiate a regional dialogue to 
achieve these goals.

This regional civic dialogue cuts across race, class, geography, and institutional turf,
and recognizes the new realities of metropolitan Los Angeles. This dialogue must include
government leaders at the local, regional, and state level. But it must also extend beyond
them to include major institutional players: community and environmental groups, faith-
based institutions, universities, cultural organizations. In order to confront the issues
emerging in metropolitan Los Angeles today, a dialogue is needed—plus a consensus—
among all major groups that have a stake in the region.

Realtors’ welcome signs

at Hemet.
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More than 16 million people live in metropolitan Los Angeles, making it the second-largest metropolitan

area in the United States. These residents live in 177 cities and five counties (Los Angeles, Orange,

Riverside, San Bernardino, and Ventura) that cover a vast area—some 35,000 square miles. However,

two-thirds of the land in the five-county area is owned by the federal government, most of it in the

desert areas of eastern Riverside and San Bernardino Counties. The actual size of the metropolitan area

itself is much smaller, but still large in comparison to other American metros—somewhere on the order

of 14,000 square miles (see Map 1).

Los Angeles County contains approximately 90 cities and is home to almost 10 million
people, making it the single most populous local government unit in the United States.
South of Los Angeles, approximately 3 million people live in Orange County, which is
geographically the smallest county in the region. Another 3 million live in the fast-growing
“Inland Empire”—Riverside and San Bernardino Counties, which are located to the east of
Los Angeles and Orange Counties. Ventura County, located north and west of Los Angeles, 
is the least populous of the five counties, with approximately 750,000 residents.

Each county is extremely diverse, but each county’s aggregate profile tells an important
part of the Los Angeles story. L.A. County still has considerable open land available to the
north, but by and large it is a dense, mature, and ethnically mixed urban county
containing large portions of the region’s wealth and its poverty. Historically, Orange
County had a reputation for being Anglo and affluent, but today it is also quite diverse.
Northern Orange County is dense, urban, and multi-ethnic. Central Orange County has
become a burgeoning regional job center. Southern Orange County is a still-developing,
affluent, and mostly Anglo suburban area. 

Riverside and San Bernardino Counties were historically quite mixed in terms of both
ethnicity and income—and almost independent of metropolitan Los Angeles. Today,
Riverside is the most traditionally suburban county in the region, a center of homebuilding
and in many ways a “bedroom” suburb for Orange County. San Bernardino County also has
many fast-growing middle-class suburban communities, but it is characterized by a great
deal of distress—in fact, it is the second most distressed county in the region after Los
Angeles. Many older San Bernardino County communities have lost their base of heavy
industry and now struggle with economic and social problems. Ventura County is a
generally affluent mixture of older coastal cities and newer inland suburbs, but like all of
Southern California it also has pockets of economic and social distress.

Metropolitan Los Angeles is governed not only by five counties but also by 177 cities
(see Appendix) and more than 1,100 special districts. Almost 90 percent of the region’s
residents live inside cities, but nevertheless some 1.6 million people live in unincorporated
county territory. Special districts provide specific services such as water, sewer, or fire
protection. Counties serve as “regional” governments in some respects because they are
responsible for welfare, indigent health care, and criminal justice services, and because in
metropolitan Los Angeles the counties are extremely large by national standards. The City
of Los Angeles also serves as a “regional” government in some respects. The city is almost
500 square miles in size and includes a wide variety of neighborhoods in it, ranging from
areas of hard-core poverty to areas of suburban affluence. It is not geographically
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Profile of the Region

Demographics

POPULATION 1980 1990 2000
Los Angeles 7,477,421  8,863,052 9,884,300 
Orange 1,932,708  2,410,668 2,828,400 
Riverside 663,199  1,170,413 1,522,900 
San Bernardino 895,016  1,418,380 1,689,300 
Ventura 529,174  669,016 756,500 
Region 11,497,518 14,531,529 16,681,400 

Source: California Department of Finance, Report E-5, City/County Population 
and Housing Estimates, 1991 -2000, with Census 1990 Report 84 E-4, 
Population Estimates for California Counties and Cities: January 1, 1976 through
January 1, 1980

RACIAL COMPOSITION  1980 1990 2000
Hispanic 
Los Angeles 28% 38% 46%
Orange 15% 24% 30%
Riverside 19% 26% 30%
San Bernardino 19% 27% 33%
Ventura 22% 27% 31%
Region 24% 33% 39%

Anglo
Los Angeles 53% 41% 32%
Orange 78% 64% 55%
Riverside 74% 64% 59%
San Bernardino 73% 61% 53%
Ventura 73% 66% 60%
Region 61% 50% 42%

Black 
Los Angeles 12% 11% 9%
Orange 1% 2% 2%
Riverside 5% 5% 5%
San Bernardino 5% 8% 9%
Ventura 2% 2% 2%
Region 9% 8% 7%

Asian
Los Angeles 6% 10% 13%
Orange 5% 10% 13%
Riverside 1.5% 3% 4%
San Bernardino 2% 4% 5%
Ventura 3% 5% 6%
Region 5% 9% 11%

Native American 
Los Angeles 0.5% 0.3% 0.3%
Orange 0.5% 0.4% 0.3%
Riverside 0.9% 0.7% 0.8%
San Bernardino 0.9% 0.7% 0.7%
Ventura 0.7% 0.5% 0.5%
Region 0.6% 0.4% 0.4%

Source: State of California, Department of Finance, Race/Ethnic Population 
with Age and Sex Detail, 1970 - 2040. Sacramento, CA, December 1998.

Economics

JOBS CREATED 1983–90 1990–98 
Los Angeles  597,700   195,800
Orange  300,600   126,900  
Riverside  No Data   88,700  
San Bernardino  No Data   72,000  
Ventura  65,900   22,900  
Region  964,200   114,700 

Source: EDD data  

HOUSEHOLD INCOME 1980 1990 1995
Los Angeles $17,551 $34,965 $33,828
Orange $22,557 $45,922 $48,701
Riverside $16,037 $33,081 $36,189
San Bernardino $17,463 $33,443 $35,725
Ventura $21,236 $45,612 $46,955
Region $18,730 $37,302 $37,314

Source: 1980 and 1990 Census (STF3), 1995 CPS Estimates

POVERTY RATE 1980 1990 1998*
Los Angeles 13.4% 15.1% 19.6%
Orange 7.3% 8.5% 8.6%
Riverside/San Bernardino 11.2% 12.2% 15.7%
Ventura 8.0% 7.3% 6.4%
Region 11.8% 13.1% 16.5%

Source: 1980 and 1990 Census (STF3), CPS, 
*1998 represents 1997 and 1999 CPS combined

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 1983 1990 1999
Los Angeles 9.7% 5.9% 5.9%
Orange 7.1% 3.5% 2.7%
Riverside No Data 7.0% 5.5%
San Bernardino No Data 5.5% 4.8%
Ventura 9.3% 5.7% 4.8%
Region 9.2%* 5.5% 5.1%

Source: EDD data. * Riverside and San Bernardino excluded

BUILDING PERMITS 1980–1989 1990–1999 
Los Angeles  409,667   121,315  
Orange  166,594   96,646  
Riverside  170,383   100,207  
San Bernardino  171,470   65,587  
Ventura  44,436   24,821  
Region  962,550   408,576  

Source: Construction Industry Research Board
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cohesive, as it includes the San Fernando Valley and the port areas of Wilmington and 
San Pedro but excludes many working poor and working-class suburbs located adjacent 
to it in the coastal plain. About 20 percent of the region’s population lives in the City 
of Los Angeles. 

Over the past century, the modern Los Angeles metropolis has been created on a 
vast and varied physical canvas, which has created a complicated and subtle set of
geographical patterns.

The biggest piece of the canvas—and the oldest and densest part of the urban area—
is the large coastal plain that stretches from the ocean some forty miles inland, and from
the Hollywood Hills south some fifty miles deep into Orange County. It encompasses 
most of the modern-day city of Los Angeles, plus the small cities along the ocean from
Santa Monica to Newport Beach, as well as a string of inland cities along the Los Angeles
and San Gabriel Rivers all the way from Huntington Park to Anaheim. It was along the
lowlands of the Los Angeles River that most of L.A.’s heavy industry developed in the
1920s, and the coastal plain originally served as fertile agricultural soil that helped make
both L.A. and Orange Counties major farm counties in the 20th century.

The rest of the region is shut off from this coastal plain (and from the temperate 
ocean breezes) by a series of mountain ranges. To the north of the coastal plain lies the
San Fernando Valley, forty miles long and up to fifteen miles wide in some places, which
has been part of the City of Los Angeles for almost ninety years. The San Fernando Valley
is itself surrounded by a series of smaller valleys that have bred such cities as Thousand
Oaks and Santa Clarita. To the east is the San Gabriel Valley, home to a varied group 
of older and smaller cities. Beyond them—along present-day Interstate 10—lies the 
San Bernardino Valley, once a capital of citrus ranching and later a center of heavy
industry. To the west of Thousand Oaks, along the ocean, lies the “Oxnard Plain,” a 
second coastal plain in Ventura County, north and west of Los Angeles, which still 
provides half the nation’s lemon crop.

To the east of the picturesque mountains that form the backdrop of coastal Orange
County lie a separate set of communities in Riverside County—a few of them old and
varied, most of them new, but all of them intruding on agricultural operations that are
now a century old and on scenic natural areas that contain the widest range of plants and
animals found anywhere in the United States. Beyond these interior valleys lie Southern
California’s deserts. To the north of the San Fernando and San Bernardino Valleys—on the
other side of the Angeles National Forest—lies the “high desert,” so named because it is
approximately 3,500 feet above sea level. Covering two specific geographical areas known
as the Antelope Valley and the Victor Valley, the high desert is a vast, flat expanse that
represents the last large, unencumbered supply of undeveloped land in Southern California.
East of Riverside—past a rugged mountain range—are the hot, dry “low desert”
communities such as Palm Springs and Palm Desert, located in an area known as the
Coachella Valley.

Over the past hundred years, metropolitan Los Angeles has urbanized in a predictable
fashion, beginning on the coastal plains and stretching through the narrow passes to
inland population centers. From the beginning, L.A. was a decentralized metropolis, with
an extensive rail transportation system (the so-called “Red Car” system) that spurred
pockets of urban growth all the way from the ocean to the desert as early as 1910. (The
freeway system today follows the basic path of the Red Cars.) This early decentralization
did not affect only residential development. From the beginning, L.A. emerged as a series
of small, self-contained economic units, with housing, employment, and shopping in close
proximity. More than most metropolitan areas, the region still functions this way.

Auto-oriented suburbanization began in the 1920s, and by 1960 had consumed the
entire coastal plain and most of the San Fernando and San Gabriel Valleys as well.

Hollywood sign

with San Fernando

Valley beyond.
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Suburbanization from the 1970s onward has pushed urban development deep into the
secondary interior valleys that ring the metropolis.

Because it developed in a decentralized fashion, metropolitan L.A. has always had a
distinctive pattern of wealthy, middle-class, working-class and poor neighborhoods. By and
large, the poor and working-class neighborhoods grew up in the flats, especially along the
flood-prone lowlands near the rivers. And from the beginning, wealthy enclaves sprung up
near the foothills and the coastal areas, where high ground and spectacular views
increased property values. Though there were some exceptions, this pattern was repeated
all throughout the region as urban growth occurred in decentralized fashion. The affluent
Hollywood Hills overlooked working-class Hollywood. Pasadena and Glendale separated into
prosperous foothill neighborhoods and poorer communities in the flats. Racially mixed
Oxnard lay on the low side of the river from the mostly Anglo hillside town of Ventura. The
hilly Palos Verdes peninsula developed as a high-end residential suburb of the gritty port
city of Long Beach and other employment centers in the lowlands. The middle class and
working-class homeowners often lived in the “middle ground” between the poor lowlands
and the wealthy uplands.

This general geographical pattern emerged gradually as metropolitan Los Angeles
urbanized (and suburbanized) during the 20th Century. However, more recent trends have
begun to alter these patterns somewhat—reaffirming some and changing others.

M A P  1 :  S O U T H E R N  C A L I F O R N I A  R E G I O N A L  T O P O G R A P H Y  
A N D  C I T Y  L O C AT I O N ,  1 9 9 9
Source: Modified version of an original map produced by the Southern California Association of Governments, 2000
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During the suburban era—between the 1950s and the 1970s—Los Angeles gained a reputation as the

archetypal suburban metropolis. Fueled by the defense and entertainment industries and by a good deal

of traditional unionized manufacturing, metropolitan L.A. created an unparalleled middle-class economy.

With the construction of the freeway system and the rise of production homebuilding, the region became

the capital of suburbia, transforming such outlying areas as Orange County and the San Fernando Valley

into classic suburban communities.

Over the last 20 years, however, metropolitan Los Angeles has changed dramatically,
and this suburban ideal has been left far behind. While the population has continued
growing, the region as a whole has become far more diverse demographically, and it has
undergone an economic restructuring. Most dramatically, many older urban areas—areas
that are both ethnically and economically mixed—have glommed together to form a large
regional core.

This core cuts across many seemingly logical boundaries. It does not consistently divide
coastal areas from inland areas, nor does it divide cities and suburbs. And it is not limited
to Los Angeles County. Broadly speaking it includes the inland parts of the old coastal
plain, stretching from Hollywood all the way to Anaheim, as well as the flat parts of the
San Fernando Valley, and the Interstate 10 corridor from downtown L.A. through the San
Gabriel Valley all the way to San Bernardino. 

Though there are some exceptions1, generally speaking this area is flatter, older, more
racially mixed, and more economically troubled than the rest of the region. It is where
most of the region’s working poor residents live. It is ringed by a series of more affluent
foothill and coastal communities—many of them now 30 to 40 years old and adding jobs
dramatically even as their population grows slowly. Meanwhile, the middle class is being
squeezed into the transitional areas between the rich and the poor, or is “leapfrogging”
out to the metropolitan fringe where modest single-family homes are being constructed.

This pattern can best be described in detail by examining four different aspects of the
region’s change in recent years. In our view, these topics represent not only the best way
to describe the region, but also the best way to understand the impact that regional
patterns have had on the lives of its residents, as well as opportunities to create a better
vision for the future.

These four topics are:
■ Population Growth and Demographic Change 
■ Economic and Social Trends
■ Land and Natural Resources
■ Governance and Fiscal Resources

1 A few communities in what we have
characterized as the “core” are, in fact,
pockets of affluence. Others are tax-rich
even if their residents have modest incomes.
Furthermore, there are outlying pockets in
other parts of the region, including Ventura
County and the Coachella Valley, where
communities of distress are also located—
usually adjacent to communities of
affluence. These communities of distress
share the same characteristics as the
communities in the “core”.



C H A R T  1 :  P O P U L AT I O N  G R O W T H  B Y  C O U N T Y,  1 9 6 0 – 8 0  A N D
1 9 8 0 – 2 0 0 0
Source: State of California, Department of Finance, Race/Ethnic Population with Age and Sex Detail,

1970–2000. Sacramento, CA, December 1998. State of California, Department of Finance, Historical Census

Population of California State and Counties, 1850–1990
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Population Growth and Demographic Change

❶ THE REGION’S POPULATION IS

GROWING ALMOST AS QUICKLY IN

ESTABLISHED URBAN AREAS AS IT IS IN

NEWLY DEVELOPING AREAS.

Perhaps for the first time in metropolitan Los Angeles’s history, much of the growth in
population—200,000 to 300,000 people per year—is occurring in existing urban areas
rather than on the metropolitan fringe. 

It is true that some of the biggest population increases—both in raw numbers and in
percentage terms—have occurred in the rapidly suburbanizing areas on the edge of the
region, including Riverside County, southern Orange County, and the Antelope and Victor
Valleys. But in the last 20 years, about 40 percent of the region’s population growth—
more than 2 million people—has occurred in older parts of the region that have virtually
no “raw” land.

This is a reversal of the postwar suburban trend. As Chart 1 shows, between 1960 and
1980, as the close-in suburbs expanded, Orange County and Ventura County combined
accounted for more population growth (1.6 million people) than Los Angeles County
(about 1.5 million). The Inland Empire accounted for only a small part of the region’s
growth, about 750,000 people.

Since 1980, however, there has been a dramatic change. Los Angeles County has added
more than 2.3 million people, accounting for almost half the region’s population growth.
The Inland Empire has added 1.7 million people, more than double the amount of the
previous 20 years. And Orange and Ventura Counties—the older, close-in suburbs—added
the least population, only about 1 million people. 

Another way to examine this changing growth dynamic is to look at the population
growth in a broad swath of older communities. Approximately half the people in the
metropolitan area still live in a large portion of the region that is predominantly older,
more densely populated, and more ethnically and economically mixed—an area that
includes the City of Los Angeles and 43 small cities in the San Gabriel Valley, southeastern
Los Angeles County, and northern Orange County. 
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❷ FOR THE FIRST TIME EVER, THE

REGION IS GROWING MOSTLY BECAUSE OF

“NATURAL INCREASE,” RATHER THAN

MIGRATION FROM OTHER STATES OR

OTHER NATIONS.

The popular perception is that metropolitan Los Angeles grows because people flock here
from other parts of the country and the world. While this has been true for most of Los
Angeles’s history, it is not true today. Most of the region’s population growth is now due to
“natural increase”—an excess of births over deaths—rather than migration from other
states or other nations. This has been true for much of the region since the mid 1980s, but
now it is true for every county.

Between 1990 and 1998, Los Angeles County actually saw a net out-migration of more
than 200,000 people, but this was more than made up for by the fact that the county’s
natural increase was approximately 1 million people, or more than 120,000 persons per
year. (The greatest outmigrations took place in the years 1993-96—the years following the

These cities were mostly built out as of 1980, but over the past twenty years they have
added 2 million people to their population. Furthermore, their share of the region’s
population growth has increased over time, from only about one-third in the 1970s to 40
percent in the 1980s and ’90s. This trend is reflected vividly in Map 2, which shows
increases in population density by city between 1980 and 1998. 

The areas adding the most density during this period were primarily located in this core
of older communities, especially those located in the San Gabriel Valley, southern Los
Angeles County, and northern Orange County. In large part, these increases result from
rising household size rather than new housing construction. Between 1990 and 2000,
household size in the region grew from about 2.9 persons per household to about 3.1
persons per household, an increase of approximately 7 percent. 
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M A P  2 :  C H A N G E  I N  P O P U L AT I O N  D E N S I T Y  B Y  C I T Y  I N  S O U T H E R N  C A L I F O R N I A  B E T W E E N
1 9 8 0  A N D  1 9 9 8
Source: 1998 Department of Finance and 1980 Census, STF1 Data
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Downtown Los Angeles.

❸ METROPOLITAN LOS ANGELES HAS

BECOME FAR MORE ETHNICALLY DIVERSE

IN THE LAST 20 YEARS.

Metropolitan Los Angeles has always had some ethnic diversity, but this pattern has
increased dramatically in recent decades. In 1980, metropolitan Los Angeles was home to 
7 million Anglos and 4 million residents of other racial and ethnic backgrounds, including
2.8 million Latinos and 570,000 Asians. Today, metropolitan Los Angeles is home to 
7 million Anglos and 9 million residents of other racial and ethnic backgrounds, including
6.5 million Latinos and 1.8 million Asians. In other words, during the last 20 years, the
Anglo population has remained the same, while the Latino population has more than
doubled and the Asian population has tripled. Meanwhile, the African-American population
has grown more slowly than the overall population and now represents only 7 percent of
the region’s population (compared to 11 percent for Asians). 

civil unrest and the recession—but even in recent years net in-migration has been
swamped by natural increase.)

The figures for the outlying counties are less dramatic but show the same trend. 
Even in Riverside County—the fastest-growing county and the one that most resembles
Los Angeles in its “suburban heyday”—net migration only slightly exceeded natural
increase, and most of that migration was likely from Los Angeles and Orange Counties. 

❹ THIS ETHNIC DIVERSITY IS

SPREADING TO ALL PARTS OF THE

REGION, BUT A PATTERN OF ETHNIC

ENCLAVES IS EMERGING.

Much demographic change in the last 20 years has occurred in Los Angeles County, which
has added 2.4 million Latinos, 800,000 Asians, and 200,000 African-Americans while losing
800,000 Anglos. But the outlying counties, too, have undergone considerable demographic
adjustment. In 1980, Anglos made up more than 70 percent of the population in each of
the four outlying counties. Today they represent little more than a bare majority in all 
these counties. 

Over time, each of the outlying counties has taken on a particular character. Despite its
sharp sub-county distinctions, Orange County in the aggregate has become the most like
L.A. County in its demographic characteristics. The Anglo population has leveled off, while
the Latino and Asian populations have grown rapidly. Riverside County has added the most
Anglo population during this period, while San Bernardino is now the fastest-growing part
of the region for African-Americans. African-American population there doubled between
1980 and 2000, while growing only 17 percent in the region as a whole.

At the municipal level, the 1990 Census recorded a dramatic increase in the Latino
population in older cities in the San Gabriel Valley, the San Bernardino Valley,
southeastern L.A. County, and northern Orange County—virtually the same older areas
where overall population growth has been strong (Map 3).

Foreign immigrants are moving to the outer counties in record numbers. As Map 4
reveals, many immigrants arriving in the Los Angeles area between 1990 and 1996 settled
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in the core of the region in concentrated fashion, but growing numbers chose outlying
locations—including some of the job-rich areas in the suburbs. Irvine, for example,
appears to be one of the leading settlement locations for immigrants, perhaps due to the
concentration of high-tech employment there. Furthermore, after 1993 immigrants
appeared to concentrate less in traditional “core” locations—such as Hollywood/Los Feliz
in Los Angeles—and increasingly chose outlying locations, especially in Riverside County.

The 2000 Census will likely show greater diversity in outlying areas, but may also reveal
increasing segregation at the municipal level. Many older cities, especially in southern 
Los Angeles County, attained a Latino majority in 1980. These same cities had become
decisively Latino by 1990 and are likely to show almost a 100 percent Latino population 
in the 2000 Census. At the same time, the mostly Anglo population in newly developing
suburbs has been creating many new municipalities. In the past 20 years, more than 
30 new cities have incorporated in the region. All but one had overwhelmingly Anglo
populations. Furthermore, considerable additional research suggests that the population 
is extremely segregated by race and ethnicity at the neighborhood level, even compared
with other metropolitan areas. 

In short, even as the metropolitan area is rapidly diversifying, it is also increasingly
characterized as a series of ethnic enclaves.
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