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egions are the central nervous system of our 

communities. Labor and housing markets are

regional in scope, and transportation provides

the intra- and inter-regional network that links homes

to jobs and goods to consumers. Environmental 

issues such as air and water quality are also influenced

by human activities within a region and may have

both local and regional consequences. 

At the heart of regions are the communities 

that provide the day-to-day life experiences of the

residents in the region. These communities are 

impacted not only by the larger region, but also by

local policies such as land use and localized conditions

such as neighborhood stability and safety. The vitality

of these communities, in turn, impacts the region.

The Southern California region is large and growing

with over 17 million residents.

Understanding the interrelationships between

changing structure and dynamics that characterize

Southern California as a region is crucial to success-

fully planning a future with healthy, sustainable, 

affordable, safe, economically vibrant, and just 

communities in which residents enjoy the many

benefits of Southern California. The Southern 

California region, which includes five counties 

(Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino,

and Ventura, is an ideal setting for this study because:

a) it is the prototypical example of a booming

Sunbelt area in which the population is 

increasing and in which the predominant 

spatial characteristic is one of sprawl; 

b) it is a racially and ethnically heterogeneous

area that has received, and continues to 

receive, a large inflow of immigrants; and 

c) it was hit hard by the foreclosure crisis 

beginning in 2007. 

In other words, it is not only home to millions 

of Californians whose lives and futures take shape 

in the context of the region, it is also interesting in

its own right as a region with an evolving structure

related to housing, transportation, the economy, and

public safety. It is a metropolitan area with a future

informed by its past, defined by its present, and

shaped by decisions yet to be made. 

This inaugural Regional Progress Report (RPR)

was produced as the research component of the

Metropolitan Futures Initiative in the School of 

Social Ecology at the University of California, Irvine.

The RPR is the result of a monumental data collection

effort undertaken by five faculty members, ten graduate

student researchers, and six undergraduate researchers.

This unprecedented dataset is composed of 14 

different data sources and includes a plethora of

measures of the demographic, social, and economic

landscape of the entire southern California region. 

It allows for systematic statistical analyses at various

geographic units of social life, from large units such

as cities and counties to small units such as neigh-

borhoods and street blocks. This inaugural report

draws on this large and growing dataset to statistically

examine the interrelationships between a variety 

of community concerns, including changing racial/

ethnic demographics, employment and economic

welfare, housing density and availability, crime and

public safety, and land use more generally. Future 

reports will continue to monitor trends and expand

the domain of coverage to include, for example,

health and welfare. 

The report paints a broad and incisive picture 

of the changing structure of Southern California.

The analytic focus is on the interrelationships 
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between various factors that characterize communities

and the people that inhabit them at various levels of

governance (i.e., neighborhoods, cities, counties, and

the region). The findings are organized around an

examination of racial/ethnic demographics, housing

(density, values, foreclosures), jobs (unemployment

as well as location and clusters), transportation

(time travel and air quality), and crime and safety

(violent crime rates and property crime rates).

Among the many findings:

• The ethnic makeup of Southern California has

changed dramatically during the past five decades.

Most notably, Latino and Asian populations have

grown substantially; the black population has 

California, reversing a trend from earlier decades.

In the 1980s and 1990s, neighborhoods with higher

levels of racial/ethnic mixing at the beginning 

of the decade experienced lower home value 

appreciation over the subsequent decade. Now

there is evidence that this effect may be changing:

in the 2000s, neighborhoods with more racial/

ethnic mixing at the beginning of the decade 

experienced greater increases in relative home 

values during the subsequent decade. 

• The presence of more minorities in a neighbor-

hood no longer appears to depress property values.

In the 1970s and 1980s, a greater percentage of

Blacks or Latinos were associated with depressed

home value appreciation within neighborhoods.

In these decades, a neighborhood with 10% 

more Blacks experienced a decrease in home 

values between 2.6% and 4.5% during the 

subsequent decade; and one with 10% more 

Latinos experienced a decrease in home values

between 3.7% and 6% in the following decade.

There is no such effect in recent decades. In fact,

neighborhoods with 10% more Latinos at the 

beginning of 2000 actually experienced a 1.3%

greater increase in home values. 

• Although ethnic mixing is often associated with

higher crime rates in many parts of the country,

this is not the case in southern California cities in

recent decades. Since 1990, there is no evidence

that ethnically mixed cities have more crime, or

greater increases in crime, than other cities. This

is a change from earlier decades when such cities

tended to have higher violent crime rates. 

• There is no evidence that the presence of immi-

grants increases crime rates. Across four decades,

whether estimating models at one point in time

or over time, there is no evidence that cities with

more immigrants, or an increasing immigrant

population, have higher rates of crime than 

other cities. 

• Crime has deleterious consequences for cities, as

neighborhoods in cities with higher violent crime

rates experience greater job loss and falling home

values over time. A 10% increase in the violent

crime rate in the city over the previous twelve

months reduces home sales prices in the zip code

about 8%, whereas a similar increase in the city

3

become concentrated within fewer communities,

and the white population has steadily decreased. 

• South Central Los Angeles provides a glimpse of the
changing landscape: Blacks made up the majority
of residents in 1960, with Latinos comprising 8.5
percent of the population. In 2007, the area was
80 percent Latino and just 15 percent Black.

• Ethnically mixed neighborhoods now are more

likely to have higher property values in Southern
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property crime rate reduces home sales prices

about 1%. Compared to a city with an average 

violent crime rate, a city with a high violent crime

rate will have 0.03% fewer retail and white collar

jobs the next year, and 0.4% fewer blue collar jobs

the next year. 

• Orange County has experienced considerable 

demographic change. Although long a predomi-

nantly white suburban county, Orange County

now has an increasing proportion of Latinos in 

all of its cities. Two cities in Orange County –

Santa Ana and Anaheim – are now dominated 

by Latinos. All but one city in Orange County has

seen a proportional rise in the Asian population.

• There is a revival of downtown Los Angeles, as the

inner city is characterized as a hub of mixed land

uses, a 24-hour lifestyle, and a decline in crime

rates. Violent crime rates in downtown LA have

fallen from 350% higher than the region average

in 1990 to just 67% above the average in 2010.

Meanwhile, crime rates for both Northeast San

Fernando Valley and the Hollywood Hills have

fallen from double or triple the average in 1990, to

average rates in 2010. The Westside and Westwood/

Beverly areas have fallen from about average in

1990, to half the average or more in 2010.

• The foreclosure crisis of the first decade of the

new century has begun to abate, even as it has 

had a sizeable impact on home values throughout

affected areas. Residents of San Bernardino and

Riverside Counties were hardest hit: in 2008,

Riverside County had 7 out of 8 city clusters with

foreclosure percentages more than 10 times the

mean for the region, and one city cluster, Moreno

Valley, was over 30 times the 2000 regional average. 

• Foreclosure rates were strongly related to falling

home values throughout the region. A 1% 

increase in foreclosures in the neighborhood 

reduced home sale prices by 5.9% the following

month. The effect of foreclosures on sales prices

was most pronounced in low income and minority

neighborhoods. Neighborhoods with a high 

proportion of Latino or Black residents experi-

ence a particularly sharp decrease in home sales

prices as the foreclosure rate rises. Likewise for

low income neighborhoods: at a 0.1% foreclosure

rate, home sales prices fall 0.56% more in a low

income neighborhood compared to a high 

income neighborhood.

• Air quality has improved dramatically in Southern

California during the past three decades, in spite

of increasing population density. Stage I smog

alert days, called when ozone concentrations 

exceeded 0.2 parts per million (ppm), have 

decreased over time. Although there were 117

Stage I smog alerts in the Los Angeles air basin 

in 1978, there were 77 Stage I smog alerts in 1988,

and zero Stage I smog alerts for the first time 

ever in 1996.

• The Southern California region’s commitment 

to “car culture” is evident in numerous ways. Los

Angeles County had 6.6 million vehicles registered

in 2007. Only six states, Florida, Illinois, New

York, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Texas, had more 

vehicles registered. The Los Angeles-Long Beach-

Santa Ana metropolitan area is the nation’s most

traffic-congested, as travel time in peak periods

takes 38% longer than at free-flow conditions. 

• Driving commute times rose steadily during the

past three decades, with some notable exceptions

in a few areas. For example, many of the clusters

in Orange County showed steady increases in 

average commute time between 1980 and 2000.

The city clusters in which commute times have
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declined over time tend to be rich in jobs and

available housing. One example is the City of

Irvine, a relatively jobs rich area that has the lowest

average commute time in Orange County. 

• Average commute time in the region varies 

immensely. In the city clusters within Los Angeles

County, a large proportion of areas (17 of 24)

showed year-over-year increases in average 

commute time between 1980 and 2007. The

Claremont cluster had the lowest average 

commute time (25.4 minutes) in 2007, but the

Glendale cluster also was relatively lower (25.7

minutes) than other clusters in the County. 

The Lancaster cluster, an exurban area with 

comparatively low home values and relatively

lower levels of white and blue collar jobs, had 

the highest average commute time in the County.

• High population density nearby does not reduce

vehicle usage as much as does the presence of

many jobs nearby. Whereas a 10% increase in

population density reduces a given household’s

vehicle miles traveled by an average of 0.35%, a

similar increase in jobs nearby reduces it 1.58%.

• Preferences in residential land use are changing.

Whereas higher population density was associated

with slower home value appreciation in earlier decades,

this has reversed in the 2000s. In earlier decades

neighborhoods with older housing experienced 

relatively slower home value increases, but this has

reversed since the 1980s. And although neighbor-

hoods with a higher proportion of single family

housing still see greater home value appreciation

than other neighborhoods, this advantage has

weakened in the most recent decades. 

These and hundreds of other provocative findings

are presented in this Regional Report. Taken as a whole,

the findings in this report reveal the power of a regional

analysis that focuses on Southern California. With 

an eye toward temporal and spatial change, as well 

as stability, this approach showcases the patterned 

connections between the local and the regional. 

Understanding the very phenomena that anchor 

our communities and contextualize our daily lives –

housing, jobs, transportation, and the like – is a key

step toward understanding the past and focusing 

on the present to anticipate and plan the future.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Public decision makers are faced with a complex

and challenging policy environment when accounting

for the interrelated processes that motor a region

and, in turn, define local communities. Such policy

decisions require considering structural change, 

the location and distribution of jobs and the avail-

ability and cost of housing; the linkages between

land use and transportation; the relationships

among localized social and economic conditions,

neighborhood quality and regional vitality; various

state regulatory and planning mandates; and local

land use regulations. Policy makers within the 

region have the responsibility to plan within this

complexity to meet many goals, including avoiding

environmental harm such as unnecessary air 

emissions, promoting strong neighborhoods 

and a higher quality of life for residents, and 

improving the overall function of the region and

thus, enhance the economic and social well being 

for all communities in the region. 

Demographic change is a lengthy process that 

is evident in the longer view presented in this report.

Structural demographic changes often prompt 

concerns that are unproductive in terms of effective

planning. While demographic change is often

viewed with uneasiness by long term residents of

communities, our data reveal that negative conse-

quences often associated with demographic change

are minimal or non-existent. For example, despite

demographic trends, the overall crime rate has 

decreased over time and the notion that an increase

in immigrants is related to higher rates of crime 

is not borne out by our analysis. It is important 

that decision makers encourage outreach to 

diverse subgroups in the population and affirm 

participation by longstanding residents and more 

recent entrants to communities in the region. 

History and empirical analyses reveal that regions

are stronger when diverse groups work together 

to achieve a set of desired goals. 

The results of this research illustrate how the

metropolitan pattern of employment centers, and

the resulting spatial pattern of access to job centers,

is important in reducing Vehicle Miles Traveled

(VMT). Given these results, the state mandates 

for reduction in greenhouse gas emissions and the 

requirements in SB 375, strengthening employment

sub-centers and planning for accessible and 

economically diverse housing to these job centers,

especially in the more urbanized counties of Los 

Angeles and Orange, is a comparatively high impact

land use strategy for reduction of vehicle miles 

traveled. Co-location of a range of housing types to

job centers could promote densities that encourage

walking rather than driving, while in less urbanized

areas heavy and light rail transportation could 

provide accessibility to job centers serviced by these

transportation modes. In these areas, as well as the

denser urban areas, transit oriented development

and related policies that encourage higher intensity,

mixed use developments near transportation nodes

will strengthen the effort to increase accessibility. 

In other words, place-making strategies that link

mixed use and mixed housing developments to 

job centers with excellent transportation access, 

are advisable given the findings presented in this 

report. The Southern California Association of 

Governments’ COMPASS program, which focuses

on infill development around major transportation

nodes, is a start in this direction.

We used housing values to assess economic 

vibrancy in communities in the region. The data in

this report clearly show higher ownership rates are

associated with less crime in neighborhoods, while

higher vacant rates are related to higher rates of

crime. Our analyses also reveal that vacant units and

foreclosures have negative impacts on housing sales

prices. Unfortunately, the housing market crash of

2007 produced both relatively high foreclosures 

(reducing homeownership) and vacant units in many

neighborhoods. In addition, the sales prices in low-

income neighborhoods and areas with a larger share

of Latinos were most strongly negatively impacted

by foreclosures. Interestingly, neighborhoods with

an older housing stock fared better on housing value

appreciation. This set of conditions poses particularly

difficult and potentially controversial policy choices

for decision-makers. Reducing vacant units by 

promoting homeownership in neighborhoods with,

and near areas of, high foreclosures is a reasonable

policy approach and is at the center of the relatively

limited federally-funded Neighborhood Stabilization

Program. However, policies that serve the most 

affected populations and that connect to the larger

regional issues concerning the distribution of job
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centers, housing, and transportation would be

stronger and, from a planning perspective, more 

effective in the long run. Such an approach implies

preference be given to certain locations; in other

words, using the “triage” method to save some

neighborhoods, while allowing others to fade. 

CONCLUSION

Given all the moving parts in the Southern 

California region, policy decisions are clearly a 

challenge. Nonetheless, it is imperative that such 

decisions are based on solid evidence. To that end,

a goal of this initial Regional Progress Report (RPR)

was to provide such evidence. Derived from system-

atically collected and meticulously analyzed data, 

the findings in this report can serve as a) baseline 

information for monitoring trends in the future and

b) a source of independently collected and publicly

available information that can inform discussions

about how best to plan the region’s future in ways

that appeal to the many communities and people 

that reside in the region. 

In the best case scenario, the RPR is a knowledge

building document that can serve as a catalyst for

communication among policymakers, business, 

residents, and others committed to an evidence based

approach to planning a desirable future. Future RPR’s

will do the same as the region continues to grapple with

these various challenges. Related to the future of the

RPR, the School of Social Ecology at the University of

California, Irvine, welcomes hosting public discussions

of the findings contained in this report and subsequent

reports. Indeed, independent empirical analyses of

our communities are the first step to planning a future

that enhances our communities and contributes to

our lives. The second step is to engage the findings

and ensure they inform how we build and serve 

communities in the region in the future.
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planning, education, law and public policy. The School is home to three highly
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