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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This report serves as the culmination of work performed as part of a two-year planning project funded by 
the State of California’s Sustainable Agricultural Lands Conservation (SALC) program to identify, map, and 
assess agricultural lands and key agricultural trends in San Diego County. The project team draws on the 
expertise of its public, private, and non-profit organization partners with a collective focus to determine 
effective methods to strengthen agricultural production and achieve policy reform where needed for the 
benefit of the agricultural industry specifically and the many co-benefits to the region as a whole. This 
regional analysis describes systemic structures and related barriers; meanwhile, market analysis of 
individual commodities is still needed. Subsequent planning by San Diego County Local Agency Formation 
Commission (SD LAFCO) will build on this planning process by quantitatively analyzing trends and 
opportunities for different commodity markets to summarize the key costs required to an agricultural 
business in the County. 

The program methodology is outreach-centric and builds on decades of previous research conducted by 
the many organizations supporting agriculture in San Diego County. A prominent example involves 
drawing on considerable work existing on land-based commercial cultivation and most notably nursery 
and ornamental production, urban producers, indigenous land management, production in the desert 
region, and related issues in the food industry. This program also has been designed with the unique 
approach of broadly focusing on industry viability with a demographic representation of producers in the 
region. Mapped lands compiled multiple sources of data, included slopes as arable and included state and 
federal grazing lands. Outreach efforts included in-person interviews and direct outreach to small-scale 
farmer associations with added value assigned to agricultural producers as paid professionals. Similarly, 
to encourage collaboration among stakeholders, contractors and partners, the program incorporates 
feedback from regional organizations representing agriculture at multiple scales. The program focused on 
land-based commercial cultivation, therefore major aspects of the agricultural industry were best 
represented through prior research, most notably: nursery and ornamental production, urban producers, 
indigenous land management, production in the desert region, and related issues in the food industry. 

 

Regional Context 

Agriculture has long been an important part of the local economy in San Diego County. As the region’s 
fifth largest industry, direct economic output from agricultural production recently is $1.75 billion 
(County, 2021) with a total economic impact of $2.8 billion (County, 2015). San Diego leads the nation in 
nursery production, organic farming and the number of small farms, but significant challenges threaten 
long-term viability of the region’s agricultural industry.  

The moderate climate in San Diego permits production of 200 varieties of locally grown crops (UCCE, 2018) 
across approximately 219,874 acres or 8% of the County area (County, 2021). Nursery and ornamental 
production dominates agricultural sales with $1.3 billion or 74%, despite representing only 5% (11,429 
acres) of the total crop acreage (County, 2021). Subtropicals are another major source of sales, including 
citrus (8,812 acres, $114,746,057) and avocados (14,458 acres, $82,832,387). Other major commodities 
include wine grapes, vegetable production, livestock and egg production. 

A source of pride for many San Diegans, the County boasts the highest concentration of United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Certified Organic farmers in the Country with 376 registered growers 

https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/2021CropReportEN.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/SDAgImpact.pdf
https://ucanr.edu/sites/cetest/files/293157.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/2021CropReportEN.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/2021CropReportEN.pdf


   

 

   

 

generating $71.0 million per year in sales (County, 2021). A high number of uncertified producers use 
organic methods and practices but find the cost of certification to be an obstacle.  

With respect to trends, land reserved for agriculture has become significantly smaller and more 
fragmented with each passing decade (FMMP, 1986). For the last thirty years, San Diego consistently ranks 
in the top ten counties in California with the largest net loss of irrigated farmland (DOC, 2015). Currently, 
there are 219,874 acres in agricultural production (County, 2021). This has declined from a peak of 
371,592 acres in 1986 (FMMP, 1986). The historical area of farms and ranches once exceeded 630,000 
acres, however poor records of acreage are kept for extensive coastal dairies, dryland farming, row crops 
and the globally-renowned floral industry and montane pastures (FMMP, 1986). The cultivated acreage 
peaked most recently in 2006 and representing a reduction of 30% in the past15 years (County, 2006). 
More than two-thirds (69%) of San Diego farms now operate on less than ten acres (USDA, 2017).  

 

Producer Concerns 

Working with stakeholders through outreach efforts, policy meetings, and working groups identified ten 
policy recommendations which span multiple crop types, demographics and regions of producers across 
San Diego. These recommendations include: 

1. Assign agricultural liaisons for city and county governments 
2. Design lease agreements that invest in working lands 
3. Create a regional land use plan to prioritize agriculture  
4. Fund growers to transition to low water-use crops and more efficient irrigation  
5. Equip and incentivize producers to adopt climate-smart practices 
6. Streamline construction of farmworker housing  
7. Develop advanced water treatment facilities with priority for agricultural use 
8. Inform small farming opportunities through analysis of costs and benefits of small farms 
9. Expand technical assistance by providing more vocational training 
10. Build capacity of farmers and farmworkers with training and services 

Pressures on agricultural businesses are intensifying now more than ever. The high expense of imported 
water and rising land costs from urban encroachment are universal pressures (County, 2009). Most 
producers highlight extreme weather conditions as a major impact to production, with an increase in 
minimum temperature of >3°F in the last century (CA EPA, 2018). Regulations for grading and 
development, environmental review, and labor rates complicate and add expense to production. For small 
farmers, high labor costs, pest management, and marketing are paramount (UCCE, 2018). Other concerns 
include access to capital, lack of training opportunities, and volatile markets. 

As markets develop, producers need support adapting their business to new costs and opportunities. 
Costs to hire labor continue to rise, while nearby urban markets provide higher premiums for high quality 
produce and meat. Existing regulations can be prohibitive to business, namely state restrictions on 
overtime and minimum wage laws which paralyze industries that employ seasonal workers or graziers. 
Environmental permitting is not streamlined, making it expensive to navigate and comply with local and 
state regulations. State grants provide opportunities to invest in on-farm climate solutions, but 
applications are too convoluted for producers to complete on their own, spotlighting a need for technical 
assistance. The local urban market presents a growing opportunity, but producers need additional support 
connecting to local businesses and institutions to take advantage of the available premium. 

https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/2021CropReportEN.pdf
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/fmmp/Documents/fmmp/pubs/2010-2012/FCR/FCR%202015_text_only.pdf
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/fmmp/Documents/fmmp/pubs/2010-2012/FCR/FCR%202015_text_only.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/2021CropReportEN.pdf
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/fmmp/Documents/fmmp/pubs/2010-2012/FCR/FCR%202015_text_only.pdf
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/fmmp/Documents/fmmp/pubs/2010-2012/FCR/FCR%202015_text_only.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/California/
https://farmlandinfo.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/09/San-Diego-FPP.pdf
https://oehha.ca.gov/media/downloads/climate-change/report/2018caindicatorsreportmay2018.pdf
https://ucanr.edu/sites/cetest/files/293157.pdf


   

 

   

 

Pressures on agricultural businesses have intensified the high cost of production. Regulations and 
permitting complicate and add expense to production including grading and development, environmental 
review, and labor rates. For small farmers, high labor costs, pest management, and marketing are 
paramount business concerns (UCCE, 2018). Other concerns include access to capital, lack of training 
opportunities and volatile markets. 

Land reserved for agriculture has become significantly smaller and more fragmented with each passing 
decade (FMMP, 1986). Turning a weakness into a strength, water scarcity has driven local producers to 
adopt water conservation measures at a higher rate than most counties in the State (USDA, 2012). The 
results of land conversion and rising water costs are most visible in the subtropical orchard industry. San 
Diego was formerly the lead producer of avocados in the country, but total production value and acreage 
dropped by nearly half from a peak of $153 million to the current $82.8 million, and a peak of 26,000 acres 
in 2007 to 14,458 acres in 2021 (County, 2021). The decreased avocado yields may also be linked to the 
increase in hotter and dryer conditions.  

 

Policy Goals 

The agricultural stakeholders and supporting organizations involved in this collaborative grant process 
recommend policy goals at the local, regional, and state levels. Central to each policy proposal is the need 
for farmers to be actively involved in regional land use policies, and for agriculture to be valued as a critical 
element of the local culture and economy. Therefore, at all levels of government, agencies and 
departments would be well served to dedicate agency liaisons to provide direct representation to 
agricultural producers in order to navigate regulations and funding opportunities. To support this, industry 
leaders should draft a holistic assessment of the direct and indirect economic impact as well as the co-
benefits of the agricultural industry in the region as a value analysis; SD LAFCO has taken the lead on this 
policy recommendation in collaboration with the County of San Diego by renewing this SALC grant for 
additional analysis of the costs of agricultural production at the farm scale and co-benefits of agricultural 
communities to the region. A concurrent goal it to help to economically diversify production to support 
the agricultural industry. 

To guide regional land use, an agricultural zoning plan is desperately needed. Land use planners should 
work with producers and other stakeholders to develop an agricultural land use plan interconnected 
across the entire County to guide future policy development, land use planning and to preserve working 
lands. Water is a limiting factor to the future of local agriculture; to help preserve San Diego agriculture, 
water districts should collaborate on future regional funding opportunities to incentivize producer 
participation in a local CropSWAP program; this would support the transition of high water-demand 
subtropical groves and orchards to drought-tolerant perennials or crops with lower water usage. This 
model has shown to be successful elsewhere in Southern California. In order to preserve and invest in 
fertile agricultural lands, farmers and ranchers need access to agricultural reserves as was previously 
achieved through the Williamson Act. Public agencies should work with agricultural producers to place 
land in trusts, develop beneficial agreements to lease public lands with historic agricultural use, and 
incentivize climate-smart practices on those fields. These programs allow the preservation of agricultural 
lands while protecting farmers from further urban encroachment and drought risk. 

Economic policies should be developed to support agricultural producers to adapt to a shifting market. 
The pipeline for the region’s robust agricultural education programs tapers off after high school; training 
opportunities should support young farmers to learn, stay, and grow in San Diego. This could be 
accomplished by investing in horticultural programs at local community colleges and with support from 

https://ucanr.edu/sites/cetest/files/293157.pdf
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/fmmp/Documents/fmmp/pubs/2010-2012/FCR/FCR%202015_text_only.pdf
https://agcensus.library.cornell.edu/census_parts/2012-california/
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/awm/docs/2021CropReportEN.pdf


   

 

   

 

USDA Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program. Meanwhile, the workforce should be 
supplemented by a consistent system for providing permits to seasonal workers to contribute and benefit 
from the agricultural economy. 

Regional agencies should address the formidable cost of living for vulnerable farmworker populations by 
simplifying permitting and incentivizing the construction of farmworker housing. Participants in the San 
Diego Food System Alliance’s Food Vision 2030 highlighted the need for a pathway to land ownership, 
coupled with succession planning, mentorship, and marketing support. County policy makers could work 
with local advocates to request a revision at the State level to make labor laws concerning overtime and 
wages more flexible based on seasonal needs. 

Climate conditions have been trending toward extremes. Fortunately, carbon farming practices are 
available and in use at the farm level which helps to increase storage of carbon in soils, improve water 
holding capacity and help mitigate heat islands. To adapt to and mitigate climate change impacts, local 
governments should invest in capacity-building programs to reduce the cost of implementing climate-
smart practices. Practices listed in the County of San Diego Climate Action Plan (2018) identify the need 
to increase carbon sequestration, promote sustainably and locally grown food, reduce emissions of 
equipment used in agriculture and should be supported by local incentives. 

Above all, producers are under-represented and need designated staff at government agencies to 

advocate for them and help them navigate services. With strong representation in place, regional agencies 

and residents can build momentum and provide the agricultural community with the support that it has 

earned. 

https://sdfoodvision2030.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/food-vision-2030-overview.pdf
https://sdfoodvision2030.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/food-vision-2030-overview.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/pds/advance/cap/publicreviewdocuments/PostBOSDocs/San%20Diego%20County%20Final%20CAP.pdf



