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Precipitated by a boom in population 

(200,000 to 3 million during the 20
th

 

century) and subsequent development over 

the last century, the San Joaquin Valley 

has become one of the most economically 

and socially challenged regions, not only 

in California, but in the country, as well 

(Teitz, Dietzel, & Fullton, 2005). With the 

population of the valley expected to 

double to about seven million people over 

the next 40 years, these pressing 

economic, environmental, social justice, 

and social relationship issues must be 

addressed if we are to restore well-being 

and economic vitality to the San Joaquin 

Valley (Teitz, Dietzel, & Fullton, 2005). 

Using “sustainability” as an all-

encompassing notion, this article looks to 

transferrable examples from across the 

nation to see exactly how and where the 

San Joaquin Valley went wrong, and why 

certain communities are affected more 

than others. By identifying factors that 

have contributed to the present challenges 

facing the San Joaquin Valley, those living 

here may be able to develop strategies for 

restoring vitality to the region. 
 

SUSTAINABILITY 
 

A sustainable community, as detailed 

in this article, is one that meets the “needs 

and aspirations” of current residents 

without compromising the ability to meet 

those of future residents (Speth & Haas, 

2006, p. 5). In this context, sustainability 

is comprised of three key components: 

economic, environmental, and social 

sustainability.  In general, a sustainable 

community is one that offers quality jobs, 

renewable energy sources, affordable and 

adequate housing, parks, healthy food 

options, transportation, education, and 

adequate health care. As there exists no 

standard or set level to which these criteria 

must be met in order for a community to 

be deemed “sustainable,” sustainability is 

better based on “to what degree” a 

community meets each criteria. 

Sustainable policies will be key in 

confronting the challenges currently faced 

by those in the San Joaquin Valley. 
 

 

BACKGROUND 
 

Even as one of the most challenged 

regions in the nation, the San Joaquin 

Valley remains one of the world’s most 

productive agricultural regions, and one of 

the fastest growing areas in the United 

States. Yet, despite containing some of the 

most productive farmland in the United 

States, average annual wages in 

agriculture and its related industries are a 

mere $22,000 a year in the San Joaquin 

Valley. The San Joaquin Valley is tied 

with the far northern regions of California 

for the lowest median personal earnings, 

“roughly 24 percent (about $7,000) lower 

than the state median” (Burd-Sharps & 

Lewis, 2011, p. 106). In 2001, per capita 

incomes in the South San Joaquin Valley 

had “fallen to levels that were almost 40 

percent lower than those for the state as a 

whole” (Johnson & Hayes, 2004, p. 19). 

As a result of these income disparities, 

about 1 in 5 residents in the San Joaquin 

Valley live in poverty, compared to 13 

percent in the rest of California (Public 

Policy Institute of California, 2006). In 

some San Joaquin Valley communities, 

over half of the children live in poverty 

(Johnson & Hayes, 2004). To make 

matters worse, in a February 2012 report 

by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, all 

eight counties of the San Joaquin Valley 

reported unemployment rates well above 

the national rate of 8.3 percent. The 



December 2011 rates reported by the eight 

counties ranged from 14.5 percent (Kern 

County) to 18.7 percent (Merced County) 

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). 

In pursuing sustainability as a goal, 

communities in the San Joaquin Valley 

must focus on the health of their residents. 

The American Human Development 

Project states that health is “central to 

human development” and that “it is the 

foundational human capability: [as] to live 

a freely chosen life of value, you must first 

be alive” (Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 2011, p. 

50). Though California as a whole fares 

well when compared to the rest of the 

United States in terms of health, progress 

is uneven. Within the state, life expectancy 

varies widely from region to region.  The 

average lifespan in the San Joaquin Valley 

is 77.5, compared to 80.1 for the rest of 

California  (Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 2011). 

The San Joaquin Valley is especially 

plagued by poor air quality, specifically its 

levels of ozone and particulates that harm 

human health. These particulates can 

“either exacerbate or trigger heart and 

lung-related illnesses, such as asthma, 

bronchitis, and emphysema, particularly 

among children and older adults” (Burd-

Sharps & Lewis, 2011, p. 51). The top 

three counties with the highest levels of 

particulates in the country are all located 

in the San Joaquin Valley: Kern, Fresno, 

and Tulare. Kern County, the worst in the 

nation, has a particulate count that is two 

times what the EPA deems acceptable for 

human health. Air pollution is also 

“associated with more heart attacks than 

more risky behaviors like using cocaine” 

(Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 2011, p. 51). 

Education attainment levels are also 

depressed when compared to the rest of 

California. When comparing all the 

regions of the state, the San Joaquin 

Valley has the “lowest proportion of 

college graduates and the highest 

proportion of adults who have not 

completed high school” (Johnson & 

Hayes, 2004, p. 17). This is evident in the 

fact that a resident of the San Joaquin 

Valley is “only about one-third as likely to 

have graduated from college as one from 

the Bay Area” (Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 

2011, p. 80). In 2000, of the adults in the 

region age 25 and older, only 14 percent 

were college graduates, compared to 28 

percent in the rest of the state (Public 

Policy Institute of California, 2006). A 

staggering number of the Valley’s adults, 

28 percent, have not even completed high 

school, about the same percentage as the 

nation as a whole more than a quarter 

century ago (Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 2011). 

The high unemployment and poverty 

levels experienced by the San Joaquin 

Valley are believed to be a direct result of 

this low level of education attainment. 

In addition to the many challenges 

facing the people of the San Joaquin 

Valley, if current land-use trends continue, 

one of the region’s strongest economic 

drivers, agriculture, will remain threatened 

by urban sprawl. As of 2000, the eight San 

Joaquin Valley counties had a total of 5.7 

million acres of farmland. Of this 

farmland, 55.6 percent, or 3.2 million 

acres, was classified by the state as prime 

farmland. Prime farmland, as defined by 

the state, is land that “has the best 

combination of soil quality, growing 

season, and water supply and actually was 

in irrigated agricultural production within 

four years of the mapping date” (Teitz, 

Dietzel, & Fullton, 2005, p. 32). 

Regrettably, due to current unsustainable 

land-use decisions, the San Joaquin Valley 

has been losing thousands of acres of 

farmland, many of them prime farmland, 

to urban-use development. Though, under 

land-use scenarios proposed by the Public 

Policy Institute of California (PPIC), there 

will most likely be a 15 percent loss (9 



percent in the best case scenario) of 

farmland in the next 30 years due to 

projected development needs, it is 

essential for communities in the San 

Joaquin Valley to strategically plan future 

land-use decisions to ensure maximum 

sustainability in the years to come. 
 

 

METHODS 
 

In searching for the root cause of the 

San Joaquin Valley’s unsustainability, I 

turned to sources that examine specific 

cases of sustainability from economic, 

environmental and social points of view. 

In her book Governing the Commons, 

Elinor Ostrom takes a political economic 

approach to analyzing the evolution of 

institutions for managing common-pool 

resources. The second book I selected, 

Water and Poverty in the Southwest by F. 

Lee Brown and Helen Ingram, takes a 

different approach and analyzes the 

governing of the commons from a social 

perspective. I also reviewed The 

Environmental Case, where Judith A. 

Layzer takes a close look at specific 

environmental cases from across the 

nation and analyzes how the communities 

involved and their residents are affected. 

Lastly, in Hope’s Horizon, Chip Ward 

details the growing disconnect across the 

United States between the people and their 

communities as a result of development 

patterns. While studying these works, I 

searched for a common theme or trend that 

might connect the issues related to 

sustainability and that might help point me 

in the direction of a single root cause. By 

recognizing an emerging common theme 

shared by each of these case studies, I was 

able to infer a root cause. 
 

RESULTS 
 

After examining the different cases in 

the four books I selected, it is apparent to 

me that community empowerment and 

social sustainability are the basis for 

regional sustainability as a whole. In my 

analysis of the different cases regarding 

sustainability in the books I selected, the 

notion of community empowerment 

became a recurring thread. In each case, 

some notion of community empowerment 

proved key in reversing unsustainable 

practices. Whether the focus is on issues 

of economic, environmental, or social 

sustainability, appeals to community 

knowledge and involvement proved to be 

a common driving force for sustainability. 

In Governing the Commons, Elinor 

Ostrom approaches the issue of common-

pool resources from an economic point of 

view. Ostrom details the problems 

surrounding the management of these 

shared resources and offers suggestions on 

how to keep them sustainable. A common-

pool resource (CPR), as defined by 

Ostrom, is a natural resource used by 

many individuals in common; examples of 

CPRs include fisheries, groundwater 

basins, and irrigation systems. Though two 

conventional solutions exist to managing 

CPRs (either centralized government 

regulation or privatization of the source), 

Ostrom proposes a more sustainable third 

approach. This alternative approach to 

CPR management promotes the design of 

a durable, cooperative institution that is 

organized and governed by the resource 

users themselves, in essence, creating an 

economically sustainable CPR. Ostrom 

admits that groups must overcome 

obstacles in order to self-govern a CPR, 

including free rider and commitment 

problems, but that it is possible. Ostrom 

examines several historical cases of 

successfully self-governed commons and 

identifies a specific set of design 

principles each group contains. Ostrom 

found that within each community that 

successfully self-governed its CPRs, most 

individuals affected by the governing rules 

can participate in modifying them, rules 



governing the use of collective goods are 

well matched to local needs and 

conditions, and the rights of community 

members to devise their own rules is 

respected by external authorities. Ostrom 

stresses the survival of self-managed CPRs 

through local knowledge and involvement 

(Ostrom, 1990). 

This trend of community involvement 

continued in Water and Poverty in the 

Southwest where the issue of water and its 

implications are examined through the lens 

of social sustainability. Pointing to the 

saying “water flows uphill to money,” the 

book serves to shine a light on the link 

between water, viewed as a very high 

commodity in the arid Southwest, and 

poverty (Brown & Ingram, 1987, p. 1). 

Brown and Ingram outline the effects of 

the West’s development period over the 

last 100 years on the rural poor. During 

this time, new values were imposed upon 

the land without the consultation of those 

native to the area. Unfortunately, the new 

values and rapid development that the 

rural poor were subjected to often proved 

harmful to their interests. Brown and 

Ingram go on to explain that it is for these 

reasons that even perceived threats to their 

water interests can result in a strong 

reaction. With this knowledge, Brown and 

Ingram explain how the emotion-laden 

issue of water policies can serve as a 

catalyst for political involvement (Brown 

& Ingram, 1987). Water and Poverty in 

the Southwest exemplifies the negative 

impacts communities can sustain when not 

involved in decisions that affect them. 

In her book, The Environmental Case, 

Judith A. Layzer analyzes a number of 

cases from across the nation pertaining to 

all aspects of sustainability. In one 

particular case study concerning the 

revitalization of the Dudley Street 

neighborhood in Boston, the trend of 

community empowerment continues when 

Layzer stresses the importance and 

necessity of community involvement. 

Though the Dudley Street neighborhood 

“was once the location of wealthy 

Bostonian’s country estates, by the 1800’s 

the area […] had become a thriving 

working-class immigrant community,” and 

by the 1980’s had become “a classic 

example of a blighted inner-city 

neighborhood with few prospects for 

renewal (Layzer, 2006, p. 108). In 

response, the City of Boston created the 

Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative, 

which was tasked with reversing the 

neighborhoods devastation by utilizing a 

citizen-led urban revitalization (Layzer, 

2006). Layzer explains that, often times, 

communities of people in these situations 

are very wary of any outsiders coming in 

and trying to take control of the situation 

as they see any engagements from the 

outside, no matter how good the 

intentions, to be threatening. In order to 

combat this notion, Layzer identifies the 

key to success as the ability to maintain a 

strong trust with the community whom is 

being helped (Layzer, 2006). 

The trend linking community 

involvement and sustainability continues 

in the first two sections of Chip Ward’s 

book, Hope’s Horizon, as he outlines the 

disconnect created between people and the 

land as a result of development patterns. In 

the first section titled “Restoration,” Ward 

discusses the problems faced with the loss 

of biodiversity. Ward traveled and met 

with an array of different citizens and 

leaders of local grassroots organizations 

across the country to gather data on 

specific habitats and creatures that people 

want to conserve and understand. On his 

journey Ward identified the key to 

combating this loss of biodiversity was the 

engagement of local citizens. By enlisting 

volunteers from the community in the 

efforts against the loss of biodiversity, 



members of the community learned first 

hand of the negative impacts the loss of 

biodiversity can have. In the second 

section, “Reconnection,” outlines the 

efforts of Zach Frankel, founder of the 

Utah Rivers Council. In the Utah River 

Council’s quest to preserve wetland 

ecosystems, Zach reiterates the group’s 

strategy that proved essential for 

furthering their agenda: spreading 

awareness by educating the communities 

most impacted. 

This idea of community empowerment 

as a key tenet of social sustainability was 

the key idea that appeared in each case I 

examined. Without social sustainability, 

there would exist no platform to build 

upon and achieve either economic or 

environmental sustainability.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 

As was the case with the rural 

communities outlined in Elinor Ostrom’s 

Governing the Commons, the urban 

development policies experienced by the 

San Joaquin Valley over the last century 

brought with them the application of new 

values and, as a result, created a 

disconnect between the people of the San 

Joaquin Valley and their communities. 

With this understanding of how the San 

Joaquin Valley became the most 

challenged region in the nation over the 

course of the last century, it is imperative 

to now focus on finding strategies for 

reversing the Valley’s unsustainable 

practices. 

Using the knowledge that social 

sustainability is the basis for economic and 

environmental sustainability (in other 

words, sustainable communities as a 

whole), the San Joaquin Valley is charged 

with implementing new programs and 

policies that seek social sustainability. By 

creating and promoting policies that 

support social sustainability initiatives, the 

San Joaquin Valley will be able to create 

sustainable communities that are able to 

provide for the needs and well-being of 

their residents. 

Knowledge is power.  Consequently, it 

is a key component for empowering the 

community and getting residents involved 

in the decisions that affect them. Asian 

American Pacific Islanders (AAPIs), for 

example, have strong agricultural ties to 

and played an important role in the settling 

of the San Joaquin Valley, though are 

disproportionately affected by the 

challenges faced by those in the in the 

Valley (Great Valley, 2010). For the most 

part, this has been a direct result of the 

disconnect created by rapid population 

growth, development, and the subsequent 

new values which were imposed upon the 

communities. The AAPI community is the 

second fastest growing ethnic population 

in California, and with one-third of the 

nation’s AAPI population living in 

California and two-thirds of them born 

overseas, they easily identify with the 

other minority communities of the San 

Joaquin Valley (Burd-Sharps & Lewis, 

2011). Unfortunately, the most 

disadvantaged of these minority 

communities tend to be unfamiliar with 

the language and unable to effectively 

address the issues that are affecting them. 

For this reason, it is important that the 

communities of the San Joaquin Valley do 

everything in their power to promote 

social sustainability in order to effectively 

create sustainable communities. 

According to President Clinton’s 

Council on Sustainable Development, “a 

community’s ability to learn will, in part, 

determine the degree to which it will 

flourish or languish” (The President's 

Council on Sustainable Development, 

1999, p. 70). Because of this, “knowledge 

creation through information and technical 

assistance is an indispensable element of 



sustainable community development” (The 

President's Council on Sustainable 

Development, 1999, p. 70). There are a 

number of strategies that communities in 

the San Joaquin Valley can utilize in an 

effort to achieve social sustainability. The 

first of these includes increasing public 

education on sustainability in order to 

raise awareness not only within the 

community, but for decision makers as 

well “on challenges of and opportunities 

for sustainable community development 

and to make a persuasive and credible case 

for action” (The President's Council on 

Sustainable Development, 1999, p. 70). 

Second, by creating learning networks and 

technical assistance, it is possible to 

“institutionalize knowledge and build local 

capacity for recognizing and solving 

problems, and for identifying and refining 

sustainable strategies” (The President's 

Council on Sustainable Development, 

1999, p. 70). A third key strategy for 

social sustainability is providing 

communities with “accessible and user-

friendly information and data that [is] 

relevant to sustainable community 

concerns and can demonstrate the 

connections between the economy, the 

environment, and equity” (The President's 

Council on Sustainable Development, 

1999, p. 70). Furthermore, improved 

analytical tools and methods are necessary 

to enable better problem solving, planning, 

and decision-making. Lastly, self-

explanatory, concise, clear indicators and 

performance measures are necessary so the 

community is able to track performance 

toward desired goals (The President's 

Council on Sustainable Development, 

1999). 

By offering programs that clearly 

define and lay out what’s at stake, and by 

educating the community on how to get 

involved, communities will be able to  

effectively put power into the hands of 

their citizens. It is with this active 

community involvement that real solutions 

will be able to form to real issues in the 

community. Only once social 

sustainability has been achieved will 

communities be able to effectively pursue 

sustainable environmental and economic 

policies that, together, strive to create a 

complete, sustainable community. 



 

Works Cited 

 
Brown, F. L., & Ingram, H. M. (1987). Water and Poverty in the Southwest. Tucson: The 

University of Arizona Press. 

Burd-Sharps, S., & Lewis, K. (2011). A Portrait of California: California Human 

Development Report 2011. American Human Development Project. 

Great Valley. (2010). Asian-American Communities in the Central Valley. Fresno: Valley 

PBS. 

Johnson, H. P., & Hayes, J. M. (2004). The Central Valley at a Crossroads: Migration and its 

Implications. San Francisco: Public Policy Institute of California. 

Layzer, J. A. (2006). The Environmental Case: Translating Values Into Policy (2nd Edition 

ed.). Washington: CQ Press. 

Ostrom, E. (1990). Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective 

Action. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Public Policy Institute of California. (2006). Just the Facts: California's Central Valley. San 

Francisco: Public Policy Institute of California. 

Speth, J. G., & Haas, P. M. (2006). Global Environmental Governance. Washington: Island 

Press. 

Teitz, M. B., Dietzel, C., & Fullton, W. (2005). Urban Development Futures in the San 

Joaquin Valley. San Francisco: Public Policy Institute of California. 

The President's Council on Sustainable Development. (1999). Towards A Sustainable 

America: Advancing Prosperity, Opportunity, and a Healthy Environment for the 21st 

Century. Washington: The Presiden't Council on Sustainable Development. 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2012). Unemployment in the San Joaquin County by County 

- December 2011. San Francisco: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

 


