
THE COASTAL ACT: WHAT DIFFERENCE HAS IT MADE? 
 

Jeffrey A. Onsted, Florida International University 
Gail Osherenko, University of California, Santa Barbara  

 
Background 

 
In 1976, the California legislature announced “that the agricultural lands located 
within the coastal zone contribute substantially to the state and national food 
supply and are a vital part of the state’s economy,” (California Public Resources 
Code) and those areas “should be protected from intrusion of nonagricultural 
uses, except where conversion to urban or other uses is in the long-term public 
interest (Ibid).” The legislature recognized that the rate of growth in coastal 
communities combined with a history of sprawling development, threatened 
conversion of agricultural land in the coastal zone.  In 2008, thirty-two years 
after enactment of the Coastal Act, some counties in California still retain 
important farm- and rangeland in their coastal zones. Agricultural lands in the 
coastal zone still make use of unique soil and climate conditions to produce high 
value crops, provide fresh and healthy produce to local markets, and reduce the 
pressure of urbanization on coastal and marine ecosystems. 
 
The two coastal counties of Santa Barbara and Ventura, with land both 
inside and outside California’s coastal zone boundary, provided a unique 
opportunity to study and evaluate the efficacy of the Coastal Act’s stated 
goals of farmland protection.  Specifically, we sought answers to the 
following question:  Have the regulatory mechanisms of California’s 
Coastal Act  resulted in increased rates of retention of agricultural land 
inside the coastal zone?  
 

Methods 
 

This study of land use change employed a collaborative approach that integrated 
social science with GIS techniques and enhanced quantitative data with 
qualitative data. We utilized existing data (e.g. GIS layers, historical aerial 
photography, remote sensing) to construct an understanding of the land use 
change history in Santa Barbara and Ventura counties and integrated this with a 
review of the literature, structured interviews, and a survey of agricultural 
landowners.  The obvious challenge of this project has been to find ways to 
determine how much agricultural land would remain in the absence of the 
Coastal Zone Management Plan (CZMP). Would urbanization have spread more 
extensively beyond the urban/rural boundaries established in current county 
maps and land use plans? 
 
We employed two methods to respond to the challenge. First, we developed  a 
GIS database of the study area to analyze agricultural land conversion from two 
decades prior to the creation of the Coastal Zone Management Plan (CZMP) 
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(1945 for Ventura, 1954 for Santa Barbara) to the present. We used this to 
compare farmland conversion rates prior to establishment of the CZMP with 
those following the creation of the Coastal Commission in 1976.  The analysis 
relied on aerial photography for the pre-1984 land use classifications and the 
Farmland Monitoring and Mapping Program (FMMP) for the post 1984 land 
use, as well as other existing datasets (county and state sources to locate all 
protected lands as well as the delineation of the Coastal Zone itself).  We 
analyzed patterns, rates and trends of agricultural land use transitions over time 
and space (e.g. inside and outside the coastal zone), investigating the conversion 
quantitatively (e.g., area converted). Tools for this step included ArcGIS as well 
as Excel.  

 
We hoped to balance our more quantitative analysis with a human dimension so 
that the stories behind the numbers could be told. Though we contacted nearly 
100  landowners, only 13 agreed to complete our survey.  However, these were 
supplemented by nine in-depth interviews with Coastal Commission officials, 
county planners, lawyers, conservationists, and farmers.   

 
Results 

 
Santa Barbara County 

 
For Santa Barbara County, the relationship between urbanization rates inside the 
Coastal Zone and outside the Coastal Zone, remained stable both before and 
after the implementation of the Act.  More precisely, the Coast consumed its 
available land at a rate roughly 57% higher than the non-Coast both before and 
after passage of the Coastal Act.  Consequently, circumstantial evidence 
suggests the Coastal Act and Zone has not made an appreciable difference on 
the rate of growth along Santa Barbara County’s Coast.  It should be noted, 
though, that this figure relies upon assumptions made for data points between 
1967 and 1984.  Since aerial photographs were only available for certain years, 
we chose 1954 and 1967.  We assumed that acreages for the various categories 
lay at the midpoint between their values at these two years to correspond to an 
assumed 1976 data point (the year the Coastal Act went into effect).  Therefore, 
using this 1976 data value we compared 1954 to 1976 rates against 1976 to 2002 
rates.  This method yields the 57% above.  However, we also decided to 
compare more certain data points against each other: 1954 to 1967 versus 1984 
to 2002.  In this manner, we could have more certainty of two aspects. First, 
1954 to 1967 was unequivocally before the Coastal Act and 1984 to 2002 was 
undoubtedly after.  Second, these dates have firm acreage values rather than 
estimations, as is the case for 1976.  When using these other time periods we 
still do not see the Coastal Act having a discernible retarding effect on 
development along the Coast.  In fact, from 1954 to 1967 the Coast consumed 
its available land at a rate 7% less than the Non-Coast while the last time period, 
1984 to 2002, reveals that the Coast consumed available land at a rate 21% 
higher than the non-Coast.  This presents even stronger evidence that, regardless 
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of which time periods used, the Coastal Act is not seen to have an appreciable 
effect on urban growth along the Coast in Santa Barbara County.   
 

Ventura County 
 

For reasons explained earlier, we were forced to choose two earlier time periods 
than those provided by the FMMP for land use and urban data.  For Ventura, we 
settled upon 1945 and 1963.  The same methodology and caveats offered for 
Santa Barbara County also apply to Ventura County.   
 
However, unlike Santa Barbara County, Ventura offered us different 
conclusions about the effectiveness of the Coastal Act.  First, the relationship 
between Coastal rates of urbanization of available land and non-Coastal rates 
has changed over the years.  Before the Coastal Act, the coast consumed 
available land at a rate slightly higher than the Non-Coastal area.  After the Act, 
it consumed land at a rate 28% lower than the Non-Coastal area.  Therefore, 
circumstantial evidence indicates the Coastal Act may be making a difference in 
Ventura County.   
 

Qualitative 
 

From the respondents survey we found that although the Coastal Act has strong 
protections for all agriculture, when it was promulgated, it did not anticipate the 
rapid growth in greenhouses along the coast of southeast Santa Barbara County.  
Consequently, the Coastal Commission has regulated and limited the number of 
greenhouses in some parts of the County.  To many people, greenhouses are a 
type of industrial development: they pave over land, limit open space, use high 
volumes of water, and raise serious waste disposal and water pollution concerns.  
The values and interests of greenhouse growers , therefore, are not well-aligned 
with Coastal Act provisions, and this has led to ongoing controversy.  
 
The survey, though just a small sample of several thousand farmers, still 
provides insight into the values and goals of different agricultural property 
owners that is echoed in our interviews.  For instance, the surveys gave some 
indication that farmer generation is significant.  Both of the local attorneys we 
interviewed (one a land use lawyer, the other a specialist in trusts and estates) 
explained how changes in generations lead to changes in attitudes toward the 
land. Estate and probate lawyer, Jim Davidson explained that what agricultural 
landowners want to do with the land depends on which generation they are in: 
 

If I am dealing with the individuals who developed the business, 
they are often intent on maintaining the business.  At the next 
generational level, they often want to preserve what Mom and Dad 
had. By the third generation, goals are all over the board.  Many 
just want their one-ninth (or whatever) interest out. (Davidson, 
2005)  
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The other attorney, Susan Petrovich,  who works with many farm and ranchland 
owners noted: 
 

[A]gricultural parcels tend to be smaller along the coastal area for 
two reasons. First, it is the way of the world that parents divide up 
their land to apportion to their children, so a 40 acre parcel 
becomes two 20 acre pieces.  Second, smaller farming operations 
tend to be more economically feasible; greenhouses are more 
economically viable than large grazing operations.  (Petrovich, 
2005)  

 
As far as retention is concerned, Gaviota coast ranchers Eric and Elizabeth 
Hvolboll chose to protect their land for continued long-term use as a “working 
landscape” by giving up development rights and placing the land in an 
agricultural conservation easement with the Land Trust for Santa Barbara 
County.  
 
A recent study of agricultural preservation in Monterey County, California, 
conducted by graduate students of the Bren School of Environmental Science 
and Management also confirmed the difficulties younger generations have in 
retaining active agricultural operations. (Crous, et. al., 2007) 
 

Conclusion 
 
Though it is impossible to prove the counterfactual, i.e., demonstrate what the 
Coast would look like without the Coastal Act, the methods we employed 
allowed us to tease out possible frameworks for exploring the possible impact. 
By examining rates of urbanization (normalized by area), both inside and 
outside the Coastal Zone and before and after the Act, and by interviewing  
stakeholders and experts, we can develop a deeper understanding of change.  
Santa Barbara County has a longer history of involvement by environmental 
interests in coastal land use decisions in contrast to Ventura County.  Therefore, 
State oversight by the Coastal Commission may explain why Ventura County’s 
consumption of available coastal land dropped as compared to its interior land.  
Coastal farms and ranches are smaller along the coast, making many forms of 
agriculture less viable.  This, coupled with development pressure from the 
amenities offered by coastal living, makes it more challenging to retain 
agriculture.  Conservation easements and family trusts seem to be the most 
effective in slowing urban growth.  Also, with land being more expensive along 
the coast, smaller farming operations are more feasible.  Yet, some of the most 
economically viable choices for agriculture on small parcels, greenhouses, are 
met with resistance by the Commission.  This issue highlights the difficulty with 
language and the Coastal Act.  The words, “agricultural lands”, often evoke 
bucolic images of pastoral landscapes rather than the highly functional yet less 
pleasing vistas offered by greenhouses.   
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Demographic and market forces are powerfully vested in the conversion of 
agricultural lands to urban uses.  Nonetheless, the Coastal Commission can be 
valuable for the retention of agricultural lands in certain areas.  One suggestion 
for greater retention would be to develop greater synergies between programs at 
the State level so they can better meet their respective missions.  For example, if 
the Williamson Act, California’s premiere agricultural differential tax 
assessment program, offered greater tax breaks for farms in the Coastal Zone or 
relaxed minimum acreage requirements there, then the greater pressures for 
development found along the coast would be better equalized.  This could go a 
long way towards meeting the Coastal Act’s goals of protecting coastal 
farmland. 
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