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Introduction 

California may well be on the verge of a new demographic era.  Strong population 
growth rates, almost a defining characteristic of California, can no longer be assumed.  The key 
question for prognosticators is whether California will become the next demographic New York 
– a place of slow population growth in which thousands of international migrants arrive each 
year while thousands of domestic migrants leave -- or whether California will return to the 
population growth patterns that have characterized so much of the state’s history, attracting 
both international and domestic migrants in large numbers.  The answer to that question will 
determine both the pace and magnitude of future population increases in California.  If 
California follows the path of New York, population growth in the state will continue to slow 
and will fall far below national levels.  If California returns to its pre-1990s past, the state will 
experience rapid and formidable levels of population growth.  The most likely scenario is that 
California’s future, at least over the next couple decades, lies somewhere between the California 
of the past and the New York of today.  The state will continue to experience substantial 
population growth through international migration and natural increase (the excess of births 
over deaths), but will no longer experience large gains from flows of domestic migrants. 

Historical Context 

During the 20th century, no other developed region of the world experienced population 
growth rates as great as California’s.  Since 1960, the state’s population has more than doubled, 
reaching 35 million people (Figure 1).  California’s population exceeds that of all but 32 
countries and is larger by several million than Canada’s population.   Some time in the next ten 
to twenty years, the population of California is likely to surpass that of Spain.  Equally 
remarkable has been the diversity of California’s population growth.  As recently as 1970, four 
of every five Californians were non-Hispanic white; by 2000, no race or ethnic group constituted 
a majority of the state’s population (Figure 2).   The vast majority of California’s population 
increases occurred among Asian and Latino populations.  By 2000, one in four Californians was 
foreign-born.  California is home to sizable populations of immigrants from over 60 different 
countries, making the state’s population arguably the most diverse in the world.    

Figure 1.     Figure 2 
        California’s Population,        Racial/Ethnic Composition of 
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The 1990s were a sharp departure from California’s historic record of tremendous 
population growth.  During the 1990s, the state grew only a little faster than the rest of the 
nation (13.8 percent versus 13.1 percent); for the first time since the 1850s, New York City had a 
faster growth rate than Los Angeles.  For at least a dozen decades prior to the 1990s, California 
experienced strong population growth from both domestic and international migration.  The 
relative importance of the two types of migration flows varied, but both had always been 
substantial and positive – that is, with many more people moving to California than from 
California, both domestically and internationally.  During the 1990s, however, about two 
million more people moved from California to other states than came from other states to 
California.  Much of the outflow occurred in the early 1990s and originated from Los Angeles.   
However, losses due to domestic migration were more than offset by international migration 
and natural increase, both of which remained at high levels, so the state continued to gain 
population.   

Most interstate migrants to and from California move for jobs.   The domestic migration 
outflows of the 1990s were clearly related to the economy.  The recession of the early 1990s 
lasted longer and was deeper in California, especially in Los Angeles, than in the rest of the 
nation.   California’s unemployment rate peaked in 1993 at 9.4 percent, compared to 6.9 percent 
for the nation.  Domestic migration flows out of California exceeded 400,000 people in 1993 and 
again in 1994 when the unemployment rate differential remained large (Figure 3).  As the state’s 
economy improved in the late 1990s, the flow out of the state abated.  Today, domestic flows 
out of the state are nearly offset by domestic flows into the state.1

Figure 3 
Unemployment Rate Differences and  

Net Domestic Migration 
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1 The California Department of Finance estimates that net interstate migration is slightly positive, while 
the U.S. Census Bureau estimates that the flows are slightly negative. 
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The Next Ten Years and Beyond 

Over the next ten years, the California Department of Finance projects that the state will 
gain almost 5 million people – less than the 6 million added during the 1980s but more than the 
4 million added during the 1990s.  Between 2005 and 2015, the U.S. Census Bureau projects 
gains of 7 million in their “preferred series” but only a little over 3 million in their “alternative 
series”  (Campbell, 1996).  These projections differ primarily due to their differing assumptions 
regarding domestic migration.  This wide range of projections is an accurate reflection of the 
uncertainty over the state’s demographic future.  Demographers at the University of California 
in Berkeley have attempted to quantify this uncertainty; they place the state’s growth over the 
next ten years at somewhere between 2 million and 7.4 million  people with 95 percent 
confidence (Lee et al., 2003).   The lowest projections assume that California will continue to lose 
large numbers of migrants to other states, while the highest projections assume the opposite.  
The most recent evidence indicates that the large domestic migration losses of the early 1990s 
have ceased, though the state has not returned to the positive flows of domestic migrants that 
characterize its past. 

Some aspects of the state’s demographic future are more certain than others.  For 
example, all of the projections assume that Latino and Asian population growth will continue to 
be strong and that the population of non-Hispanic whites will either increase very slowly or 
will actually decline.  The California Department of Finance projections suggest that Latinos 
will become the single largest racial/ethnic group in California by 2021 and will constitute a 
majority of the population shortly after 2040 (Figure 4) .  Already, Latinos are the single largest 
racial/ethnic group among Californians less than thirty years of age (Figure 5), and almost half 
of all births in California are to Latino mothers. 

 

      Figure 4        Figure 5 
Projected Racial/Ethnic Composition           Racial/Ethnic Composition by Age 

of California, 2000-2040           in California, 2000 
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The continued aging of California’s population is also certain.  As the very large cohorts 
of the baby boom (people born between 1945 and 1964) begin to reach retirement age in 2011, 
the number of seniors in California will begin to rise dramatically.  Between 2000 and 2020, the 
number of seniors in California should double  (Lee et al., 2003).  By 2030, about one in every 
five Californians will be over the age of 65 (Tafoya and Johnson, 2000).  At the other age 
extreme, and of even greater importance to the state because of education expenditures, the 
child population of California is expected to change very little over the next ten years.  As the 
relatively small baby bust generation has reached childbearing ages, the number of births in 
California has declined.  Declines in fertility rates have also played a role, especially for Latinas; 
second-generation Latinas have much smaller families than their first-generation parents (Hill 
and Johnson, 2002).  As a result, public school enrollment is projected to increase only 4 percent 
over the next ten years, a dramatic slowdown after the 21 percent increase of the past ten years 
(California Department of Finance, 2003). 

 Regional patterns of growth also seem fairly well set.  Inland areas of the state have 
experienced faster growth rates than coastal areas for over thirty years, and thus their share of 
the state’s population has grown (Figure 6).  In particular, the Inland Empire, the San Joaquin 
Valley, and the Sacramento Metropolitan Area are projected to continue to experience the 
fastest growth rates in the state.  Especially striking has been the Inland Empire.  One of the 
fastest growing metropolitan areas in the United States for decades, this region now has a larger 
population than metropolitan Cleveland, San Diego, St. Louis, or Denver.   Projections suggest 
its population could increase from 3.3 million in 2000 to 5.5 million by 2020.2  

Figure 6 
California’s Population Distribution:  Inland vs. Coastal 
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2  These projections are from the California Department of Finance.  Projections by the Southern 
California Association of Governments suggest that the Inland Empire will not surpass 5.5 million 
residents until 2025 (Southern California Association of Governments, 2001). 
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Northern California has the makings of its own Inland Empire as population growth spills out 
of the Bay Area into the northern San Joaquin Valley.  Over the past few years, growth rates in 
the northern San Joaquin Valley have rivaled those of the Inland Empire.  Despite faster growth 
rates in inland areas of the state, the vast majority of Californians live in coastal or bayside 
counties, and the California Department of Finance projects that even by 2040 over 6o percent of 
the states’ residents will live in coastal counties.  Absolute population gains are projected to be 
as large in coastal California as in inland California, with San Diego experiencing strong gains 
and the Bay Area growing fairly slowly. 

Finally, all of the projections assume continuing large flows of international immigrants 
to California.  While the state’s primacy as a destination lessened in the 1990s, California still 
remains the leading state of destination of international immigrants.  Future flows of 
immigrants will largely be determined by U.S. immigration policy.  Depending on its design, a 
new guest-worker program could lead to substantially larger flows than currently projected.  
Regardless, the size of California’s second generation (U.S. born children of immigrants) will 
continue to increase and is likely to make up an increasing share of the state’s population. 

Population and Public Policy 

Population growth itself and the characteristics of that growth have important 
implications for public policy.  Almost every area of state concern is directly affected by 
population growth and change, from caseloads for social services to transportation 
infrastructure and environmental protection.  Some population-based issues will be shared by 
all states.  For example, the aging of the baby boom is a national phenomenon, and every state 
will be challenged to continue to provide services, including health care, for a large and 
growing population of senior citizens.   

Other population issues are unique to California.  Strong population growth in inland 
regions raises concerns that are specific to the state and those regions.  Foremost among those 
concerns are the need to plan for and provide infrastructure while at the same time protecting 
agricultural land and the environment.  The San Joaquin Valley already has one of the worst air 
pollution problems in the nation – second only to the Inland Empire  – and continues to 
experience rapid population growth (American Lung Association, 2003).  With high poverty 
rates and low levels of education, inland regions have comparatively few economic resources.  
In particular, the San Joaquin Valley has the highest poverty rates of any region of California 
and has double-digit unemployment rates even during the best of times.  The challenges of 
providing social services, educational opportunities, and economic development to these 
regions will grow with their populations.  

To a large extent, California’s future is going to be determined by the success of the 
children and grandchildren of today’s immigrants.  Almost half of California’s population 
consists of immigrants and their second generation descendants.  Key to their economic 
outcomes will be educational progress.  While many immigrants come to California with high 
levels of education, many more do not.  Perhaps the most important issue facing California is 
ensuring that intergenerational progress with respect to education is strong.  California’s future 
depends on a well-educated highly skilled work force.  California’s unique demography means 
that much of tomorrow’s work force are today’s second generation children of immigrants. 
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California’s demographic history is unique, full of surprises and tremendous change.  
Undoubtedly other, as yet unforeseen, population-based challenges will arise in California over 
the next few decades.  And although California is often cited as a bellwether of the nation’s 
demographic future, it is more likely that California will remain demographically distinct from 
the rest of the nation, and solutions to many of our problems will require a particular California 
understanding.
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