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Section 3.12 
Population, Employment, and Housing 

3.12.1 Introduction 
Cannabis cultivation and manufacturing permitted under 
the proposed Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and 
Manufacturing Regulations and Licensing Program 
(Program), including the Project and More Permissive 
Project scenarios, may result in increased population and 
employment and associated increase in housing demand. 
This analysis evaluates potential impacts related to 
population, employment, and housing that would result 
from the Program. Where potentially significant impacts 
are identified, mitigation measures are also identified.  

As described in Chapter 2, Project Description, as part of this 
EIR the County has been divided into four general regions 
for planning purposes: North Coast, Mountain, Urban, and 
South County Regions. Distribution of population is highly variable throughout these regions of the 
County, but is generally evenly split between the unincorporated area and incorporated cities, as 
described further herein. Key resources of data used in the preparation of this chapter include the 
Santa Cruz County General Plan (particularly the Housing Element), Santa Cruz County Code (SCCC) 
including but not limited to its Measure J growth management provisions, U.S. Census Bureau, 
Association of Monterey Bay Area Governments (AMBAG), 2016 County License Registration data, 
and cultivation and manufacturing data collected by the County to inform the regulatory Program in 
2016 and 2017. 

3.12.2 Environmental Setting 
Population and Employment 

The U.S. Census Bureau and AMBAG provide population and employment estimates and projections 
for Monterey, San Benito, and Santa Cruz Counties. The U.S. Census Bureau provides official 
population and housing counts every 10 years, which are typically used by other agencies to develop 
their own estimates and projections. The most recent decennial Census (U.S. Census) was published 
in 2010.  

As part of its long-range planning, AMBAG forecasts population, household, and employment growth 
for each jurisdiction within their planning region. The most recent adopted projections are included 
in AMBAG’s 2014 Regional Growth Forecast, which is based on 2010 U.S. Census Data (AMBAG 2014 
Adopted Regional Forecast - Technical Documentation 2014). These growth projections are reflected 
in AMBAG’s Sustainable Community Strategy (SCS) and the Regional Transportation Commission’s 
(RTC’s) Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP), both of which were adopted in June 2014. AMBAG 
and RTC are currently involved with updating the SCS and MTP based upon updated projections; these 
documents are planned for adoption in June 2018. The draft updated projections of population, 

Program Impact Analysis  
At a Glance 

The Program could adversely impact 
housing availability due to increased 

demand from cannabis cultivation 
and manufacturing employment. 

Some additional housing would be 
for cultivators (farmworkers). 

Additionally, the Program would 
reduce potentially unsuitable housing 
associated with unlicensed cannabis 

activities. 
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employment and housing growth suggest that population may grow more slowly and employment 
may grow more quickly than in the 2014 projections. 

United States Census 

The U.S. Census Bureau publishes population and housing statistics based on the U.S. Census and the 
American Community Survey (ACS). The U.S. Census is published every 10 years and includes 
population and housing data for the entire country, including the official count of the entire U.S. 
population. These data are used as the baseline from which most demographic projections are 
calculated. The ACS is conducted every year for a small sample of the population to provide current 
information about various social and economic characteristics of communities, including housing, 
education, jobs, and more. The ACS also includes statistics that are not included as part of the U.S. 
Census. 

According to the U.S. Census, the County as a whole has grown at a slower rate than the State of 
California over the last 10 years (Table 3.12-1). In the 2010 U.S. Census, the population of Santa Cruz 
County was 262,283 with the population evenly split between the unincorporated areas, 129,739, and 
incorporated cities, 132,544. As a whole, the County experienced 2.6 percent growth in population 
between 2000 and 2010; growing by 6,681 residents. The unincorporated part of the County, on the 
other hand, experienced a 4.1 percent decrease in population, losing 5,587 residents. This loss in 
population is potentially related to annexations of unincorporated areas, and their residents, into the 
incorporated cities of the County, namely the Freedom-Carey annexation to the City of Watsonville 
(AMBAG 2014 Adopted Regional Forecast - Technical Documentation 2014). For comparison, the State 
of California experienced 5.8 percent growth between 2000 to 2010; growing by 163,943 residents 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2010; U.S. Census Bureau 2000). 

Table 3.12-1 U.S. Census Total Population 2000-2010 

 2000 2010 
Santa Cruz County 
(whole) 

Total population 255,602 262,283 
Growth in previous 10 years 0% +2.6% 

Santa Cruz County 
(unincorporated) 

Total population 135,326 129,739 
Growth in previous 10 years 0% -4.1% 

State of California Total population 2,846,289 3,010,232 
Growth in previous 10 years 0% +5.8% 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau 2010; U.S. Census Bureau 2000. 

Association of Monterey Bay Area Governments (AMBAG) 

AMBAG is the federally designated metropolitan planning organization for the Monterey Bay region, 
which covers three counties: Santa Cruz, Monterey, and San Benito. AMBAG develops socioeconomic 
estimates and growth projections, including population, households, and employment, for counties in 
the AMBAG region through enhanced forecasting methods and interactive public outreach. These 
estimates and projections provide the analytical foundations for AMBAG’s and RTC’s transportation 
planning and other programs. In June 2014, AMBAG and RTC adopted the 2035 Metropolitan 
Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy (MTP/SCS), Moving Forward, which includes 
AMBAG’s most recent Regional Growth Forecast (2014) as Appendix A. AMBAG is currently preparing 
an update to the 2014 MTP/SCS, and in October 2016 its Board of Directors accepted an updated 
forecast for the purposes of preparing the 2040 MTP/SCS, which will be adopted in June 2018.  
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The Regional Growth Forecast is an employment driven analysis, which represents the most likely 
growth scenario for the Monterey Bay area in the future, considering a combination of recent and past 
trends, reasonable technical assumptions, and local or regional growth policies. AMBAG seeks input 
from local cities and counties, including the County, to prepare the MTP/SCS and Regional Growth 
Forecast. According to AMBAG’s 2014 Regional Growth Forecast, the population of the County as a 
whole is projected to increase by 17.61 percent from 2010 to 2035, for a total 2035 population of 
308,582, while the population of the unincorporated area of the County is projected to grow by 11.17 
percent over the same period, for a total 2035 population of 144,227 (Table 3.15-2) (AMBAG 2014). 
Similarly, the number of households is projected to increase by 15.05 percent (15,720 units) across 
the whole County and 9.46 percent (5,388 units) in the unincorporated area of the County. In the 2014 
adopted forecast, employment is projected to increase by 18.98 percent (20,917 jobs) across the 
whole County and 15.19 percent (6,120 jobs) in the unincorporated part of the County. As seen, 
growth for all three categories – population, households, and employment - is projected to increase at 
a lower rate in the unincorporated areas of the County than across the County as a whole, including 
incorporated cities and unincorporated areas. 

Table 3.12-2 AMBAG Projected Population, Households, and Employment 

  2010 2020 2035 
Change 
(2010-
2035) 

County of Santa Cruz 
(whole) 

Population 262,382 279,381 308,582 17.61% 
Households 104,476 111,039 120,196 15.05% 
Employment 110,200 120,010 131,117 18.98% 

County of Santa Cruz 
(unincorporated) 

Population 129,739 132,318 144,227 11.17% 
Households 56,927 57,578 62,315 9.46% 
Employment 40,284 43,559 46,404 15.19% 

Source: Association of Monterey Bay Area Governments 2014. 

AMBAG Draft 2040 Projections for Agricultural and Manufacturing Employment 

AMBAG has stated that the (draft) updated regional forecast for 2040 reflects stronger growth in both 
agricultural and industrial jobs in part due to growth related to the cannabis industry. The forecast is for 
9,600 more agricultural jobs by 2035 than in the prior forecast; that is, 5,600 more jobs from 2015-2040, 
compared with only 4,000 more jobs in the prior forecast from 2010-2035. The trend in traditional 
agriculture is to use fewer workers and more technology, but projected cannabis industry growth is 
resulting in more robust job forecasts for both agricultural jobs and manufacturing jobs. For 
manufacturing, the forecast is for 4,200 more jobs by 2035 than in the prior forecast, which is an increase 
of 2,900 over the 25-year forecast horizon compared with a 900 loss of jobs that was in the prior forecast. 
As more is learned about the emerging cannabis industry, future forecasts, which are prepared every four 
years, will continue to be refined to reflect experience and trends (Heather Adamson 2017).  
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Existing Cannabis Employment 

The County’s Licensing Registration data reveals 
760 registered cannabis cultivators who would 
seek a cultivation license. It is also estimated that 
there are up to 400 cannabis manufacturing 
operations of a range of sizes that are currently 
operating in the unincorporated area of the 
County, about half of which are located on sites 
where cannabis cultivation is also occurring. 

While there is no formally documented data 
related to employment associated with the 
existing cannabis industry locally in the County, 
the State of California released a consultant study 
in 2017 prepared by ERA Economics that contains 
extensive job analysis related to cannabis 
cultivation. For indoor and greenhouse growing, 
including trimmers, the study documents a full-
time-equivalent (FTE) level of cannabis 
cultivation employment at 0.88 FTE per 1,000 
square feet of canopy. For outdoor cultivation, the employment rate is 0.40 FTE per 1,000 square feet 
of canopy. Also, based on survey data collected by the County in March 2017, cannabis product 
manufacturing operations may employ three to six full time employees for larger or more intensive 
higher-yield processes, such as supercritical CO2, while smaller lower-yield manufacturing operations 
may operate with one to two workers, which can include an onsite resident. Employees at sites that 
contain both cultivation and manufacturing activities typically engage in both types of work. As 
explained in Chapter 2, Project Description, and Section 3.0, Introduction and Approach to Analysis, it 
is projected that 400 new cannabis manufacturing businesses will establish within the first five years 
of the Program and that remains a stabilized level, and that 1,200 employees would be associated with 
these activities, with 600 (half) of the activities and employees being on cultivation sites, and the other 
600 employees at other sites.  

An estimate of the existing number of employees in the cannabis industry is difficult to determine. It 
is estimated that the 567 registrants who currently cultivate 36 acres of canopy employ 1,500 FTE 
cultivation employees, which includes onsite trimmers and processing/manufacturing workers. The 
projected 190.1 acres of future cannabis cultivation, including 147 acres of canopy within existing 
greenhouses, would result in additional employment of 6,810 FTE workers at cultivation sites. It is 
notable that some existing employment would serve the 147 acres of future canopy within existing 
greenhouses, but for a conservative analysis only two existing employees per acre are assumed (294 
FTE), which is based on the County’s traffic impact fee schedule for greenhouses. This EIR, therefore, 
assumes a future growth of 6,516 FTE employees at cannabis cultivation sites, with another 600 
manufacturing workers located outside of cultivation sites, for a total industry growth of 7,116 FTE 
jobs. Some of those jobs would likely be filled by owners of homes either existing or built at cultivation 
sites. No additional jobs are projected from manufacturing associated with small, home-based 
manufacturers, because only a total of 40 such licenses are expected to be issued in the five years 
following Program adoption. Further, industry representatives indicate that these types of 
operations do not hire employees and are carried out by residents of the home who frequently also 
work elsewhere.  

 
Cannabis operations in the County range in 
employment levels. The estimated number of 
existing cannabis industry-related jobs in the 
unincorporated area is 1,500 FTE in cultivation, 
including trimmers and processers at grow sites, 
and another existing 600 FTE in manufacturing. 
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Housing 

United States Census 

According to the 2010 U.S. Census, the County as a whole had a housing stock of 104,476 units 
including 56,927 units in the unincorporated area of the County. This represents increases of 5,603 
and 985 housing units or 5.7 and 1.8 percent, respectively, from the 2000 housing stock 
(Table 3.12-3).  

Table 3.12-3 Housing Unit Stock in 2000 and 2010 

 2000 2010 Change 
(2000-2010) 

Santa Cruz County (whole) 98,873 104,476 +5.7% 
Santa Cruz County  
(unincorporated) 

55,942 56,927 +1.8% 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau 2000 and 2010. 

The U.S. Census Bureau also tracks the number of households, which differs from the number of 
housing units that counts both occupied and vacant units. A household is defined by the U.S. Census 
Bureau as a group of people who occupy a housing unit. Table 3.12-4 shows housing and household 
characteristics for the County for the year 2010. 

Table 3.12-4 Santa Cruz County Housing and Households 

Jurisdiction Year Housing 
Units 

Households 
(Occupied 

Housing Units) 

Vacancy Rate 
(All Vacancies) Population 

Average 
Persons 

per 
Household 

Santa Cruz County 
(whole) 

2010 104,476 94,355 9.7% 255,602 2.7 

Santa Cruz County 
(unincorporated) 

2010 56,927 50,118 12.0% 135,326 2.7 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2010. 

As shown in Table 3.15-4, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that the County as a whole had 94,355 total 
households (occupied housing units) in 2010; whereas, the unincorporated area of the County had 
50,118 households. The whole County’s vacancy rate in 2010 was 9.7 percent, while the 
unincorporated area of the County’s vacancy rate was higher at 12.0 percent. However, when 
seasonal, recreational, and occasional use units are removed from the total of vacant units, the 
vacancy rate drops to 4.5 percent (Santa Cruz County Department of Housing and Community 
Development 2016). In 2010, the County as a whole, had an average household size of approximately 
2.7 people per household (pph) which was consistent with the unincorporated area of the County.  
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Association of Monterey Bay Area Governments 

The State of California determines the need for 
additional housing in various affordability 
categories for each planning region in the State. 
AMBAG then assigns a portion of this regional 
need to each municipality and county within its 
jurisdiction, which includes the unincorporated 
part of the County, and publishes this 
determination as the Regional Housing Needs 
Allocation (RHNA). The RHNA does not encourage 
or promote growth, nor does it require local 
jurisdictions to build the number of housing units 
assigned to the jurisdiction by the RHNA. Rather, 
the purpose of the RHNA process is to anticipate 
population growth, and ensure that each 
jurisdiction is planning for its share of the 
associated housing so that collectively the region will provide sufficient opportunity for housing to 
meet population needs and address social equity. 

AMBAG allocated 1,313 housing units to the unincorporated area of the County as the area’s fair share 
for the 2014-2023 RHNA planning period. 58 percent of the 1,313 are designated as units for 
households with very low to moderate income levels (Association of Monterey Bay Area Governments 
2014).  

County of Santa Cruz Housing Element 

California’s Housing Element Law requires that each city and county, when preparing their state-
mandated Housing Element of a General Plan, develop local housing programs designed to meet their 
“fair share” of existing and future housing needs for all income groups. The “fair share” allocation 
concept seeks to ensure that each jurisdiction accepts responsibility for the housing needs of not only 
its resident population, but also for those households who might reasonably be expected to reside 
within the jurisdiction, particularly lower-income households. 

The adopted County Housing Element (certified on April 28, 2016) meets the requirement to provide 
suitable sites consistent with RHNA (Table 3.12-5). The number of available sites for each income 
category in the County are greater than the allocation defined in the RHNA. The adopted County 
Housing Element also includes policies and programs to protect existing housing and encourage the 
development of additional housing for farmworkers1 and their families. 

                                                             
1 Pursuant to section 13.10.631 of the SCCC, to be eligible as a farmworker (and household) must “earn at least 50 
percent of his/her income from an agricultural operation, defined as employment by production agriculture (the 
art or science of cultivating the ground, including harvesting of crops, packing and loading of crops and driving 
them to the next point of handling, rearing and management of livestock, tillage, husbandry, farming, horticulture, 
and timber harvesting.” 

 
Cannabis operations in the County often occur on 
properties that have both agricultural and 
residential uses. Onsite homes are often occupied 
by cannabis operators and/or employees, but in 
some cases the homes are used as commercial 
space in support of the cannabis operation. 
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Table 3.12-5 Santa Cruz County Housing Allocation Relative to Available Sites 

Jurisdiction Total 
Extremely 

Low 
Income 

Very Low 
Income Low Income Moderate 

Income 

Above 
Moderate 

Income 
Santa Cruz 
County RHNA 
Allocation 

1,314 159 158 207 240 550 

Santa Cruz 
County 
Housing 
Element 
Available 
Sites 

1,833 193 217 226 262 935 

(Over)/Under 
Goal 

(519) (34) (59) (19) (22) (385) 

Source: County of Santa Cruz 2016 Housing Element 

The County’s licensing registration and survey data documented 760 existing cannabis cultivators and 
up to 400 commercial cannabis product manufacturers of various sizes, with a total of 600 cannabis 
processing/manufacturing jobs that are not located at cannabis cultivation sites (another 600 jobs are 
assumed to occur co-located with cannabis cultivation with employees engaged in both activities). 
While there is no reliable data collected related to how much housing is currently demanded by the 
cannabis industry locally, the County’s cultivation license registration process documented that 363 
existing cultivation and/or manufacturing sites had a house on site. It is presumed that many of these 
existing houses are occupied by owners and/or employees of the cannabis business, but that most 
cultivation employees reside offsite in other housing in the surrounding community, including 
incorporated cities or adjacent counties. 

3.12.3 Regulatory Setting 
3.12.3.1 State 

State Housing Element Law 
State law (Government Code Section 65580-65589.8) recognizes the vital role local governments play 
in the supply and affordability of housing. Local governments in California are required to adopt a 
comprehensive, long-term general plan for the physical development of the jurisdiction, including a 
Housing Element. Housing Element law, enacted in 1969, mandates that local governments 
adequately plant to meet the existing and projected housing needs of all economic segments of the 
community. The law acknowledges that, in order for the private market to adequately address 
housing needs and demand, local governments must adopt land use plans and regulatory systems 
which provide opportunities for, and do not unduly constrain, housing development. Housing Element 
law also requires the California Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) to 
review local Housing Elements for compliance with state law and to report its written findings to the 
local government.  
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3.12.3.2 Local 

County of Santa Cruz General Plan and Local Coastal Program 

Land Use Element 

The Land Use Element contains the broadest scope of all components within the General Plan. It 
includes several goals and policies relating to population, housing, and economy and employment, 
some of which are listed below: 

Goals 

Population and Residential Growth Goals: To provide an organized and functional balance of 
urban, rural, and agricultural land use that maintains environmental quality; enhances economic 
vitality; protects the public health, safety and welfare; and preserves the quality of life in the 
unincorporated areas of the County. 

Rural Residential Siting and Density: To achieve patterns of rural residential development that are 
compatible with the physical limitations of the land, the natural and cultural resources of the County, 
the availability of public services, and protection of the natural environment. 

Urban Residential Siting and Density: To provide urban residential areas within the Urban Services 
Line which are protected from noise, traffic congestion, natural hazards, and other objectionable 
influences of nonresidential land use; and to establish a variety of residential land use categories and 
dwelling unit densities offering a diverse choice of housing opportunities. 

Jobs/Housing Balance: To develop an efficient land use pattern which improves the area’s 
jobs/housing balance and thereby reduces the total amount of vehicle miles traveled and reduces 
polluting emissions. 

Policy 2.1.4 Siting of New Development: Locate new residential, commercial, or industrial 
development, within, next to, or in close proximity to existing developed areas with adequate 
public services and where it will not have significant adverse effects, either individually or 
cumulatively, on environmental and natural resources, including coastal resources. 

Policy 2.1.8 Population Growth Goals: Maintain long range (10 year) and short range (yearly) 
population growth goals for Santa Cruz County which limit the County’s growth rate to a fair share 
of the state’s population growth and ensure that future growth and development adheres to the 
limits and carrying capacity of the infrastructure and environment. 

Housing Element 

The Housing Element is mandated by Sections 65580 to 65589.9 of the Government Code. State 
Housing Element law requires that each county identify and analyze existing and projected housing 
needs within its jurisdiction and prepare goals, policies, programs, and quantified objectives to 
further the development, improvement, and preservation of housing. The 2015 Housing Element 
adopts a range of housing goals, policies and programs for Santa Cruz County, including the following: 

Goal 1: Ensure land is available to accommodate an increased range of housing choices, particularly 
for multi-family units and smaller-sized units 

Goal 2: Encourage and assist in the development of housing 
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Goal 3: Remove unnecessary governmental constraints to housing 

Goal 4: Preserve and improve existing housing stock and expand and preserve the continued 
availability of the County’s existing affordable housing 

Goal 5: Promote equal opportunity and production of special needs housing units 

Goal 6: Promote energy efficiency in existing and new residential structures 

Policy 1.1: Ensure that currently available sites that are able to accommodate a range of housing 
types continue to be zoned appropriately for housing and mixed use developments, so that 
opportunity to develop projects and provide affordable housing choices for all income levels is 
maintained throughout the planning period. 

Policy 3.1: Maintain current polices that require affordable housing projects to receive priority 
processing through both the discretionary and building permit processes. 

Policy 5.2: Continue to implement County Code provisions (currently in Section 13.10.631[c]4), 
which allow existing substandard farm worker housing to be reconstructed or rebuilt and 
maintained as affordable units for low and very low income households.  

Santa Cruz County Code/Measure J 

Section 17.01 (Growth Management) 

SCCC Section 17.01 governs future growth and development of the County by enacting a growth 
management system to regulate the character, location, amount, and timing of future development as 
well as providing, along with Section 17.10, increased housing opportunities for persons with average 
and below average incomes who wish to reside in the County. Section 17.10 was enacted in response 
to a period of rapid population growth that had adverse environmental and economic effects 
including: loss of agricultural lands, loss of mineral and timber resource industries, loss of fish and 
wildlife resources, loss of marine habitats, degradation of water and air quality, degradation of scenic 
and aesthetic resources, and degradation of water supply and quality. Along with preserving 
agricultural lands and distinguishing between “Urban” and “Rural” areas, Section 17.01 includes 
annual population growth limits which represents the County’s fair share of each year’s Statewide 
population growth. Annual population growth limits are established by limitations placed on the 
annual number of building permits for residential units approved by the County. Since 2000, the 
County has not issued all of the annual allotment of building permits (County of Santa Cruz Planning 
Department 2016). 

Section 17.10 et seq. (Affordable Housing Requirements) 

Santa Cruz County citizens voted on and approved Measure J in 1978, codified in Section 17.10, 
Affordable Housing Requirements, of the Santa Cruz County Code. As mandated by Measure J, housing 
is to be made available to persons with average and below average incomes, and that such supply of 
housing remains affordable to subsequent purchasers. The Santa Cruz County Affordable Housing 
Guidelines (AHG) are the implementation mechanism for Measure J and Section 17.10. The AGH 
govern the sale or rental of residential properties by providing income and asset limits for 
participating households, sales prices, eligibility requirements for purchasing or renting affordable 
units, and development and marketing standards for affordable units (County of Santa Cruz 2016). In 
addition to setting standards for sale and rental of affordable housing units, the AHG establishes the 
Affordable Housing Impact Fee schedules for new residential and non-residential development as to 
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assist with impacts of new development on housing demand, and to assist the County in meeting its 
affordable housing goals. 

3.12.4 Methodology and Assumptions 
This section analyzes whether the Project and the More Permissive Project have the potential to 
create impacts related population, employment, and housing. Refer to Section 3.0, Introduction and 
Approach to Analysis, for a detailed discussion of projected cannabis activities in the County due to 
Program implementation. 

Relying on the provision of the Program provision that “All licenses issued under this Chapter must 
be consistent with the County’s policies, objectives, laws, regulations, and programs related to land 
use, including those related to the County’s General Plan and Local Coastal Program”, this analysis 
assumes that all development will be in conformance with all applicable County policies and 
regulations. 

Many cultivators or manufacturers seeking a license within the County currently operate and 
contribute towards existing housing and residential services demand (see also, Section 3.11, Public 
Services). Based on the County’s licensing registration data, an additional 193 cultivation operations 
may be licensed beyond the existing known cultivation sites, and existing operations have indicated 
intention to expand. Additionally, cultivation of approximately 147 acres of canopy within existing 
greenhouses located within the CA zoning district is projected by future licensees who have been 
involved with farming at least three prior years. This increase in operations would result in up to an 
estimated 6,516 additional full-time jobs at cultivation sites within the unincorporated area, with an 
additional 600 manufacturing/processing employees located at other sites not involved with 
cultivation. Therefore, the Program would be estimated to result in 7,116 new cannabis cultivation 
and manufacturing jobs. The manufacturing sector is expected to stabilize within about five years, 
while absorption of the 190.1 acres is projected to be a longer-term stabilization.  

3.12.5 Significance Criteria 
CEQA Guidelines Thresholds 

Appendix G of the State CEQA Guidelines states that a project would be considered to have a direct, 
indirect or secondary significant impact related to population and housing if it would result in any of 
the following: 

 Induce substantial population growth in an area, either directly (e.g., by proposing new homes 
and businesses) or indirectly (e.g., through extension of roads or other infrastructure)  

 Displace substantial numbers of existing housing, necessitating the construction of replacement 
housing elsewhere 

 Displace substantial numbers of people, necessitating the construction of replacement housing 
elsewhere. 
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3.12.6 Environmental Impact Analysis and Mitigation 
This section discusses the potential impacts to population and housing associated with the Program, 
which is induced by job growth in the cannabis industry. A detailed discussion of each impact follows. 
Where there are potentially significant or significant and unavoidable impacts, mitigation measures 
are proposed and the residual impact after mitigation is determined. 

3.12.6.1 Program Impacts 

Impact POP-1. Commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing under the 
Program could have adverse effects on the housing market due to population and 
employment growth and associated demand for housing that is above previously 
projected levels of agricultural and manufacturing job growth; and could indirectly 
cause an increased rate of construction of housing units on existing lots of record 
due to requirements of the Program. This impact would be less than significant with 
mitigation. 

Impact POP-1.1 - Direct Cultivation/Manufacturing. The direct impacts of the Program relate to 
the adoption of regulations and policies that lead to licensed legal cultivation of cannabis plants and 
manufacturing/processing of cannabis products, which would generate net new future employment 
in the County. As described in Section 3.0, Introduction and Approach to Analysis, the Program would 
potentially result in an anticipated increase of 34.8 acres of cannabis canopy by the 193 (of the 760 
total) registrants that are not currently cultivating. Considering this level of licensed cultivation, along 
with cannabis manufacturing/processing employment, the Program would potentially generate up to 
an estimated 6,516 additional FTE cultivation jobs. This total comes from 4,140 cultivators and 2,670 
trimmers along with 600 processers, but with credit for an assumed existing 294 FTE jobs associated 
with the existing CA greenhouses. An additional 600 cannabis processers/manufacturing employees 
on other sites within the unincorporated area, which is a total industry growth of 7,116 cannabis 
workers within the projected 190.1 acres and 400 new manufacturing businesses. This represents a 
level that has not been anticipated by the adopted AMBAG regional growth projections.  

For context, the total number of agricultural employees in the year 2010 within the unincorporated 
area was 6,380. While some of those employees could have been employed within the 147 acres of 
greenhouses that are projected to be used for cannabis cultivation, it is recognized that cannabis 
operations can be more employee intensive. Many employees would be farmworkers involved in the 
harvesting, processing, and packaging of agricultural products. Currently, the County’s transportation 
impact fee is based on an assumption of two employees per acre within agricultural buildings, and at 
this rate the 147 acres would reflect 294 employees. Essentially, if cannabis cultivation does take place 
within the assumed 190.1 acres, and 88 percent of that occurs indoors and in greenhouses, the nature 
of associated employment would double 2010 levels of agricultural workers in the unincorporated 
area. 

Because of its history, wages associated with cannabis cultivation remain somewhat speculative; 
however, it is likely that wages that were previously paid “under the table” will increase in the future 
for cannabis employees, as legal employees would be subject to labor laws. Wage levels are 
anticipated to be similar to vineyard harvest rates, currently at approximately $20 per hour (ERA 
Economics, LLC for CA Department of Food and Agriculture 2017). Assuming a 40-hour work week, 
over 52 weeks, $20 per hour is equivalent to $42,640 gross income per year. If the cannabis 
cultivator/worker were the only wage earner in a local family (three persons, rounded up from 2.7 
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average household size), that would qualify the household as “very low income” under the criteria 
established by the California Department of Housing and Community Development (California 
Department of Housing and Community Development 2017). Therefore, it is likely that many cannabis 
employees would live at or below the “low income” threshold. It is projected that employment growth 
created by the expanding cannabis industry will increase population and associated demand for 
housing, particularly for affordable and farmworker housing.  

Based on outreach to the cannabis industry in January and February 2017, it appears that most of the 
760 license registrants are existing County residents, particularly due to the requirement that 
licensees must have a history of cultivating in the County, including for farmers who were not required 
to register but are required to have farmed for at least 3 years prior to licensing. New employees from 
future growth of the industry, which are projected at a total of 7116 employees for cultivation and 
manufacturing, would contribute to increased demand for housing. Some of those new employees 
could also be existing residents of the County and adjacent counties, who are currently unemployed 
or who change jobs in the course of their careers. Also, the 147 acres of existing greenhouses in the 
CA zoned areas that have been assumed to convert to cannabis typically already have some level of 
associated employment (which may be more than the 294 FTE jobs being assumed by this EIR).  

The County’s housing unit vacancy rate, excluding seasonal, recreational, and occasional use 
residential units, is 4.5 percent of the County’s existing housing stock, which would equate to 2,562 
housing units available to new occupancy on an ongoing basis. Compared to the projected 7,116 
additional full-time-equivalent cannabis cultivation and manufacturing employees (including 
trimming and processing/manufacturing at cultivation and other sites located within the 
unincorporated area), the existing 2,562 vacant housing units would not be sufficient to house these 
additional employees and their associated households. 

The April 2016 Santa Cruz County Housing Element identified a capacity under existing General Plan 
land use designations and zoning to accommodate 2,379 new housing units in urban areas, 2,715 new 
units in rural areas, as well as 7,823 new accessory dwelling units and 2,423 new agricultural 
employee housing units, for a total capacity of 17,271 new units under the existing General Plan. Due 
to recent and upcoming changes in regulations related to Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) and 
agricultural employee housing, it is reasonable to project that production of these housing types will 
increase over former levels in the unincorporated area. Additionally, traditionally workers associated 
with the cannabis industry have included a high level of younger, less established employees who do 
not have families and are more willing to live in roommate or other non-traditional housing situations. 
Even considering these factors, however, the projected increase of employment due to growth in the 
cannabis industry will exceed existing adopted projections, and create additional demand for housing 
units beyond RHNA-projected levels of demand which were addressed in the 2016 Housing Element. 

Taken together, there may not be sufficient affordable housing opportunities for the expected increase 
in employment and population associated with commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing 
in the unincorporated area of the County. Over half of the projected new employees would be 
cultivators (i.e., farmworkers). Construction of agricultural employee housing (which is considered 
an agricultural use) and accessory dwelling units is exempt from the building permit caps established 
by the annual growth goals adopted by the Board of Supervisors to implement Measure J. The 
Program’s increased housing demand would not directly lead to demolition of existing dwellings, but 
would increase competition for available units and likely lead to higher household sizes and higher 
housing costs.  

As observed during cannabis cultivation site visits in January and February 2017, in some existing 
cases residential units on cultivated property are used for other than residential purposes. However, 
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the Program ensures that cultivation operators or caretakers are also residents on a licensed site in 
RA, A, TP, and SU zoned properties. Additionally, the Program’s proposed home occupancy 
regulations for limited cannabis product manufacturing within detached single family residential 
units ensures that manufacturing that occurs within homes would be secondary to residential uses.  

While the increase in housing demand from cannabis industry employees may exceed existing 
projected levels of agricultural and manufacturing employment, the County and other agencies have 
adaptive capacity to modify plans and regulations to adjust to changing growth forecasts and changing 
projections of housing unit need. AMBAG updates regional growth forecasts by industry every four 
years, and the County is required to update its Housing Element every eight years. The County is 
currently working on updates to the General Plan/Local Coastal Program and modernization of the 
SCCC chapters that relate to land use and development, and “new tools” are planned that are intended 
to better accommodate workforce housing needs.  

Additionally, the County has an existing affordable housing impact fee (AHIF) program (SCCC Chapter 
17.10), which could be modified in the future to address housing needs created by growth in the 
agricultural industry. Currently, for non-residential projects, including industrial and manufacturing 
uses that result in a net increase in commercial floor area, the County collects a fee of $2.00 per sf of 
development. For non-habitable agricultural buildings located in CA and Agricultural (A) zoned land 
that result in a net increase in commercial floor area, the County currently collects a fee of $1.00 per 
sf of development. These fees generate local affordable housing funds that are leveraged with other 
resources (e.g., of federal, state, or other programs) to be used to increase housing supply to respond 
to demand for affordable housing. However, the levels of the current AHIF do not fully mitigate 
impacts (rates were set below supportable levels due to concerns about impacts on the local 
economy). 

Ultimately, since the projected population associated with the licensed cannabis industry is expected 
to exceed local and regional growth estimates, the potential impacts related to population, 
employment, and housing are potentially significant.  

Mitigation Measures 
MM POP-1.1: Affordable Housing Fee for Agricultural Buildings Used for Commercial 
Cannabis. The County shall review and update its AHIF as needed to address agricultural 
buildings used for licensed commercial cannabis activities involving more employee-intensive 
crops or processes so that additional affordable housing resources are available to be leveraged 
with other resources to create new affordable housing, including for agricultural employee 
housing units. 

Requirements and Timing. The County Planning Department shall review the AHIF 
Program as needed as part of Program implementation, and shall report recommended 
updates to the Board of Supervisors within one year of Program adoption. 

Monitoring. The County Licensing Office and Planning Department shall ensure affordable 
housing impact fees are collected as required by SCCC Chapter 17.10, as may be amended. 

Post-Mitigation Level of Impacts 
Implementation of MM POP-1.1 would help address possible increased demands for housing, 
including affordable housing and agricultural employee housing, generated directly by the 
Program, but may not fully mitigate the potential impacts described above. However, as many 
cultivation sites would be required to provide a dwelling onsite, some demand for housing would 
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be met inherently by the Program. Additionally, continued implementation of plans and programs 
related to increasing housing supply would help meet housing demands that are created by the 
Program. Most of those efforts will take effect over longer timeframes, such as the 2015 - 2023 
Housing Element implementation phase; however, the ADU SCCC amendments will help single 
family property owners to more easily create ADUs in the near future, which can provide 
workforce housing which is considered affordable by design. While implementation of the 
Program could increase upward pressure on housing costs, it will not directly displace people. 
Therefore, with implementation of MM POP-1.1 and existing Countywide housing programs, 
residual impacts associated with Impact POP-1.1 would be less than significant with mitigation.  

Impact POP-1.2. Indirect Cultivation/Manufacturing. The Program would result in the 
construction of new housing units on some cannabis cultivation sites, which could have two different 
effects: the homes may serve cannabis industry employees, including farmworkers, in which case this 
has the beneficial impact of providing housing that mitigates the impacts of growth of the cannabis 
industry; or, if not occupied by cannabis industry employees, the employment growth due to the 
expanded cannabis industry could lead to increased demand for housing that occurs within an 
existing context of the County housing market that is already characterized by an insufficient supply. 
This could increase upward pressure on housing costs, result in higher household sizes, and could 
increase the rate of housing construction on existing legal lots of record over that which otherwise 
occur without expansion of the cannabis industry. 

The Program would not grant a license to cannabis cultivation on parcels zoned parcels zoned RA, SU, 
TP, or A without a house also located on the site. If these homes are not occupied by the licensees or 
employees, the new population and employment may be particularly impactful in the remote areas of 
the County that would allow cannabis activities under the Program, such as TP, RA, and SU zoned 
areas within the Santa Cruz Mountains in the Mountain Region, Urban Region, and South County 
Region, where residential development is low density and scarce, and where residential development 
has greater potential to impact sensitive resources through the development of ancillary 
improvements and support services.  

Since 2010, a total of 263 building permits, or 37 per year, for new residential units have been issued 
by the County (County of Santa Cruz Planning Department 2016). Most of these units have been within 
affordable housing developments that obtained County affordable housing funds prior to dissolution 
of redevelopment agencies in 2011/12. Over this same period since 2010, the average adopted annual 
limit for building permits for new residential units, as restricted by Measure J and associated SCCC 
sections that implement the County’s growth management provisions, was 316 new residential units 
per year. Therefore, the County has issued just over 10 percent of the available building permits for 
new residential development each year since 2010. In recent years, the County has “carried over” 
prior years’ unused allocations, such that the County is currently authorized to issue building permits 
for about 500 units a year, even though demand for building permits has been below this level. This 
does mean, however, that the County’s growth management system is not considered a constraint to 
meeting housing needs of the emerging and growing cannabis industry.  

As described in Impact POP-1.1, demand for housing is expected to increase, but would also be offset 
to some extent by the new homes that are required in order for a license to be issued at some 
cultivation sites. Additionally, current County efforts to modify regulations in order to facilitate 
construction of ADUs, agricultural employee housing, and workforce housing (especially along 
transportation corridors), are expected to support creation of new housing units that respond to 
housing needs of the workforce and community. Based on the anticipated number of licenses to be 
issued, the Program would result in an estimated 228 new detached single-family residences as a 
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direct impact, and would also have the indirect impact of increasing demand for housing by employees 
in the cannabis industry.  

The projected 228 new housing units would constitute a 0.2-percent increase in the unincorporated 
County housing stock, and can be accommodated by existing zoning on existing legal lots of record 
that are developable. Based on the number of people per household (Table 3.12-4), the potential 228 
new residential units would directly support 615 additional residents, a 0.3-percent increase in the 
population of the unincorporated parts of the County. While the Program would require the 
construction of new residential units, the total amount of new construction to meet Program 
requirements relative to the total housing stock of the County, including the unincorporated areas, 
would be small, less than a one percent increase.  

The More Permissive Project may involve licensing of more eligible sites than the proposed Project 
within a larger area of eligibility, potentially increasing impacts from population growth, including 
ground disturbance and increased water demand, but would also require that cannabis operations 
are consistent with the SCCC and the County General Plan.  

Additionally, the Program’s indirect impacts could include additional induced rural residential 
development beyond that required to support licensed cannabis cultivation by actions taken by 
cannabis industry property owners to improve road and access in areas where access is currently 
constrained. Potential acreage of such future development is unknown, but may involve roughly 0.5 
to 1.0 acre per home, including roads, driveways, utilities, and outbuildings, which is typical for rural 
home development. However, the development of new homes and ancillary uses to cannabis 
cultivation would occur incrementally over years or decades on existing parcels, and be distributed 
throughout the rural areas of the County. Clusters of induced residential development in rural areas 
have the potential to result in more acute and localized effects, particularly where the Program allows 
for licensing in the Mountain, Urban, and South County Regions. Given the geographic limitations of 
the Program, residential development would be limited to pockets of the County where cannabis 
activities have the potential to lead to growth inducement, as further discussed in Section 3.15, Other 
CEQA Issues. Therefore, indirect impacts to population and housing under the Program would be 
considered less than significant, including for the Project and the More Permissive Project.  

3.12.6.2 Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed 
Mitigation Measures 

Table 3.12-6 below provides a summary of the Program impacts related to population and housing 
and proposed mitigation measures. 

  



County of Santa Cruz  Section 3.12 Population, Employment and Housing 
 

 
Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing 
Regulations and Licensing Program 3.12-16 

Draft Environmental Impact Report 
August 2017 

 
 

Table 3.12-6 Summary of Population and Housing Impacts 

Population 
and 

Housing 
Impacts 

Level of 
Significance Mitigation Measures 

Post-Mitigation Level of 
Significance 

Project 
More 

Permissive 
Project 

Impacts from Commercial Cannabis Cultivation and Cannabis Product Manufacturing 

Impact POP-1. Commercial cannabis cultivation and manufacturing under the Program could have 
adverse effects on the housing market due to population and employment growth and associated 
demand for housing that is above previously projected levels of agricultural and manufacturing job 
growth; and could indirectly cause an increased rate of construction of housing units on existing 
lots of record due to requirements of the Program. This impact would be less than significant with 
mitigation. 
Direct  Potentially 

Significant 
MM POP-1.1: Affordable Housing Fee for 
Agricultural Buildings Used for Commercial 
Cannabis 

Less than 
significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less than 
significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Indirect  Less than 
Significant 

None required Less than 
significant 

Less than 
significant 

3.12.6.3 Secondary Impacts 

Impact POP-2. Unregulated commercial cannabis cultivation and cannabis product 
manufacturing under the Program could potentially have adverse effects due to 
substantial population growth, could displace substantial existing housing, or 
displace a substantial number of people, which would be a significant and 
unavoidable impact. 

Impact POP-2.1 - Secondary Cultivation/Manufacturing. Program implementation could create 
secondary impacts through Program-induced additional or expanded unlicensed and unregulated 
cannabis cultivation Countywide, as many potential cannabis cultivators would be excluded by 
Program standards. In addition, legalization of cannabis for adult recreational use may lead to a 
“green-rush” effect in the County, similar to what occurred with adoption of Ordinance 7.126 in 2014, 
which resulted in resource impacts attributed to non-permitted development. Such illegal cultivation 
would occur without grading or building code compliance. It is expected that the County would 
continue to experience a variable level of unregulated cannabis cultivation and manufacturing in 
unincorporated areas throughout the life of the Program. Impacts from unlicensed cultivation may 
include additional employees seeking housing within the County, as well as unpermitted residential 
development to house employees. 

The Program’s restrictions on cannabis cultivation, such as minimum parcel size, maximum canopy 
allowances, residential unit requirement, limit participation in the Program and may induce 
additional or expanded unregulated and illegal cultivation. Potential barriers to legal cultivation 
include costs such as taxes, development of a residence on site, infrastructure improvements, and 
road improvements, which also may reduce participation in the Program and increase the rate of 
unlicensed cultivation over the life of the Program. The More Permissive Project would reduce eligible 
parcel size requirements, thereby incrementally reducing unregulated cultivation within the County.  
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The location of unlicensed cultivation sites cannot be predicted. Unlicensed cultivation could occur in 
any of the countywide regions and could expand in areas unsuitable for cultivation or development of 
appropriately permitted housing. Given its illegal or unpermitted nature and need for concealment, 
such activities may occur in heavily forested areas without access to necessary public services. 
Furthermore, unpermitted residential habitation onsite would not be subject to plan check and 
inspection and would potentially have adverse effects on existing residents and neighborhoods due 
to unsafe and unpermitted nearby construction or reduction in property values due to proximity of 
unsafe and unpermitted construction.  

With mitigation to address unlicensed cultivation on an ongoing basis, secondary impacts would be 
reduced over the life of the Program. 

Mitigation Measures 

Implement MM AT-1.3a. Sustained Enforcement Program. To reduce secondary impacts 
related to population, employment and housing associated with unregulated cannabis 
cultivation/manufacturing and related development activities, MM AT-1.3a, addressing County 
implementation of the Unlicensed Cannabis Cultivation and Manufacturing Enforcement and 
Compliance Program, shall apply to Impact POP-2.  

Implement MM AT-1.3b. Annual Survey and Monitoring Report. To reduce secondary impacts 
related to population, employment and housing associated with unregulated cannabis 
cultivation/manufacturing and related development activities, MM AT-1.3b, addressing County 
criteria for an Annual Survey and Monitoring Report of licensed activities as well as illegal 
activities, including recommendations regarding enforcement staffing and resources, shall apply 
to Impact POP-2.  

Post-Mitigation Level of Impacts 

With implementation of MM AT-1.3a and MM AT-1.3b, unregulated cannabis cultivation would be 
reduced over time through enforcement/closure of the illegal grow sites which would reduce 
employee demand for housing and therefore would reduce secondary population and housing 
impacts, but the impacts to population and housing related to unregulated cannabis activities would 
be significant and unavoidable due to difficulty in planning for and accommodating unquantifiable 
housing needs of persons involved in illegal unregulated activities. 

3.12.6.4 Cumulative Impacts 
Program approval would contribute to cumulative impacts to population, employment and housing 
associated with pending development projects countywide, including two ongoing comprehensive 
planning studies, including the countywide update to agricultural policies and regulations and the 
Regional Water Quality Control Board’s cannabis discharge permit program. 

Cumulative direct and indirect impacts associated with the Program would include the increase of 
combined cannabis canopy up to 190.1 acres, with additional acreage for support development, as 
well as development of structures to support cannabis cultivation and manufacturing activities. This 
allowable cultivation in combination with proposed development under other the County General 
Plan would potentially induce population growth and increase housing demand. As discussed above, 
the likely increase in population and associated housing demand would represent a portion of the 
currently estimated population, employment and housing growth, but exceeds current adopted 
projections. However, since regional forecasts are updated every 4 years, Housing Elements are 
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updated every eight years, and the County’s General Plan is also in the process of being updated, these 
increases can be considered and reflected in projections and plans as they are updated. The Program 
also requires that cannabis cultivation and manufacturing activities comply with existing County 
policies and regulations. Therefore, the Program’s contribution to cumulative population growth and 
housing demand or displacement may be substantial. However, with payment of County affordable 
housing fees and ongoing implementation of the County General Plan and Housing Element, the 
Program’s contribution to impacts of housing and population would not be considerable and, 
therefore, would be less than significant. 
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